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CHRISTOPHER J. COYNE AND ABIGAIL R. HALL

My time in captivity ﬁlled me with enormous sympathy for the Pakistani
civilians trapped between the deranged Taliban and ruthless American
technology. They inhabit a hell on earth in the tribal areas. Both sides abuse
them.
—David Rohde, “The Drone Wars” (2012)

D

rones, or unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), are aircraft controlled remotely
or autonomously via computer without a human pilot. Although drones
have been in use for decades (see Hall and Coyne 2014), they have become
closely identiﬁed with the U.S. government’s transnational “war on terror.” This
association is justiﬁed. Since 2001, the drone has shifted from an instrument of
training and surveillance to a tool for conducting offensive strikes against enemy
targets. Over this time, the U.S. government’s covert drone program has become
institutionalized as a deﬁning aspect of its military strategy and operations.
This institutionalization has raised a number of controversial issues related to the
use of drones, including: (1) potential violations of international law and state
sovereignty, (2) ethical issues regarding the use of robotics in warfare, (3) collateral
damage (which includes the injury and death of innocent civilians from drone strikes),
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(4) the lack of transparency by the U.S. government regarding its drone program, (5)
appropriate checks on the U.S. government’s use of drones as a tool for waging war, (6)
adverse psychological effects on drone pilots, and (7) the precedent established by the
U.S. government for the future use of robotics by other governments to engage in
surveillance and warfare. (See Singer 2009; Martin and Sasser 2010; Gregory 2011a,
2011b; Benjamin 2013; Kaag and Kreps 2014; Calhoun 2015; Chamayou 2015;
Cockburn 2015; Hall 2015; Plaw, Fricker, and Colon 2015; Woods 2015; Gusterson
2016; Kreps 2016; Scahill 2016.)
This paper considers another issue with the U.S. government’s use of drones: they
create and propagate widespread terror among foreign populations. This terror results
from two factors.
First, the targets of drone strikes are rarely isolated. Instead, they are typically
embedded in communities that include innocent civilians. This means that even where
drone strikes are successful in annihilating a target identiﬁed by the intervening
government, they will simultaneously produce negative externalities, or “neighborhood effects,” which impose signiﬁcant costs on the surrounding populace. These
negative effects can be physical (bodily injury or death) or psychological (anxiety and
terror) and can contribute to economic and social degradation. The remote and covert
nature of drones is what makes them effective at killing targets. These same features,
however, also make drones extremely effective and efﬁcient at creating and promulgating a sense of terror among the broader populace within which targets are
embedded.
Second, the intelligence associated with drone strikes is highly imperfect. Decision
makers often rely on patterns of behavior that have been predetermined to be general
“signatures” of terrorists. Subsequent “signature strikes” occur when a drone is used to
target a person or group of people based not on their known identity but instead on
their general behaviors observed from afar. In many instances, these pattern-of-behavior
analyses are inaccurate, with the result that innocent people are injured or killed by
signature strikes.
An associated issue is determining what constitutes an “accurate target.” In
many instances, the category “target” is so overly broad and abstract that it can
include signiﬁcant portions of a population. For example, absent clear evidence that
demonstrates that a person killed in a strike was either not a military-age male or
a military-age male but not an unlawful combatant, this person is automatically
counted as an “enemy combatant” by the U.S. government (Scahill 2016, 157). This
methodology obfuscates the true costs imposed by drones because it classiﬁes ordinary, innocent civilians as enemies by default based on a small number of general
characteristics.
Together, these factors contribute to a fundamental paradox regarding the use of
drones to combat terrorism. The U.S. government justiﬁes its use of drones as an
efﬁcient method for weakening and ultimately ending the threat of international
terrorism while protecting members of the American military. The use of drones,
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however, creates and perpetuates terror among foreign populations. These terrorcreating aspects of drones are often neglected, which understates their net effect on
global terror.
A central reason for this neglect is that treatments of drones typically evaluate their
use and effectiveness from the perspective of the drone and those who control it. This
framing advances and legitimizes categories such as “valid targets” and “collateral
damage” while downplaying, if not altogether ignoring, the perspective of those experiencing the presence of drones in their everyday lives. From the perspective of the
target population, the damage done by drones is not “collateral” but rather blunt,
brutal, and devastating harm caused by an external state violently intervening in their
lives. Understanding this perspective is crucial because what is perceived as “combatting
terrorism” by the intervening government is simultaneously viewed as an act of state
terrorism by the target population.
We proceed as follows. The ﬁrst section discusses the collateral damage from the
perspective of the drone. Contrary to the common rhetoric that drones are the
equivalent of a scalpel that kills targets with surgical precision, the evidence indicates
that drone strikes cause harm to nontargets. This creates and perpetuates widespread
terror because people living in areas targeted by drones constantly fear the possibility of
surveillance and attack from above. The second section pulls together existing evidence
of drone-created terror. The perspective in this section shifts from that of the drone to
that of the target populace who live under the presence of drones. The ﬁnal section
concludes with a discussion of the implications.

