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  For my daughter Sasha  

  May you be a warrior for peace  

 The drone upsets the available categories, to the point of rendering 

them inapplicable. 

  — Gregoire Chamayou 
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    1      Drones 101 

   To the United States, a drone strike seems to have very little risk and 

very little pain. At the receiving end, it feels like war. Americans have 

got to understand that. 

 —General Stanley McChrystal 1   

 Drone strikes generally take place on the edge of American pub-

lic awareness. Although the United States has been using drones 

for what it calls “targeted killings” for over a decade, this was not 

formally acknowledged until a 2012 speech by Central Intelli-

gence Agency (CIA) director John Brennan. 2  Even after that 

speech, CIA censors prevented Leon Panetta, the previous CIA 

director, from mentioning drone strikes in his memoir. 3  A U.S. 

State Department special envoy complained that “drones were a 

deeply classified topic in the government. You could not talk 

about them in public, much less discuss whom they were hitting 

and with what results. Embassy staffers took to calling drones 

‘Voldemorts,’ after the villain in the  Harry Potter  series, Lord 

Voldemort: ‘he who must not be named.’” 4  

 Most people by now have a picture in their mind’s eye of 

the drones themselves. The silver-gray planes have a signature 

bulbous nose and inverted V tail fins, while the planes’ lack 
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of windows lends them an eerie air of sealed-off blindness 

( figure 1.1 ). In the words of the  New   Yorker ’s Steven Coll, they 

“look like giant robotic flying bugs.” 5  Drone pilot Matt Martin 

calls them “extraterrestrial-looking.” 6  Although the drones 

themselves have become an iconic image, media accounts of 

actual drone strikes are usually confined to a terse paragraph 

announcing that a strike took place, saying how many “mili-

tants” or al Qaeda members were killed, giving their names if 

they are known, and naming the faraway country where they 

died. An exception to this rule is a remarkably vivid account 

  Figure 1.1 
  A Predator unmanned aircraft.    

  Source:   https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/General_Atomics_MQ-1_Predator#/

media/File:MQ-1_Predator_unmanned_aircraft.jpg . 
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published in the  New Yorker  of a drone strike in Pakistan as seen 

from the CIA command center: 

   On August 5th, officials at the Central Intelligence Agency, in Langley, 

Virginia, watched a live video feed relaying closeup footage of one of the 

most wanted terrorists in Pakistan. Baitullah Mehsud, the leader of the 

Taliban in Pakistan, could be seen reclining on the rooftop of his father-

in-law’s house, in Zanghara, a hamlet in South Waziristan. It was a hot 

summer night, and he was joined outside by his wife and his uncle, a 

medic; at one point, the remarkably crisp images showed that Mehsud, 

who suffered from diabetes and a kidney ailment, was receiving an intra-

venous drip. 

 The video was being captured by the infrared camera of a Predator 

drone, a remotely controlled, unmanned plane that had been hovering, 

undetected, two miles or so above the house. Pakistan’s Interior Minis-

ter, A. Rehman Malik, told me recently that Mehsud was resting on his 

back. Malik, using his hands to make a picture frame, explained that the 

Predator’s targeters could see Mehsud’s entire body, not just the top of 

his head. “It was a perfect picture,” Malik, who watched the videotape 

later, said. “We used to see James Bond movies where he talked into his 

shoe or his watch. We thought it was a fairy tale. But this was fact!” The 

image remained just as stable when the C.I.A. remotely launched two 

Hellfire missiles from the Predator. Authorities watched the fiery blast in 

real time. After the dust cloud dissipated, all that remained of Mehsud 

was a detached torso. Eleven others died: his wife, his father-in-law, his 

mother-in-law, a lieutenant, and seven bodyguards. 7   

 There are a number of striking features to this account, which 

is told from the point of view of the executioners. A technology 

that is almost magical gives its owners, who are looking on the 

scene from high in the sky, a godlike power over life and death. 

The observation of the scene is simultaneously intimate and 

remote. It is also deeply asymmetrical: Mehsud, unaware of his 

exposure, is watched by faraway drone operators who can see 

him as if close up, reclining on the roof of his house on a hot 
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evening as his wife attends to his medical needs. They get to 

frame the picture while he does not even realize he is in it. With-

out warning, he is killed as if by a god’s thunderbolt from the 

sky. Seen from Virginia, the drone strike is quick, clean, and 

bloodless. Mehsud’s death is instant. Nor, described unambigu-

ously as a terrorist, does he seem undeserving of death. Twelve 

people die altogether, but the narrative marks only Mehsud’s 

death as significant. The other deaths are almost outside the 

frame. And in a way that amplifies the strange mix of distance 

and intimacy, the scene is mediated entirely through a single 

sense—vision. The attack has no sound, smell, taste, or texture. 

And we are invited to experience it through a narrative of 

mastery and control—of the cool, righteous exercise of over-

whelming power. 

 Contrast this with a very different account of a drone strike 

that was given by members of a Pakistani family who were 

invited (by a Congressman who opposes drone strikes) to 

testify to a sparsely attended congressional hearing. They 

described the shockingly sudden death of sixty-seven-year-old 

Momina Bibi. Testifying were her son, Rafiq ur Rehman, and her 

two grandchildren, nine-year-old Nabila and thirteen-year-old 

Zubair. This account is excerpted from a story in  The Guardian  

newspaper: 

  “Nobody has ever told me why my mother was targeted that day,” 

Rehman said. “Some media outlets reported that the attack was on a car, 

but there is no road alongside my mother’s house. Others reported that 

the attack was on a house. But the missiles hit a nearby field, not a 

house. All of them reported that three, four, five militants were killed.” 

He said, only one person was killed that day: “Not a militant but my 

mother.” 

 “In Urdu we have a saying: ‘aik lari main pro kay rakhna.’ Literally 

translated, it means the string that holds the pearls together. That is 
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what my mother was. She was the string that held our family together. 

Since her death, the string has been broken and life has not been the 

same. We feel alone and we feel lost.”… 

 Rehman’s son, Zubair, described the day of the attack, the day before 

the Muslim holy day of Eid, as a “magical time filled with joy.” He told 

lawmakers that the drone had appeared out of a bright blue sky. … 

“When the drone fired the first time, the whole ground shook and 

black smoke rose up. The air smelled poisonous. We ran, but several 

minutes later the drone fired again. People from the village came to our 

aid and took us to hospital. We spent the night in great agony in [sic] at 

the hospital and the next morning I was operated on. That is how we 

spent Eid.” … 

 His sister, Nabila, told lawmakers that she had been gathering okra 

with her brother and grandmother when she saw a drone and “I heard 

the dum dum noise. Everything was dark and I couldn’t see anything. 

I heard a scream. I think it was my grandmother but I couldn’t see 

her.” … 

 In testimony that caused the translator to stop and begin to weep, 

[Rehman] said: “As a teacher, my job is to educate. But how do I teach 

something like this? How do I explain what I myself do not understand? 

How can I in good faith reassure the children that the drone will not 

come back and kill them too?” 8   

 This account is from the point of view of the victims, not the 

executioners. We share the experience of those who do not even 

realize that they are in the crosshairs until they are attacked. The 

account emphasizes the sudden incomprehensible eruption of 

violent force, literally out of the blue, in a warm scene of familial 

togetherness on an important holy day ( figure 1.2 ). We are led to 

experience the drone strike through multiple senses, of which 

sight may be the least salient: we are told about the blackness of 

the smoke, the sound of the screaming, the smell of the explo-

sion, the sensation of the ground trembling, and the pain of 

shrapnel wounds. 9  Unlike the first account, the narrative does 

not end shortly after the drone strike but dwells on the 
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aftermath—the physical pain of the survivors, the enduring grief 

over the loss of the person “that held our family together.” 

Above all, this account foregrounds what is absent in the view 

from CIA headquarters—the psychological suffering of those 

on the ground, especially children, and the sense that the safe 

predictability of life has been permanently destroyed. It is a nar-

rative of helplessness, terror, and injustice. The drone operators’ 

perspective was remote and objectifying, but this narrative is so 

affecting that it made the translator break down in tears. 

  In the decade and a half since the United States started using 

weaponized drones, they have already begun to catalyze changes 

in the nature of war. Drones are redefining what it means to be a 

combatant, reshaping the sensory experience of war, and lever-

aging changes in operational tactics and military ethics. Above 

  Figure 1.2 
  The aftermath of a drone strike in Yemen.    

  Source:   https://s.yimg.com/dh/ap/default/141113/drone_2.jpg . 
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all, drones pose urgent questions about the legal authority and 

political legitimacy of their use because they embody “an uncon-

ventional form of state violence that combines the disparate 

characteristics of warfare and policing without really corre-

sponding to either.” 10   

 In this book, I explore the meaning and significance of this 

new kind of war, drone warfare, from multiple angles. Drawing 

on accounts by drone operators, drone victims, antidrone activ-

ists, human rights activists, international lawyers, journalists, 

military thinkers, and assorted academics, I ask how this new 

military technology is remaking the world. Although the public 

debate about drones has become increasingly polarized, my 

intent here is not to make a case for or against drones but to 

reframe the debate in ways that might freshen up the discus-

sion. It is not my intent to give a comprehensive account 

of drone warfare, which would require a book three times as 

long. Instead, chapters 2 through 5 of this book present four 

substantive essays that tackle different aspects of drone warfare. 

Chapter 2, “War Remixed,” looks at the way that drone warfare 

has redefined the space of the battlefield and considers the 

experiences of those who operate drones: What does their job 

involve? How do they subjectively experience the attacks in 

which they take part? What is the effect of war as commuter 

shiftwork on family life? Can drone operators be considered 

combatants? Chapter 3, “Remote Intimacy,” examines the para-

doxical mix of closeness and distance in the relationship 

between drone operators and their targets that can evolve over 

days of remote surveillance, and looks at what it is like to kill 

someone from over seven thousand miles away while watching 

as if close up on screen, whether it is easier or harder to kill 

someone this way than on the physical battlefield, and why 
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drone operators seem to have high rates of posttraumatic stress 

disorder. Chapter 4, “Casualties,” considers the debate between 

the U.S. government and its critics about the ethics and efficacy 

of drone strikes. Even as the U.S. government argues that drone 

technology offers the best hope for killing enemy combatants 

while sparing civilians, many human rights activists have 

claimed that drones have killed large numbers of civilians. 

Although I suggest that there has been a process of “ethical 

slippage” in the American use of drones, and that drones are 

killing more civilians than the U.S. government acknowledges, 

I make the case that the terms of the debate are misleading and 

that arguments of those for and those against drone strikes fail 

to recognize the ways in which the very distinction between 

civilians and combatants is under threat of collapse. Chapter 5, 

“Arsenal of Democracy?,” probes the debate about drones and 

the international laws of war. It contrasts the arguments made 

by officials in the administration of President Barack Obama in 

favor of drone strikes with critiques from international lawyers 

and nongovernmental organizations, and it argues that drone 

warfare is a new form of state violence, hybridizing war and 

police action, that cannot easily be regulated by the interna-

tional laws of war or by the checks and balances in the U.S. 

Constitution. It is reminiscent of old colonial practices and yet 

is different from anything we have seen before. As such, it 

invites debate over appropriate norms of action and control—a 

debate to which I hope this book will contribute. 

  A Brief History of the Drone 

 The online  Oxford English Dictionary  gives four principal 

definitions for the word  drone —(1) noun: “the male of the honey 
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bee … a non-worker”; (2) noun: “a continued deep monotonous 

sound of humming or buzzing”; (3) verb: “to give forth a contin-

ued monotonous sound”; (4) verb: “to act or behave like a 

drone bee.” 11  The first drone aircraft—radio-controlled biplanes 

intended as bombers—were developed during World War I but 

were unreliable and crashed often. In the mid-1930s the Royal 

Air Force, seeking to use a plane for target practice without kill-

ing pilots, developed a radio-controlled version of its Tiger Moth 

biplane. It was called the Queen Bee, and it seems that the word 

“drone” grew out of this name, partly through an analogy to 

lowly male drone bees that lacked stingers and eventually were 

killed by other bees. 12  Some drones were even painted with 

beelike black stripes on the tails. 

 In World War II, imitating the British example, the United 

States developed a new generation of drones for target practice 

in training exercises. The navy developed full-size drones while 

the army used smaller model airplanes. The United States also 

experimented with bombers from which the pilots would para-

chute to safety after takeoff, handing over control to pilots 

in other nearby planes. These “kamikaze” drones were packed 

with explosives so they could be crashed into military targets, 

both in Europe and in the Pacific. (During World War II, 

President John F. Kennedy’s older brother, Joseph, died when 

one of these drones exploded prematurely, as so many did, 

before he could parachute to safety.) 13  Shortly after World 

War II, the U.S. military sent remote-controlled B-17s to collect 

samples from mushroom clouds in the first nuclear tests after 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 14  

 In the 1960s, the U.S. military developed a new drone for 

surveillance purposes. Unlike today’s drones, the Lightning Bug 

was jet-powered and preprogrammed. Usually launched from 
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under the wing of a larger plane, this small drone flew a pro-

grammed route, deployed a parachute as it fell, and was snatched 

from the air or collected at sea. Although it could fire missiles 

from the air, it did so only in tests. The plane was used for sur-

veillance where manned flights would have been too dangerous, 

mainly over North Vietnam. 15  

 During the 1973 Yom Kippur War, Israel demonstrated a 

novel use for drones. Israel was losing planes to the Egyptian air 

force, so it began to send aloft drones to draw Egyptian fire. Hav-

ing thus used sacrificial drones to establish the location of 

Egypt’s missile batteries, it sent manned planes to destroy them. 

Israel, which has historically been at the forefront of drone 

development, used drones again during its 1982 war in Lebanon 

to scout for targets. 16  

 The United States purchased an Israeli drone, the Pioneer, to 

gather aerial intelligence during the 1991 to 1992 war in Iraq. 

Meanwhile one of Israel’s leading drone designers, Abraham 

Karem, nicknamed the “Moses of modern drones” by one Penta-

gon official, had moved to the United States, where he designed 

a new drone, the Predator. 17  Thanks to the development of global 

positioning system (GPS) technology and huge increases in the 

amount of data that could be relayed to and from drones via 

satellite, the Predator was the first drone that could be controlled 

from thousands of miles away. On the other hand, it was prone 

to crash in even moderately bad weather. First deployed in 1995, 

the new Predator drone was used by the United States to do 

reconnaissance during the Bosnian War and in 1998 to 1999 

during the war in Kosovo. Its advantages over satellites for sur-

veillance were immediately apparent. It could fly under the 

clouds that rendered satellites useless on many days, and unlike 

a satellite, which could take pictures only at those moments 
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when it was orbiting overhead, the Predator could circle over-

head for hours. “It’s like having your own personal satellite over 

your target,” said one military analyst. 18  The Predator did not yet 

carry missiles to attack targets on the ground, but at the end of 

the Kosovo War it acquired the ability to use lasers to “light up” 

ground targets for attack by manned planes. 

 The first combat use of a drone was by Iran in the Iran-Iraq 

War of the 1980s. Iran developed primitive drones that were 

used to fire rocket-propelled grenades at Iraqi ground forces. 19  

Not until February 2001, however, when the United States test-

fired a Hellfire missile from a Predator drone against a tank on 

the ground in Nevada, did it prove possible to launch a more 

substantial weapon from a drone without damaging the light-

weight plane. (The Hellfire missile was chosen because it was 

light enough not to tear off the Predator’s flimsy wings when 

fired). 20  In the words of historian Brian Glyn Williams, this 

“was a revolutionary moment in the history of aerial warfare. 

The unmanned reconnaissance drone had become a killer.” 21  

For different reasons, however, both the CIA and the U.S. Air 

Force were unenthusiastic about using it as such. Their reluc-

tance to commit to what has become standard military practice 

just a decade and a half later speaks eloquently to the speed 

with which norms about remote killing have changed in only 

a few years. The CIA was banned from assassinating foreign 

leaders by a 1976 executive order that was issued by President 

Gerald Ford and had been observed by his successors in the 

Oval Office, and as recently as early 2001, CIA director George 

Tenet had qualms about the ethics and legality of killing people 

with armed drones. According to  The 9/11 Commission Report , 

Tenet was “appalled” at the idea of assassinating people from 

the sky. 22  (Ironically, drones’ ability to use lethal force with 
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exact precision, thus sparing innocent civilians, put it on the 

wrong side of the assassination ban won by antiwar liberals in 

1976.) Meanwhile, the air force, run by people who had made 

their careers in the cockpits of fighter jets and bombers, looked 

down on the lumbering, unmanned drones as unworthy of a 

first-rate air force. Furthermore, the U.S. government was on 

record as opposing “targeted killings” as practiced by Israel. As 

recently as 2001, Martin Indyk, U.S. ambassador to Israel, said 

that “the United States government is very clearly on record as 

against targeted assassinations. … They are extrajudicial killings 

and we do not support that.” 23  

 Only a few months later, after the September 11, 2001, 

attacks, the U.S. position changed dramatically. In the words of 

Cofer Black, former director of the CIA’s Counterterrorism Cen-

ter, “There was ‘before’ 9/11 and there is ‘after’ 9/11. After 9/11 

the gloves come off.” 24  Ignoring the alarm to evacuate the CIA 

building after one of the hijacked planes crashed into the Penta-

gon, the CIA’s chief lawyer spent the day of 9/11 with a yellow 

legal pad writing a first draft of a Memorandum of Notification, 

signed within a week by President George W. Bush, that autho-

rized “targeted killings” of al Qaeda operatives and their allies. 25  

Thus the United States began to use drones, along with special 

forces, to target selected individuals on the ground after it 

invaded Afghanistan in the fall of 2001. The Bush Administra-

tion hoped to kill Osama bin Laden, the leader of al Qaeda, or 

Mullah Omar, the leader of the Taliban, in this way. 

 The first drone strike was an inauspicious debut for the Preda-

tor. It was October 7, 2001, and the United States was using an 

armed Predator operated from a mobile command center in a 

parking lot in Virginia to track Mullah Omar, whose hideout had 
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been identified. The CIA and the U.S. Air Force were running the 

mission together and, in the words of journalist Chris Woods, 

“the line of command which governed the Predator now shad-

owing Mullah Omar was blurred and untested.” Air Force 

General Chuck Wald, who believed he was in charge of that 

night’s operation, was in a command center in Saudi Arabia. He 

had two jet fighters holding twenty miles away, ready to strike 

Mullah Omar with 1,000-pound bombs on Wald’s command. 

“The first I knew that Predator was there,” said General Wald 

later, “was when I heard an unknown voice on my radio say ‘You 

are cleared to fire.’” His deputy, General David Deptula, said he 

and Wald “both watched the weapon impact and both turned to 

each other simultaneously and said, “Who the fuck did that?’” 

Journalist Chris Woods reports that  

  Instead of striking the building in which Omar was thought to be 

located, a convoy vehicle was targeted and destroyed by the Predator 

and a number of bodyguards killed. … When Predator pilot Scott 

Swanson finally broke his silence 13 years later to describe his role in 

the attack, he described the sight of a body thrown through the air as 

still “burned into my memory.” The strike was aimed at drawing Omar 

outside: but in the chaotic moments that followed, the Taliban leader 

escaped. 26    

 An attempt not long afterwards to kill Osama bin Laden with 

a Predator drone was no more successful. The CIA mistakenly 

believed its drone was tracking Osama bin Laden and two 

confederates because one of the figures on the ground seemed, 

like bin Laden, unusually tall. In the aftermath of the attack it 

became clear that the CIA had killed three humble peasants 

scavenging for scrap metal. The tallest, Daraz Khan, was five 

inches shorter than bin Laden. Pentagon spokesperson Victoria 

Clarke memorably explained that “we’re convinced that it was 
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an appropriate target … [although] we do not yet know exactly 

who it was.” 27  

 Despite these inauspicious beginnings, the drone strikes 

continued. According to the Bureau of Investigative Journalism, 

Afghanistan has been targeted over a thousand times and “is the 

most heavily drone-bombed country in the world.” The bomb-

ing was particularly heavy in 2012, when U.S. drone strikes in 

Afghanistan doubled in a single year as the United States drew 

down the number of troops on the ground. Most drones over 

Afghanistan have been operated by the U.S. military, rather than 

the CIA, and they have been deployed in concert with manned 

aircraft and ground troops to attack suspected Taliban forces. 

Roughly a quarter of all air strikes in Afghanistan have been 

drone strikes, and about 80 percent of drone strikes have been 

over Afghanistan and Iraq where drones would patrol above U.S. 

convoys, on the alert for ambushes or tell-tale signs of impro-

vised explosive devices (IEDs) below. 28  I call this way of deploy-

ing drones, in which they are used to complement troops and 

other kinds of air power in an internationally recognized war 

zone,  mixed drone warfare .  

 Drones were used in a similar way, as part of a mixed array of 

military force, in the initial U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003 and 

against the evolving insurgency in Iraq in later years. U.S. drone 

use in Iraq declined precipitously after 2008, when President 

Obama, who opposed the initial invasion of that country, took 

office and began to withdraw U.S. troops. In 2008, there were 

sixty drones strikes in Iraq; in 2009, four; and in 2010, none. 29  

After the abrupt rise of the new insurgency of the Islamic State in 

Iraq and Syria (ISIS), however, the United States recommenced 

drone strikes against Sunni insurgents in Iraq (then in Syria as 

well) in 2014. 30  
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 A different kind of U.S. drone campaign emerged in parallel 

in countries such as Yemen, Somalia, and Pakistan. The United 

States did not deploy large numbers of ground troops in these 

countries, and was not formally at war with them, but saw 

Muslim militant operations in them that it wanted to destroy. In 

some cases, particularly in Yemen, it sometimes had evidence 

that the militants were planning terrorist attacks on the United 

States, but in other cases, particularly in the so-called tribal areas 

of Pakistan, this was not the case. In these countries, drone 

strikes had a stand-alone quality. They were not part of a large 

war effort undertaken with F-16s, attack helicopters, and lots of 

boots on the ground, and they tended to be under the control of 

the CIA, or of the Joint Special Operations Command, rather 

than the air force. Because of this parallel drone campaign, the 

CIA underwent what the  Washington  Post called an “evolution 

from spy service to paramilitary force.” 31  In the absence of a sig-

nificant ground presence, the United States had the ability to 

attack unseen, from the blue, without presenting a reciprocal 

vulnerability to those it killed. By April 2014, over 6,800 U.S. 

troops had died in Iraq and Afghanistan, but none had been 

killed in Yemen and Pakistan. 32  Drone strikes in Yemen and 

Pakistan were the means of a truly asymmetric war in a way that 

was quite different from the situation in Iraq and Afghanistan. I 

call this stand-alone way of using drones without troops and 

other types of aircraft  pure drone warfare . In pure drone warfare 

drones operate outside the legal framework that applies to an 

internationally recognized warzone, and the attention of the 

drone operators is focused primarily on the suspected insurgents 

they track and kill. This is different from mixed drone warfare in 

Afghanistan and Iraq, where drone operators track their own 

troops as well as insurgents and often report strong emotional 
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involvement with their own troops on the ground who they are 

trying to protect from enemy fire. They may be as traumatized 

by their failure to save the lives of their own troops as by their 

own acts of killing. Although the media often portray pure drone 

warfare as the paradigm use of drones by the United States, most 

drone strikes have taken place in the context of mixed drone 

warfare in Afghanistan and Iraq. 

 The first drone strike in Yemen was in November 2002, and 

it killed Sinan al-Harithi, an al Qaeda leader thought to have 

been involved in the attack on the  USS Cole  in 2000. Five others 

died in the attack, including a U.S. citizen the CIA knew to be 

in the car with al-Harithi. 33  One target of the strike survived 

and was put on trial before a Yemeni military court, which 

acquitted him of terrorism charges, thus throwing into ques-

tion the fastidiousness of U.S. targeting protocols. “The deci-

sion to kill al-Harithi and the vehicles’ other occupants was a 

momentous one,” says commentator Chris Woods. “After all, 

this was an assassination or targeted killing beyond the hot 

battlefield, exactly the kind of operation Bush officials had 

been so vociferously opposing with Israel. … In a tetchy 

exchange with journalists two days later, [State department] 

spokesman Richard Boucher was still insisting that ‘Our policy 

on targeted killings in the Israeli-Palestinian context has not 

changed.’” 34  Although it was not widely reported in the U.S. 

media, this targeted killing of someone in a country beyond 

the battlefield was condemned by some in the international 

community at the time. Sweden’s foreign minister Anna Lindh 

described it “a summary execution that violates human rights,” 

and added, “Even terrorists must be treated according to inter-

national law. Otherwise, any country can start executing those 

whom they consider terrorists.” 35  The United Nations Human 
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Rights Council’s special rapporteur, Asma Jahangir, called it “a 

clear case of extrajudicial killing” at odds with “international 

human rights and humanitarian law.” 36  

 After the 2002 strike, U.S. drones did not attack targets in 

Yemen again until 2011. This was partly because Yemen’s presi-

dent, Ali Abdullah Saleh, was furious when Deputy Defense 

Secretary Paul Wolfowitz embarrassed him by talking on CNN 

about Yemen’s acquiescence in the strike. 37  But as Saleh’s grip on 

power weakened and it became clear that al Qaeda was gathering 

strength in Yemen, the strikes resumed, now under President 

Obama. Another strike, on March 30, 2012, targeted Khadim 

Usamah, a doctor who was thought to be pioneering plastic 

explosives that were undetectable at airports and could be surgi-

cally implanted in suicide bombers. 38  By 2012 American drones 

were striking targets in Yemen about once a week. 39  

 In 2011, the United States began a series of drone strikes in 

Somalia, which was being used by al Shabaab Muslim militants 

as a base of operations from which to conduct attacks in East 

Africa. At the time of writing, there have been about a dozen 

drone strikes in Somalia, where the United States has also 

deployed small special forces units and attacked targets with 

Cruise missiles. 40  

 Additionally, there were 145 drone strikes in Libya during the 

upheaval there when Muammar Gadhafi fell from power in 

2011. 41  And there were two drone strikes against insurgent train-

ing camps in the Philippines in 2006 and 2012 that were hardly 

reported in the United States. 42  

 Pakistan has absorbed most of the drone strikes in this semi-

covert drone campaign outside the public wars in Afghanistan 

and Iraq. In the words of the  New Yorker ’s Steven Coll, “C.I.A.-

operated drones waged what amounted to an undeclared, 
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remotely controlled air war over North and South Waziristan, 

a sparse borderland populated almost entirely by ethnic Pash-

tuns.” 43  This area, where annual per capita income averages $250 

and only 17 percent of the population is literate, is one of the 

poorest and least developed in the world. 44  The United States 

was convinced, correctly, that Osama bin Laden, the person 

in the world they most wanted to find and kill, was hiding in 

Pakistan. As the United States began to lose ground in its coun-

terinsurgency war against the Afghan Taliban, it became increas-

ingly frustrated that Taliban fighters, mostly ethnic Pashtuns, 

crossed the border into the so-called tribal areas of Pakistan, 

sought refuge with the Pashtuns living there, regrouped, and 

returned to the fight in Afghanistan at a later date. Because the 

United States was not at war with Pakistan, it could not pursue 

these Taliban members across the border with ground troops or 

helicopters. Meanwhile Pakistan’s government was increasingly 

worried about the Islamic insurgents who were gathering force 

in the semiautonomous area of Pakistan known as the Federally 

Administered Tribal Area (FATA), where they were enforcing a 

strict regime of Islamic law and plotting suicide attacks in other 

parts of Pakistan. 

 In a campaign led by the CIA, American drones began attack-

ing targets in the “tribal areas” of Pakistan in June 2004. The 

pace of this bombing campaign picked up enormously in the 

final months of the administration of President George W. Bush 

and under President Obama, who doubled the rate of attack in 

2010 after an al Qaeda suicide bomber blew up a CIA station 

chief and several other agents in Afghanistan. By 2011, the 

United States was carrying out one drone strike every three days 

on Pakistan. 45  To date, there have been at least 375 drone strikes 

on Pakistani territory, although their frequency fell dramatically 
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around 2012. 46  The U.S. government said that its drones were 

killing only Islamic militants, but Pakistani and international 

human rights activists claimed that many civilians, including 

children, were being killed. Particularly incendiary was a 2006 

strike on a school that Pakistani media reported as having 

killed seventy children. The strikes excited periodic protests in 

Pakistan, including one in Karachi in 2006 where 10,000 people 

chanted “Death to America!” and “Stop bombing innocent peo-

ple!” 47  With opinion polls showing that as many as 90 percent of 

Pakistanis opposed the drone strikes and 74 percent of Pakistanis 

considered the United States to be an enemy, 48  Pakistan’s gov-

ernment often denounced them. However, it was a public secret 

that was widely reported in both the U.S. and Pakistani media 

that Pakistan’s leader had given permission for the attacks. Most 

of the strikes were conducted by drones based in Afghanistan, 

although the United States also operated for some years from a 

secret drone base in Pakistan whose existence Pakistan’s govern-

ment officially denied. 

 These attacks have been undertaken by two kinds of drones. 

The Predator was first deployed during the administration of 

President Bill Clinton, and the Reaper was first deployed in 2007 

during the George W. Bush administration. “A little longer than 

the average station wagon,” and weighing just 1,130 pounds, 

the Predator is surprisingly small. With its modified snowmobile 

engine it has a maximum speed of 135 mph, although it usually 

flies at speeds under 100 mph and, according to journalist Chris 

Woods, in Afghanistan on “some days the winds were so strong 

that the Predators would find themselves going backward.” 49  

The Predator can fly as high as 25,000 feet but usually is oper-

ated at 10,000 to 15,000 feet so that it gets better video imagery. 

It can stay aloft for about 24 hours at a time. About a quarter of 
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the cost of the Predator goes into the “Ball,” which is a rotating 

sensor ball that is mounted under the nose of the plane. It carries 

daylight cameras and infrared cameras that can pick up the out-

line of bodies at night, as well as equipment that scans the 

ground for cell phone signals, logging sim cards on the ground 

below. The cameras are said to be able to read a license plate 

from two miles up, and they feed data streams to controllers in 

different locations. According to one account, even filming from 

two miles up, the camera has “a lens so powerful it feels like a 

hawk hovering at 100 feet.” 50   

 The Predator is typically equipped with two Hellfire missiles 

for use against targets on the ground. Each missile costs around 

$70,000. The Predator flashes an infrared beam to “light up” or 

“sparkle” targets below that are then attacked by the Predator’s 

missiles, by other planes, or by soldiers on the ground. These 

targets can be as small as individual insurgents who are fleeing 

an attack (what the U.S. military refers to as “squirters”), 

although the blast radius of a Hellfire missile is reportedly fifteen 

to twenty meters. 51  

 The Reaper, a larger second-generation armed drone, can fly 

twice as fast as the Predator, go twice as high, and carry eight 

times as much ordnance. It is not limited to using the Hellfire 

missiles that force Predator operators to adopt a “one-size-fits-

all” approach to bombing. Among other weapons, the Reaper 

carries the Small Smart Weapon, which is said to be capable of 

killing a person who is in one room while sparing people who 

are in the next room. It also has more sophisticated equipment 

for taking video footage of the ground and eavesdropping on 

electronic communications. Like the Predator, it is made by 

General Atomics. 52  
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 Both Predators and Reapers are launched from bases near the 

areas they patrol. They require substantial local crews to main-

tain them and local pilots who handle takeoffs and landings 

before passing control of the drones to crews in the United 

States. The American crews confer, often via typed chat, with a 

distributed network of people both in the United States and on 

the ground near the target zone. Although media coverage often 

makes it seem as if a drone needs only two or three people in a 

trailer in Nevada, the operation of a drone requires about 170 

people in multiple locations. The people with their hands on the 

controls are the tip of a spear that extends from ground crews in 

Middle Eastern deserts to generals and lawyers in air-conditioned 

control rooms in the United States. 53   

  The Appeal of Drones 

 Less than fifteen years after the first use of an armed drone by 

the United States, over 50 percent of the pilots being trained by 

the U.S. Air Force are drone pilots, and the proportion of 

remotely piloted aircraft in the U.S. fleet went from 5 percent in 

2005 to 31 percent by 2012. 54  This is an extraordinary turnabout. 

Drones have proved attractive to the U.S. military for four prin-

cipal reasons. First, they are far superior to both satellites and 

manned aircraft as tools for reconnaissance. Manned aircraft run 

out of fuel after a few hours, satellites pass over a site and then 

move on, but drones can linger over a location for a day or more, 

watching who enters and leaves a building or tracking the move-

ments of people and vehicles that seem suspicious. They can also 

use infrared cameras to track people at night. And the video 

footage they generate can be archived so that it can be searched 
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after attacks for signs of insurgent preparation. In such ways, 

drone surveillance helps in the mapping of insurgent networks 

and patterns of life as well as in locating arms caches and hiding 

places. The holy grail for drone advocates is a massive archive of 

drone surveillance footage that can be rewound so that analysts 

can work backward along an insurgent network—beginning 

with the explosion of a buried improvised explosive device (IED) 

and moving back to the insurgent who buried the device, the 

person from whom he collected it, and the bomb maker. So far, 

however, the enormous quantity, and often poor quality, of 

imagery has largely stymied attempts at this kind of data 

mining. 55  

 Second, in the words of General David Deptula, “The real 

advantage of unmanned aerial systems is that they allow you to 

project power without projecting vulnerability.” 56  Because the 

drone operator is safely ensconced in a trailer in Nevada, no 

American is killed or injured if a drone crashes or is shot 

down. This is beneficial in that the military does not like to see 

pilots killed, but also in the political sense that a war without 

American casualties is more likely to be a war without American 

opposition. Admiral Dennis Blair, former director of national 

intelligence, describes drone warfare as “politically advanta-

geous.” Saying that drone warfare enables a president to look 

tough without incurring American casualties, he adds, “It 

plays well domestically, and it is unpopular only in other coun-

tries.” 57  In the words of British commentator Stephen Holmes, 

drones have “allowed the Pentagon to wage a war against which 

antiwar forces are apparently unable to rally even modest pub-

lic support.” 58  

 Third, drones are cheaper than other aircraft, even after the 

costs of large support crews are considered, according to most 
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analysts. Manned planes cost more to build because they have 

added features and redundant systems for the safety and comfort 

of their human occupants. (Drones, for example, have only 

one engine.) A Predator drone costs about $4.5 million, and a 

Reaper around $22 million. By comparison, an F-16 is about $47 

million, and each new F-35 is projected to cost the American 

taxpayer between $148 million and $337 million. 59  And training 

a drone operator costs less than 10 percent of what it costs to 

train a fast-jet pilot. 60  Even though up to 50 percent of the U.S. 

Predator fleet has been involved in crashes, many of which 

destroyed the plane, they are still a bargain. 61  

 Finally, their video surveillance capability and laser-guided 

munitions afford drones high levels of precision in the execu-

tion of attacks. Ground artillery certainly cannot match the 

precision of a Hellfire missile. Although other aircraft with laser-

guided bombs may be able to achieve comparable levels of accu-

racy, the drone can linger for hours waiting for a good shot. 

Reportedly, this has been particularly important to President 

Obama. The  New York Times  said that “the drone’s vaunted capa-

bility for pinpoint killing appealed to a president intrigued by 

a new technology and determined to try to keep the United 

States out of new quagmires. Aides said Mr. Obama liked the idea 

of picking off dangerous terrorists a few at a time, without 

endangering American lives or risking the yearslong bloodshed 

of conventional war.” 62  

 It is important to understand that the drone is not just a 

new machine that has been slotted into existing war plans in a 

space formerly occupied by other kinds of airpower. Instead, in 

concert with special forces on the ground, it is a pivot around 

which the United States has created a new approach to counter-

insurgency warfare and border policing that is organized around 



24 Chapter 1

new strategies of information gathering, precision targeting, 

and reconceptualizing enemy forces as a cluster of networks 

and nodal leaders. Advocates of this new paradigm argue that 

identifying and eliminating high- and midlevel leaders will 

cause insurgent networks to weaken and collapse. According to 

the journalist Andrew Cockburn, this new approach to counter-

insurgency grew partly out of 1990s tactics in the war on drugs 

in Latin America, which focused on identifying and removing 

drug kingpins and cartel leaders. It was also strongly influenced 

by Israeli counterterror tactics that stressed the efficacy of 

arrests and targeted killings of first-, second-, and third-tier 

Palestinian leaders as part of a slow, relentless campaign to wear 

down Palestinian resistance. Referring to such a campaign as 

“mowing the grass,” one Israeli intelligence official said, “All 

the time we have to mow the grass—all the time—and the lead-

ers with experience will die and the others will be without 

experience and finally the ‘barrel of terror’ will be drained.” 63  In 

U.S. counterinsurgency operations, this constant mowing of 

the grass is undertaken by drones that are operated by the CIA 

and the Pentagon and by elite ground forces from the Joint 

Special Operations Command (JSOC). JSOC increased in size 

from 2,000 people immediately before 9/11 to around 25,000 a 

decade later. 64  

 Robert Scales, commandant of the U.S. Army War College 

from 1997 to 2000, described this new approach in a  Washington 

Post  column in which he contrasted the mechanized war 

approach that brought victory in World War II with what 

he calls “the McChrystal method,” after General Stanley 

McChrystal—a former commander of JSOC: 

  Over the past 20 years, McChrystal and his teams have developed an-

other uniquely American method of war by substituting skill, informa-
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tion and precision for mass, maneuver and weight of shell. We first 

watched the McChrystal method at work in Afghanistan following 

the attacks of Sept. 11, 2001, when small Special Forces units and the 

Afghan Northern Alliance teamed to destroy the Taliban using precision 

strikes delivered from aircraft high overhead. … 

 In many ways, the McChrystal method is the opposite of shock and 

awe. It is often painfully deliberate, fed as it is by the patient collection 

of intelligence wrung from sources as disparate as informants and the 

big ears of the National Security Agency. Nothing happens without 

repetitive, realistic planning and rehearsals. No operation goes down 

without involving many layers of “enablers.” Intelligence officers feed 

information constantly to teams as they move to the fight. Armed and 

unarmed drones feed video of enemy movements. Some of the killing is 

done up close, to be sure, but most comes from precision aerial weapons 

that obliterate the enemy in the dead of night.  

 Scales concludes by saying that “the Islamic State cannot 

be defeated by diplomacy, sanctions, coalitions or political 

maneuverings. Its fighters must eventually be killed in large 

numbers, and Americans will never allow large conventional 

military forces to take them on.” That means we need more 

drones. Calling drones “the modern equivalent of Patton’s 

tanks,” he calls for the United States to amass ten times as 

many as it now has. 65  

 Politicians, pundits, and military leaders portray the turn to 

drones as a sign of American strength. As one of the few coun-

tries with the technical sophistication and the infrastructure of 

satellites and military bases that are required to operate drones, 

the United States is now able to kill its enemies while remaining 

invulnerable. It is moving toward war that is so asymmetrical 

that only the other side will incur casualties, so asymmetrical 

that it is more like hunting than war. But another way of look-

ing at this development is that American attempts to occupy 

Iraq and Afghanistan with ground forces or even to make 
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a single U.S. assault force raid in Somalia in 1993 proved so 

disastrous in terms of military defeat on the ground and politi-

cal opposition at home that the United States has been forced 

to retreat into the air and to cede the terrain it wants to control 

on the ground to the enemy. Drones have enabled improve-

ments in aerial surveillance and in the interception of cell 

phone and radio signals on the ground, but insurgents have 

partly adapted to this by changing cell phones frequently, using 

couriers, spoofing aerial video cameras, and altering their meet-

ing habits. Sometimes insurgents hide under bridges, where 

drones cannot see them, then change direction or switch cars. 

They also take advantage of urban topography, where cars may 

look alike or be hard to follow as they drive behind buildings, 

to elude surveillance. 66  On occasion, adversaries have also suc-

ceeded in hacking U.S. drones. In 2009, Shia insurgents in Iraq 

used software available for $29.95 on the Internet to hack into 

drone video feeds that were not encrypted so that they could 

use U.S. drone footage for their own battle planning. More 

seriously, in 2011, Iran succeeded in capturing a U.S. RQ-170 

surveillance drone by hacking into its communications and 

reprogramming it to land—intact—within Iran, where it was 

promptly put on display to the international media. 67  Because 

they are powered by a single weak engine, drones are more 

vulnerable than manned planes are to strong winds, and they 

cannot fly in bad weather. Their slow, lumbering frames lack 

maneuverability, so they are easy to shoot down with ground-

to-air or air-to-air missiles (as the Serbs demonstrated over 

Bosnia in the 1990s). “Pick the smallest, weakest country with 

the most minimal air force—[it] can deal with a Predator,” says 

U.S. Air Force General Mike Hostage. 68  And it hardly matters 
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that insurgents in Afghanistan and Iraq lack the ability to shoot 

down drones given that around 50 percent of the Predators 

have crashed by themselves. 69  Unlike ground forces, drones 

cannot search houses, interrogate captives, talk to villagers 

while patrolling their streets, win hearts and minds through 

development projects, build relationships with tribal elders, or 

take physical custody of territory. All they can do is track people 

and kill them. But effective counterinsurgency requires more 

than just killing insurgents, and a country that has been chased 

offshore into the air may not be capable of effective counterin-

surgency, no matter how many PowerPoint slides they have 

about “vertical power.”  

 As is shown in the following pages, although drones offer 

unprecedented accuracy in destroying targets on the ground, the 

targets sometimes turn out to have been misidentified, and 

when many civilians are killed along with the intended victim, 

the cost in local anger may outweigh the benefits of killing 

another midlevel insurgent who will soon be replaced. And the 

more people the drones kill, the longer the target lists seem to 

become.  

 Ever since General Giulio Douhet claimed in the early twenti-

eth century that wars would now be won from the air, advocates 

of air power have repeatedly prophesied the imminent obsoles-

cence of ground forces, but their prophecies remain as yet unful-

filled. In the words of the Israeli Eyal Weizman, “The fantasy of 

a cheap aerial occupation, or ‘aerially enforced colonization,’ is 

… as old as air forces themselves.” 70  But as former U.S. Air Force 

pilot Shane Riza writes, “Sole aerial efforts at  controlling —the 

word choice is important—populations or militaries on the 

ground have not worked ever since the British first tried it in Iraq 
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in the 1920s.” 71  Thus, in the pages that follow, as well as inquir-

ing into the experience of those who fly drones and probing 

the implications of drones for democratic governance in the 

United States, we must ask the question almost all commenta-

tors conspire to bury: are these alleged new wonder weapons an 

effective tool at all for achieving the goals of the American 

national security state?     



    2      War Remixed 

    I have a team now 

 A headset full of backseat drivers 

 Analysts advisers JAGs 

 My lone wolf days are over I don’t call the shots anymore 

 I’m like the backup singer for Neil Diamond.   

  —Drone pilot, in George Brant,  Grounded  1   

 By separating the pilot from the plane and shifting combat 

from an embodied to an onscreen experience, drone technol-

ogy has remixed war. A new experience of war has been created 

by putting operators in desert trailers thousands of miles away 

from the planes they control and the people they kill, by allow-

ing them to watch combat on screen, and by embedding deci-

sions to kill in networks that span the world. In this chapter 

and the next, I map the nature of this experience, probing its 

implications for traditional concepts of delimited battlefields, 

honor and bravery in battle, and perceptions of the enemy. In 

doing so, I draw on many sources but particularly on the vivid 

memoir,  Predator , written by the drone pilot, Matt Martin (with 

Charles W. Sasser). 2  
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 Although this chapter focuses primarily on the experience of 

the drone operators—the “stick monkeys” in windowless trailers 

in the Nevada desert and elsewhere who work twelve-hour shifts 

putting “warheads on foreheads”—it is important to recognize 

at the outset that drones are controlled by distributed networks 

of people. According to  Foreign Policy  magazine, it takes 168 peo-

ple to keep a Predator in the air. 3  The person in the air condi-

tioned trailer with a hand on the joystick is but one node, albeit 

a central node, in that network. 

 The largest node in the network (and the most invisible in 

media accounts) is the team of around seventy people who are 

responsible for maintaining the planes, getting them into the 

air, and landing them safely from airfields near their patrol 

routes. These teams—located on U.S. bases in Turkey, Sicily, 

Afghanistan, Djibouti, Ethiopia, Niger, Saudi Arabia, the United 

Arab Emirates (UAE), Uzbekistan, Chad, Cameroon, the Sey-

chelles, and elsewhere 4 —include contractors, maintenance tech-

nicians, and pilots ( figures 2.1  and  2.2 ). They do maintenance 

work and attach new missiles to the drones’ wings before each 

flight. Pilots on these teams are responsible for takeoffs and 

landings, which are handled locally because the two-second 

delay in communications between an operator in the United 

States and a drone in the Middle East increases the risk of a crash 

during the delicate moments when the plane takes off or touches 

down. Even so, according to drone pilot Matt Martin, landing a 

drone “was more difficult than landing a conventional aircraft.” 5  

The fixed camera on the nose of the drone affords only a 30 

degree view rather than the 50 degree view a pilot has from a 

cockpit; its long wings make a drone more susceptible than 

manned planes to turbulence and wind gusts; and the lack of 
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bodily feedback that is inherent in remote piloting is disconcert-

ing for experienced pilots: 

    If you were actually inside a cockpit, you saw the altitude of your plane 

through direct and peripheral vision, heard the spool-up of the engine, 

felt the ground rush, and knew instinctively when to flare and ease the 

airplane onto the runway. 

 None of that applied to the Predator. You looked through the video 

camera “soda straw” with almost no peripheral view. You saw only what 

was square ahead, your view fixed to the nose. If you had to crab into a 

crosswind, your view crabbed with you. You couldn’t hear the engine, 

  Figure 2.1 
  U.S. Air Force 46th Expeditionary Aerial Reconnaissance Squadron, July 

2, 2004. Unloading a rocket from a Predator unmanned aerial vehicle at 

Balad Air Base, Iraq.     

  Source:  Photo by U.S. Air Force Staff Sergeant Cohen A. Young,  http://

cryptome.org/2012-info/drone-crew/drone-crew.htm . 
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couldn’t feel the ground rush. Everything was pure instrument and 

video interpretation. 6   

 As the drone moves out of the local team’s line of sight, con-

trol is transferred to a team in the United States that operates the 

drone by sending commands through fiber optic cables across 

the U.S. and under the Atlantic to a facility in Europe that com-

municates with the drone via satellite. The drone uses the same 

route in reverse to send back video imagery of the ground below 

and readings of the drone’s speed, altitude, fuel consumption, 

and so forth. Sometimes these communication links go down, 

  Figure 2.2 
  U.S. airmen with the 380th Expeditionary Aircraft Maintenance Squad-

ron prepare an RQ-4A Global Hawk unmanned aerial vehicle aircraft for 

takeoff at an undisclosed location in Southwest Asia, December 2, 2010.    

  Source:  Photo by U.S. Air Force Staff Sergeant Eric Harris,  http://cryptome

.org/2012-info/drone-crew/drone-crew.htm . 
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and over 25 percent of drone crashes are connected to commu-

nication outages. But “usually, the outages last only a few sec-

onds and are harmless. Just in case, drones are programmed to 

fly in a circular pattern until the links are restored. In worst-case 

scenarios, they are supposed to return automatically to their 

launch base.” 7  

 A drone is flown from a trailer called a ground control sta-

tion (GCS), which one journalist likened to a “souped-up ship-

ping container.” 8  “Inside that trailer is Iraq, inside the other, 

Afghanistan,” one visitor to a U.S. Air Force base was told. 9  

According to another journalist, the air in the “hermetically 

sealed control center … was suffused with traces of cigarette 

smoke and rank sweat that no amount of Febreze could mask.” 10  

This ground control station, eight feet wide and thirty feet long, 

is fitted with padded seats, several computer screens, and the 

controls for operating the drone. Inside is a team of three—a 

pilot, a sensor operator, and an intelligence analyst. (In various 

parts of the network, more intelligence analysts pore over the 

drone footage and electronic intercepts, and images are stored 

so that analysts can go back to them and hunt for the person 

who planted a bomb that later exploded, for example.) 11  The 

pilot uses a joystick to steer the drone and a lever to control its 

speed. Here is drone pilot Matt Martin’s description of the scene 

in his trailer: 

  The GCS featured four screens in front of both the pilot and the sensor 

operator, and a ninth screen mounted between them. The tracker, the 

top screen in front of me, displayed a map of Baghdad and an icon to 

indicate the location of my plane. Below that the heads-up (HUD) 

screen showed video from the aircraft targeting pod. … Below that, by 

the flight controls, were two heads-down displays (HDD 1 and 2), 

which showed engine and fuel data and other aircraft information. The 

mission computer, between me and my sensor operator, was split down 
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the middle: the right half was a map showing the positions of all U.S. 

air and ground forces in the vicinity as represented by appropriate 

icons, the left half was divided into several “chatrooms” like those on 

the internet. Except these chatrooms functioned through a separate 

classified military internet. 12   

 The journalist Matthew Power has described the scene in 

another ground control station, the center of operations for 

Brandon Bryant, who is the drone pilot on whom Andrew Nic-

col’s Hollywood movie  Good Kill  is loosely based: “The pace of 

work in the box unraveled Bryant’s sense of time. He worked 

twelve-hour shifts, often overnight, six days a week. … A loaded 

Predator drone can stay aloft for eighteen hours, and the pilots 

and sensors were pushed to be as tireless as the technology they 

controlled. … Mostly the drone crews’ work was an endless loop 

of watching: scanning roads, circling compounds, tracking sus-

picious activity. … Usually time passed in a haze of banal images 

of rooftops, walled courtyards, or traffic-snarled intersections. … 

He mastered reading novels while still monitoring the seven 

screens of his station, glancing up every minute or two before 

returning to the page.” 13  

 It is a challenge to integrate data from these disparate 

screens. In the words of drone pilot Bill “Sweet” Tart: “It’s an 

immense mental task to build a three-dimensional picture of 

your aircraft, over a target or operating with other aircraft, 

using a camera, using chat and text, using dials and gauges, 

using both an overhead look and a side view of the world, and 

integrating all that in your mind” ( figure 2.3 ). 14  One com-

mander of a drone squadron observed that younger pilots who 

grew up playing video games seem to adjust more easily to this 

split-screen multitasking: “They will sit there and watch all four 
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of their screens at once, monitoring everything from the map 

to the weapons to the fuel, while also peeking over at the pilot 

besides them’s screen, to see what he is looking at. That comes 

from all those games. An older pilot like me was taught to go 

through the checklist one by one. He will look at each screen at 

a time.” 15  

  Drones often patrol over sites from which insurgents have 

attacked or been observed caching weapons in the past, and they 

relay video footage, stamped in the center with crosshairs, of 

  Figure 2.3 
  U.S. Air Force 46th Expeditionary Aerial Reconnaissance Squadron Pred-

ator pilots operate individual Predator unmanned aerial vehicles using 

remote controls at Balad Air Base, Iraq, July 2, 2004.    

  Source:  Photo by U.S. Air Force Staff Sergeant Cohen A. Young,  http://

cryptome.org/2012-info/drone-crew/drone-crew.htm . 
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buildings, vehicles, or individuals that have been “nominated” 

for killing by intelligence sources or that seemed suspicious from 

surveillance. The video footage seen by the crew controlling the 

drone is often piped simultaneously to military commanders at 

bases elsewhere, including the 609th Air and Space Operations 

Center in Qatar; teams of intelligence analysts in the United 

States; military officers and intelligence specialists in the vicinity 

of potential targets in, say, Afghanistan; and military air traffic 

controllers. The amount of data generated and archived by this 

surveillance system is staggering: “a thousand hours  per day  of 

full-motion video (defined as 24 frames per second) plus further 

streams of intercepted calls and associated signals intelligence 

that the current 5,000-strong complement of air force Distrib-

uted Common Ground System analysts will never have time to 

review.” 16  

 If someone on the “kill list” is being tracked or if U.S. forces 

are under attack on the ground beneath a drone, the chatrooms 

and radio wavelengths can spring to life with messages bounc-

ing back and forth between nodes in the network as people try 

to make sense of the video footage from the drone and agree on 

a course of action. The crew that is operating the drone may 

suddenly find itself in the thick of exchanges—with air traffic 

controllers who are requesting that the drone keep its distance 

from manned planes moving in to attack, with junior officers 

on the ground who are urgently seeking help from the air 

against insurgents attacking them, with the pilots of manned 

planes asking the drone to “light up” a target for them with its 

lasers, and with senior commanders in the United States who 

are demanding to know whether that person on the ground is 

an insurgent with a mortar or a farmer with a shovel before 

they approve an attack. 
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 Peter Singer, an analyst at the Brookings Institute, describes 

the confusion that this can generate: 

  Rather than relying on the judgment of their highly trained officers, 

generals increasingly want to inspect the situation for themselves. It’s all 

fine if the enemy plays along and gives that general hours to watch the 

video himself and decide which bomb to use. But sometimes matters 

aren’t decided on a general’s schedule. … The traditional concept of a 

military operation is a pyramid, with the strategic commander on top, 

the operational commanders next, and the tactical commanders on the 

bottom layer. With the new technologies, this structure isn’t just being 

erased from above, with strategic and operational commanders now get-

ting into the tactical commanders’ business. It is also endangered from 

the sides. As one drone squadron officer explains, a major challenge in 

the command and control of reachback operations is their simultaneous 

location in multiple spaces. … The results are “power struggles galore.” 

As the operations are located around the world, it is not always clear 

whose orders take priority. 17   

 Drone pilot Matt Martin gives voice to the frustration that 

this dispersed structure of decision making can create. One day, 

two members of his crew tracked “a boat chugging up the Tigris 

River”: 

  They followed the boat to a weapons cache concealed in thickets 

along the river. The situation warranted a shot, but again I couldn’t get 

a quick decision for them. The army brigade in charge of the area around 

the base wouldn’t clear it until they saw the video and confirmed that 

the target was indeed hostile. That meant piping the video feed to the 

army’s tactical operations center (TOC) so the battle captain could view 

it and decide on a course of action. By the time all that had occurred, 

the bad guys had stashed their load of weapons in the thicket and 

were clearing out of the vicinity. The bad guys got away because of 

stove-piping. 18   

 As drone crews zero in on a human target (sometimes 

referred to as an “objective”), they are supposed to consider 
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which missile is most likely to destroy the target while minimiz-

ing civilian casualties. Sometimes they weigh options with the 

aid of a computer program called  Bugsplat , which calculates the 

likely destruction with various missiles and angles of attack. (A 

strike that kills many civilians is described as causing “heavy 

bugsplat.”) 19  Military lawyers with expertise on the laws of war 

also participate in discussions about civilian casualties from 

strikes under consideration. 

 Here is Matt Martin’s description of his first kill. He had been 

following an insurgent with a mortar, whom he nicknamed 

“rocket man,” as he weaved through traffic in Sadr City, Iraq, in 

an old Ford. The insurgent eventually parked in the courtyard 

of a house. Martin and his joint terminal attack controller 

(JTAC), a soldier who is on the ground directing air attacks, wor-

ried that a drone strike would kill civilians nearby: “We had to be 

cautious with a shot in this neighborhood to avoid killing a 

bunch of people who didn’t necessarily deserve being killed.” At 

the same time, “the rocket man  deserved  being killed if anyone 

did.” Even after he was “cleared hot” (authorized to strike) by 

the JTAC, Martin kept circling in the hope that “rocket man” 

would move back onto the open road before he called “rifle”—

the order to shoot. When it became clear that he would run out 

of fuel if he waited much longer, Martin 

  began preparations for a shot by scrutinizing the target from all angles 

in order to choose the best approach to minimize collateral damage. 

I calculated that if I dropped one right down the middle of the yard on 

top of the Ford, the brick wall would buffer the explosion and leave 

adjacent houses relatively undamaged. … I doubted whether B-17 

and B-29 pilots and bombardiers agonized over dropping tons of bombs 

over Dresden or Berlin as much as I did over taking out one measly perp 

in a car. 
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 I flew the Predator out to about twelve klicks [slang for  kilometer ], 

then turned inbound for the run. … Senior airman Juan Abado, my sen-

sor, armed his targeting laser. It was his job to guide the missile to its 

target once I fired it. If his hand twitched at the last instant, if he 

breathed wrong, the missile might go astray and take out the house full 

of people next door. … 

 At 10 klicks out, I ordered Abado to begin lasing. At 8.9 klicks, I initi-

ated my three-second countdown to “rifle” at 8.7. … Concentrating on 

crosshairs superimposed on the target, I drew in a deep breath, felt sweat 

stinging in my eyes, tasted the bile of excitement in my mouth. 

I took a last look at the street in front of the house to make sure it 

was clear. Then I squeezed the trigger. The image on my screen pixilated 

as the airplane yawed from the asymmetric thrust of the missile’s 

launching. 20   

 Many drone operators describe the fifteen to thirty seconds 

it takes the missile to reach its target as an eternity: “Time 

became almost ductile, the seconds stretched and slowed in a 

strange electronic limbo.” 21  They often report a sense that 

everything is in slow motion as they pray that a child does not 

step into the picture or that the target does not step out of 

range (insurgents reportedly exploit the four-second delay in 

communication to and from the United States by moving 

around a lot if they become aware that a drone is targeting 

them). 22  In Martin’s case: 

  At the last moment, with only seconds to spare, the unthinkable 

occurred. An elderly man appeared on the screen, tottering along in 

front of the wall in his traditional Arab garb. … 

 “Oh, Jesus! Move!” 

 My infrared screen flashed bright as the heat from the explosion 

washed across camera lenses. The image re-formed almost instantly 

to reveal that the missile had detonated precisely where I aimed it. 

Flames from the car were already crackling. … As for the rocket man, 



40 Chapter 2

I doubted if even seventy-two virgins in Paradise would be able to 

put him back together again. … The Rocket Man had it coming. The 

old man did not. 23   

 When a drone attacks, “it is not this light precise pinprick 

that many Americans believe,” says  New York Times  reporter 

David Rohde. Rohde had the misfortune to be held hostage by 

the Pakistani Taliban for over six months, during which time 

“the buzz of a distant propeller [was] a constant reminder of 

imminent death.” A drone strike kills people on the ground by 

incinerating them, generating a blast wave that crushes internal 

organs, and unleashing a shower of high-velocity steel shrapnel. 