“Collateral Damage,” or the Maiming and Killing of Innocents
Nearly every argument for the expansion of the U.S. government’s use of drones stems
from the idea that they are believed to be a more efﬁcient means of achieving the
government’s foreign-policy goals relative to the alternatives (see Hall 2015). Drones
minimize the potential harm to members of the U.S. military, it is argued, while accurately targeting terrorists. When in ofﬁce, President Barack Obama explicitly stated
that drones are better at targeting and killing foreign adversaries. Drones “are effective,”
he said. “Dozens of highly skilled al Qaeda commanders, trainers, bomb makers and
operatives have been taken off the battleﬁeld. . . . [T]he primary alternative to [drones]
would be the use of conventional military options. . . . Conventional airpower or missiles
are far less precise than drones” (Obama 2013). As this quote illustrates, the use of
drones is typically compared and contrasted with conventional bombings assumed to
be the relevant alternative.
A related argument is that drones reduce the costs of conﬂict in terms of reduced
civilian casualties or “collateral damage.” CIA director John Brennan, for example,
stated that drones have “surgical precision—the ability with laser-like focus to eliminate
the cancerous tumor called al Qa’ida, while limiting the damage to the tissue around it”
(Brennan 2012). Harold Koh, the former legal adviser of the State Department, stated
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that “[b]ecause 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” (quoted in The Economist 2015). Other commentators have made similar
claims, stating that “drones kill fewer civilians . . . than any other weapon” (Saletan
2013) and that “[drones are] actually the most humane form of warfare” (Lewis 2013).
In 2011, Brennan, at the time counterterrorism adviser to the president, stated,
“[T]here hasn’t been a single collateral death [in a year] because of the exceptional
proﬁciency, precision of the [drone] capabilities we’ve been able to develop” (quoted in
Shane 2011).
As these statements suggest, the overarching idea is that the U.S. government can
intervene in other societies and exterminate conﬁrmed threats with precision while
avoiding harming innocent civilians.1 Moreover, it is claimed that drones are more
effective than alternatives, with conventional bombing typically cited as the relevant
substitute. The standard rhetoric and claims about drones raise a range of important
issues.
For one, if we take the claim that drones are more accurate than conventional
bombing as the appropriate comparison, it is not clear, ex ante, that the adoption of
drones will result in fewer total deaths of innocent people. The economic logic underlying this claim is that drones reduce the price of an attack, which allows the military
to move down the demand curve, increasing the quantity of drone strikes demanded.
The result is that although the use of drones might reduce deaths in any single strike by
substituting for another, more deadly alternative (conventional bombing), this reduction might be offset by an increase in the total death of innocents due to an increase
in the overall number of drone attacks due to the lower relative price of employing
drone technology to strike targets.2
In addition, presenting conventional bombing as an alternative to drone bombing
is an artiﬁcially narrow dichotomy. If the U.S. government’s foreign-policy goal is to
eliminate individual enemy targets, then it isn’t clear that conventional bombing should
be presented as the appropriate alternative to drone bombing. The appropriate alternative should instead be something akin to special-operations missions against
speciﬁc targets.3 Drone strikes also raise a host of issues related to international law and