Speaking of a nearby drone strike that he survived, Rohde says, 

“it was so close that shrapnel and mud showered down on the 

courtyard. Just the force and size of the explosion amazed me. It 

comes with no warning and tremendous force.” 24  

 In the parlance of drone operators, the moment of missile 

impact is called “splash,” which is an oddly liquid term for a 

highly kinetic event that shatters concrete, twists metal, and 

ignites fires. The drone continues to circle after the smoke clears 

so that the crew can evaluate what was destroyed, how many 

people died, and whether any of the dead appear to have been 

civilians. Counting and categorizing the dead is a challenge 

because they are often in pieces. At this point, drone crews also 

look for surviving insurgents who might have run off, and they 

target them with a second missile. Such runners are called 

“squirters” because it is assumed that they urinate on themselves 

in terror. 25  

 For drone crews, the surveillance, pursuit, and destruction of 

their quarry are intensely visual experiences. The crew does not 

feel the recoil of the plane as the missile is released, does not 

hear the explosion or the screams that follow the strike, and 
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does not inhale the fumes of burning fuel, flesh, and rubber. 

(George Brant’s fictional drone pilot calls the climax “a silent 

grey boom.”) 26  For those on the ground, the experience is 

reversed. Often, they cannot see the drones above but can hear a 

telltale buzz that is variously likened to a bee, mosquito, lawn-

mower, or generator. Because of the buzzing noise, Pashtuns in 

Pakistan call drones  machays  or “wasps,” and Palestinians call 

them  zenana , which means “buzz” but is also slang for a nagging 

wife. 27  An  Agence France-Pressse  journalist in Gaza tweeted that 

“the sound of what is apparently drones overhead has not 

stopped in hours. Sound like lawnmowers in the sky.” 28  A study 

of drone strikes in Waziristan reported that “drones produce a 

monotonous buzz, almost like the sound of a generator, which 

together with the uncertainty that comes with the perpetual fear 

of missile strikes have had an immense psychological impact on 

the population. Particularly affected are young children who are 

said to be unable to sleep at night and cry due to the noise.” 29  

One Western aid worker likened the atmosphere to the after-

math of the September 11, 2001, attacks in the United States: 

“Do you remember 9/11? Do you remember what it felt like 

right after? I was in New York on 9/11. I remember people crying 

in the streets. People were afraid about what might happen 

next. People didn’t know if there would be another attack. There 

was tension in the air. This is what it is like. It is a continuous 

tension, a feeling of continuous uneasiness. We are scared. You 

wake up with a start to every noise.” 30  

 Steven Coll, writing in  The New Yorker , observes that “being 

attacked by a drone is not the same as being bombed by a jet. 

With drones, there is typically a much longer prelude to vio-

lence. Above North Waziristan, drones circled for hours, or 

even days, before striking. People below looked up to watch the 
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machines, hovering at about twenty thousand feet, capable of 

unleashing fire at any moment, like dragon’s breath. ‘Drones 

may kill relatively few, but they terrify many more,’ Malik Jalal, 

a tribal leader in North Waziristan, told me. ‘They turned the 

people into psychiatric patients. The F-16s might be less accu-

rate, but they come and go.’” 31   

 Numerous commentators have remarked on the terrorizing 

effect of the drones’ persistent presence, which can induce a 

state of paralysis in which people are afraid to venture into the 

open and instead hunker down indoors in what Gregoire 

Chamayou calls a state of “psychic imprisonment within a 

perimeter no longer defined by bars, barriers, and walls, but by 

the endless circling of flying watchtowers up above.” 32  Doctors 

and psychiatrists have commented that those who live under 

the drones are increasingly showing many symptoms of post-

traumatic stress, including breakdowns, nightmares, outbursts 

of anger and irritability, loss of appetite, sleeplessness, physical 

malaise, and unexplained physical pains. 33  

 Western media reports generally have said little about the 

ways in which strikes have reshaped life for those who live under 

drones, particularly in the tribal areas of Pakistan. In addition to 

the pervasive sense of powerlessness, anticipatory anxiety, and 

dread mentioned above, journalists and human rights activists 

who have spent time in these areas report changes in customary 

practices in response to the threat of drone attacks, especially 

given the perception that drones are more likely to attack people 

when they gather in groups. These changes have affected politi-

cal gatherings of elders, burial practices (already under pressure 

from the lack of intact bodies to bury), and the education of 

children: “Some community members shy away from gathering 

in groups, including important tribal dispute-resolution bodies, 
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out of fear that they may attract the attention of drone opera-

tors. Some parents choose to keep their children home, and 

children injured or traumatized by strikes have dropped out of 

school. … The strikes have undermined cultural and religious 

practices related to burial, and made family members afraid to 

attend funerals. In addition, families who lost loved ones or 

their homes in drone strikes now struggle to support them-

selves.” 34  Drones have even made their way into the fabric of 

Pashtun rug designs ( figure 2.4 ). 35  

   Remixing Time and Space 

 Congressman Alan Grayson, a Democrat from Florida who has 

been an outspoken critic of drones, emphasizes the distance and 

impersonality of drone warfare: “A person sits in front of a 

  Figure 2.4 
  A Pashtun war rug.    

  Source:  Photo by Kevin Sudeith, warrug.com. 
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computer screen somewhere in the United States. He has never 

been to the target area, has never seen it from the ground, 

doesn’t know anyone there, doesn’t speak their language, isn’t 

even familiar with the clothes that they wear. Based on what he 

sees on that computer screen, and whatever else he’s got, he 

launches bombs from a drone aircraft flying in the sky 8,000 

miles away. The bombs then kill people.” 36  What Grayson 

describes is remote killing in every sense of the term: it is done 

by remote control, and it is spatially remote, culturally remote, 

and emotionally remote. 

 The history of military technology is one of increasingly 

remote killing as warriors have sought to kill one another with 

stronger doses of what Pink Floyd’s Roger Waters calls “the 

bravery of being out of range.” 37  Hand-to-hand combat of the 

kind memorialized in  The Iliad  gave way to the bow and arrow, 

which in turn gave way to the rifle, the machine gun, artillery, 

aerial bombardment, Cruise missiles, and intercontinental bal-

listic missiles. Throughout this centuries-long process in which 

military tactics and technology coevolved, combatants have 

sought ways of striking a blow from a sufficient distance that 

they themselves were immune to a reciprocal blow. Mean-

while, the increasing distance between warriors made killing 

more impersonal. A warrior in  The Iliad  looked into his ene-

my’s eyes as he thrust a sword into his body, but World War II 

bomber crews found that their exploding bombs looked like 

fiery flowers 20,000 feet below and that it was hard to imagine 

the people they killed. Offshore ship crews that launch Cruise 

missiles may not even see their missiles explode. For drone 

operators, according to Gregoire Chamayou, “the act of killing 

is in effect reduced to positioning the pointer or arrow on 

little ‘actionable images,’ tiny figures that have taken the place 
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of the old flesh-and-blood body of the enemy. … One is never 

spattered by the enemy’s blood. No doubt the absence of 

any physical soiling corresponds to less of a sense of moral 

soiling.” 38  

 The development of drones increases the distance from which 

a blow is struck to thousands of miles and triangulates a for-

merly dyadic relationship between combatants. In the arc of 

technological development described above, the weapon was 

moved farther away from its target, but the weapon’s operator 

still had to be with the weapon to operate it. Along with land-

mines and improvised explosive devices (IEDs), drones have dis-

articulated the spatial relationship between weapon and warrior. 

In the case of drones, the weapon is proximate to the scene of 

destruction, but the person who controls it may be on the other 

side of the planet. What was formerly a tightly packed and spa-

tially concentrated ensemble—weapon, weaponeer, and target—

has been disarticulated. 39  In earlier wars, if a plane was shot 

down, the pilot died or was taken prisoner. The technology of 

remote control creates such invulnerability for drone pilots that, 

in the memorable locution of Richard Clarke, a former official of 

the National Security Council, “if the Predator gets shot down, 

the pilot goes home and fucks his wife.” 40  

 The respatializing dynamics here are profound and asymmet-

rical. The human targets of drone strikes feel trapped in the 

local, from which there may be no escape, but the targeters 

inhabit a space of free movement that has become stretched to 

global proportions. This is a little like the contemporary rela-

tionship between labor, which is trapped at the local level by 

lack of resources and by national boundaries, and globalized 

capital, which is free to move anywhere in the world with a 

few keystrokes. In the cases of both military conflict and global 
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capitalism, the freedom to move on a global scale affords an 

important but not necessarily decisive advantage. 

 Drone warfare scrambles time and speed, too. With their 

ability to linger for hours, drones can track potential targets 

at a deliberate pace, but once a target has been confirmed, 

destruction is almost immediate. “In World War II, on many 

occasions target evaluation took months. Today it’s single-digit 

minutes,” said General David Deptula. 41  Once a target is in the 

cross-hairs drone technology speeds war up for the target while 

slowing it down for the targeter. Those targeted by drones have 

a fraction of a second when they realize (if they do) that an 

explosive is hurtling at them from the sky at hundreds of miles 

an hour. They reportedly hear a whooshing noise just before 

they are dismembered. The drone operators, on the other hand, 

may experience this climactic moment of kinetic action as if in 

slow motion, and it may be preceded by hours of patient sur-

veillance, discussion of targeting options, and remote pursuit of 

the enemy across a variety of contexts and terrains. Because a 

drone can linger unseen in the sky for a long time, targeting 

decisions that were made in a more jagged, impulsive way in 

the past now can be slowed down and made more deliberately. 

And in war, the party that controls the tempo of hostilities has 

an advantage. 

 But it would be a mistake to say, as some commentators 

do, that drone warfare simply lies at the far end of a straight 

evolutionary line of technologies that increase the physical and 

emotional distance between combatants. 42  As quoted in the epi-

graph at the front of this book, the French philosopher Gregoire 

Chamayou says that “the drone upsets the available categories, 

to the point of rendering them inapplicable,” 43  and the category 

of space is no exception here. Drones enable an unprecedented 
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distance between victims and executioners as someone on one 

side of the planet kills a person on the other side of the planet by 

pushing a “pickle” button, but at the same time the video feed-

back component of drone technology gives drone operators a 

sense of experiential immersion in their victims’ deaths. The 

emotional force of this mediated experiential proximity is ampli-

fied by the requirement that drones linger after a strike to assess 

the damage and count the dead. Thus, the impersonality of 

remote killing is at least partially offset by what might be called 

remote intimacy. It is too reductive to say that the processes of 

respatialization in drone warfare simply distance drone opera-

tors from the battlefield, thus making killing easier. It is more 

accurate to say that they scramble relations of distance, making 

them simultaneously more elongated and more compressed in 

ways that are subjectively confusing and paradoxical. They make 

killing both easier and harder, creating a new psychological 

topography that we are struggling to understand. 

 We can make a similar argument about the spatial boundaries 

of the battlefield. Some commentators speak as if remote-control 

technology allows drone operators to act on the battlefield from 

outside, looking in like gods. American military and political 

leaders certainly speak as if the battlefield is over there in the 

Middle East, far away from what they increasingly call “the 

Homeland.” But another way of thinking about this situation is 

to say that when a combatant acts from a place, then that place 

is by definition part of the battlefield. (The undergraduate stu-

dents in a class I taught on the anthropology of war saw things 

this way: when asked if Taliban fighters would have the right 

to come to the United States and kill a drone operator as he 

drove home from work, most said yes.) If the battlefield exists 

wherever combatants are located, even if they are remote 
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combatants, then drone operators have not entirely removed 

themselves from the battlefield but instead have globalized the 

battlefield, bringing experiential and organizational fragments 

of the battlefield inside the national boundaries of the home-

land. Drone operators trap the targeted adversary within the 

local by acting from an unseen distance but at the same time 

enable shards of that faraway local battlefield to embed them-

selves in their own experience of the local. (The Hollywood 

movie  Good Kill  tries to evoke this reality through the device of 

repeatedly showing drone pilots’ homes in Nevada as they would 

be seen from above by drones, as if they too were subject to the 

code of targeting imagery.) Thus, the flip side of globalization in 

this process of respatialization is that the clear boundary between 

the battlefield and civilian space in the U.S. homeland is in dan-

ger of erasure. Drone strikes on houses and cars in Pakistan, 

Yemen, and Somalia—countries with which the United States is 

not formally at war—tend to undermine the distinction between 

civilian spaces and military targets and the notion of a separate 

battlefield that has hitherto been enshrined by the international 

laws of war. At the same time, the removal of military pilots from 

bases abroad to bases within the United States that are physically 

distant but experientially proximate to the killing zones accom-

plishes a parallel erasure of the distinction between combat and 

noncombat spaces. 

 Many drone pilots report experiencing this embrittlement 

of the distinction between the inside and outside of the battle-

field particularly in relation to their family lives. This is not (as 

for foreign militants targeted by drones) because the U.S. com-

batant’s family may be struck at any time by the enemy but 

because the experience of battle in a faraway local cannot 

be quarantined from the U.S. combatant’s domestic life. 
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Customary military practice in wartime has been to remove 

combatants from their families and segregate them on military 

bases with their fellow combatants, who become their new 

family. (It is no accident that fellow soldiers have often called 

one another brothers.) This separation of combatants from the 

symbolically feminine space of domestic life keeps combatants 

hard and helps maintain discipline, a sense of esprit de corps, 

and continuous immersion in the project of war. For drone 

operators, this separation of warriors from their families is 

undermined by the rhythms of deployment at home, and for 

soldiers deployed to the Middle East, it is undermined by the 

ubiquity of Skype—another example of the power of virtual 

communications technology to play havoc with the conven-

tional boundary between combat and domestic spaces. 44  For 

drone operators, now turned into commuters who move back 

and forth between their families and the immersive virtual kill-

ing zones of their pods, the proximity of work to family creates 

confusion between the battlefront and the homefront, which 

are separated only by the temporal boundaries of shiftwork. 

“A killer in the morning and a father in the evening, a daily 

switch from the ‘peace ego’ to the ‘war ego,” as Chamayou 

puts it. 45  In George Brant’s play  Grounded , the husband of the 

fictional drone pilot makes her French toast for breakfast before 

she sets off for her “first day on the job, the war, whatever.” 

She says: 

   Home will be training too 

 Getting used to the routine 

 Driving to war like it’s shift work 

 Like I’m punching the clock 

 Used to transition home once a year 

 Now it’s once a day.   



50 Chapter 2

 She adds: 

   It would be a different book 

  The Odyssey  

 If Odysseus came home every day. 46    

  Stars and Stripes  quotes a drone operator as follows: 

  You’ve just been on a combat mission and half an hour later your spouse 

is mad at you because you’re late to soccer practice.  

  Friction at home can stem from just that simple question upon walk-

ing through the door: “How was your day?” 47   

 The difficulty in navigating the contradictions between these 

two spaces is a recurrent theme in Matt Martin’s memoir. He 

describes his daily schedule as follows: “commute to work in 

rush-hour traffic, slip into a seat in front of a bank of computers, 

‘fly’ a warplane to shoot missiles at an enemy thousands of miles 

away, and then pick up the kids from school or a gallon of milk 

at the grocery store.” He finds it jarring to be pulled over for 

speeding when he is fighting a war: “What was the matter with 

this policeman? Didn’t he realize I was at war? At any other 

point in history, it would have been inconceivable that a combat 

pilot could take time out from fighting to have a leisurely break-

fast with his wife and then get a speeding ticket on the way to 

work. Another of those strange juxtapositions of alternate lives 

from two vastly different lives.” Later he says, “it was enough to 

make a Predator pilot schizophrenic, what with fighting two 

wars simultaneously 1,500 miles apart and balancing them with 

a wife and kids, if he had them, paying the bills, and calling the 

plumber because the toilet was stopped up. It didn’t get much 

more surreal than that.” 48  

 Martin reports that for a long time he could not talk to his 

wife about what he did in the pod, especially the wrenching 
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details and the accompanying sense of anguish when he acci-

dentally killed two children and an old man. Instead, he com-

partmentalized. He was partly relieved when he was sent to Iraq, 

away from his wife, as part of a ground crew on a military base 

there. Another drone operator reports, “I also spent some time 

operating drones in Afghanistan, and when you finished a day’s 

work there, you were still in a combat zone, on a military base 

surrounded by people walking around with guns. You can 

decompress more easily by chatting to them and comparing 

experiences, whereas at Creech I would just go home to the wife 

and kids.” 49  

 The psychological torquing created by the oscillation between 

the worlds of family domesticity and onscreen killing is the cen-

tral theme in the two best works of fiction about drone opera-

tors—George Brant’s play  Grounded  and Andrew Niccol’s film 

 Good Kill , 50  which stars Ethan Hawke as a drone operator. In both 

works, the central drama is the gradual psychic disintegration of 

a drone pilot, a woman in  Grounded  and a man in  Good Kill , 

brought on in large part by the corrosive effect of their work on 

their domestic life. In  Good Kill , the contradiction leads, seem-

ingly inexorably, to divorce.  

  Remixing Valor 

 “I don’t know what I’m doing, but it’s not flying,” says the fic-

tional drone operator in the Hollywood movie  Good Kill . There 

are understandable ambiguities about drones and the people 

who operate them. Are they pilots if they are not in an airborne 

aircraft? Are they combatants if they are thousands of miles 

away from the battlefield? Do they deserve combat medals? 

Although Predator and Reaper aircraft are called drones by the 
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media and the proverbial man on the street, the U.S. Air Force 

calls them remotely piloted aircraft (RPAs), implying that the 

people who control them are pilots, even if they are not inside 

the planes. The drone operator Bill “Sweet” Tart fines his subor-

dinates $5 every time they use the word  drone : “The word  drone  

is a negative with respect to the skill and effort that the men and 

women individually put into flying and executing a mission,” 

he says. “A drone, whether you’re talking about a drone bee that 

does no work, or a drone that uses artificial intelligence and does 

its mission without any human input, is not what we’re talking 

about here.” 51  The air force insists that the people who control 

drones are pilots, makes them wear flight suits on duty, and 

gives them flight pay, but their uniform wings are not the same 

as the uniform wings of pilots of manned planes. The badge for 

those who fly unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) features a light-

ning bolt to symbolize the satellite signal that controls a drone 

( figure 2.5 ). 52  Moreover, there is a strong symbolic hierarchy 

within the Air Force with fighter and bomber pilots at the top, 

followed by tanker and cargo pilots, then drone operators at the 

bottom. Drone operators sometimes complain that they find it 

hard to get promoted no matter how well they do their jobs, 53  

and pilots of manned planes have been known to deride them as 

  Figure 2.5 
  Unmanned aerial vehicle operator badge.    
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the “Chair Force” and “Chairborne Rangers.” 54  In a  New Yorker  

article on drones, Jane Mayer puts “flown” in scare quotes and 

remarks on the incongruity of the fact that drone operators are 

said to wear flight suits. As for whether they are combatants, 

she calls them “cubicle warriors [who] can drive home to have 

dinner with their families.” 55  

  There is also the issue of medals. How should the state recog-

nize contributions on the battlefield that, however important, 

involve no risk of bodily harm? Some drone operators com-

plained that drone crews spent 630 hours searching for the al 

Qaeda leader Abu Musab al-Zarqawi and received a thank-you 

note after they found him, but that the F-16 pilot who killed 

him, “who faced no real threat from the lightly armed insur-

gents on the ground, was awarded the Distinguished Flying 

Cross, the same honor bestowed on Charles Lindbergh for the 

first solo flight across the Atlantic Ocean.” 56  

  In February 2013, the Pentagon announced a new Distin-

guished Warfare Medal ( figure 2.6 ) that ranks higher than the 

Bronze Star but lower than the Silver Star and recognizes drone 

operators for, in Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta’s words, 

“extraordinary achievements that directly impact on combat 

operations, but that do not involve acts of valor or physical risk 

that combat entails.” 57  Not atypical of the outraged reactions 

among many military veterans was a satirical article on  Duffel-

blog , a humorous military news website. Describing a fictitious 

Major Beasley who won the new medal, it said, “The medal will 

be in addition to the multiple Purple Hearts he has already been 

awarded for Carpal Tunnel Syndrome endured during the same 

event. He was also honored for a sprained ankle he received trip-

ping over an extension cord while leaving his workstation.” The 

article added that “Beasley’s wife and family have also released a 
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statement saying how proud they were, and how they had 

eventually forgiven him for missing family Scrabble night dur-

ing the fighting.” 58  Dos Gringos, two military aviators who 

record country rock music, distributed a song called “Predator 

Eulogy,” which included this verse: 

   They shot down the Predator 

 I wonder how that feels 

 For that operator who has lost his set of wheels 

 It must be so defenseless 

 Like clubbing baby seals. 59    

  Figure 2.6 
  Distinguished Warfare Medal, February to April 2013.    
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 Two months after the introduction of the Distinguished Warfare 

Medal for drone crews, the new Secretary of Defense, Chuck 

Hagel, canceled it. 60  

 Casting aspersions on the valor of soldiers who are not on 

the frontlines is not a new practice, especially if they operate 

new technologies whose place is not yet settled. In 1139, Pope 

Innocent II’s Second Lateran Council condemned the crossbow 

because it “could be used from a distance, thus enabling a man 

to strike without the risk of himself being struck.” 61  When sub-

marines were first developed, their crews were accused of cow-

ardice because they sank ships whose crews had no idea the 

submarines were nearby. 62  When guns were first introduced, 

they were condemned as a weapon for cowards. 63  Despite 

their valorization in Clint Eastwood’s movie  American Sniper , 

snipers have also been accused of cowardice. But drones seem 

to attract particularly strong opprobrium, from both inside and 

outside the military. Casting aspersions on the manhood of 

drone operators, Gregoire Chamayou suggests that calling 

drone flights “unmanned” is appropriate in a double sense. 64  

Glenn Greenwald says, “Whatever one thinks of the justifiabil-

ity of drone attacks, it’s one of the least ‘brave’ or courageous 

modes of warfare ever invented. It’s one thing to call it just, 

but to pretend it’s ‘brave’ is Orwellian in the extreme. Indeed, 

the whole point of it is to allow large numbers of human 

beings to be killed without the slightest physical risk to those 

doing the killing. Killing while sheltering yourself from all risk 

is the definitional opposite of bravery.” 65  Jonathan Schell asks 

if we can even call the asymmetrical operations of drones 

“war.” Discussing Barack Obama’s claim in 2011 that the War 

Powers Act did not apply to aerial intervention in Libya 

because no Americans would die, Schell says, 
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  War is only war, it seems, when Americans are dying—when we die. 

When only they—the Libyans—die, it is something else for which there 

is as yet apparently no name. … In our day, it is indeed possible for some 

countries, for the first time in history, to wage war without receiving 

a scratch in return. … The epitome of this new warfare is the Predator 

drone, which has become an emblem of the Obama administration. 66   

 “Absent fear, war cannot be called war,” says commentator Steve 

Featherstone. “A better name for it would be target practice.” 67  

 This is why drone strikes are widely perceived in the Middle 

East as cowardly, and it is why Jody Williams, the Nobel Peace 

Prize winner, said, “when you sit in Nevada and kill someone 

7,000 miles away, I think there’s something unethical or immoral 

about that.” 68  Sir Brian Burridge, a former Royal Air Force air 

chief marshal in Iraq, has called drone warfare “virtueless war,” 69  

and Shane Riza, an air force pilot and instructor, writes that he is 

“concerned the last dying embers of a warrior culture are about 

to be snuffed out in favor of a system of warfare that just might 

destroy war’s very meaning.” 70  Andy Exum, a former U.S. Army 

officer who is now an expert on counterinsurgency at the Center 

for a New American Security, says, “As a military person, I put 

myself in the shoes of someone in FATA [Pakistan’s federally 

administered tribal area] and there’s something about pilotless 

drones that doesn’t strike me as an honorable way of warfare.” 

Invoking the warrior ideals of  The Iliad , he adds, “As a classics 

major, I have a classical sense of what it means to be a 

warrior.” 71  

 Drone warfare is continuous with a long tradition of colonial 

war-fighting technologies—going back at least to the machine 

guns that nineteenth-century British and French colonial 

soldiers used to mow down spear-carrying Africans—that 

ensure that “natives” die, in an unfair fight, in considerably 
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larger numbers than colonial soldiers. 72  In fact, the drone is not 

envisaged as a weapon that would be used in fighting evenly 

matched adversaries such as the Russians or the Chinese, who 

would quickly shoot a lumbering Predator out of the sky. It is 

designed to save American lives in highly asymmetrical postco-

lonial counterinsurgency operations—what some in the military 

refer to as “small wars.” The asymmetry of drone operations thus 

derives not just from the technology itself and the ways that it 

absents one party to the combat from the scene of combat, but 

from the neocolonial context of combat. In neocolonial coun-

terinsurgency contexts, there is invariably a massive asymmetry 

in casualties when outnumbered occupying forces use superior 

technology to subdue indigenous populations. 

 In his book  On Suicide Bombing , the anthropologist Talal Asad 

observes that in the era of drones, American “soldiers need no 

longer go to war expecting to die, but only to kill. In itself, this 

destabilizes the conventional understanding of war as an activ-

ity in which human dying and killing are exchanged.” 73  Asad 

sees the honorable drama at the core of combat as one in which 

contending soldiers meet to wager their bodies for a cause. The 

willingness to forfeit one’s own life lends some meaning to war, 

and the mutual availability of the bodies of combatants on both 

sides for injury and death establishes an honorable reciprocity 

between enemies and affords soldiers opportunities for the cour-

age that is war’s defining virtue. Seen through Asad’s lens, the 

absence of this reciprocity of bodily exposure in drone warfare 

makes it dishonorable. It also suggests that there is a perverse 

parallelism, or mirror imaging, between drone warfare and the 

tactic of suicide bombing that some insurgents have adopted. 

Drone operators and suicide bombers, either by preemptively 

destroying their bodies or by absenting their bodies, deprive 
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their adversaries of the opportunity to capture or kill them, thus 

undermining the structural reciprocity that conventionally, or at 

least ideally, defines war. This is partly why the victims of both 

drone strikes and suicide bombings brand these modes of killing 

as terrorist. In contemporary war zones where people on the 

ground are blown to pieces either by unseen American drones in 

the sky or unsuspected suicide bombers in their midst, what we 

conventionally understand by the word  war  is being torn apart 

from above and below by American technology and insurgent 

tactics. 

 Seen from one perspective, the asymmetry between American 

immunity and the casualties of the other in the killing fields is a 

comfortable development. General Charles Dunlap says, “I don’t 

feel better if a lot of Americans die in the effort. I’m ok with all 

of  them  [that is, the other side] dying.” 74  On the other hand, Jane 

Mayer quotes a U.S. veteran of the Iraq War who says, “There’s 

something important about putting your own sons and daugh-

ters at risk when you choose to wage war as a nation. We risk 

losing that flesh-and-blood investment if we go too far down 

this road.” 75  Although we can understand why political and mil-

itary leaders would be drawn toward a model of war in which 

only the other side dies, this veteran’s claim is important and is 

further explored in chapter 5.     



    3      Remote Intimacy 

   They are inches apart. But Sergeant Jessica Aldridge is also eight thou-

sand miles away, ten thousand feet in the air, and she feels so near to 

the figures on the ground below her that she might reach down and 

pick them up like dolls. 

 —Ron Childress,  And West Is West  1   

 We live in a world in which digital activities—video games, text 

messages, Facebook friendships, Instagram, X-box, selfies, online 

sex, talking to Siri, and interactive multiuser games—are focal 

points of Americans’ social and emotional lives. This is a world 

in which  Her , a 2013 Hollywood movie (directed by Spike Jonze) 

about a man who falls in love with his computer, became a box-

office hit. “Life on screen” is increasingly absorbing, and in the 

words of James William Gibson, the science fiction writer cred-

ited with coining the term  cyberspace , “everyone who works with 

computers seems to develop an intuitive faith that there’s some 

kind of actual space behind the screen.” 2  The emergence of 

drone warfare, organized around screen killing, 3  is part of this 

mass emotional and perceptual migration to screen worlds. In 

the words of actor Ethan Hawke, reflecting on the character he 

plays in the 2014 film  Good Kill , “It’s not a huge jump from 
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what’s happening to these pilots to what’s happening to all of 

us. … More and more of our intimacy, what used to be real and 

tangible, is now automated, is now from a distance.” 4  

 In her books  Life on Screen  and  Alone Together , the sociologist 

Sherry Turkle writes compellingly about the immersive, emo-

tionally compelling, and addictive qualities of screen worlds. 

Talking about “the seductions of the interface” and “computer 

holding power,” she describes children who are disappointed 

when they see seals in a zoo because they do not behave as color-

fully as the seals do in heavily edited television shows: “we are 

moving toward a culture of simulation in which people are 

increasingly comfortable with substituting representations of 

reality for the real. We use a Macintosh-style ‘desktop’ as well as 

one on four legs. We join virtual communities that exist only 

among people communicating on computer networks as well as 

communities in which we are physically present. We come to 

question simple distinctions between real and artificial. In what 

sense should one consider a screen desktop any less real than 

any other?” 5  

  Remote Watching 

 An uneasy combination of physical remoteness and vivid medi-

ated presence lies at the core of the drone operator’s experience. 

“One of the paradoxes of drones is that, even as they increase 

the distance to the target, they also create proximity,” says the 

journalist Nicola Abé. 6  In the words of playwright George Brant, 

that target is “twelve hours ahead but only 1.2 seconds away.” 7  

The operator sits in a trailer on the ground in what looks like a 

cockpit, “flying” a plane that is thousands of miles away. He or 

she stares for hours at a time at screen footage of the ground 
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below the plane but is cut off from the view outside the trailer, 

and is drawn into the world onscreen through a process of men-

tal slippage. Like blindfolds, hoods, darkened cells, or isolation 

tanks, the air-conditioned trailers seal off drone operators from 

the nearby physical environment and make them suggestible to 

other cues. The installation of a cockpit environment inside the 

trailer facilitates the illusion of being inside the drone. Some-

times the lack of authentic embodied experience can be a prob-

lem: one pilot crashed her drone because she did not realize 

that it was flying upside down, and another did not realize until 

too late that he had put his drone into a spin. 8  On the other 

hand, there are many stories of pilots who react as if they are 

inside their drones. Peter Singer says that “one officer recalls 

that the action felt so intense that one time, when his drone 

thousands of miles away was about to crash, he instinctively 

reached for the ejection seat.” 9  Drone operator Matt Martin tells 

a similar story about an incident when his drone was on a colli-

sion course with an F-18: “I was so into the moment that every 

muscle in my body tensed for the impact. I leaned into the turn 

with adrenaline pumping. I couldn’t have been more involved 

had I actually been inside the plane. … For just a moment, I 

reverted to survival training instinct and thought about eject-

ing.” Throughout his book, Martin speaks of drones as if their 

controllers are inside them: “Watchdog Four-Six was airborne 

with Bobby and Rexford in the cockpit”; “Bobby was patrolling 

above only seconds away”; “One afternoon when she and 

Bobby were cruising over the town of Balad”; and “I didn’t have 

to worry about some pesky MiG showing up to shoot  me  down” 

[emphasis added]. 10  

 Drone operators spend more of their waking hours staring at 

video footage of ground terrain thousands of miles away than 
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looking at the landscape where they live. Even if they complain 

how boring the work usually is, they become cognitively and 

psychologically immersed in the screen world. One drone opera-

tor who did the night shift over Afghanistan, scanning the ter-

rain with an infrared camera, reports that he began to dream in 

infrared. 11  Operators’ descriptions of hours a day spent in “over-

watch” evince a sense of being simultaneously remote and pres-

ent, and the operators sometimes speak of themselves as if they 

are displaced into the drone and watching from a great height, 

not from a trailer on the ground. 12   

 This space of all-seeing power, where one sees without being 

seen, is often described metaphorically as the space of the gods. 

Martin says of insurgents that “the poor bastards never once 

considered looking up,  way  up, from which heights Predator 

crews observed their every move, where they went and who they 

met with. … That an eye from the inner edge of space might be 

watching was too far-fetched for them to imagine.” He also says 

that “not once had I observed a single insurgent with a tube or 

visiting a weapons cache who so much as looked up to scan the 

sky. It was almost like they were ants down there, predictable in 

their behavior to some degree of mathematical probability, 

no more aware of Predator’s presence than they were of the 

Almighty watching them.” In this situation, Martin says, “Some-

times I felt like God hurling thunderbolts from afar,” and “I truly 

felt a bit like an omnipotent god with a god’s seat above it all.” 13  

Such turns of phrase are a common trope in commentary about 

drones. 

 As the drones gaze unblinkingly from above, there can be 

voyeuristic pleasure in watching the Other. In fact, it is hard to 

imagine a more voyeuristic technology than the drone. Martin, 

who describes himself as “a voyeur in the sky,” likens his work to 
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“watching some reality TV program that went on endlessly.” 14  

Photography critic Liz Wells defines  voyeurism , which as a fetish 

often involves an obsessive desire to gaze at the hidden and the 

secret, as “a mode of looking related to the exercise of power in 

which a body becomes a spectacle for someone else’s pleasure.” 15  

The act of voyeurism, which establishes the dominance of the 

watcher over the watched, connects while reinforcing distance. 

Sometimes, in keeping with the colloquial understanding of 

voyeurism, it involves watching sex acts. The journalist Nicola 

Abé gives an example of this: “When it got dark, Bryant switched 

to the infrared camera. Many Afghans sleep on the roof in the 

summer, because of the heat. ‘I saw them having sex with their 

wives. It’s two infrared spots becoming one.’” 16  And Martin 

describes an incident he watched in which an Iraqi “walked up 

to where a small grayish mule was browsing in the field. He 

stopped to look around before he looped a rope around the ani-

mal’s neck and tied it to a shrub. The guy lifted his man-dress, 

approached the mule from the rear, and, without further fore-

play, began to service it. I called Bobby over to take a look. … My 

guy down there had no idea he was starring in his own video, 

the Iraqi version of  Debbie Does Dallas  with a more perverted 

twist.” 17  

 Voyeuristic pleasure can also be taken in watching people die. 

“It can be hard for people to take their eyes off it. If it’s an opera-

tion to hit some well-known terrorist, you’ll see people crowding 

around the screens,” reports a British drone operator. 18  Peter 

Singer describes a genre of video clip he calls “war porn”: “Clips 

of particularly interesting combat footage, such as an insurgent 

blown up by a UAV, are forwarded to friends, family, and col-

leagues with titles like ‘Watch this!’ … Comments and jokes are 

attached, and some are even set to music. A typical example was 
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a clip of people’s bodies being blown up into the air by a Preda-

tor strike set to Sugar Ray’s song, ‘I just want to Fly.’” 19  

 Speaking to the appeal of what he calls “Predator Porn” to 

rank and file soldiers, David Kilcullen, an expert on counterin-

surgency who advised the Pentagon, says:  

  In a counterinsurgency environment, you almost never see the enemy, 

you certainly never see them doing anything that’s bad. Whenever you 

do encounter them, they’re trying to hide amongst the population. 

That’s incredibly frustrating for people. So when people can see a bad 

guy carrying a weapon, acting like a bad guy, getting blown up, it’s enor-

mously satisfying for some Humvee guy who goes out and spends all day 

driving around Baghdad getting shot at. He comes back and he fires up 

some gun camera footage from an Apache or drone strike footage and 

says, “Well at least we got some guy today.” 20    

  Remote Narrativization 

 This distanced voyeurism is counterbalanced by a sense of 

immersive intimacy when drones patrol the same terrain over 

and over and operators come to feel they know the people 

below. A profile of drone operator Bill “Sweet” Tart in the  Huff-

ington Post  observes that “Peering through cameras and sensors 

from his computer station thousands of miles away, he absorbs 

the details of daily life in the villages below. He develops an 

eerie intimacy with his targets. Which house these kids belong 

to. When that mom goes out to market. Who visits and why. … 

‘You can start figuring out who is associated with who. Who is 

a stranger, who is it that’s visiting this house?’” 21  Another 

drone operator says, “You get a sense of daily life. I’ve been on 

the same shift for a month and you learn the patterns. Like, I’ll 

know at 5 a.m. this guy is gonna go outside and take a shit. I’ve 

seen a lot of dudes take shits.” Reflecting on the way that his 
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job helps him understand a radically different way of life, the 

same man reports, “Another time we followed this guy outside 

his house for half an hour, and all he did was go scoop water 

from a stream. Seeing that just made it sink in—how we live 

worlds apart.” 22  

 Matt Martin tells a story in his memoir that illustrates nicely 

the “eerie intimacy” that operators can experience with those 

they watch. He was circling over “a man equipped with a broom 

and a rusty shovel with a broken handle.” The man “began 

working on one of those dilapidated roads that branched off the 

thoroughfare from the mosque.” Martin kept watching because 

“someone digging in a road was always cause for suspicion. He 

could just as well be a saboteur planting a bomb.” The man 

“straightened and arched his back, stretching. He yawned. He 

wiped sweat from his brow. He appeared to be in his thirties and, 

best I could tell, had very little spare flesh on his rib cage. I finally 

concluded that he was exactly what he seemed to be—some 

ordinary Iraqi citizen clearing debris off the road and filling in 

potholes, tidying up in hopes that the unused mosque might be 

revitalized.” Then, with Martin still watching, a U.S. convoy 

drove by the man. The heavy vehicles “cracked the macadam 

surface and reopened potholes, destroying all the progress the 

worker had made.” Martin tells the reader with sympathy that 

the man “stood with his broom and broken shovel by the side of 

the road and gazed dejectedly at the armored convoy as it drove 

off and over the horizon. His shoulders slumped and his chin 

dropped on his chest. I recognized the posture even from ten 

thousand feet above him. Defeat. Poor bastard.” 23  

 Martin’s narrative offers an example of remote narrativiza-

tion. As drone operators watch people on the other side of the 

world from thousands of feet above, they create mental stories 
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that help make sense of the people they watch. In the process, 

they can make interpretive leaps, fill in informational gaps, and 

provide framing moral judgments as they integrate shards of 

visual information and turn pixelated figures into personalities. 

“You can’t see their faces,” says the fictional drone pilot in 

George Brant’s play,  Grounded , “but you don’t need to[;] your 

mind fills them in.” 24  In the story above, by watching what 

amounts to a fragmentary silent film without dialogue, Martin 

concludes that the man he is watching is not an insurgent but a 

decent, hard-working man who is trying to revitalize his local 

mosque and that his reaction to the American soldiers who 

destroy his work is dejection, not rage. At another point, Martin 

sees “a one-story flat-roofed building with a small vendor’s sign 

hanging over the door. I couldn’t quite make out the lettering, 

which would not have helped me much anyhow because it was 

in Arabic. I guessed it was probably a law office.” 25  But how could 

he possibly know it was a law office? Such moments of overnar-

rativization are often based on unconscious cultural assump-

tions and on seeing things that may or may not be there, but 

they can determine whether people live or die. As is shown in 

the next chapter, drone operators have on numerous occasions 

killed people they “knew” to be insurgents only to find out later 

that they had killed innocent civilians. In the words of journalist 

Andrew Cockburn, “there is a recurrent pattern in which people 

become transfixed by what is on the screen, especially when the 

screen—with a resolution equal to the legal definition of blind-

ness for drivers—is representing people and events thousands of 

miles and several continents away.” 26  

 In such processes of narrative infilling, there is a tendency to 

think that one knows more than one does. The potential for 

calamity here is dramatized in a story told by David Cloud, an 
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investigative journalist for the  Los Angeles Times . Working from 

interviews and transcripts of drone operators’ conversations 

pried loose by a Freedom of Information Act request, Cloud 

reconstructed an attack in Afghanistan in February 2010 that, 

according to Afghan villagers, killed twenty-three civilians, 

including three- and four-year-old children. (The United States 

said that fifteen or sixteen had been killed but conceded they 

were civilians.) A group of Afghan civilians had set out before 

dawn on a long trip, driving in a convoy so that if one driver’s 

car broke down, the others could assist. The group included 

shopkeepers buying supplies, students returning to school, and 

villagers visiting relatives or seeking medical treatment. A U.S. 

Army Special Forces team was active in the area nearby, and 

radio intercepts suggested that insurgents might be planning to 

attack the team. A Predator drone was overhead, watching 

unseen. It tracked the Afghans on the ground for four and a half 

hours and gathered information to confirm that they were insur-

gents. Throughout, the drone’s crew conferred with the leader of 

the U.S. team on the ground and a team of “screeners” at a mili-

tary base in Florida. The screeners were trained in the analysis of 

video imagery, but according to the  Los Angeles Times , “even 

with the advanced camera on the Predator, the images were 

fuzzy and small objects were difficult to identify. Sometimes the 

video feed was interrupted briefly.” 27  

 When a drone operator in Nevada first saw members of the 

Afghan convoy, they seemed to be kneeling on blankets. Assum-

ing that kneeling signifies praying and that praying is a habit of 

insurgents, the drone operator began connecting informational 

dots that should not have been connected. “‘They’re praying,’ 

he said. ‘This is definitely it, this is their force. … Praying? I 

mean, seriously, that’s what they do.’” When one driver on the 
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ground flashed his headlights at another, the pilot of an AC-130 

above radioed that the two vehicles were, as one would expect of 

insurgents, “signaling.” Assumptions that the people were all 

“military age males” also excited suspicion. One person involved 

in the incident later said, “We all had it in our head, ‘Hey, why 

do you have 20 military age males at 5 a.m. collecting each 

other?’ There can be only one reason.” 28  

 When the drone pilot and his camera operator conferred 

about what the infrared camera was picking up in the darkness, 

the pilot said, “See if you can zoom in on that guy. Is that a 

rifle?” The camera operator said, “Maybe just a warm spot from 

where he was sitting. Can’t really tell right now, but it does look 

like an object.” Fifteen minutes later, the camera operator 

returned to the topic: “Yeah, I think that dude had a rifle.” “I do 

too,” said the pilot. 29  Even if they did actually see a rifle, the use 

of a rifle as a metonym for an insurgent is problematic because 

Afghan civilians are often as heavily armed as NRA loyalists. 

 Shortly after the camera operator observed that the “truck 

would make a beautiful target,” one of the screeners in Florida 

said that he had seen a child in the group. “Bullshit! Where?” 

said the camera operator. “I don’t think they have kids out at 

this hour.” The pilot complained, “Why are they so quick to call 

kids but not to call a rifle?” The camera operator said that there 

might be a teenager in the group but no one who was short 

enough to be a child. Nearly three hours after the convoy was 

first spotted, the “screeners” in Florida estimated “21 MAMS 

[military-aged males], no females, and two possible children.” 

The drone camera operator responded, “Not toddlers. Some-

thing more toward adolescents or teens.” The pilot agreed, and a 

soldier on the ground radioed, “Twelve or 13 years old with a 

weapon is just as dangerous.” Although the vehicles in the 
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convoy were now moving away from U.S. soldiers on the ground, 

they were thought to be involved in a flanking maneuver, and 

an attack was called in. “The Predator crew in Nevada was exul-

tant, watching men they assumed were enemy fighters trying to 

help the injured,” wrote the  Los Angeles Times  reporter. “I forget, 

how do you treat a sucking chest wound,” crowed one member 

of the drone team. 30  

 Doing damage assessment, the drone operators soon realized 

that they were watching women and children in the wreckage. 

In an abrupt 180-degree turn on the reliability of their aerial 

observations, one member of the crew said, “No way to tell, 

man.” The camera operator agreed: “No way to tell from here.” 31  

 Major General James O. Poss oversaw an air force investiga-

tion of the incident and conceded that “technology can occa-

sionally give you a false sense of security that you can see 

everything, that you can hear everything, that you know every-

thing.” 32  The phrasing suggests that technology itself might be 

to blame, but of course the fault lies in the interaction between 

the limitations of the technology and processes of narrative 

infilling and remote individualization. In these processes, after 

a frame has been put in place, ambiguous information is inter-

preted within that frame, informational gaps are ignored, and 

moral judgments are rendered. In the story just told, the frame 

is that the people on the ground are insurgents. Praying, flash-

ing lights, and proximity to U.S. troops confirm this, and the 

frame becomes so powerful that visual evidence that children 

are present is discounted. The interpretation is strengthened by 

incorrect cultural judgments that are rendered from afar by 

people who have not spent time with the people whose behav-

ior they are evaluating: they think that only insurgents pray 

and carry guns and that children in Afghanistan are never on 
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the road before dawn. Throughout the communicative process, 

participants do not check and question each other but instead 

confirm each other’s cognitive misinterpretations. A Special 

Forces sergeant who viewed the video later said, “Someone was 

saying when the vehicles stopped, the [passengers] were pray-

ing. … When I looked at the video, they could also have been 

taking a piss. Whoever was viewing the video real-time, maybe 

they needed a little more tactical experience. It needs to 

be someone who knows the culture of the people. If I can 

say anything, they just need to be familiar with what they are 

looking at.” 33  

 The excerpts from the transcripts in the  Los Angeles Times  

article reveal a palpable hunger to attack—what a United 

Nations official who read the transcript dryly called “a predis-

position to engage in kinetic activity” 34 —that is at odds with 

the dispassionate and careful evaluation of potential targets 

that drone operators usually ascribe to themselves in interviews 

with journalists. Major General Timothy McHale, who also 

investigated the incident, came away with the impression that 

members of the Predator crew “were out to employ weapons no 

matter what.” 35   

  Screen Killing 

 Many critics of drone warfare say that it is psychologically 

easy for drone operators to kill because screen killing is just like 

playing a video game. In a report titled  Convenient Killing: Armed 

Drones and the ‘PlayStation’ Mentality , the Fellowship of Recon-

ciliation, an interfaith Christian organization, says that “opera-

tors, rather than seeing human beings, perceive mere blips on a 

screen.” 36  The report quotes Philip Alston and Hina Shamsi, 
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whose column for  The Guardian  newspaper condemned the 

“‘PlayStation mentality’ that surrounds drone killings. Young 

military personnel raised on a diet of video games now kill real 

people remotely using joysticks.” 37  In a similar vein, Pratap 

Chatterjee disdains what he calls “desktop killing,” 38  and anthro-

pologist Jeffrey Sluka writes that for drone operators “killing is 

just a matter of entering a screen command; to the drone pilot, 

it is like pushing ‘Ctr-Alt-Del’ and the target dies.” 39  A report 

published by the International Committee of the Red Cross 

states that “advanced technologies which permit killing at a 

distance or on the computer screen prevent the activation of 

neuro-psychological mechanisms which render the act of killing 

difficult.” 40  These critiques suggest that screen killing is too 

easy because it looks aesthetically like playing a video game 

and because, in the words of the Fellowship of Reconciliation 

report, “the geographical … distance between the drone opera-

tor and the target lowers the threshold in regard to launching an 

attack.” 41  

 If we compare the experience of playing a video game 

and operating a drone, there are important differences as well as 

similarities. The geographer Derek Gregory points out that 

“immersion is video games is discontinuous—levels are restarted, 

situations re-set, games paused—and while there are different 

intensities of involvement during a UAV mission and shifts 

change in the course of a patrol, immersion in the live video 

feeds is intrinsically continuous.” Gregory also points out that, 

unlike drone camera feeds, video games “show stylized land-

scapes prowled solely by ‘insurgents’ or ‘terrorists’ whose car-

toonish appearance makes them instantly recognizable.” 42  

 But the critics are making an argument about distance as well 

as aesthetics, saying that it is disturbingly easy to kill someone if 



72 Chapter 3

they are 8,000 miles away. These arguments are indebted to the 

book  On Killing  by Dave Grossman, a former U.S. Army lieuten-

ant colonel who is credited with founding the field of “killol-

ogy.” Grossman reports that many World War II infantrymen 

never fired their rifles, even under attack, and argues that “at 

close range the resistance to killing an opponent is tremendous. 

When one looks an angry opponent in the eye, and knows that 

he is young or old, scared or angry, it is not possible to deny that 

the individual about to be killed is much like oneself.” 43  Gross-

man’s book includes a much-cited graph that plots a linear 

relationship between ease of killing and the physical distance 

separating the killer and the killed, ranging from “sexual dis-

tance” to “bomber range.” The people who find it easiest to kill, 

according to this model, are those who are farthest away from 

their victims and therefore do not confront the humanity of 

those they kill. These include bomber crews and nuclear missile 

launch control officers. 

 But the remote intimacy of drone operations plays havoc 

with Grossman’s model and these critics exaggerate and miscon-

strue the psychological ease with which drone operators kill. 

Drones take the straight line in Grossman’s graph and twist it 

into a Mobius strip where beginning and end, although still sep-

arate, cross. Physically, the drone operator is as far from his vic-

tims as the intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) officer in an 

underground bunker in Montana is. But the drone operator and 

the ICBM officer are worlds apart perceptually: ICBM officers 

would never see their victims, but drone operators see them on 

screen before and after killing them. Drone operators may con-

summate hours or days of intimate watching with killing in a 

way that makes the violence in some ways more psychologically 
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proximate than that of other soldiers, who are physically closer 

to the enemy but may get only a brief glimpse of, or never see at 

all, the people they kill. A journalistic profile of one drone opera-

tor remarks that “he observed people for weeks, including Tal-

iban fighters hiding weapons, and people who were on lists 

because the military, the intelligence agencies or local infor-

mants knew something about them. ‘I got to know them. Until 

someone higher up in the chain of command gave me the order 

to shoot.’ He felt remorse because of the children, whose fathers 

he was taking away. ‘They were good daddies,’ he says.” 44  

 Grossman’s argument also assumes that there is something 

about physical proximity and especially a clear line of sight 

between people that excites an instinctive empathy for another’s 

pain and a reluctance to kill. There is surely some truth to this, 

but as Elaine Scarry argues in her book  The Body in Pain , no mat-

ter how close people might be, there is an “unsharability” to 

another’s pain. “The events happening within the interior of 

that person’s body may seem to have the remote character of 

some deep subterranean fact,” Scarry says: “When one speaks 

about ‘one’s own physical pain,’ and about ‘another person’s 

physical pain,’ one might almost appear to be speaking about 

two wholly distinct orders of events.” 45  We do not apprehend 

another’s pain experientially, as we do our own, but instead by 

deciphering signs. Cries, grunts, facial expressions, and so on 

can become cues for empathy with the suffering of another. 

Although drone operators do not hear cries or see facial expres-

sions, they are exposed to other signs of pain that bomber pilots 

probably are spared. The former drone operator Brandon Bryant 

touched on this in an interview about the death of an insurgent 

he killed: 
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  The guy in the back [one of three insurgents being tracked] hears the 

sonic boom when it reaches him, and he runs forward. We’re told to get 

the two guys in the back, worry about the guy in the front later. … The 

guy in the back runs forward between the other two and we strike all 

three of them. The guy that was running forward. … when the smoke 

clears, there’s a crater there. He’s missing his right leg and I watched this 

guy bleed out. And it’s clear enough that I watch him. He’s grabbing his 

leg [grabs own leg on camera] and he’s rolling. I can almost see the ago-

ny on this guy’s face. And eventually this guy becomes the same color as 

the ground that he bled upon. 

   Q: So he loses his heat. You watch him die.  

  A [uncomfortable laugh]: Yeah! You know how people say that drone 

strikes are like mortar attacks or artillery. Well, artillery doesn’t see this, 

artillery doesn’t see the result of their actions. It’s really more intimate 

for us because we see everything. We see the before, action, and after. 

And so I watched this guy, I watched him bleed out. I watched the result 

of [long pause], I guess collectively it was our action, but ultimately I’m 

the responsible one who guided the missile in. 46     

 One could say that watching a distant figure change color on 

an infrared screen is less affecting than seeing blood spurt from 

a leg wound and hearing a person’s cries and moans. But what 

Bryant saw was enough to make him instinctively grab his own 

leg in sympathy during the interview, and this image was vivid 

enough that it haunted him, with the draining of color on screen 

becoming a powerful visual metaphor of death. “How many 

women and children have you seen incinerated by a Hellfire 

missile? How many men have you seen crawl across a field, try-

ing to make it to the nearest compound for help while bleeding 

out from severed legs?” asks Heather Linebaugh, a former drone 

imagery analyst: “When you are exposed to it over and over 

again it becomes like a small video, embedded in your head, 

forever on repeat, causing psychological pain and suffering that 

many people will hopefully never experience.” 47  “You see a lot of 
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detail,” says the commander of a drone squadron. “So we feel it, 

maybe not to the same degree [as] if we were actually there, but 

it affects us. … When you let a missile go, you know that’s real 

life—there’s no reset button.” 48  

 The work of drone operators is marked by what anthropolo-

gist Antonius Robben calls “ambivalence of enemies as both 

human and virtual.” 49  There is an oscillation in drone operator 

Matt Martin’s accounts of people he killed. At one point, he says 

“It was almost like watching an NFL game on TV with its tiny 

figures on the screen compared to being down there on the field 

in the mud and the blood in the rain.” After his first experience 

of virtual combat, he says, “It would take some time for the real-

ity of what happened so far away to sink in, for ‘real’ to become 

 real .” But only a few pages later, he says that “those who would 

call this a Nintendo game had never sat in my seat. Those were 

real people down there.” 50  And when Martin accidentally kills 

two children, there is no sense that they are just “blips on a 

screen” or that this is “PlayStation warfare.” Instead, screen kill-

ing triggers a cascade of associative memories and vivid images. 

Just after he had released a missile, 

  two kids on a bicycle unexpectedly appeared on the screen approaching 

the truck and the insurgents. Both were boys. One appeared to be about 

eleven, the other—possibly a younger brother—was balanced on the 

handlebars. Tooling along on a summer day laughing and talking.” 

 “Oh God! Not again,” escaped my lips. Two separate images filled my 

mind simultaneously. 

 The first was both a picture and a feeling of peddling [sic] my little 

sister on a bicycle like that on a summer day long ago in Indiana. I even 

felt the sweat on my face as we tackled the hill near our house. I smelled 

little Trish’s hair, heard her laughter all over again. … 

 The second image was of my having maybe killed the old man 

in front of the wall while taking out Rocket Man. That day had plagued 



76 Chapter 3

me ever since. And, now, with the kids, it was like déjà vu, only ten 

times worse. 51   

 Dave Grossman suggests that people find it harder to kill 

when they are closer to their victim, but the killings that 

anguished Matt Martin were executed from the same distance as 

the ones that gave him satisfaction. Physical distance is not the 

only or even the key variable that shaped his subjective experi-

ence of killing. 

 Like Elaine Scarry, Susan Sontag objects to the common 

assumption that we feel an automatic empathic discomfort at 

the bodily suffering of others, especially if it is witnessed close-

up. “No ‘we’ should be taken for granted when the subject is 

looking at other people’s pain,” she wrote in her book  Regarding 

the Pain of Others . 52  Sontag reminds us that soldiers sometimes 

take pleasure in killing and that white post-Reconstruction 

lynch mobs enjoyed the spectacle of black people being lynched, 

took their children to watch, and often kept souvenir pictures. 

In his much-cited essay “Why Men Love War,” Vietnam veteran 

William Broyles also reports that there can be great joy in 

killing: 

  After one ambush my men brought back the body of a North Vietnam-

ese soldier. I later found the dead man propped against some C-ration 

boxes; he had on sunglasses, and a  Playboy  magazine lay open in his lap; 

a cigarette dangled jauntily from his mouth, and on his head was 

perched a large and perfectly formed piece of shit. I pretended to be 

outraged, since desecrating bodies was frowned on as un-American and 

counterproductive. But it wasn’t outrage I felt. I kept my officer’s face 

on, but inside I was ... laughing. I laughed—I believe now—in part be-

cause of some subconscious appreciation of this obscene linkage of sex 

and excrement and death; and in part because of the exultant realization 

that he—whoever he had been—was dead and I—special, unique I me—

was alive.  
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 Later in the essay, Broyles reports on a lieutenant colonel 

whose men fought off a night attack on his base: “That morn-

ing, as they were surveying what they had done and loading 

the dead NVA [North Vietnamese Army]—all naked and cov-

ered with grease and mud so they could penetrate the barbed 

wire—on mechanical mules like so much garbage, there was a 

look of beatific contentment on the colonel’s face that I had 

not seen except in charismatic churches. It was the look of a 

person transported into ecstasy.” 53  

 As for drone crews, as we have seen in this chapter, they 

sometimes gather around the screen to exult in a distant death 

and sometimes feel undone by what they see on screen. The 

difference is not whether drone operators are near or close to 

their victims (deaths observed from the same distance on the 

same screen can result in jubilation or anguish) but whether 

the operators believe the target deserved to die. The deaths 

that haunt Martin are those of the two boys on the bicycle 

and the old man. “The Rocket Man had it coming. The old 

man did not.” 54  

 It is intrinsic to the phenomenon I have been calling remote 

narrativization that drone operators, acting from the space usu-

ally occupied by the gods, craft moral narratives about the peo-

ple they watch from the heavens and the reasons they deserve to 

live or die. In the narratives of many drone operators, people 

who hide in the shadows and shoot at Americans on the ground 

deserve to die, not simply because they are on the wrong team, 

but, in keeping with the Manichean predilections of American 

political discourse, because they are “bad guys.” American inter-

vention in the Middle East is seen as a moral errand by the 

exceptional nation, not an exercise in colonial occupation, and 
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this places insurgents on the wrong side of a moral divide. As 

framed by the dominant American ideology that people choose 

how to behave—who to be—and that these choices reflect their 

moral worth as individuals, insurgents are bad people whose 

punishment is righteous. They “had it coming.” The drone oper-

ator Bill “Sweet” Tart, reflecting on his mindset as he prepared to 

kill someone from the heavens, said that “the seriousness of it is 

that I am going to do this and it will affect his family. But that 

individual is the one that brought it on himself.” 55  If American 

leaders sometimes meld the laws of war and international crimi-

nal enforcement in their legal justifications for drone strikes 

(as is shown in chapter 5), the moral narratives of lowly drone 

operators who are smiting people from the heavens are often 

marked by the same fusion of the frames of war and righteous 

punishment. 

 The moral framing that is provided by processes of remote 

individualization is problematic, however. Judgments are made 

about people simply on the basis of their observed actions or 

their placement on an intelligence agency’s target list for reasons 

that the drone operator often does not know. A judge handing 

down a punishment in a murder trial wants to know the mental 

state, family history, and possible extenuating circumstances of 

the defendant before pronouncing a death sentence. A drone 

operator who is limited to watching from afar and filling in the 

blanks knows none of this. As I argue in the next chapter, many 

Afghans and Iraqis become insurgents through a social logic that 

is driven by economic need, patronage relations, or clan loyalty, 

not because they are “Islamofascists” who oppose the ideals of 

the U.S Constitution (about which, in many cases, they know 

next to nothing). Drone operators are confronted with a local 

social logic that they often do not understand and which they 
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then recode through the cultural logic of American moral 

individualism.  

  Remote Stress 

 It is commonly said that drone pilots have the same level of 

posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) as those who engage in 

combat, although the evidence is open to dispute. The diagnosis 

of PTSD is notoriously subjective, too few studies have been 

done, and those that have been done have been called into 

question. Nevertheless, a 2011 Pentagon study of 840 drone 

operators found that 46 to 48 percent experienced high levels 

of “operational stress,” with 17 percent “clinically distressed,” 

and 4 percent experiencing full-blown PTSD. 56  The classic 

symptoms of PTSD—nightmares, flashbacks, involuntary anger, 

hypervigilance, racing heart, and so on—are often seen as a sort 

of involuntary neurological response to situations of intense 

violence and danger. A person who develops PTSD might have 

been attacked in an ambush, survived an improvised explosive 

device detonation, or watched a friend killed by a sniper or 

bomb. A person with PTSD might seem persistently distracted, 

emotionally numb, but prone to outbreaks of anger; and certain 

sounds, smells, or sights can trigger sudden intense involuntary 

flashbacks. 

 Because drone operators do not have the direct, embodied 

experience of intense personal danger—bombs exploding and 

comrades shot down beside them—that marks the life of a sol-

dier on the ground, some have expressed skepticism, sometimes 

even withering contempt, at the notion that drone operators 

might suffer from PTSD. The surgeon-general of the U.S. Air 

Force has stated that drone operators are at lower risk for PTSD 
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than the general civilian population, and the air force tends to 

avoid the term  posttraumatic stress disorder , referring instead to 

high levels of stress, which it attributes to the long shifts that 

drone operators work and to the difficulty drone operators expe-

rience in navigating the abrupt transition from killing on screen 

to engaging in domestic tasks, such as picking up their kids from 

a soccer game. 57   

 This is certainly plausible. But there is evidence that drone 

operators can be psychologically scarred by helplessly watching 

on screen and listening on the radio as U.S. troops are killed by 

insurgents and, in some cases at least, as their own actions 

result in deaths. In his portrait of the drone operator Brandon 

Bryant (who eventually was diagnosed with PTSD), Matthew 

Power reports that, after his first kill, Bryant stopped his car 

while driving home and broke down sobbing. He was crying as 

he called his mother from the road to tell her that he had killed 

someone. He reported that a colleague drank an entire bottle 

of whiskey every time he killed someone and another “had 

nightmares after watching two headless bodies float down the 

Tigris.” Another drone operator reacted to her first (and as it 

turned out, only) kill by risking court martial rather than fire 

again. 58  These may not be typical of all drone operators, but 

their reactions are real. 

 Journalist Chris Woods says that “psychologists are having to 

invent a new language to describe the damaging effects of this 

remote warfare on military personnel.” 59  Traditional theories of 

PTSD present it as a neurological reaction to the experience of 

being attacked. However, some recent work has presented it as a 

“moral injury.” In her ethnography of Iraq war veterans with 

PTSD, anthropologist Erin Finley reports that PTSD often seemed 

to correlate not so much with the absolute scale of raw violence 
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but with its degree of senselessness or the degree to which veter-

ans blamed themselves for a comrade’s or civilian’s death. 60  

Throughout this chapter, I have described how drone operators 

construct narratives about the people they track and sometimes 

kill. These narratives often embody satisfying plotlines about 

enemy fighters who are justly dispatched to the next world. But 

they can be more troubling when old men or children die 

because they are in the wrong place at the wrong time, or opera-

tors are helpless witnesses to the slaughter of their own troops. 

Jonathan Shay, the psychiatrist who has led the move to reframe 

PTSD as a “moral injury,” would argue that narratives are key to 

making sense of injury, suffering, and atrocity, and Finlay’s work 

shows that narratives about unjust death are an important part 

of the dynamic of PTSD. Although drone operators may not 

experience the sounds and smells of combat that often trigger 

PTSD flashbacks, they carry with them intense visual images 

that can be hard to shake loose from their minds. If they do not 

fit the classic profile of a military veteran who develops PTSD, 

maybe this calls for a rethinking of PTSD—a syndrome that is 

poorly understood—rather than impugning the experiences of 

drone operators.      





    4      Casualties 

   It’s not about the technology, it’s about how the technology is used. 

Drones aren’t magically better at avoiding civilians than fighter jets. 

 —Sarah Holewinski 1   

  The categories we take as rigid and unchanging, such as “terrorist,” are 

in fact remarkably fluid in the context of Afghan politics. 

 —Anand Gopal 2   

 In February 2011, at a conference on drones and international 

law organized by the New America Foundation, Tom Malinowski, 

then the director of Human Rights Watch, surprised some in 

the audience by making a strong defense of drone warfare. 3  

Malinowski argued that, compared to manned aircraft, drones 

created the opportunity for more ethical and discriminate 

attacks against targets on the ground because of their ability to 

linger, often unseen, for hours as they track and evaluate poten-

tial targets. Pilots of manned planes flying at high speed and 

working against time limits enforced by limited fuel might make 

a rash targeting decision based largely on their own transitory 

perceptions. Drones, however, can linger for hours as video feeds 

from cameras are routed simultaneously to multiple decision 
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makers in the United States. These decision makers can consult 

military lawyers on the laws of war as they debate the pros and 

cons of attacking a particular target. As the drone circles high 

above the terrain, relaying high-resolution imagery to command 

centers away from the battlefield, decision makers can discuss 

their level of confidence that the potential target is an insurgent, 

even an individually known insurgent with a detailed case his-

tory, and that civilian casualties will be minimized if a missile is 

unleashed from the drone. 

 As Peter Singer has observed: 

  As recently as the 1999 Kosovo war, NATO pilots spotting for Serbian 

military targets on the ground had to fly over the suspected enemy posi-

tion, then put their plane on autopilot while they wrote down the coor-

dinates of the target on their lap with a grease pencil. They would then 

radio the coordinates back to base, where planners would try to figure 

out if there were too many civilians nearby. If not, the base would order 

an attack, usually made by another plane. That new plane, just arriving 

on the scene, would carry out the attack using the directions of the spot-

ter plane, if they were still there, or the relayed coordinates. Each step 

was filled with potential for miscommunication and unintended errors. 

Plus, by the time a decision had been made, the situation on the ground 

might have changed—the military target might have moved or civilians 

might have entered the area. 

 Compare this with a UAV that can fly over the target and send pre-

cise GPS coordinates and live video back to the operators. Add in the 

possibility of using an AI [artificial intelligence] simulation to predict 

how many civilians might be killed, and it is easy to see how collateral 

damage can be greatly reduced by robotic precision. 4   

 Similar arguments have been made by U.S. government offi-

cials about the ethical superiority of drone warfare. The strikes 

are often described by U.S. officials as “surgical” and “precise.” 

The press has been told that President Obama holds regular 

“Terror Tuesday” meetings where individuals are added to the 
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target list by name after the evidence against each individual 

has been carefully weighed. In February 2012, speaking in a 

YouTube forum, President Obama described drone strikes as 

“a targeted, focused effort at people who are on a list of active 

terrorists.” He added, “I want to make sure that people under-

stand: actually, drones have not caused a huge number of civil-

ian casualties. … For the most part they have been very precise 

precision strikes against Al Qaeda and their affiliates.” 5  Secre-

tary of State John Kerry has said that drones targeted only 

“confirmed terrorist targets at the highest level.” 6  In April 2012, 

John Brennan, appearing before the Senate Intelligence Com-

mittee as the nominee for director of the Central Intelligence 

Agency, said “we only authorize a particular operation against a 

specific individual if we have a high degree of confidence that 

the individual being targeted is indeed the terrorist we are pur-

suing.” 7  Earlier, in 2011, Brennan had claimed, remarkably, that 

U.S. drone strikes were so precise that they had not caused a 

single civilian death. 8  

 These arguments are framed in terms of the Augustinian tra-

dition of just war theory, which has been codified in the interna-

tional laws of war. According to this tradition, killing in war is 

justifiable if attacks are guided by the principles of distinction, 

proportionality, and military necessity. According to these prin-

ciples, attackers should take care to distinguish between military 

and civilian targets and to confine attacks to primarily military 

targets. It is permissible for these attacks to inflict civilian casual-

ties as long as the primary intended target is military and the 

damage to civilians is not out of proportion to the military pay-

off. Targets should be selected not to terrorize entire populations 

indiscriminately or out of a desire for blood or revenge but to 

follow a logic of military necessity and proportionality. If two 
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weapons would both destroy the same military target but one 

would cause fewer civilian casualties in doing so, there is an ethi-

cal and legal imperative to choose that weapon. And if an attack 

would cause far more civilian than military casualties, there is an 

onus of restraint on the attacker. 9  

  Civilian Casualties 

 The claims of low civilian casualties made by U.S. leaders have 

intuitive force and plausibility in the context of a drone’s tech-

nological capabilities—its ability to linger for hours over a target 

and relay live video footage to control rooms at headquarters, 

where lawyers and military personnel can discuss the deaths 

likely to be caused by an attack. Yet several research studies sug-

gest that U.S. drone strikes leave significant numbers of dead 

civilians in their wake. 

 Given that drone strikes are aimed at hostile terrain that is 

largely inaccessible to U.S. military personnel and is dangerous 

even for independent observers, accurate assessments of the 

casualties caused by the strikes are difficult to undertake. A 

report by the Stanford Law School and the New York University 

School of Law lists some of the impediments that are encoun-

tered by independent observers who seek to catalog civilian 

casualties from drone strikes in the tribal areas of Pakistan. Army 

checkpoints obstruct travel in and out of this semiautonomous 

region, so that “trips that would normally take only a few hours 

can take days, or travelers may be turned back before they reach 

their destination.” Residents are afraid of being killed by either 

government forces or the local Taliban for talking to outsiders in 

an environment where suspected spies can be summarily exe-

cuted. And practices of purdah make it hard for men to know 



Casualties 87

and tell outsiders the identities of women who are killed in 

drone strikes in neighboring compounds or even in their own 

extended family compounds. 10  

 Even if it is possible to gain access to the site of a drone strike, 

there are further ambiguities. First, the victims’ bodies may be so 

badly destroyed that it is hard for responders to know from the 

scattered and charred body parts how many people they repre-

sent. One eyewitness to a drone strike said that “their bodies 

were totally destroyed. … We can’t say that it is exactly four per-

sons. It could be five or six as well because they were cut into 

pieces. We couldn’t identify them.” 11  Second, although the dead 

bodies of women and children, if they are recognizable as such, 

are usually taken as self-evident civilian casualties, it can be 

harder to determine whether a male corpse is that of an insur-

gent because insurgents do not wear military uniforms. 12  Some 

CIA analysts have complained that the White House casualty 

estimation protocol “counts all military-age males in a strike 

zone as combatants … unless there is explicit intelligence post-

humously proving them innocent.” The journalist Glenn Green-

wald quotes one CIA analyst as saying, “It bothers me when they 

say there were seven guys, so they must all be militants. They 

count the corpses and they’re not really sure who they are.” 13  On 

the other hand, insurgents have recruited teenagers as child sol-

diers and have been happy to play up civilian casualties, tweet-

ing pictures of children’s bodies as part of their own propaganda 

campaign. 14  In the end, “Journalists often find themselves in the 

position of having to choose between reporting ‘official’ casu-

alty figures that they consider untrustworthy, or higher numbers 

from civilian sources that they may be unable to corroborate,” 15  

and assessments of civilian casualties can pivot on the degree to 

which one is willing to trust local eyewitnesses and human 
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rights activists versus anonymous government sources. To give a 

sense of the difficulty of precise estimation and the range of esti-

mates in play, figure 4.1 shows estimates from three different 

sources of civilian casualties caused by drone strikes in Pakistan 

in 2011. 

  Despite differences in estimates, several studies undertaken 

by a range of researchers have challenged, to varying degrees, 

the low-casualty narrative of official sources. The London-based 

Bureau of Investigative Journalism, a nongovernmental organi-

zation that is critical of drone strikes, has invested considerable 

resources in tracking media accounts and descriptions on the 

ground of individual drone strikes. Its estimates of civilian 

casualties are the highest. It claims that U.S. drone strikes in 

Pakistan have killed between 2,438 and 3,942 people, with 

  Figure 4.1 
  Counts of civilians who have been reported killed in Pakistan, 2011.    

  Source:  Bureau of Investigative Journalism, UK. 
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civilians comprising between 416 and 959 of the total—in 

other words, between 10 and 40 percent. The Bureau estimates 

that at least 168, and possibly as many as 204, of the dead were 

children. 16  

 The Washington-based New America Foundation, a think 

tank that is more supportive of drone strikes, has also sought to 

track and investigate each individual strike. It has a stricter pro-

tocol for confirming a casualty as civilian, putting less credence 

than the Bureau of Investigative Journalism in accounts by 

Pakistani journalists and human rights activists and more cre-

dence in U.S. and Pakistani government assessments. Its esti-

mates of total deaths in Pakistan—between 2,227 and 3,612—are 

only a little lower than the Bureau’s. But its estimates of civilian 

deaths are considerably lower, though hardly insubstantial, at 

258 to 307 (7 to 14 percent). 17  

 The lowest estimates are given by the  Long War Journal , which 

is funded by the neoconservative Foundation for the Defense of 

Democracies and has strong ties to the U.S. military, especially 

the Marine Corps. It tends to rely heavily on conversations 

with unnamed U.S. intelligence officials as sources and to assume 

that drone victims are “militants” unless clearly proven other-

wise. 18  But even the  Long War Journal  concedes 156 confirmed 

civilian deaths in Pakistan out of 2,903 total deaths, and the 

 Long War Journal ’s managing editor, Bill Rogio, has been quoted 

as saying that “the CIA’s claim of zero civilian casualties in a year 

is absurd.” 19  

 A joint study by human rights lawyers from the law schools at 

Stanford and NYU investigated media coverage of drone strikes 

and aggregated data from 130 interviews with victims, witnesses, 

and humanitarian workers in Pakistan. The study does not give 

an independent estimate of civilian casualties but suggests a 
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preference for the Bureau of Investigative Journalism’s estimates 

– the highest of the three discussed above. The study says that 

U.S. government estimates of civilian casualties “are far lower 

than media reports, eyewitness accounts, and the U.S. govern-

ment’s own anonymous leaks suggest.” It concludes: 

  In the United States the dominant narrative about the use of drones in 

Pakistan is of a surgically precise and effective tool that makes the U.S 

safer by enabling “targeted killing” of terrorists, with minimal down-

sides or collateral impacts. 

 This narrative is false. 20   

 A UN special rapporteur, Ben Emmerson, also undertook a 

study of drone strikes in Pakistan, for which he gained access to 

a confidential study by government officials in Pakistan’s feder-

ally administered tribal area (FATA). Emmerson estimated that 

between 400 and 600 civilians had been killed in drone strikes 

and singled out for particular condemnation one drone strike in 

2006 that, he said, killed eighty children in a religious school. 21  

 Perhaps most startling is a report by Larry Lewis of the Center 

for Naval Analyses, a center that is closely tied to the military. 

The classified study, based on U.S. intelligence assessments not 

shared with the public, was reported to have concluded that 

drone strikes in Afghanistan were ten times as likely as strikes by 

manned fighter jets to kill civilians. Because the study is classi-

fied, it is hard to assess its methods and reliability. 22  

 Based on these studies, it seems clear that pronouncements 

by high U.S. government officials have misled the public about 

the number of civilians killed by U.S. drones, especially in 

Pakistan. Although we can argue about the exact number and 

proportion of civilians killed, it seems safe to say that they num-

ber considerably more than U.S. leaders have publicly conceded. 
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The picture that emerges from these studies by journalists, 

human rights activists, and independent military analysts is a far 

cry from the high-tech fairy tale in which lawyers and military 

operatives check and double-check drone video footage to 

ensure that no innocents are caught in the crosshairs before 

drone operators press the “pickle” button. The American people 

got dramatic confirmation of the gap between the ideal and the 

reality on April 22, 2015, when Barack Obama announced at a 

press conference that a recent CIA drone strike in Pakistan had 

destroyed a compound containing six people, not four as 

the CIA believed, and that the two unintended dead were an 

American and an Italian hostage whose presence was apparently 

undetected during hours of drone surveillance. 23  

 What accounts for this disparity between ideal and reality? 

Given drones’ capability to deliver precisely targeted strikes 

against individual adversaries and given the compelling plausi-

bility of official accounts of targeting protocols, how have we 

ended up with so many dead women, children, and members of 

wedding parties? What has gone wrong? 

 I suggest that the answer to this question lies in a process of 

technical, organizational, and ethical slippage. This process of 

slippage has widened the discrepancy between idealized scripts 

about drone targeting and actual practices. It is unclear whether 

this discrepancy was apparent to U.S. government officials who 

misstated the accuracy and ethical defensibility of drone war-

fare. If the discrepancy between ideal and actual practices was 

known to them, then they deliberately misled the public. But It 

is possible that the power of formal scripts about targeting acted 

like a fog that prevented these officials from perceiving the space 

between the ideal and the real. 
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 This process of slippage in the actual use of drones reminds us 

to be wary of what might be called “drone essentialism.” In the 

social sciences, the word  essentialism  refers to the notion that 

all members of a category share an essence that makes them fun-

damentally alike. For example, those who essentialize gender 

assume that women are inherently different from men and share 

certain essential characteristics (such as a maternal instinct) by 

virtue of their gender. It is easy to be essentialist about weapons, 

too, by assuming that the consequences of their use are deter-

mined by their technical characteristics. Thus, it is often assumed 

that nonlethal weapons never kill people, that nuclear weapons 

are inherently genocidal, and so on. As Brian Rappert has shown, 

however, nonlethal weapons have killed people many times 

when used recklessly by the police. 24  And nuclear weapons can 

be used to destroy entire cities, to destroy a purely military target 

like a submarine, or as symbolic tokens in a game of deterrence. 

As for drones, they can be used as parsimonious instruments of 

violence, firing missiles only when there is near certainty that 

no one but a confirmed combatant will be killed, but they also 

can be deployed with looser targeting protocols. The same drone 

with the same video capability and the same missiles under the 

wing can kill more or fewer people and more or fewer innocent 

civilians depending on the orders that have come down through 

the chain of command, the training of drone operators, the pres-

sures from commanders on the ground, and the organizational 

culture in which the drone team is embedded. A drone is a socio-

technical ensemble, not just a machine, and the same drone will 

be deployed to different effects in different cultural and organi-

zational contexts. A simple example illustrating this argument is 

that the United States has used drones in regular war zones such 

as Iraq and Afghanistan and also in other countries, such as 
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Yemen, with which it is not at war. Until late 2015, when a Brit-

ish drone attacked a target in Syria, the United Kingdom, with a 

different legal culture, confined its drone strikes to Iraq and 

Afghanistan (and, later, Libya) arguing that the use of drones to 

attack targets outside these established war zones would be a vio-

lation of international law. 25  The remainder of this chapter 

shows that the targeting protocols adopted by the United States 

have changed over time and that these changes have increased 

civilian casualty rates substantially.  

  Targeting 

  Personality Strikes and Signature Strikes 

 Statements by President Barack Obama and other U.S. officials 

have given the impression that drones attack only people whose 

identity is known and whose names have been placed on a 

target list of individuals who have been determined to be impor-

tant insurgents or terrorists hostile to the United States. (Accord-

ing to some media accounts, the White House makes what are 

nicknamed “baseball cards” with the pictures and condensed 

biographical information of each targeted individual.) 26  These 

are known in official parlance as “personality strikes” because 

they are directed at individuals who have personalized profiles. 

These high-value targets appear on separate but overlapping tar-

get lists that are maintained by U.S. military and intelligence 

agencies and are vetted by interagency committees that bring 

their nominations to the White House for approval at weekly 

meetings. 27  According to investigative journalist Jeremy Scahill, 

the process of building and approving a file on an individual to 

be killed has typically taken just under sixty days, and authoriza-

tion to attack someone on the “kill list” has to be renewed after 
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sixty days. Scahill claims that, in the days just before the bureau-

cratic window closes, the temptation is higher to weaken stan-

dards for confirming the identity of the target, or to attack 

despite the likelihood of civilian casualties. 28   

  A 2010 investigation by Reuters found that drone strikes do 

not kill primarily these “high-value” people. Of the five hundred 

people that the CIA believed it had killed with drones over the 

previous two years, only fourteen were top-tier militant targets, 

and only twenty-five were mid- to high-level organizers. The 

report concluded that the CIA had killed twelve times as many 

low-level as mid- to high-level fighters. 29  

 Furthermore, leaks to journalists have revealed that most 

drone strikes are not personality strikes, where the target’s iden-

tity is known, but instead are “signature strikes” (a term that was 

classified but is now widely known through media reports). 30  

Signature strikes were proposed by CIA director Michael Hayden 

and approved by President George W. Bush in 2008 when 

increasing numbers of Taliban fighters were crossing the border 

from Pakistan to Afghanistan, unmolested by the Pakistani 

military; the adoption of this looser targeting protocol enabled a 

massive uptick in the rate of attack. 31  The targets of a signature 

strike (referred to by some intelligence officials as “crowd kill-

ing”) 32  do not appear on an official target list but have exhibited 

signature behaviors that are associated with insurgents. Although 

their identity is unknown, they can be killed based on behav-

ioral profiling. And the kind of behavior that can help earn a 

sentence of death by Hellfire missile may be quite broad. CIA 

targeters reportedly believe that Pashtun men urinate standing 

up and that Arab men—who are more likely to be al Qaeda 

operatives—squat. 33  At particular risk are men of military age 

(anywhere from their late teens to their sixties). 34  (In 2010, 
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General Stanley McChrystal banned the term “military-aged 

males” because he feared that “it implied that every adult man 

was a combatant.” 35 ) 

 Some people who work in the national security bureaucracy 

have protested that the protocols for signature strikes make it 

too easy to kill innocent people. According to the  New York 

Times , which first reported the existence of signature strikes, 

State Department officials have claimed that “when the CIA sees 

‘three guys doing jumping jacks,’ the agency thinks it is a terror-

ist training camp. … men loading a truck with fertilizer could be 

bombmakers, but they might also be farmers.” 36  The journalist 

Jonathan Landay worries about “a breadth of targeting that is 

complicated by the culture in the restive region of Pakistan 

where militants and ordinary tribesmen dress the same, and 

carrying a weapon is part of the centuries-old tradition of the 

Pashtun ethnic group.” 37  The  New York Times  reports that coun-

terterrorism officials defend signature strikes by saying that “this 

approach is one of simple logic: people in an area of known 

terrorist activity, or found with a top el Qaeda operative, are 

probably up to no good.” 38  

 Micah Zenko of the Council on Foreign Relations points out 

an irony that is inherent in the logic of signature strikes: 

  It is striking to compare Obama’s deliberate and thoughtful commen-

tary about the tragic killing of Trayvon Martin with the military tactic 

that will forever characterize his presidency: killing people with drones. 

The president posits that it is wrong to profile individuals based upon 

their appearance, associations, or statistical propensity to violence. By 

extension, he believes that, just because those characteristics may seem 

threatening to some, the use of lethal force cannot be justified as self-

defense unless there are reasonable grounds to fear imminent bodily 

harm. But that very kind of profiling and a broad interpretation of what 

constitutes a threat are the foundational principles of U.S. “signature 
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strikes”—the targeted killings of unidentified military-age males … if 

you apply Obama’s logic concerning the Trayvon Martin tragedy, hang-

ing around in the wrong neighborhood or with bad people should not 

make a person guilty. 39    

  Double-Tap Strikes 

 One subtype of signature strike is a “double-tap strike.” In a dou-

ble-tap strike, a drone continues to circle over a site after an ini-

tial strike and then launches further attacks from the air against 

those who come to the aid of the victims of the initial strike on 

the assumption that these responders must be in league with the 

original targets. Following the same logic of guilt by association, 

double-tap strikes have also been made against the people who 

attend funerals of initial strike victims. 40  The double-tap tactic is 

common enough that one humanitarian organization has a pol-

icy of waiting for six hours before rendering assistance after a 

drone strike, and many people in tribal areas have stopped 

attending funerals. One drone strike survivor said, “When a 

drone strikes and people die, nobody comes near the bodies for 

half an hour because they fear another missile will strike.” 41   

 This form of attack is modeled on a tactic that is practiced by 

groups such as Hamas and has been condemned by human 

rights lawyers. Christof Heynes, a UN special rapporteur on 

extrajudicial killings and summary or arbitrary executions, has 

argued that the people who pull bodies out of the rubble may be 

innocent bystanders indulging a humane instinct to help the 

victims. Clive Stafford-Smith, a lawyer who heads the charity 

Reprieve, has said that double-tap strikes “are like attacking the 

Red Cross on the battlefield.” 42  And a report issued by the law 

schools at Stanford and NYU says that “intentional strikes on 

first responders may constitute war crimes.” 43   
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  Personality Strikes Revisited 

 It would be a mistake to conclude that only signature strikes 

and double-tap strikes result in civilian casualties. Deliberate 

strikes against more clearly identified targets—personality strikes

—can also cause civilian deaths. The previous chapter discussed 

a drone operator, Matt Martin, who fired at an insurgent whom 

he nicknamed “Rocket Man” and then saw an old man totter 

into the frame seconds before the missile struck. In this case, the 

Augustinian tradition and the laws of war are clear. The drone 

operator and his superiors calculated that a wall around the yard 

would protect bystanders from the Hellfire missile’s blast and 

took care to shield civilians from a legitimate strike against a 

clear combatant. Despite their best efforts, the old man wan-

dered into the frame in the instant between the pressing of the 

button and the obliteration of the target. This was not their 

fault. The old man, victim to the worst imaginable timing, was 

collateral damage to a strike that was permissible under the laws 

of war. 

 In other, more ambiguous cases, U.S. drone operators and 

their commanders can see that civilians will be killed along with 

targeted insurgents, and they weigh the number of expected 

civilian casualties against the importance of the combatant or 

combatants they are trying to kill. Reportedly, if ten or fewer 

civilians are expected to die, the decision can be made relatively 

low in the chain of command. If it is anticipated that more than 

ten civilians will be killed, the decision is made higher up in the 

chain of command. In such calculations, according to an inves-

tigative team from  Der Spiegel , “Bodyguards, drivers and male 

attendants were viewed as enemy combatants, whether or not 

they actually were. Only women, children and the elderly were 

treated as civilians. … If a Taliban fighter was repeatedly involved 
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in deadly attacks, a ‘weighing of interests’ was performed. The 

military officials would then calculate how many human lives 

could be saved by the ‘kill,’ and how many civilians would 

potentially be killed in an airstrike.” 44  The journalists say that 

the military personnel they spoke to see the latter guideline as a 

“cynical” way of stacking the books, although others might 

disagree. 

 There are also some identification errors in strikes on indi-

vidual high-level militants who appear on the target list that is 

generated in the White House. The Human Rights organization 

Reprieve issued a scathing report that documents forty-one 

instances where high-level targets were named as killed in more 

than one drone strike. These men, said the report, “seemed to 

have achieved the impossible: to have ‘died’ in public reporting 

not just once, not just twice, but again and again. Reports indi-

cate that each assassination target ‘died’ on average more than 

three times before their actual death.” As Reprieve points out, 

this raises two questions: who is “the US killing in the first two 

strikes that miss their targets?,” and “if the US intelligence is so 

poor that it is repeatedly missing its target, how can it know 

whether those killed are civilians?” 45  

 The journalist Jonathan Landay describes one case of mis-

taken identity that resulted in the wrong person’s death: 

  Information, according to one U.S. intelligence account, indicated 

that Badruddin Haqqani, the then-No. 2 leader of the Haqqani net-

work, would be at a relative’s funeral that day in North Waziristan. 

Watching the video feed from a drone high above the mourners, 

CIA operators in the United States identified a man they believed 

could be Badruddin Haqqani from the deference and numerous greet-

ings he received. The man also supervised a private family viewing of 

the body. 
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 Yet, despite a targeting process that the Administration says meets 

“the highest possible standards,” it wasn’t Badruddin Haqqani who died 

when one of the drone’s missiles ripped apart the target’s car after he left 

the funeral. 

 It was his younger brother Mohammad. 

 Friends later told reporters that Mohammad Haqqani was a religious 

student in his 20s uninvolved in terrorism. 46   

 In this case, the identification of the victim was based on a plau-

sible but misleading mix of circumstantial evidence, inference, 

and rumor. 

 When President Obama and other U.S. leaders speak of drone 

attacks on individual leaders of the insurgency who have been 

identified as engaged in planning or executing attacks on U.S. 

personnel, the impression given is that the identity of the per-

son on the receiving end of the Hellfire missile is clearly known. 

It is worth pausing to ask how this might be the case. Drone 

cameras do not have high enough resolution to match the face 

of someone on the ground with a file photo (if one exists), and 

it is hard for the United States to get reliable agents close to 

insurgent leaders in places like Waziristan, Yemen, and Somalia 

where they might confirm a target’s identity. In this situation, 

under its GILGAMESH program, the United States relies heavily 

on signals intelligence—specifically, cell phone data. “We Track 

’Em, You Whack ’Em,” is the informal motto of the team at the 

National Security Administration (NSA) that collects and ana-

lyzes this cell phone data. 47  A team of journalists from  Der Spiegel  

describe the operational procedures involved: 

  Predator drones and Eurofighter jets equipped with sensors were con-

stantly searching for the radio signals from known telephone numbers 

tied to the Taliban. The hunt began as soon as the mobile phones were 

switched on. 
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 Britain’s GCHQ and the US National Security Agency (NSA) 

maintained long lists of Afghan and Pakistani mobile phone numbers 

belonging to Taliban officials. A sophisticated mechanism was activated 

whenever a number was detected. If there was already a recording of the 

enemy combatant’s voice in the archives, it was used for identification 

purposes. If the pattern matched, preparations for an operation could 

begin. The attacks were so devastating for the Taliban that they instruct-

ed their fighters to stop using mobile phones. 

 The document also reveals how vague the basis for deadly opera-

tions apparently was. In the voice recognition procedure, it was 

sufficient if a suspect identified himself by name once during the mon-

itored conversation. Within the next 24 hours, this voice recognition 

was treated as “positive target identification” and, therefore, as legiti-

mate grounds for an airstrike. This greatly increased the risk of civilian 

casualties. 48   

 The journalists Glenn Greenwald and Jeremy Scahill describe 

one problem with using cell phones as proxies for individuals, 

based on a conversation that they had with a former drone 

operator: 

  One problem … is that targets are increasingly aware of the NSA’s 

reliance on geolocating, and have moved to thwart the tactic. Some 

have as many as 16 different SIM cards associated with their identity 

within the High Value Target system. Others, unaware that their mobile 

phone is being targeted, lend their phone, with the SIM card in it, to 

friends, children, spouses and family members. … 

 “Once the bomb lands or a night raid happens, you know that phone 

is there,” he says. “But we don’t know who’s behind it, who’s holding it. 

It’s of course assumed that the phone belongs to a human being who is 

nefarious and considered an ‘unlawful enemy combatant.’ This is where 

it gets very shady.” … 

 “People get hung up that there’s a targeted list of people,” he says. 

“It’s really like we’re targeting a cell phone. We’re not going after peo-

ple—we’re going after their phones, in the hopes that the person on the 

other end of that missile is the bad guy.” 49   
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 A whistleblower inside the drone targeting bureaucracy 

told the journalist Jeremy Scahill, “It’s stunning the number of 

instances when selectors are misattributed to certain people. 

And it isn’t until several months or years later that you all of a 

sudden realize that the entire time you thought you were going 

after this really hot target, you wind up realizing it was his moth-

er’s phone the whole time.” 50   

 The death of Zabet Amanullah, an Afghan political leader 

who had fought the Soviets and refused to join the Taliban, 

offers a dramatic example of the hazards of targeting cell 

phones as proxies for people. The U.S. military was seeking to 

kill Mohammed Amin, a senior Taliban figure whose name was 

high on the Joint Prioritized Effects List (JPEL), the list of peo-

ple, approved by the White House, who are to be killed in sig-

nature strikes. But Zabet Amanullah’s cell phone SIM card was 

incorrectly logged in U.S. databases as Mohammed Amin’s SIM 

card, perhaps because of a malicious human informant or per-

haps because of a data-entry error when Amanullah and Amin 

once spoke to one another on the phone. Although the owner 

of the phone that was being tracked by the U.S. military kept 

referring to himself on the phone as Zabet Amanullah and 

Zabet Amanullah was in the midst of a political campaign 

reported in Afghan media, the U.S. military persuaded them-

selves that Zabet Amanullah was a pseudonym for Mohammed 

Amin, and they killed him from the air during a campaign rally: 

“With eyes always on the telltale electronic signal, Amanullah’s 

exuberant election rallies, the fifty-car convoy of well-wishers 

that escorted him to his home village, his pictures in the news-

papers, his radio interviews, his daily phone calls to district 

police chiefs informing them of his movements—all passed the 

high-tech analysts by.” 51  
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 We now know that there were disagreements within the 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) about the criteria for 

determining that a cell phone signal confirmed the identity of 

an individual on the target list. German signals intelligence 

operatives, for example, insisted that the identity of the person 

who was holding the cell phone needed to be confirmed in real 

time rather than assumed, and they refused to pass on targeting 

information in the absence of such confirmation. Consequently, 

there were far fewer targeted killings in parts of Afghanistan for 

which German analysts had NATO responsibility. 52  

 In addition to using cell phone signals to tag insurgent lead-

ers, it is also widely rumored that the United States relies on 

informants on the ground, who are paid a bounty to identify 

militants and even mark their cars or homes with GPS tags that 

can guide drone strikes. According to former State Department 

official Lawrence Wilkerson, these bounties can go as high as 

$5,000, which is several years’ income in Waziristan. 53  But we 

know from recent work by investigative journalists and others 

that such local informants can be notoriously untrustworthy 

and will sometimes fabricate allegations against unfortunate 

innocents or personal enemies to pocket the bounty or to settle 

personal feuds. As the Pakistani anthropologist Akbar Ahmed 

has observed, “Amid the confusion about the legitimacy of the 

targets, tribesmen with agnatic rivalry on their minds seemed to 

be playing their own devious games with the drones,” some-

times “manipulating drone strikes to settle scores.” 54  

 Andrew Cockburn observes that “anyone who possessed one 

of these [GPS tag] devices held the power of life and death over 

anyone they chose. They could plant it in the home of an Al 

Qaeda terrorist or that of a neighbor with whom they were on 

bad terms.” 55  In his remarkable book about the U.S. war in 
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Afghanistan,  No Good Men among the Living , the investigative 

journalist Anand Gopal records several instances of Afghan tribal 

leaders who supported the U.S. invasion but were killed or sent 

to Guantanamo by U.S. troops on the basis of malign intelli-

gence tips by local rivals. Here is his profile of an Afghan warlord 

called Gul Agha Sherzai, who made a business of parlaying false 

intelligence into a lavish lifestyle: 

  Eager to survive and prosper, he and his commanders followed the logic 

of the American presence to its obvious conclusion. They would create 

enemies where there were none, exploiting the perverse incentive mech-

anism that the Americans—without even realizing it—had put in place. 

Sherzai’s enemies became America’s enemies, his battles its battles. His 

personal feuds and jealousies were repackaged as “counterterrorism.” … 

Sherzai’s network fed intelligence—which in the absence of an actual 

enemy was almost all false—to the Americans, and reaped the rewards: 

a business empire strung across the desert, garish villas abroad, and 

unfettered control of Southern Afghan politics. The Americans, in turn, 

carried out raids against a phantom enemy, happily fulfilling their man-

date from Washington. 56   

 Reportedly, 50 to 60 percent of those detained at the Abu 

Ghraib prison were innocent, and as many as 90 percent of those 

detained at Guantanamo were found never to have fought for al 

Qaeda. 57  How many victims of U.S. drone strikes were similarly 

misidentified?  

  An Expanded Target List 

 The Germans and the Americans also clashed over a U.S. 

attempt to expand the target list in Afghanistan. Bantz John 

Craddock, the U.S. general who served as NATO’s Supreme 

Allied Commander for Europe, ordered strikes by ground 

troops and drones against drug dealers in Afghanistan on the 

grounds that the Taliban profited from the drug trade to the 
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tune of at least $100 million a year. His order stated that being 

engaged in drug trafficking was sufficient to warrant attack and 

that individuals did not have to have demonstrated Taliban 

connections to be killed. Craddock’s directive was classified, 

but it was leaked to the German press, and we now know that 

German officials, noting that the order had added thousands 

of Afghans to target lists, secretly protested that Craddock was 

violating both NATO rules of engagement and the interna-

tional laws of war. 58  

 Nor were Afghan drug dealers the only example of an 

expansion of the U.S. target list in a way that might surprise the 

American public. When American officials sought permission 

to operate in Pakistani airspace, as well as the cooperation of 

Pakistani intelligence officials in identifying people on the U.S. 

target lists, they agreed to use U.S. drones to kill Islamists that 

Pakistan saw as a threat to its own regime, although these men 

were not on the U.S. target list. In effect, the United States built 

its own set of baseball cards by trading cards with the Paki-

stanis. 59  The trading relationship was established by the very 

first U.S. drone strike in Pakistan, in June 2004, which killed 

Waziri tribal leader Nek Mohammad (along with two young 

boys and several others). The  New York Times  reported eight years 

later that “The C.I.A. had been monitoring the rise of Mr. 

Muhammad, but officials considered him to be more Pakistan’s 

problem than America’s. … [Mohammad] was not a top opera-

tive of Al Qaeda, but a Pakistani ally of the Taliban who led a 

tribal rebellion and was marked by Pakistan as an enemy of the 

state. In a secret deal, the C.I.A. had agreed to kill him in 

exchange for access to airspace it had long sought so it could use 

drones to hunt down its own enemies.” 60    
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  Slippage 

 It is clear from investigations of civilian casualties on the ground 

and from details about operational targeting procedures (loose 

criteria for matching targets of personality strikes and the prolif-

eration of signature strikes) that we should be skeptical of 

statements by President Obama and other U.S. leaders about 

parsimonious and strict targeting protocols in drone strikes. 

These statements are part of an official public script that is 

askew from the reality it purports to describe. This script pres-

ents an idealized representation of targeting practices from 

which actual practices have diverged as the United States has 

made side deals with Pakistan, lengthened its target lists, and 

increased the numbers of signature strikes. As the pace of drone 

strikes has intensified, there has been increasing slippage 

between rhetoric and reality. This slippage has been simultane-

ously operational and ethical. Why and how has this slippage 

taken place? 

 According to Mark Mazzetti, a  New York Times  intelligence 

beat reporter, part of the answer to this question lies in factional 

politics within the CIA, which is the agency primarily responsi-

ble for drone strikes in Pakistan. 61  In 2004, as the CIA was debat-

ing the merits of drone strikes in Pakistan, John Helgerson, the 

CIA inspector-general, issued a report that warned of the hazards 

associated with the CIA practice of detaining and torturing al 

Qaeda suspects or rendering them to countries such as Pakistan 

and Egypt, where they were tortured during interrogation. This 

had hitherto been a key tactic in identifying and neutralizing 

insurgent leaders. According to Mazzetti, “Mr. Helgerson raised 

questions about whether C.I.A. officers might face criminal 
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prosecution for the interrogations carried out in the secret pris-

ons, and he suggested that interrogation methods like water-

boarding, sleep deprivation and exploitation of the phobias of 

prisoners—like confining them in a small box with live bugs—

violated the United Nations Convention against Torture.” Until 

then, according to Mazzetti, “the agency had been deeply 

ambivalent about drone warfare. The Predator had been consid-

ered a blunt and unsophisticated killing tool, and many at the 

C.I.A. were glad that the agency had gotten out of the assassina-

tion business long ago.” 62  But the CIA leadership torch was being 

passed from the generation that had been scarred by the Senate’s 

investigation of CIA assassination programs in the mid-1970s to 

a new generation that was more burdened by the scandals of 

torture and could contemplate the merits of targeted killing with 

fresh eyes: “The ground had shifted, and counterterrorism offi-

cials began to rethink the strategy for the secret war. Armed 

drones, and targeted killings in general, offered a new direction. 

Killing by remote control was the antithesis of the dirty, inti-

mate work of interrogation. Before long the C.I.A. would go 

from being the long-term jailer of America’s enemies to a mili-

tary organization that erased them.” 63  Ironically, within a few 

years some intelligence analysts would be lamenting that the 

turn to killing insurgent figures was denying them the opportu-

nity to interrogate captured insurgents and harvest intelligence 

leads. 

 But the process of slippage was driven by more than CIA 

bureaucratic politics. It was also driven by the inner dynamics 

of counterinsurgency warfare itself. In his book  Dirty Wars  and 

its companion documentary film of the same title, Jeremy Sca-

hill observes the paradox that the more people the United 

States kills with drones and special forces, the longer its target 
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list becomes. 64  The United States was, in the words of Ryan 

Devereaux, “devoting tremendous resources to kill off a 

never-ending stream of nobodies.” 65  This paradoxical reality—

insurgency as a perpetual-motion mechanism—was the oppo-

site of what the United States expected, which was insurgency 

as a form of motion that could be slowed to a crawl by the 

frictional force of counterinsurgency. As the U.S. embarked on 

its military campaign against insurgent networks in Iraq, 

Afghanistan, Pakistan, Yemen, and Somalia, it pictured these 

insurgencies as being led by a finite number of bad actors whose 

killing would decapitate and degrade their organizations. CIA 

director John Brennan spoke of drones’ “surgical precision, the 

ability, with laser-like focus, to eliminate the cancerous tumor 

called an al-Qaida terrorist while limiting damage to the tissue 

around it.” 66  At the same time, in keeping with the Manichean 

structure of thought that has informed much American public 

discourse about international conflict, especially after 9/11, 

these insurgents were imagined as unambiguous “bad guys” 

who deserved to be killed. The task was to separate the bad guys 

from the rest and kill them—to make a list and cross people off 

it until there was no more insurgency. This was often likened 

to “draining a swamp,” a deeply misleading metaphor that is 

based on an assumption of finitude. It misses the actual dynam-

ics of insurgency—a phenomenon that is more like a self-

replicating immortal cell line than a swamp. 

 Social scientists and good journalists who have studied the 

social dynamics of insurgencies 67  tell us that the human bound-

aries of insurgent groups are often porous. Far from populations 

consisting of clear “good” and “bad” guys, some of their mem-

bers often move in and out of insurgency depending on the 

economic opportunities available to them, shifting alliances in 
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local tribal politics, ethnoreligious antagonisms, and the stimu-

lus of atrocity, invasion, and subjugation. People may be part-

time insurgents, accepting money from insurgent commanders 

to supplement other sources of income. In the context of tribal 

patronage relations, some young men may have no choice but 

to help local insurgents when a local leader reorients his loyal-

ties in response to complex local jockeying for power. The jour-

nalist Steve Coll quotes a young man as saying that the local 

Pashtun communities “face irregular forces with long hair, 

beards, and their codes of conduct. It was very difficult to resist 

them. They imposed their own brand of Islam. If you did not 

cooperate, you were kidnapped, you were beheaded.” Coll 

quotes another Pakistani who said that if the Taliban “comes to 

my  hujra  [guesthouse] and asks for shelter, you have no choice,” 

even though it may be painting a bull’s eye on one’s home 

to allow the Taliban to stay there. This is partly because 

the Taliban are feared, and partly because of “tribal pressure to 

be hospitable. … If you say no, you look like a coward and you 

lose face.” As Coll observes, “In such a landscape, the binary 

categories recognized by international law—combatant or 

noncombatant—can seem inadequate. … A young man of mili-

tary age holding a gun outside a  hujra  might be a motivated 

Taliban volunteer, a reluctant conscript, or a victim of violent 

coercion.” 68  

 Men who had hitherto stayed on the sidelines may also take 

up arms in response to particular atrocities or incidents that 

reflect the cultural insensitivities of foreign occupiers or in a 

nationalist reflex against the indignity of invasion. “There is a 

perception of arrogance, there is a perception of helpless people 

being shot at like thunderbolts from the sky by an entity that is 

acting as though they have omniscience and omnipotence,” said 
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General Stanley McCrystal, the former commander of U.S. forces 

in Afghanistan.  

  You create a tremendous amount of resentment inside populations, 

not even the people that are themselves being targeted but around, 

because of the way it appears and feels. So I think that we need to be 

very, very cautious. What seems like a panacea to the messiness of war 

is not that at all. … And wars are ultimately determined in the minds 

of populations. 69   

 As counterinsurgency expert David Kilcullen has argued, if 

there is a way to prevail in counterinsurgency, it is by showing 

cultural sensitivity to occupied populations, creating widespread 

new economic opportunities, and refraining from the use of vio-

lence as much as possible. Instead, the United States has chan-

neled economic aid to a corrupt few; burned down the opium 

crops on which many peasants rely for income, leaving them 

angry and destitute; used drone attacks to blow people apart 

from the skies; and trained troops to bash in the doors of family 

homes in the middle of the night, pointing guns at women and 

children, while screaming at them in English. 70  If one set out to 

create an insurgency, it is hard to imagine a set of policies better 

calculated to do so. And drone attacks are an integral part of 

the mix on which insurgency thrives. “Drones have replaced 

Guantanamo as the recruiting tool of choice,” in the words of a 

 New York Times  article. 71  

 “The U.S. has confused killing with winning,” says Gregory 

Johnsen, an expert on Yemen. Interviewed on National Public 

Radio, Johnsen said of drone warfare, “The more men the U.S. 

killed, the stronger al Qaeda became. … One of the fundamental 

truths of a war like this is that the side that kills the most civil-

ians loses. Al Qaeda carried out a bloody assault on a hospital 

and, for days, people were up in arms. They were talking about 
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what a horror, what a menace el Qaeda was. And then only a few 

days later the U.S. carried out a drone strike that seemed to be 

based on faulty intelligence. Instead of killing the target, the U.S. 

actually hit several cars that were in a wedding convoy and, just 

like that, all of the goodwill that the U.S. had garnered by el 

Qaeda making its mistake was lost. The difference in this is that 

el Qaeda apologized for the hospital attack. The U.S. never apol-

ogized for the wedding attack and, in fact, it continues to this 

day to say that it was a clean strike and that only terrorists were 

killed.” 72  In a similar vein, the Yemeni writer Ibrahim Mothana 

has written that “the drone program is leading to the Talibaniza-

tion of vast tribal areas and the radicalization of people who 

could otherwise be America’s allies.” 73  It is worth noting here 

that the suicide bomber who killed several Americans in the 

Khost compound in Afghanistan, the man who attempted to 

detonate a car bomb in Times Square, and the Afghan who plot-

ted an attack on the New York subway system all claimed to be 

motivated by anger at U.S. drone strikes. 74  

 American military planners who assumed that insurgent 

groups would be weakened and demoralized by the methodical 

elimination of their experienced local commanders and would 

give up or succumb to operational fracturing were often proved 

wrong. An internal Pentagon study by Rex Rivolo examined two 

hundred cases in 2007 to see whether, as the apostles of drone 

strikes would predict, fewer improvised explosive devices (IEDs) 

were detonated in the thirty days after local insurgent com-

manders were eliminated than in the thirty days before. He 

found, instead, on average a 40 percent increase in IED attacks 

within three kilometers of the former commanders’ base of oper-

ations. He concluded that, in Andrew Cockburn’s words, “new 

commanders were almost always eager to press the fight harder. 
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Often, they would be relatives of the dead man and hot for 

revenge. In addition, having just succeeded to the command, 

they would feel the need to prove themselves.” 75  Instead of 

draining a swamp, U.S. attacks stirred a hornet’s nest. U.S. coun-

terinsurgency strategy has created a spiral within which drone 

strikes do not deplete the ranks of insurgents but instead help 

recruit new insurgents and intensify insurgent tactics. As the 

insurgency grows, military and intelligence officials who are 

convinced that drone strikes are the route to victory argue for 

relaxing targeting protocols and adding still more names to the 

death lists. Instead of draining the swamp, these drone strikes 

add fuel to the fire. But, seen as the solution rather than the 

problem, they become more and more favored as a military tac-

tic. In the meantime, ethical discourses about discriminate, 

focused killing become increasingly out of joint with the prac-

tices that they mask and legitimate. They become threadbare 

alibis.  

 American decision makers congratulate themselves on using 

a more discriminate tool of violence and think that Pakistanis 

will surely see their moral superiority over the Islamist extrem-

ists who behead civilians or the Pakistani soldiers that often 

bomb indiscriminately. But this is often not the way local tribes-

people see drone attacks, no matter how much many of them 

dislike the Taliban. For many living in Pakistan’s tribal areas, 

in the crosshairs of the drones, it is precisely the deliberate qual-

ity of drone attacks that is resented. As one Pakistani survivor of 

a drone strike put it, “Drone strikes are not like other battles 

where innocent people are accidentally killed. Drone strikes 

target people before they kill them. The United States decides 

to kill someone, a person they only know from a video. A 

person who is not given a chance to say—I am not a terrorist. 
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The US chose to kill my mother.” 76  And, as Steve Coll points out, 

“the relative precision of the aircraft that assailed them wasn’t 

the point. On the ground … drone war doesn’t feel much differ-

ent from other forms of air war, in that many civilians are dis-

placed and frightened, and suffer loss of life and property.” 77  To 

these tribespeople, the problem is not one side or the other so 

much as the war in its entirety, and insofar as U.S. drone warfare 

intensified that war, it was an integral part of the problem.  

 This process of slippage was not irreversible. U.S. drone strikes 

in Pakistan peaked in 2010 and then fell dramatically ( figures 4.2  

and  4.3 ). After 2011, civilian casualties in drone strikes in Paki-

stan decreased significantly both because the number of drone 

strikes was reduced and because the methodology of the strikes 

shifted in subtle but important ways. The United States reduced 

the number of drone strikes after three events in 2011 put enor-

mous strain on U.S. relations with Pakistan. The first was an inci-

dent where Raymond Davis, the undercover CIA station chief 

in Lahore, shot and killed two men, reportedly undercover 

Pakistani agents, in traffic. The second was a drone strike in 

March, in which the U.S. killed dozens of tribal elders who had 

gathered for a dispute-resolution session on the assumption that 

such a large number of military-aged males gathered together 

were surely up to no good. “These people weren’t gathered for a 

bake sale,” one tin-eared U.S. official scoffed afterward. The third 

was the special forces raid, executed without the permission 

of Pakistan’s government, that killed Osama bin Laden inside 

Pakistan. When Cameron Munter, the U.S. ambassador to 

Pakistan, warned that relations with Pakistan were deeply frayed, 

the Obama administration slowed the drone strikes. 78  

  Meanwhile, the character of the strikes was changing. As 

the United States shifted from the Predator drone to the more 
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versatile Reaper, it could use smaller, more discriminate weap-

ons. After 2010, in order to reduce civilian casualties, the CIA 

began to target cars suspected of carrying insurgents more often 

than houses. 79  In May 2013, under increasing pressure from 

human rights groups and some European countries, the White 

House announced new, tougher rules for drone strikes, which 

would now be allowed only if there was “near certainty that no 

civilians would be killed or injured, the highest standard we can 

set.” 80  This was taken to imply restricting, if not completely dis-

continuing, the practice of signature strikes. After the strike that 

  Figure 4.2 
  Number of U.S. drone strikes by year in Pakistan, Yemen, and Somalia, 

2002 to 2012.    

  Source:  Adapted from  https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/wp

-content/uploads/2012/11/Every-confirmed-US-drone-strike-in

-Pakistan-Yemen-and-Somalia-recorded-by-the-Bureau-2002-20121.jpg . 
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killed two Western hostages in January 2015, the head 

of the CIA’s Counterterrorism Center—a powerful advocate 

for drones codenamed “Roger” who had pushed the number of 

strikes sharply upward—was removed. 81   

  Conclusion 

 Phrases such as “the ethics of drone warfare” suggest that drone 

warfare has an essence, a stable form that we can determine to be 

either ethical or unethical. As the literature in science and tech-

nology studies shows, however, technologies never have a single 

frozen or ideal form: they can be mobilized in different ways by 

different actors. As with nonlethal weapons, which can be lethal 

in the hands of certain police officers, so with drones. They hold 

  Figure 4.3 
  Drone strikes in Pakistan’s tribal areas, 2004 to 2012.    

  Source:  Adapted from  http://www.cnn.com/2012/03/27/opinion/bergen

-drone-decline . 
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out the promise of a more discriminate form of warfare that will 

kill fewer civilians, but this is a possible, not an assured, outcome 

of the use of drones. They also hold out the possibility of exces-

sive killing with impunity. When insurgencies are not quickly 

contained with more discriminate forms of drone warfare, pres-

sure builds for less discriminate targeting protocols, but the 

idealized image of immaculate targeting obscures the ethical 

shadings and shortcuts with which drone warfare becomes 

increasingly entangled. 
     





    5      Arsenal of Democracy? 

   Compared to Vietnam or World War II, wars that involved or convulsed 

all of American society, our “forever war” seems like an anomaly. But it 

would have been quite familiar to a nineteenth-century Briton: For 

these are the border wars of empire, which can never be won because no 

empire is ever free from threats. 

 —Adam Kirsch 1   

  The Official Story 

 American government officials have not fully informed the 

American people about the U.S. conduct of drone warfare. They 

prefer the American people to be largely unaware of the drones 

patrolling faraway frontiers in their name. The locations from 

which drones fly, the targeting protocols used by drone crews, 

and the legal reasoning used to legitimate drone strikes—all 

have been closely held by the government, and until recently, 

the very term  signature strike  was classified. Not until three years 

after Anwar al-Awlaki, an American citizen, was deliberately 

killed in a drone strike in Yemen did the Obama administration 

publicly concede that it had ordered his death. The American 

Civil Liberties Union’s requested information about the 
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selection of drone targets under the Freedom of Information Act 

but was rebuffed. A  New York Times  reporter complained that 

“over the Obama presidency, it has become harder for journalists 

to obtain information from the government on the results of 

particular strikes. And Mr. Obama’s Justice Department has 

fought in court for years to keep secret the legal opinions justify-

ing strikes.” 2  Even Harold Koh, the Yale Law School dean who 

became a principal architect of the government’s legal justifica-

tion for “targeted killings,” complained in a speech shortly after 

he stepped down as legal adviser to the State Department that 

the Obama administration’s “persistent and counterproductive 

lack of transparency” was responsible for “a growing perception 

that the [drone] program is not lawful and necessary, but illegal, 

unnecessary, and out of control.” 3  

 About a decade after the first drone strike, senior U.S. gov-

ernment officials began what seems to have been a coordi-

nated strategy of making speeches at selected venues to explain 

and defend the U.S. government’s use of drones. I begin this 

chapter with an exposition and analysis of four principal 

speeches. Often contain strikingly similar language, they pres-

ent a composite portrait of the official case that the United 

States uses drones in accordance with the principles of domes-

tic and international law to defend American democracy 

against the threat of terrorism. The speeches are President 

Obama’s May 2013 speech, broadcast live on national televi-

sion, at National Defense University; 4  Attorney-General Eric 

Holder’s March 2012 remarks at Northwestern University Law 

School; 5  CIA Director John Brennan’s May 2012 speech at the 

Woodrow Wilson Center; 6  and Harold Koh’s March 2010 

remarks to the American Society of International Law. 7  (After 

Koh left government for a position at the New York University 
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School of Law, over four hundred people, many of them NYU 

law students and teachers, signed a petition asking the univer-

sity to cancel Koh’s academic appointment because of his role 

in “crafting and defending what objectively amounts to an ille-

gal and inhumane program of extrajudicial assassinations and 

potential war crimes.”) 8  

 All four speeches take as their starting point that the United 

States is using drones to defend freedom and democracy against 

its enemies in the war on terror. Eric Holder quotes President 

John F. Kennedy: “in the long history of the world, only a few 

generations have been granted the role of defending freedom 

in its hour of maximum danger,” adding “it is clear that, once 

again, we have reached an ‘hour of danger.’” Barack Obama’s 

speech goes further than the others in acknowledging that an 

indefinite war on terror poses a threat to American democracy 

and in making the case that the terrorist attacks of 9/11 created 

a state of emergency in the international system that calls for 

exceptional measures until the threat represented by al Qaeda 

and other similar organizations is brought under control. Presi-

dent Obama cites James Madison’s admonition that “no nation 

can preserve its freedom in the midst of perpetual war” but also 

says that “our commitment to constitutional principles has 

weathered every war, and every war has come to an end.” Speak-

ing of the attacks of 9/11, he says, “This was a different kind of 

war. No armies came to our shores, and our military was not the 

principal target. Instead, a group of terrorists came to kill as 

many civilians as they could.” In his speech, the president pres-

ents drones as a key technology in the struggle against a new 

kind of adversary who does not fight on the regular battlefield 

but hides in remote places beyond the normal reach of the mili-

tary: “They take refuge in remote tribal regions. They hide in 
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caves and walled compounds. They train in empty deserts and 

rugged mountains.” 

 Acknowledging that drones pose a challenge to democratic 

oversight, President Obama says that “the very precision of 

drone strikes and the necessary secrecy often involved in such 

actions can end up shielding our government from the scrutiny 

that a troop deployment invites.” He says that “the technology 

to strike half a world away also demands the discipline to con-

strain that power,” adding that “clear guidelines, oversight and 

accountability” have now been “codified.” In a similar vein, Eric 

Holder says that “just as surely as we are a nation at war, we also 

are a nation of laws and values. Even when under attack, 

our actions must always be grounded on the bedrock of the 

Constitution—and must always be consistent with statutes, 

court precedent, the rule of law and our founding ideals.” 

 Both Holder and Obama stress that congressional commit-

tees are briefed on drone strikes, ensuring some measure of 

congressional oversight. And all four speeches argue that, in 

terms of U.S. constitutional law, the authority to use drones to 

kill people in locations such as Afghanistan, Pakistan, Somalia, 

and Yemen derives from the Authorization for Use of Military 

Force (AUMF) against Terrorists of 2001 (enacted on September 

14, 2001). Preempting objections that the United States is for-

mally at war only in Afghanistan, and therefore should not kill 

people in other countries, Eric Holder says that the battlefield is 

wherever the enemy is: “Our legal authority is not limited to 

the battlefields of Afghanistan. Indeed, neither Congress nor 

our federal courts has limited the geographic scope of our abil-

ity to use force to the current conflict in Afghanistan. We are at 

war with a stateless enemy, prone to shifting operations from 

country to country.” 
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 The four speeches make the point that international law, 

particularly the UN charter, allows nations to use force to pro-

tect themselves and that they can act without international 

agreement against “imminent” threats or in self-defense. Holder 

says that “this does not mean that we can use military force 

whenever or wherever we want. International legal principles, 

including respect for another nation’s sovereignty, constrain 

our ability to act unilaterally.” Hinting that countries such as 

Pakistan and Yemen may have quietly given permission for 

drone strikes on their territory, he says that “the use of force in 

foreign territory would be consistent with these international 

legal principles if conducted, for example, with the consent of 

the nation involved.” But he then justifies a much broader use 

of drones, even in the territory of countries that have not con-

sented, by saying that drones also could be used “after a deter-

mination that the nation is unable or unwilling to deal 

effectively with a threat to the United States.” Implicitly invok-

ing the U.S. role as a global policeman, President Obama sum-

marizes the argument in his own speech: “we act against 

terrorists who pose a continuing and imminent threat to the 

American people, and when there are no other governments 

capable of effectively addressing the threat.” Making an implicit 

comparison to his predecessor in the Oval Office, he presents 

drone strikes as a minimalist, restrained, judicious way of deal-

ing with threats—a scalpel rather than a hammer—compared 

to the blunt force often used by the George W. Bush adminis-

tration: “Conventional airpower or missiles are far less precise 

than drones, and are likely to cause more civilian casualties and 

more local outrage. And invasions of these territories lead us to 

be viewed as occupying armies, unleash a torrent of unintended 

consequences, are difficult to contain, result in large numbers 
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of civilian casualties and ultimately empower those who thrive 

on violent conflict.” 

 The international laws of war require that targets should be 

primarily military and that any civilian casualties should be sec-

ondary and in proportion to the military value of a strike. In 

regard to this issue, Obama said that for a drone strike to go 

ahead, “there must be near certainty that no civilians will be 

killed or injured—the highest standard we can set.” In CIA direc-

tor John Brennan’s words, “By targeting an individual terrorist 

or small numbers of terrorists with ordnance that can be adapted 

to avoid harming others in the immediate vicinity, it is hard 

to imagine a tool that can better minimize the risk to civilians 

than remotely piloted aircraft.” Expressing some frustration with 

public attacks on drones, Harold Koh says that “it makes as little 

sense to attack drone technology as it does to attack the technol-

ogy of such new weapons as spears, catapults, or guided missiles 

in their time. Cutting-edge technologies are often deployed for 

military purposes; whether or not that is lawful depends on 

whether they are deployed consistently with the laws of war,  jus 

ad bellum  and  jus in bello . Because drone technology is highly 

precise, if properly controlled, it could be more lawful and more 

consistent with human rights and humanitarian law than the 

alternatives.” 9  

 John Brennan’s speech is the only one that provides details 

about how targets are selected. Speaking as if all strikes were 

“personality strikes” on people whose names appear on lists of 

named targets (in a way that was challenged from the floor by 

a journalist for the Japanese newspaper  Asahi Shimbun ), 10  he 

emphasizes the detailed sifting of intelligence information about 

potential targets. In testimony that is hard to reconcile with the 

descriptions of actual drone strikes against unknown targets of 
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opportunity (described earlier in this book), he concludes that 

“we only authorize a particular operation against a specific indi-

vidual if we have a high degree of confidence that the individual 

being targeted is indeed the terrorist we are pursuing.” Contest-

ing allegations that “the Obama Administration somehow pre-

fers killing al-Qaida members rather than capturing them,” he 

also said that “our unqualified preference is to only undertake 

lethal force when we believe that capturing the person is not 

feasible.” 11  

 Koh, Holder, and Brennan all take issue with calling “targeted 

killings” “assassinations.” (President Gerald Ford issued an Exec-

utive Order against assassinations in 1976, following revelations 

in the media and in congressional hearings that the CIA had 

targeted foreign leaders, such as Fidel Castro of Cuba and Patrice 

Lumumba of the Congo, for assassination.) “Some have called 

[drone] operations ‘assassinations,’” says Holder: “They are not, 

and the use of that loaded term is misplaced. Assassinations are 

unlawful killings.” All three speeches point out that the United 

States deliberately shot down a plane carrying Admiral Isoroku 

Yamamoto, the architect of Pearl Harbor, during World War II 

and that, in Koh’s words, “this was a lawful operation then, and 

would be if conducted today.” 

 In September 2011, a drone crew deliberately killed Anwar 

al-Awlaki, a U.S. citizen who had thrown in his lot with al Qaeda 

in Yemen. An imam whose lectures and writings encouraged 

jihad against the U.S., he was a highly effective recruiter and 

propagandist for al Qaeda, and U.S. officials claimed he had also 

become an operational planner of terrorist attacks as well. In 

their speeches, both Obama and Holder defend the deliberate 

killing of an American without a trial. Invoking the urgency of 

an imminent threat, which gives nations considerable latitude 
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to defend themselves under international law, Obama says that 

“when a U.S. citizen goes abroad to wage war against America 

and is actively plotting to kill U.S. citizens, and when neither the 

United States nor our partners are in a position to capture him 12  

before he carries out a plot, his citizenship should no more serve 

as a shield than a sniper shooting down on an innocent crowd 

should be protected from a SWAT team.” Responding to claims 

that, as a U.S. citizen, al-Awlaki should not have been targeted 

without a court order, Holder said, “The Constitution guarantees 

due process, not judicial process.” 

 In sum, the government’s case is that drones offer a unique 

capability for protecting the United States and the liberal inter-

national order against terrorists who gather and plot in remote, 

lawless parts of the world; that the use of drones is consistent 

with U.S. domestic law and with the international laws of war; 

that drones are less likely to kill civilians than other military 

technologies; and that each drone strike is carefully reviewed to 

ensure that it is legally and ethically defensible. Drones are por-

trayed as discriminate weapons used sparingly and judiciously 

against rogue outlaws in the international system.  

  The Critics 

 Mainstream institutions in the United States have been largely 

silent about the drone wars that have taken shape on the fron-

tiers of the American empire. America’s churches have, on the 

whole, ignored the issue of targeted killing. Congress, deferring 

to the executive branch on this issue, has held almost no hear-

ings and passed no laws on drone warfare. The courts have 

shown little interest, and one court turned away an appeal by 

Anwar al-Awlaki’s father, before his son’s killing, to force the 
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U.S. government to justify his inclusion on a death list. 13  In the 

words of John Kaag and Sarah Kreps, “The legislative and judi-

cial branches have largely stepped aside rather than introduce 

roadblocks into the policy. Taken together, the checks and bal-

ances theoretically associated with democratic institutions have 

been inoperative.” 14  Multiple opinion polls show that, although 

the general public in almost every other country in the world 

disapproves of drone strikes, over 60 percent of Americans sup-

port the use of drones for targeted killing outside the United 

States. 15  

 Insofar as there have been critiques of drone warfare, they 

have come from international lawyers, nongovernmental orga-

nizations, some journalists, and peace and human rights activ-

ists. Three United Nations special rapporteurs have issued reports 

that express reservations about the legality of drone warfare as it 

is currently practiced. 16  In 2012, international human rights law-

yers at Stanford and New York University law schools issued a 

joint report,  Living under Drones: Death, Injury, and Trauma to 

Civilians from U.S. Drone Practices in Pakistan , that was based 

partly on interviews in the tribal areas of Pakistan. It criticized 

“the negative effects US policies are having on civilians living 

under drones” and called for “significant rethinking of current 

US targeted killing and drone strike policies.” 17  Amnesty Interna-

tional also issued a report, which said that it was “seriously con-

cerned” that drone strikes “have resulted in unlawful killings 

that may constitute extrajudicial executions or war crimes.” 18  

The Bureau of Investigative Journalism and Reprieve, both based 

in the United Kingdom, have partnered with a network of Paki-

stani lawyers and activists to produce a steady stream of claims 

that U.S. drone strikes kill large numbers of civilians. 19  And 

numerous books by activist journalists indict drone warfare as a 
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way of killing people outside the law. 20  At the same time, main-

stream journalists who write for newspapers such as the  Wash-

ington Post , the  New York Times , the  Los Angeles Times , and  The 

Guardian  have uncovered facts that are often at odds with offi-

cial representations of drone warfare. 

 There have also been public protests against drones. The larg-

est, in Pakistan, were led by the politician and former celebrity 

cricket player Imran Khan who organized protests that mobi-

lized thousands of people. 21  Small, sporadic protests have been 

held at U.S. Air Force bases and elsewhere in the United States. 

Although tiny compared to the mass mobilizations against the 

Vietnam War in the 1960s, against the escalation of the nuclear 

arms race in the 1980s, and against the Iraq War in 2003, they 

allowed for the performance of public moral witness. Many of 

these protests have been organized by the feminist group Code 

Pink, whose founder, Medea Benjamin, was able to interrupt 

(until she was forcibly removed from the room) President 

Obama’s speech at National Defense University and CIA Director 

John Brennan’s speech at the Wilson Center ( figure 5.1 ). 22  

  I fortuitously stumbled upon one of these protests when tak-

ing my children to the Smithsonian Air and Space museum 

in Washington one Saturday morning. We found a line of tour-

ists waiting to get in, looking with bemusement at about 

thirty protestors, some dressed in bright pink, hoisting crude 

cardboard drones, unfurling banners, and giving impromptu 

speeches with the aid of a microphone and a portable loud-

speaker ( figure 5.2 ). 

 The speakers took turns at the microphone to lay out their 

claims: companies such as General Atomics and Raytheon are 

“making a killing out of killing”; drones kill more civilians than 

insurgents; children in the tribal areas of Pakistan have high 
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rates of posttraumatic stress disorder from the buzzing of drones 

and the constant possibility of being dismembered without 

warning; and as a constitutional lawyer, President Obama should 

know that he cannot use drones to kill people in countries with 

which the United States is not at war and to kill American citi-

zens without trial. The speeches were punctuated by periodic 

chants such as “When drones fly, children die” and “Hey, hey, 

ho, ho: killer drones have got to go.” 

  “We’re here in front of the Air and Space Museum,” said one 

speaker, “because there’s this giant drone exhibit inside. And we 

want you all to know the truth about the killer drones. Many of 

us here have been to Pakistan and met with drone strike 

  Figure 5.1 
  Medea Benjamin being removed from the room where President Obama 

is speaking.    

  Source:  From  https://tbmwomenintheworld.files.wordpress.com/2015/06/

gettyimages-169345815.jpg . 
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survivors, and their tales are absolutely heartbreaking.” Another 

speaker called the museum exhibit “war propaganda” and said 

that “The drone display inside that building doesn’t educate. It 

shows you what a drone looks like, but it doesn’t tell you what 

drones do.” 

 Much of the critique of drones has turned on issues of inter-

national and domestic U.S. law. The critics fear that established 

laws of war and the aspirational norms that they enshrine are 

being eroded by drone warfare and that Daniel Reisner, former 

head of the Israeli Defense Forces legal department, was only too 

right when he said that “if you do something for long enough, 

the world will accept it. … International law progresses through 

violations.” 23  Philip Alston, a UN special rapporteurs, laments “a 

highly problematic blurring and expansion of the boundaries of 

  Figure 5.2 
  Protest at the National Air and Space Museum of the Smithsonian Insti-

tution. Photo by Hugh Gusterson, October 4, 2014.    
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the applicable legal frameworks—human rights law, the laws of 

war, and the law applicable to the use of inter-state force. Even 

where the laws of war are clearly applicable, there has been a 

tendency to expand who may permissibly be targeted and under 

what conditions.” 24  James Joyner, writing in the  National Interest , 

puts it more bluntly: “For centuries, civilized societies have 

understood that even wars must be fought according to rules, 

which have developed over time in response to changing reali-

ties. Rules are even more important in endless, murky wars such 

as the fight against Islamist terror groups. Currently, we’re let-

ting whomever is in the Oval Office pick and choose from among 

the existing rules, applying and redefining them based on his 

own judgment and that of his advisors.” 25  Critics of drone war-

fare particularly worry that, by respatializing war, the U.S. use of 

drones effectively dissolves that part of international law, codi-

fied in the Geneva Conventions, that draws a reasonably clear 

line between the battlefield (where people can be killed) and 

civilian spaces (where they cannot) and between combatants 

and civilians. They also argue that drones make it too easy for 

presidents to act unilaterally and unaccountably. 

 The critics make the case that, outside the established battle-

fields of Iraq and Afghanistan at least, the president’s use of 

drones has violated the U.S. War Powers Act of 1973 and the 

UN charter. The War Powers Act allows presidents to take mili-

tary action in emergencies but reserves ultimate authority over 

the declaration of war to Congress. As for international law, 

according to the UN charter, nations can legitimately use force 

on the territory of other nation-states only if they are autho-

rized to do so by the United Nations; if they have been 

attacked; if they are acting to preempt an imminent attack on 

themselves; or if they have the consent of the other state to do 
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so. In fighting, they are supposed to discriminate between civil-

ians and legitimate targets (those engaged in “continuous com-

bat”), and “if there is doubt whether a person is a civilian, the 

person must be considered a civilian.” 26  They can still take pre-

emptive action against threats that are too intermittent and dis-

continuous to rise to the formal status of war. But operating 

within the frame of police action against a criminal rather than 

military action against an enemy, they have an obligation to do 

their best to capture, not kill. Obviously, a drone is not optimal 

for law enforcement purposes because it is designed for killing, 

not capturing.  

 Let’s review these issues one by one. 

     War and the Law in the United States     According to the War 

Powers Act of 1973, the president must notify Congress within 

forty-eight hours after sending U.S. forces into combat and 

obtain congressional approval for combat operations that con-

tinue beyond sixty days. The Obama administration, trying to 

have it both ways, has argued that it has not needed permission 

from Congress to use drones outside the war zones in Iraq and 

Afghanistan for two different reasons: first, they are not wars; 

and, second, even if they are wars, they were already authorized 

by Congress in 2001. The administration has argued that the 

War Powers Act did not apply to the deployment of air power 

against Libya because the United States had no ground troops 

at risk of dying in those countries and therefore was not engag-

ing in war. “U.S. operations do not involve sustained fighting or 

active exchanges of fire with hostile forces, nor do they involve 

U.S. ground troops,” the White House stated, while Harold 

Koh averred that “the limited nature of this particular mission 

is not the kind of ‘hostilities’ envisioned by the War Powers 
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Resolution.” 27  This position was contested by a number of law-

yers, the most notable of whom was Jack Goldsmith, former head 

of the Office of Legal Counsel in the George W. Bush adminis-

tration’s Justice Department. Criticizing Obama’s “astonishing 

legacy of expanding presidential war powers,” he complained 

that it was bizarre to say that “thousands of air strikes that killed 

thousands of people and effected regime change” did not add 

up to war. He added that “the administration’s theory implies 

that the president can wage war with drones and all manner of 

offshore missiles without having to bother with the War Powers 

Resolution’s time limits.” 28  Although phrased in a legal register, 

the issues raised here intersect with questions raised earlier in 

this book about whether drone pilots should be seen as hav-

ing served in combat (given that they are unlikely to be killed), 

whether they deserve medals, and whether they can plausibly be 

said to suffer from posttraumatic stress disorder. In the law as in 

so many other respects the liminal quality of drone operations 

destabilizes existing categories. We will return at the end of the 

chapter to the question at issue between Harold Koh and Jack 

Goldsmith: are drones engaged in something readily recogniz-

able as war? 

 Many lawyers have been no more impressed by the Obama 

administration’s second argument, which is that the congressio-

nal Authorization for Use of Military Force (AUMF) of 2001 

allowed drone attacks in Libya, Syria, Pakistan, and Yemen a 

decade later. In language that begs close and careful reading, the 

2001 AUMF authorizes the president “To use all necessary and 

appropriate force against those nations, organizations, or per-

sons he determines planned, authorized, committed, or aided 

the terrorist attacks that occurred on September 11, 2001, or har-

bored such organizations or persons, in order to prevent any 
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future acts of international terrorism against the United States 

by such nations, organizations or persons.” 29  CIA director John 

Brennan points out that “there is nothing in the AUMF that 

restricts the use of military force against al-Qaeda to Afghani-

stan.” 30  On the other hand, the AUMF language clearly targets 

those responsible for 9/11. Although the AUMF may not have 

limited the use of force to Afghanistan, it is hard to imagine that, 

for example, Congress thought that it was authorizing an attack 

on the regime of Muammar Ghadaffi, an avowed foe of al 

Qaeda, 31  in Libya a decade later. In reference to Obama’s invoca-

tion of AUMF to legitimate attacks on the new insurgent group 

the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) in 2014, Robert Chesney, 

a law professor at the University of Texas, said that “on its face 

this is an implausible argument because the 2001 AUMF requires 

a nexus to al Qaeda or associated forces of al Qaeda fighting the 

United States. … Since ISIS broke up with al Qaeda it’s hard to 

make that argument.” Similarly, Benjamin Wittes of the Brook-

ings Institution said that “surely associated forces doesn’t mean 

forces that are actively hostile and have publicly broken with 

and been repudiated by al Qaeda. Whatever ‘associated’ means, 

I don’t think it means that.” 32  

 A number of legal commentators in the United States 

were particularly upset by the targeted killing of a U.S. citizen, 

Anwar al-Awlaki, on September 30, 2011. Although there can 

be little doubt that al-Awlaki had made al Qaeda’s cause his 

own, his government—acting as prosecutor, judge, jury, and 

executioner—killed him without arguing his guilt in court 

and without proving the case that his acts went beyond anti-

American speech that might, despite its odious content, be pro-

tected by the First Amendment. Al-Awlaki preached vitriolic 

sermons against the United States, helped produce the al Qaeda 
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magazine  Inspire , and was associated with a number of people 

who attempted or carried out attacks on American targets—two 

of the 9/11 hijackers, the U.S. Army psychiatrist (Nidal Malik 

Hasan) who shot thirteen people at the Fort Hood military base, 

and the Nigerian “underwear bomber” (Umar Farouk Abdulmu-

tallab) who attempted to destroy a U.S. jetliner on Christmas day 

2009. The United States also claimed that in addition to his 

incendiary speech acts and unsavory associations, al-Awlaki had 

become an “operational commander” of al Qaeda, although it 

has not made public its evidence for this claim. 

 The critics insist that it was illegal for al-Awlaki’s government 

to deliberately kill him without judicial process. Most commen-

tators agree that American law allows only two circumstances in 

which the government can kill a U.S. citizen without a trial: “In 

U.S. cities police may shoot and kill suspects who present a risk 

to officers or bystanders. On the battlefield, U.S. troops do not 

need to examine the passports of those who are firing at them 

before firing back.” 33  David Dow, a law professor at the Univer-

sity of Houston, notes that in both instances “there is a legal 

principle at work: immediacy. When a hostile actor presents an 

‘immediate’ threat, the Constitution does not disable authorities 

from responding to that threat with lethal force.” 34  But as the 

Georgetown law professor David Cole points out, it is hard 

to take seriously the Obama administration’s insistence that 

al-Awlaki posed an immediate threat because there was a fifteen-

month lag between the legal memo that authorized his assassi-

nation and the drone strike that killed him: “Can al-Awlaki 

really have posed an ‘imminent’ threat for the entire fifteen 

months between the time the memo was written and his killing, 

and if so, what does that tell us about the administration’s con-

ception of ‘imminence’?” 35  As Dow says, “If al-Awlaki presented 
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an immediate threat, then ‘immediate’ means anything, and 

therefore it means nothing at all.” 36  Like many other legal com-

mentators, Dow and Cole argue that the Obama administration 

violated fundamental precepts of the Constitution by issuing a 

death warrant without a judicial process that would allow the 

accused to know the evidence against him and defend himself. 

“Until last September,” says Dow, “the rule of law in America 

seemed to mean that, at the very least, U.S. citizens could not be 

assassinated on the sole basis that the President has unilaterally 

concluded that killing them would make us safer.” 37  “How can 

we be free if our government has the power to kill us in secret?” 

asks David Cole. 38  “If you believe the President should have the 

power to order people, including US citizens, executed with no 

due process and not even any checks or transparency, what 

power do you believe he shouldn’t have?” asks the lawyer and 

author Glenn Greenwald. 39   

  War and the Law in the International System     Critics have also 

challenged the legal basis for drone strikes in international law. 

Under the UN charter, these strikes could be justified if con-

ducted with the consent of the government whose territory was 

struck or in response to a direct attack or an imminent threat 

of attack. The U.S. government has invoked both justifications. 

With reference to Pakistan, U.S. officials have let it be known 

to journalists that Pakistan’s government has condemned U.S. 

drone strikes in public but has approved and actively enabled 

them in private. There is good reason to believe this claim. 40  

But whatever deals their government might have struck behind 

closed doors, opinion polls show that large majorities of Paki-

stanis oppose the drone strikes, 41  and in 2012 both houses of 

Parliament in Pakistan voted to demand an immediate end to 
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the drone strikes. Given the sentiments of Pakistan’s Parliament 

and public, UN special rapporteur Ben Emmerson concluded 

that, regardless of the continued cooperation of Pakistan’s 

military and intelligence institutions, as a matter of law, “The 

continued use of remotely piloted aircraft in the Federally 

Administered Tribal Areas amounts to a violation of Pakistani 

sovereignty, unless justified under the international law prin-

ciple of self-defence.” 42  

 And what about the principle of self-defense? International 

law allows nations to use force to defend themselves against 

imminent threat, but in the words of UN rapporteur Christof 

Heyns, this “may not be done pre-emptively to prevent a threat 

from arising in the future.” Instead, in a much quoted phrase 

that has survived from a legal case in 1842, the threat of 

impending attack must be “instant, overwhelming, and leaving 

no choice of means, and no moment of deliberation.” 43  A 

leaked confidential memo from the Justice Department, how-

ever, offers an opinion that seems to be at odds with settled 

legal precedent—that imminence “does not require the United 

States to have clear evidence that a specific attack on U.S. per-

sons and interests will take place in the immediate future.” The 

memo says that a “decision-maker determining whether an al-

Qaeda operational leader presents an imminent threat of vio-

lent attack against the United States must take into account 

that certain members of al-Qaeda … are continually plotting 

attacks against the United States; that al-Qaeda would engage 

in such attacks regularly to the extent it were able to do so; that 

the U.S. government may not be aware of all al-Qaeda plots as 

they are developing and thus cannot be confident that none is 

about to occur.” 44  Although the sleight of hand here has been 

condemned by a number of legal commentators, the pithiest 
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critique comes from the television comedian John Oliver, who 

drew a vivid analogy in an extended critical commentary on 

drones: “When someone says, ‘I’m going to have a baby immi-

nently,’ it doesn’t mean, ‘I may or may not have a baby at some 

point in the future.’ It means, ‘Get your fucking car keys; my 

water just broke.’” 45  

 For the use of military force to be defensible under interna-

tional law, particularly if it takes place on foreign ground, an 

attack must be in progress or imminent, and it must be under-

taken by an organization recognizable as a military force. (A 

U.S. embassy might be attacked by a drug cartel, an angry mob, 

or a motorcycle gang, but no one would say that this consti-

tutes a declaration of or case for war because the attackers 

would not be seen as a military force.) All three UN special rap-

porteurs emphasize that, as Ben Emmerson puts it, “individuals 

can be regarded as members of an armed group, such that they 

may be targeted for lethal operations at any time, only if they 

have assumed a continuous combat function within the group. 

Continuous combat function implies lasting integration into 

an armed group.” He defines an organized armed group as one 

that has “at least a common command structure, adequate 

communications, joint mission planning and execution, and 

cooperation in the acquisition and distribution of weaponry.” 

Emmerson excludes from this definition those who enact “a 

spontaneous or sporadic or temporary role for the duration of a 

particular operation.” 46  This interpretation of international law 

is grounded in what we might call the “classic” vision of war as 

a contest between regular armies whose members are full-time 

soldiers. This definition of legitimate targets is harder to square 

with the practice of guerilla war, where fighters do not wear 

uniforms and may drift in and out of an insurgency, taking up 
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fighting as an occasional or part-time vocation. Guerilla war 

also is often practiced by decentralized networks of loosely 

affiliated groups rather than an organization coordinated by a 

military bureaucracy. 

 All three UN special rapporteurs conclude that the disparate 

targets attacked by U.S. drones in various countries scattered 

around the Middle East fail to rise to the standard of a single 

armed group with stable personnel with which, under interna-

tional law, the United States could be said to be at war. Emmer-

son states that “the United States uses the term ‘associated force’ 

as applying to an organized armed group that has entered the 

fight alongside Al-Qaida and is a co-belligerent with Al-Qaida in 

the sense that it engages in hostilities against the United States 

or its coalition partners. There is, however, considerable doubt as 

to whether the various armed groups operating under the name 

of Al-Qaida in various parts of the world, or claiming or alleged 

to be affiliated with Al-Qaida, share an integrated command 

structure or mount joint military operations.” 47  As Philip Alston 

says of those targeted by U.S. drones, “Sometimes they appear to 

be not even groups, but a few individuals who take ‘inspiration’ 

from al Qaeda. The idea that, instead, they are part of continu-

ing hostilities that spread to new territories as new alliances 

form or are claimed may be superficially appealing but such 

‘associates’ cannot form a ‘party’ as required by IHL [interna-

tional humanitarian law]—although they can be criminals. … To 

ignore these minimum requirements,” concludes Alston, “would 

be to undermine IHL safeguards against the use of violence 

against groups that are not the equivalent of an organized armed 

group capable of being a party to a conflict.” 48  

 Some might accuse the UN rapporteurs of engaging in a kind 

of scholastic sophistry that insists on the immoveable primacy 
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of categories that are in danger of becoming obsolete in the face 

of the actual organizational practices of Islamist insurgents and 

their fellow travelers who are attacking Americans. They might 

say that the United States has the right to defend itself against 

people with weapons who intend to kill Americans if they can 

find a way to do so, even if traditional legal categories do not 

quite fit emerging threats: the categories must bend in light of 

reality. As General David Deptula put it in an interview with 

journalist Chris Woods, “There are people out there saying, 

‘Hold on, this isn’t right to use an application of force outside 

the defined battle area!’ Well that’s an anachronistic construct 

that harkens back to the Clausewitzian days where people 

defined conflict as a result of lines on a map. … Our adversary 

isn’t limited to lines on a map? Then what is the most effective 

way to fight that adversary?” 49  This is not the argument that 

the United States has made, however. Instead, it claims that its 

drone strikes are clearly justified by the international laws of 

war because those it targets in Pakistan, Somalia, Syria, and 

Yemen are part of a single continuous armed threat and because 

there is in a readily understandable sense a war between the 

United States and forces in these different countries. The UN 

rapporteurs—who are tasked with defending the Geneva Con-

ventions, which delimit war as clearly as possible and safeguard 

the boundaries between combatants and noncombatants—can 

only be skeptical of such claims. Pointing out that the United 

States has deliberately killed leaders of drug cartels in Afghani-

stan with drones, 50  they wonder if the United States does not 

misclassify as acts of war what should more properly be seen as 

crimes, thus killing people who should be captured and given a 

trial rather than killed. Charged with protecting civilians from 

war and ensuring that, when there is doubt, “the person must 
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be considered a civilian,” they believe that the United States has 

the reverse default, especially when it speaks as if all “military-

age males” are legitimate targets. They suspect that, in Christof 

Heyns’s words, “terms such as ‘terrorist’ or ‘militant’ are some-

times used to describe people who are in truth protected civil-

ians.” 51  (Heyns is particularly concerned that U.S. “double-tap” 

strikes, which target with a follow-up missile those who rescue 

the victims of a drone strike, constitute “a war crime in armed 

conflict and a violation of the right to life.”) 52  

 Above all, they suspect that the United States is in the posi-

tion of a person with a hammer who treats everything as a nail: 

“the greater concern with drones,” says Alston, “is that because 

they make it easier to kill without risk to a State’s forces, policy 

makers and commanders will be tempted to interpret the legal 

limitations on who can be killed, and under what circumstances, 

too expansively. States must ensure that the criteria they apply 

to determine who can be targeted and killed—i.e. who is a lawful 

combatant and what constitutes ‘direct participation in hostili-

ties’ that would subject civilians to direct attack—do not differ 

based on the choice of weapon.” 53  Heyns worries that not just 

the selection of targets but the very bounding of war itself may 

change as drones become preferred instruments of force: “The 

ready availability of drones may lead to states … increasingly 

engaging in low-intensity but drawn-out applications of force 

that know few geographical or temporal boundaries. This would 

run counter to the notion that war—and the transnational use 

of force in general—must be of limited duration and scope, and 

there should be a time of healing and recovery following con-

flict.” 54  The concern is that the very alterity between war and 

peace will dissolve as we move to a world of permanent war 

without demarcated battle zones. This fear that drones will lead 
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to unbounded war also lies at the heart of the final concern 

expressed by critics that I discuss here—the concern that drones 

constitute a moral hazard.  

  Moral Hazard     “Moral hazard” refers to a situation where a per-

son may be willing to take risks because they know someone else 

will bear the consequences. John Kaag and Sarah Kreps tell us 

that moral hazard “began as an insurance industry term refer-

ring to people’s tendency to take greater risks when they do not 

face the associated costs. Once a car was insured, it was more 

likely to be driven recklessly.” 55  

 At the end of the eighteenth century, the philosopher 

Immanuel Kant applied the logic of moral hazard to the issue of 

war and peace in his extended essay “Towards Perpetual Peace.” 

He saw that modern technology was making war more expen-

sive and more deadly, and he surmised that democratic states 

would be less likely to go to war because their governments 

would be accountable to those who would bear the costs in 

terms of blood and treasure: “In a constitution which is not 

republican, and under which the subjects are not citizens, a dec-

laration of war is the easiest thing in the world to decide upon, 

because war does not require of the ruler, who is the proprietor 

and not a member of the state, the least sacrifice of the pleasures 

of his table.” On the other hand, “if the consent of the citizens 

is required in order to decide that war should be declared … 

nothing is more natural than that they would be very cautious 

in commencing such a poor game, decreeing for themselves all 

the calamities of war.” 56  

 Kant’s claim should be treated with some caution. There are 

moments when democratic publics hunger for war and a govern-

ment that stands in their way is a government in peril. An 
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example would be the British public in 1982, when Argentina 

invaded the Falkland/Malvinas Islands. Still, democratic consti-

tutions do impose consultative procedures on leaders who want 

to go to war, and a democratically elected government has good 

reason to fear a war that is going badly and producing high casu-

alties (as Lyndon Johnson’s and Richard Nixon’s administrations 

learned during the Vietnam war and the George W. Bush admin-

istration learned when wars in Iraq and Afghanistan began to 

bog down). 

 The advent of drone warfare changes the calculus here. 

Drones make it possible to launch attacks in faraway countries 

without having to mobilize and deploy troops and with no fear 

of American bodybags. A democratic public can now be as indif-

ferent to the risks of war as an unaccountable sovereign. In the 

language of economics, drones make it possible to externalize 

the costs of war. And, as we have seen, because no troops are sent 

abroad to risk death, the president can insist that he is not 

engaged in war at all and that the use of drones falls within the 

sphere of executive privilege. The U.S. experience suggests that, 

in the face of mass public indifference to the use of drones 

abroad, few members of Congress will challenge such a claim. In 

this way, governments may find that drones become preferable 

to other instruments of military action, and the threshold for 

military action can be lowered. As Stephen Wrage puts it, “If 

there are unusually useable weapons in the arsenal, there will be 

unusual pressures to use them.” 57  Thus, Gregoire Chamayou, 

discussing Kant, says that “as soon as the costs of war become an 

external matter, the very theoretical model that proclaimed the 

arrival of a democratic pacifism begins to predict the opposite: a 

 democratic militarism .” 58  
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 John Kaag and Sarah Kreps summarize the resulting situation 

as follows: 

  when wars can be fought without young men and women going into 

battle to kill and be killed, governments do not have to offer an expla-

nation for what they are doing. This will undermine peace and liberal 

democracies. Ironically, the pressure from a democratic electorate to 

protect itself from the harms of warfare will not encourage policy mak-

ers to adopt peaceful or democratic methods … but rather methods of 

warfare that leverage technology to insulate citizen-soldiers from harm. 

The irony is this insulation creates the possibility that leaders will no 

longer, in a prudential sense, have to obtain popular permission to go 

to war. 59   

 As Stephen Holmes put it, writing in the  London Review of Books , 

“The instrument that has allowed [Obama] to narrow the fight 

guarantees that the fight will go on.” 60     

  Drones, Democracy, and War 

 This chapter has examined what might be described as a debate 

within liberal theory about war. We have looked at the U.S. 

government’s arguments that drones protect democracy by 

enabling a discriminate use of force, in tune with liberal and 

humane values, against the Islamist enemies of democracy and 

human rights. We have also looked at arguments made by critics 

of drone warfare that drones enable the circumvention of consti-

tutional checks on a president’s ability to take the state to war, 

and that drones are being used in a way that undermines funda-

mental precepts in international law that separate combatants 

from noncombatants while restricting the circumstances in 

which states can attack the territory of other states. Surveying 

this debate, one is struck by the legalistic opportunism and 
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disingenuousness with which the Obama administration has 

made its case, picking and choosing tidbits from the law as if 

it were a buffet dinner while bulking up its executive power. 

It is not difficult to see the plausibility of concerns that drones 

are helping to tilt the system of checks and balances in American 

government in the president’s favor, that they are dissolving 

the categories that undergird the Geneva Conventions, and 

that they are making military intervention dangerously cheap 

and easy. 

 And yet there is a way in which the debate recounted in this 

chapter, the debate within liberal theory about war, is somehow 

askew from the picture it frames. The debate implicitly assumes 

that there is a stable phenomenon of war that is regulated by a 

settled apparatus of domestic and international law, and that the 

U.S. government is now using drones to try and get away with 

breaking some of the rules about who can be targeted in which 

circumstances. But it may be fairer to say that the very phenom-

enon of war, as conceived in liberal international theory, was 

already in crisis when drones came on the scene. The introduc-

tion of drones into the mix has merely intensified a process of 

categorical collapse that was already well underway, thanks to 

the emergence of nuclear weapons, strategic bombing, land-

mines, cluster bombs, death squads, and guerilla movements, 

none of which aligned well with the niceties of the Geneva Con-

ventions. With the exception of drones that are used alongside 

ground troops and manned airpower in Iraq and Afghanistan as 

part of what I earlier called mixed drone warfare, it is not even 

clear that war is the right framing category for the enterprise in 

which drones are engaged. This has been obscured by the legions 

of lawyers who drive the debate on both sides and who argue 
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about drones through the category of war: But remember: “the 

drone upsets the available categories, to the point of rendering 

them inapplicable.” 61  With the help of the drone, war is frag-

menting into something else for which we do not yet have a 

good name. 

 In her book  New and Old Wars , Mary Kaldor notes that the 

ratio of military to civilian casualties in war in the early twenti-

eth century was eight to two and that by the end of the century 

it was two to eight. 62  She argues that as the cold war ended and 

globalization bit deeper, there was increasing fusion between 

armies, militias, criminal networks, and drug cartels and that 

war was increasingly defined by the clash of sectarian communi-

ties—Catholic versus Protestant, Sunni versus Shi’a, Serb versus 

Croat, Hutu versus Tutsi—rather than the grand clash of armed 

states at the heart of classic war. Amid genocides in Rwanda, 

Yugoslavia, Sri Lanka, and Sudan and following protracted gue-

rilla warfare in Vietnam, Angola, Afghanistan, and Colombia, 

the boundaries demarcating battlefields and the distinctions 

between combatants and civilians were in profound crisis before 

the first Predator drone ever launched a Hellfire missile. The 

drone’s introduction to the mix, if anything, obscured these 

shifts because it was accompanied by a lawyerly rhetoric that 

was drawn from the language of the UN charter about the need 

to discriminate between legal and illegal targets and between 

combatants and civilians. Even as the drone undermined classic 

war in practice by playing havoc with the boundaries of the tra-

ditional battlefield and creating a more deeply asymmetrical 

form of warfare, its operations were legitimated by a state rheto-

ric of discriminate force that seemed to reinstantiate the very 

legal framework that it was in other ways dissolving. 
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 In asking whether drones can be used as instruments of dem-

ocratic war, we must question not only whether their use has 

been compatible with democratic norms but also whether the 

enterprise in which they have been used can even be called war. 

Most definitions of war assume that it is a contest in which the 

act of killing, no matter how asymmetrical, is reciprocal. In 

chapter 2, I quote the anthropologist Talal Asad, who remarked 

on “the conventional understanding of war as an activity in 

which human dying and killing are exchanged.” 63  Carl von 

Clausewitz, seen by many as the greatest theorist of war, begins 

his work  On War  with this definition: “We shall not enter into 

any of the abstruse definitions of war used by publicists. We shall 

keep to the element of the thing itself, to a duel. War is nothing 

but a duel on an extensive scale.” 64  Likewise, in her book  The 

Body in Pain , which compares the grammatical structures of war 

and torture, Elaine Scarry titles one section “War Is a Contest.” 

She says that in this contest, “the participants must work to out-

injure each other. Although both sides inflict injuries, the side 

that inflicts the greater injury faster will be the winner; or, to 

phrase it the other way round, the side that is more massively 

injured or believes itself to be so will be the loser.” 65  She argues 

that it is not war when one side inflicts injury on the other with-

out the possibility of reciprocal injury; it is then torture. By its 

nature, war is structured around the reciprocal infliction of pain 

and death. It is a contest, maybe an uneven one, but a contest 

nonetheless, and either side can “score” in principle. In torture, 

which is about domination rather than contestation, pain is 

inflicted unilaterally. There is no mystery as to who will be hurt; 

the only question is whether the victims will betray their cause. 

Scarry was writing at the height of the nuclear arms race and 

argued that nuclear weapons were too destructive to be 
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contained within an injuring contest and that “nuclear war” was 

therefore a grammatical impossibility. Her theoretical frame 

offers a suggestive way of looking at drone operations, which, 

like torture, involve a unilateral infliction of pain. One implica-

tion of Scarry’s work is that the term “drone warfare” is, in the 

absence of any opportunity for reciprocal injuring, a contradic-

tion in terms. 

 But if drones are not engaged in warfare, what should we call 

the enterprise in which they are involved? In  A Theory of the 

Drone , Gregoire Chamayou gives various answers to this ques-

tion. Commenting that “warfare, from being possibly asymmet-

rical, becomes absolutely unilateral,” he says that “what could 

still claim to be combat is converted into a campaign of what is, 

quite simply, slaughter.” 66  Later, he says that with drones “war 

degenerates into a putting-to-death” and that the new U.S. mili-

tary ethic is “an ethic for butchers or executioners, but not for 

combatants.” 67  Elsewhere in the book, ceding a little more 

agency to the victims, he prefers the metaphor of hunting: 

“contrary to Carl von Clausewitz’s classical definition, the fun-

damental structure of this type of warfare is no longer that of a 

duel, of two fighters facing each other. The paradigm is quite 

different: a hunter advancing on a prey that flees or hides from 

him.” 68  Still elsewhere, Chamayou says that “a single decade 

has seen the establishment of an unconventional form of state 

violence that combines the disparate characteristics of warfare 

and policing without really corresponding to either.” 69  The 

Obama administration has sometimes preferred the vocabulary 

of policing to that of warfare when defending drone operations; 

but it is an odd kind of police work that can kill and never 

capture the criminals it pursues and that administers a premedi-

tated death sentence without any recognizable judicial 
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procedure. Finally, at one point Chamayou quotes Major-Gen-

eral Charles Dunlap of the U.S Air Force as making the remark-

able statement that “American precision airpower is analogous 

(on a much larger and more effective scale) to the effect that 

insurgents try to impose … through their use of improvised 

explosive devices” and that the purpose of “precision airpower” 

is to inculcate a “hopelessness that arises from the inevitability 

of death from a source they cannot fight” so as to “extinguish 

the will to fight.” This leads Chamayou to suggest that “drone 

strikes are equivalent to bomb attacks. They constitute weapons 

of state terrorism.” 70  Although this might seem like strong lan-

guage, one can readily imagine that it would be called terrorism 

if a foreign government killed one of its enemies with a car 

bomb on U.S. soil, even if it ensured that no civilians were 

killed or hurt. 

 Whatever we call what drones do—slaughter, hunting, aerial 

police work, targeted killing, state terrorism, warfare—these 

machines and their operators are remaking the world in signifi-

cant ways. They are enabling a kind of permanent, low-level 

military action that threatens to erase the boundary between 

war and peace and, in its departure from classic war, is not eas-

ily contained or regulated by either the War Powers Act or 

the UN Charter. Unlike earlier technologies (such as nuclear 

weapons and landmines) that undermined the Geneva Con-

ventions, drones do not kill indiscriminately. They can be 

highly discriminate in their use, and thus one can see their 

appeal to human rights hawks. But, as is clear from the testi-

mony of Pakistanis who have the misfortune to live under the 

drones, they are also terror weapons. Above all, they are recon-

figuring the relationship between military power, national sov-

ereignty, and territorial boundaries in ways that are in profound 
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tension with existing international law. In Chamayou’s words, 

“What is emerging is the idea of an invasive power based not 

so much on the rights of conquest as on the rights of pursuit: a 

right of universal intrusion or encroachment that would autho-

rize charging after the prey wherever it found refuge, thereby 

trampling underfoot the principal [sic] of territorial integrity 

classically attached to state sovereignty. According to such a 

concept, the sovereignty of other states becomes a contingent 

matter.” 71  

 We must correct Chamayou in one regard, however. The 

emerging right of pursuit is in no way universal. The United 

States would never dream of using a drone to kill someone 

in France, Germany, or Russia. Julian Assange and Edward 

Snowden are safe in the United Kingdom and Russia, respec-

tively, in a way that Anwar al-Awlaki never could be in Yemen. 

Drones are an imperial border-control technology for the age 

of late capitalism. They can be used only against countries 

that lack the technological sophistication to shoot down the 

slow-moving planes and whose internal affairs, conforming to 

Western stereotypes of “failed states,” provide a pretext for 

incursion that is as persuasive to liberal interventionists today 

as the white man’s burden was to their Victorian ancestors. The 

drone strike is represented as a means of upholding a universal 

international law but is, in practice, a means of stratifying 

global society. Enacted on the basis that countries such as 

Yemen and Somalia are in some sense lawless, the drone strike 

further establishes through its performance the abject status of 

countries that do not have the legal right to territorial integrity 

enjoyed by more mature nations. As the drone undermines the 

territorial boundaries of some countries, demonstrating that 



Arsenal of Democracy? 149

they can be subject to repeated microinvasions from the air, it 

simultaneously bifurcates the world, establishing a moveable 

master seam between one side where drones can be used and 

another side where they cannot. Reliant on the communica-

tions infrastructure that only the most advanced industrial 

societies have developed, but too vulnerable to use outside the 

least militarily developed countries on earth, the drone is an 

inherently colonialist technology that makes it easier for the 

United States to engage in casualty-free, and therefore debate-

free, intervention while further militarizing the relationship 

between the U.S. and the Muslim world.     





  Conclusion: Peering over the Horizon 

   I think of where the airplane was at the start of World War I: at first it 

was unarmed and limited to a handful of countries. … Then it was 

armed and everywhere. That is the path we’re on. 

 —Peter Singer 1   

 Peering over time’s horizon, one can easily imagine two different 

futures. In one scenario, a dystopian future, drones are used to 

kill anyone from insurgents to criminals and dissidents. In this 

future, U.S. drones kill insurgents, drug cartel leaders, and peo-

ple who hack into corporate bank accounts in Mali, the Central 

African Republic, Venezuela, Colombia, the Philippines, Yemen, 

and Somalia. The United States also uses a fleet of drones to 

patrol the U.S.-Mexico border. Congress, worried that drones 

might kill people within the United States, initially requires 

drones to be used only for surveillance. But after undocumented 

Mexican men connected to a drug cartel murder a married cou-

ple and their two young children in Arizona, the White House 

wins the right to fit drones with “nonlethal weapons,” such as 

airborne tasers, tear gas, and guns with rubber bullets. The rules 

of engagement for deploying these weapons loosen over time, 

and adults and children crossing the border illegally are killed 
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when tasers cause heart attacks and rubber bullets pierce eye 

sockets. 

 In this dystopian future, other countries also have deployed 

their own fleets of drones. 2  Russia, following less stringent rules 

of engagement, uses drones to hunt and kill Chechens and 

Ukrainian nationalists. Israel continues to use drones to kill 

Hamas leaders in Gaza. China uses drones against the Uighur 

rebellion that has been simmering for over a decade and starts to 

use drones to kill Tibetan leaders whom it accuses of terrorist 

plots. Even middle-tier countries rent satellite capability from 

China and from private corporations in the United States so that 

they can deploy their own drones. Nigeria has two drones that it 

uses against Muslim separatists in its north, Turkey uses drones 

against a revived Kurdish rebellion, Pakistan uses its own drones 

against separatists in Waziristan, 3  and experts in international 

security fear that India’s drones patrolling the border with 

Pakistan could become a flashpoint for a new war between those 

two countries. 

 In another facet of this dystopian future, the United States 

has developed a new generation of kamikaze assassination micro 

(KAM) drones. These small devices are easily confused with 

large insects, and they use facial recognition software to identify 

individual targets and kill them. Some KAM drones do this by 

exploding in the victim’s face, and others, equipped with sharp 

blades, plunge themselves at high speed into the neck of the 

victim, severing an artery as they strike. 4  The earliest KAM drones 

relay photographs back to controllers in Northern Virginia, who 

confirm that the victim matches a facial database and then 

approve the strike. After a few months, however, the CIA direc-

tor persuades the president that the automated facial recogni-

tion software has a very low rate of false positives (an investigative 
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article in the  New York Times  several years later casts doubt on 

this claim). The KAM drones are made completely autonomous 

after a man who bombs an American consulate escapes when a 

contractor in Northern Virginia, distracted by an online video 

game he is playing, takes too long to approve the match. Because 

President Gerald Ford’s prohibition on assassination had been 

abandoned years earlier, the CIA also persuades the president 

that although assassination is held in low regard, it is better to 

kill individual leaders in foreign countries than to engage in 

wars in which many more people will die. The CIA is surprised 

by the speed with which Mexican drug cartels procure their own 

assassination micro drones because the agency thought that the 

technology was too sophisticated for them to master. 

 In this scenario, drones also become an important technology 

for police departments. Unlike earlier times, when police officers 

used to walk, bicycle, or drive through neighborhoods, getting 

to know the people they policed, they increasingly sit in win-

dowless trailers, scanning for criminals from above. Police drones 

are not supposed to be weaponized, but exceptions have been 

made in the case of street riots in Baltimore and Cleveland. 

Although the American Civil Liberties Union and other rights 

groups have complained that drones violate the Fifth Amend-

ment, particularly when they use infrared cameras to look inside 

houses and apartments, the courts have rejected their arguments 

because of the public’s concerns about terrorism and gang 

crimes. 

 Nor is the fear of terrorism ill-founded: an array of groups 

from right-wing anti-government militia to Islamist cells have 

acquired their own crude drone capabilities. An Islamist group 

buys a $500 drone online, flies the drone into a 737, and brings 

down the aircraft on takeoff. 5  The group’s statement says, “The 
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infidels who have killed our women and children from the air 

have now died in the air at the hands of their own cowardly 

technology. More attacks will follow.” At the same time a group 

calling itself the McVeigh Brigade fits several drones with crude 

explosives and flies them into a shopping mall, where they kill 

forty-three people, including twelve teenagers. And a number of 

individuals create crude weaponized drones by attaching hand-

guns to recreational drones bought off the shelf and use them to 

kill spouses, neighbors, and coworkers. 6  Where mass shootings 

used to be done face-to-face, they are now increasingly done 

by drone. 

 In a second, alternative, scenario for the future, drone use is 

more regulated and benign. Drone technology has many benefi-

cial uses (of which the possibility of speedier delivery by Amazon 

is among the most publicized and the least important). At the 

time of writing, drones are already being used to hunt for poach-

ers in Africa, map environmental damage, guide firefighters in 

national forests, monitor the site of the Fukushima accident 

without exposing humans to radiation, search for lost hikers in 

the wilderness, replace humans in the dangerous work of inspect-

ing power lines, and so on. So the alternative scenario for the 

future is one in which drones exist, they are well regulated by 

both international and domestic laws, and their civilian uses 

outweigh military applications. In this other version of the 

future, drones are part of the arsenal of war alongside attack heli-

copters and manned planes, in formally recognized warzones, 

but their use for targeted killing outside formal warzones is 

strictly banned—just as it would be banned for, say, Venezuela to 

use a car bomb to kill an opposition leader in Washington DC, 

even if the car bomb killed no-one but the intended target, and 
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even if there was reason to believe that the target had been 

responsible for the deaths of Venezuelan civilians in the past. In 

this version of the future, an international treaty requires that a 

human be “in the loop” when a decision is made to kill someone 

so that machines do not make automated decisions to kill. 7  The 

same treaty requires that all drone video footage and the discus-

sions leading to drone strikes be archived so that they can 

be reviewed by an international court for evidence of criminal 

negligence or culpability in the event that a drone strike kills 

civilians. 

 In this alternative future, Congress has responded to concerns 

that drone surveillance undermines a fundamental right to pri-

vacy and has limited the use of drones within the United States 

by domestic law enforcement agencies. Drones flying over the 

United States cannot be weaponized, their surveillance is limited 

to public spaces, and the video footage that they collect must be 

deleted within twenty-four hours unless a judge grants an exemp-

tion. Congress has passed a law against “drone stalking” and 

“peeping drones,” making it illegal for private citizens (including 

mistrustful spouses) to track or spy on people with drones. 8  

 In this second scenario, commercial drones are regulated so 

that they do not interfere with the operations of commercial 

airlines. Commercial and amateur drone operators have to pass 

driving tests, there are strict penalties for flying a drone while 

drunk, and all drones are chipped and registered in a national 

database to ensure liability in case of accidents. Hobbyist drones 

are fitted with chips that prevent them from flying above a cer-

tain altitude, and geofencing protects sensitive spaces (sports 

stadiums and the White House grounds, for example) from 

intrusions by drones. 
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 Most people will find the second scenario for the future more 

attractive than the first. It is also the less likely of the two. The 

first, dystopian scenario assumes that drone technology (like 

other military technologies) will be adopted by other countries 

and even nonstate actors such as terrorists and drug cartels and 

that scientists will produce new iterations of the technology that 

will make drones smaller, deadlier, and cheaper. It also assumes 

that the rules of engagement will loosen (through a process of 

slippage analogous to that documented in chapter 4 of this 

book) so that drones will be used in increasingly permissive 

ways. (However, chapter 4 also shows that the process of slip-

page in the case of U.S. drone strikes against Pakistan was even-

tually reversed, so we have empirical evidence that it is possible 

to tighten the chain on drone use.) 

 So the question is: how do we control this new technology? 

How do we go about drone arms control? 

 Some activists have suggested that military drones might be 

banned in the way landmines and cluster bombs were. 9  Such a 

suggestion strikes this author as impractical and even undesir-

able. The same drone can be used to perform a targeted killing 

or to verify compliance with an arms control treaty. Surely we 

do not want to lose the second function. UN Secretary-General 

Ban Ki-moon has suggested a treaty that allows drones for sur-

veillance but bans weaponized drones, 10  but this is problematic 

for three reasons. First, a drone that is “painting” a target with 

a laser so that a neighboring manned plane can destroy the tar-

get can be characterized as both a weaponized drone and a sur-

veillance drone. Second, a plane should not be banned simply 

because the pilot flies it remotely rather than from a cockpit 

inside the plane. What matters is the effects of the weapon, not 

the location of its operator. Third, in principle drones can be 
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used to strike targets on the ground more discriminiately than 

manned planes, because they can gather extensive intelligence 

before an attack and stream live video footage to multiple con-

trol centers when an attack is being considered. In chapter 1, I 

distinguished between what I called “mixed drone warfare” 

(when drones are used in concert with ground forces and 

manned aircraft as part of a larger war effort) and “pure drone 

warfare” (when drones are used as standalone weapons to kill 

people without warning in contexts where the United States is 

not publicly at war). If weaponized drones were banned, we 

would be saying that people in Afghanistan could be attacked 

with F-16s, Apache helicopters, and artillery but not with 

drones, which are more likely to spare innocent civilians. That 

would surely be perverse. The problem is not the weaponized 

drone in all contexts but the weaponized drone used as a tool 

of assassination outside the permitted context of war as well as 

relaxed targeting protocols that do not hold drone operators to 

sufficiently high standards in discriminating combatants from 

civilians. (This is, until September 2015 at least, why the United 

Kingdom used its drones to attack targets in Afghanistan but 

refused to deploy them alongside U.S. drones against targets in 

other countries.) In chapter 5, I quote Harold Koh, a senior 

legal adviser in the Obama administration, who critiques what 

I call “drone essentialism” by saying that “it makes as little 

sense to attack drone technology as it does to attack the tech-

nology of such new weapons as spears, catapults, or guided 

missiles in their time. Cutting-edge technologies are often 

deployed for military purposes; whether or not that is lawful 

depends on whether they are deployed consistently with the 

laws of war,  jus ad bellum  and  jus in bello .” 11  Following Koh’s 

logic, we can say that it makes more sense to police the uses to 
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which drones are put than to attempt to ban the technology 

outright. That would mean undoing the damage that Koh him-

self did to international law and establishing that drones (like 

any other form of airpower) can only be used against targets in 

legally recognized war zones and that it is as illegal to kill some-

one outside a formal warzone with a Hellfire missile launched 

from a drone as it would be to walk up to them with a gun and 

shoot them in the head in another sovereign nation with 

which one is not at war. 

 U.S. leaders like drones, however, precisely because they can 

be used outside formal war zones to kill people in places like 

Yemen and Somalia or the so-called tribal areas of Pakistan 

without putting U.S. troops in danger. If we want to restrict 

the use of weaponized drones to internationally recognized 

war zones and ban their use as weapons of assassination and 

terror on the frontiers of empire we can expect little help from 

the U.S. government. If targeted killing outside the law has 

been so attractive to a president who was a constitutional law 

professor, who opposed the war in Iraq from the very begin-

ning, who ended the Central Intelligence Agency’s torture 

program, and who announced his intention to close the Guan-

tanamo Bay detention camp on assuming office, it is unlikely 

that any successor to his office will easily renounce the seduc-

tions of the drone. At the same time, the machinery of checks 

and balances installed by the founding fathers has seized up in 

relation to drones and has effectively handed the president a 

blank check to do as he pleases. 

 If targeted killing on the frontier is to be banned, the impetus 

will likely come from outside the United States—just as it did 

with the treaties banning landmines and cluster bombs (neither 

of which has been signed by the United States). This could 
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happen through a transnational process, led by nongovernmen-

tal organizations and sympathetic states, of the kind that pro-

duced the bans on landmines and cluster bombs. It might 

conceivably be imposed by a World Court decision, although 

the United States has a history of ignoring World Court deci-

sions that it dislikes. Or it could happen in response to a court 

decision in another country to arrest a U.S. official who is 

responsible for ordering drone strikes on war crimes charges, or 

to levy fines in compensation for depriving people of their right 

to life. 

 There is one more possibility. In recent years, the United 

States has stopped sending people that it suspects of being insur-

gent leaders to Guantanamo Bay and “black sites” where they 

were tortured. This shift took place because those responsible for 

the program feared possible criminal charges in the future, and 

because they came to realize that this approach to counterinsur-

gency was not producing the intelligence information that had 

been foreseen but was blackening the international reputation 

of the United States. (The approach that was substituted was to 

rely on drones to kill those who formerly would have been cap-

tured and interrogated.) 12  A similar development can be imag-

ined with regard to drones, which have hurt America’s reputation 

all over the world, but especially in the Middle East. The govern-

ment’s claims about the ability of drones to discriminate civil-

ians from militants has only increased public anger when 

civilians are killed. In the words of Stephen Holmes, 

  The rage such strikes incite will be all the greater if onlookers believe, as 

seems likely, that the killing they observe makes relatively little contri-

bution to the safety of Americans. Indeed, this is already happening, 

which is the reason that the drone, whatever its moral superiority 

to land armies and heavy weaponry, has replaced Guantánamo as the 
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incendiary symbol of America’s indecent callousness towards the world’s 

Muslims. As Bush was the Guantánamo president, so Obama is the 

drone president. This switch, whatever Obama hoped, represents a wors-

ening not an improvement of America’s image in the world. 13   

 Although it is becoming clearer that drones impose a signifi-

cant public relations cost on the United States, it is not clear that 

there is a balancing strategic gain. Liquidating people on a kill 

list is not the same as defeating an insurgency, especially if the 

kill list seems to grow faster than the people on it can be killed—

or indeed to grow in angry response to the impersonal killing 

from the air of those already on it. Nor do drones, hovering 

25,000 feet above the insurgency, enable the painstaking accu-

mulation of human intelligence and cultural understanding, or 

the patient building of relationships between imperial adminis-

trators and native collaborators, that the savviest apostles of 

counterinsurgency identify as the key to success. 14  Maybe the 

United States will rein in drone warfare not because it is at cross-

purposes with international law, or because it moves us closer to 

a state of permanent war outside the regulatory reach of demo-

cratic institutions, but because its military and intelligence 

leaders concluded that it does not work.    
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