1. Even where drone strikes successfully kill the target, there is a lack of consensus as to whether this success
actually contributes to achieving the U.S. government’s foreign-policy goals (see Troﬁmov 2016). Evidence
indicates that drones and military strikes in general are not the best method for eliminating terrorists (see
Jones and Libicki 2008, 18–19). Further, there is evidence that terrorist organizations can use drone strikes
as a recruiting tool (see Kilcullen and Exum 2009), an issue discussed further later in this article.
2. We thank Robert Whaples for bringing this point to our attention.
3. Even the standard dichotomy between drone bombing and conventional bombing is not as clear-cut as its
proponents make it seem. According to one estimate, drone strikes conducted in Afghanistan from mid2010 to mid-2011 were ten times more deadly for civilians than air strikes carried out by ﬁghter jets
(Ackerman 2013; Zenko and Wolf 2016). In writing about life in the Palestinian territories during the Israeli
summer offensive of 2014, Atef Abu Saif (2015) describes, among other things, how the Palestinian
population experienced different forms of bombing and how drones were no less terrifying than other forms
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state sovereignty, the ethics of robotic warfare, and the international precedent being
created by U.S. drone policy. But even if these (signiﬁcant) issues are put aside, existing
evidence calls into question the precision of drones in striking the desired target while
avoiding the imposition of signiﬁcant harms on innocent human beings.
To date, efforts to quantify the number of civilian casualties from U.S. drone
strikes have led to different estimates. This variation is due in part to differing
methodologies and deﬁnitions as well as to alternative sources of data regarding drone
strikes and casualties (see Singh 2013). Another confounding factor is the secrecy of the
U.S. government’s drone program. The fact that these missions are so covert makes
tracking drone strikes and their outcomes extremely difﬁcult if not impossible.
Nonetheless, existing estimates provide some range of civilian casualties from drone
strikes and, more importantly, highlight the human cost of the use of drones despite
rhetoric to the contrary by U.S. government ofﬁcials.
The New America Foundation (NAF) collects from credible news sources data on
U.S. drone strikes in Pakistan (2004–present), Yemen (2002–present), and Somalia
(2003–present).4 The Pakistan data include only U.S. drone strikes, but the Yemen data
are broader and includes all U.S. air strikes, drone and nondrone. The Somalia data
include air strikes and ground operations by special-operations forces. This means that
the data for Yemen and Somalia capture the effects of drone strikes but also of other
types of military operations.
For the 2004–16 (through June) period, the NAF calculates 403 total strikes in
Pakistan. These strikes killed between 1,853 and 3,032 militants as well as between 255
and 315 civilians, with between 176 and 278 uncategorized deaths (NAF n.d.a). In
Yemen, it estimated 156 strikes over the 2002–16 (through June) period. These strikes
killed an estimated 895–1,129 militants and 87–93 civilians, with an estimated 33–52
uncategorized deaths (NAF n.d.c). Finally, in Somalia the NAF estimated that 36 strikes
over the 2003–16 (through June) period killed 299–343 militants and 28–40 civilians,
with an estimated 0–19 uncategorized deaths (NAF n.d.b).
The Bureau of Investigative Journalism (BIJ) tracks drone strikes in Yemen
(2002–present), Pakistan (2004–present), Somalia (2007–present), and Afghanistan
(2015–present). The data are collected from a variety of sources, including news
sources, publicly available information (e.g., lawsuits), and ﬁeld investigations. In
addition to estimating total deaths, the BIJ presents estimates of civilian deaths as well as
a separate death toll for children (up to seventeen years old) killed by drone strikes. It
also presents an estimate of the number of people injured by drone strikes.
In Yemen, the BIJ identiﬁes 120–40 conﬁrmed drone strikes through June 2016
(all data from BIJ 2017). These strikes killed 535–782 people, including 65–101 civilians and 8–9 children. An additional 96–227 people are estimated to have been
of attack. This suggests that it isn’t the technology itself that is the determining factor of precision but rather
the manner and context in which the technology is employed.
4. For the NAF’s general report on drones, see NAF n.d.d.
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injured by these strikes. There were 424 drone strikes in Pakistan through June 2016,
resulting in an estimated 2,499–4,001 total deaths. Of this total, it is estimated that
civilian deaths range from 425 to 967, including 172–207 children. The estimated
number of people injured by the drone strikes in Pakistan range from 1,161 to 1,744. In
Somalia, the BIJ identiﬁes 26–30 drone strikes through June 2016, resulting in
219–383 total deaths. It estimates that 3–10 civilians, including 0–2 children, have been
killed by the strikes, with another 0–2 civilians injured. Finally, in Afghanistan, the BIJ
estimates that the U.S. government has carried out 332–37 drone strikes (through June
2016), resulting in 1,610–2,123 deaths. Estimated civilian deaths range from 75 to
106, including 4–18 children. An estimated 163–69 people have been injured by the
drone strikes.
Other efforts have been made to estimate the number of civilian casualties from
drone strikes. For example, a report by the Human Rights Clinic (2012) at Columbia University draws on the data from the aforementioned two independent
sources to compile estimates of civilian deaths. Other reports have studied the effects
of a speciﬁc sample of drone strikes. For example, a report by Human Rights Watch
(2013) reviews the effects of six targeted killings via drone strikes by the U.S.
government in Yemen over the 2009–12 period. The report concludes: “Two [of]
these attacks were in clear violation of international humanitarian law—the laws of
war—because they struck only civilians or used indiscriminate weapons. The other
four cases may have violated the laws of war because the individual attacked was not
a lawful military target or the attack caused disproportionate civilian harm, determinations that require further investigation. In several of these cases the US also
did not take all feasible precautions to minimize harm to civilians, as the laws of war
require” (2013, 1). A report by Amnesty International (2013) reviews nine drone
strikes in Pakistan during the January 2012–August 2013 period. The report details
each strike and traces some of the costs incurred by innocent civilians, ranging from
injury to death.
Further insight into the harm caused to civilians by drone strikes is provided by
recently released government documents on Operation Haymaker, which targeted
members of the Taliban and al-Qaeda along Afghanistan’s northeastern border with
Pakistan (see Scahill 2016, 154–76). Haymaker involved a combination of specialoperations forces and other members of the intelligence community on the ground with
drone strikes from above to carry out targeted killings. Among other things, the
government documents reveal that “during a ﬁve-month stretch of the campaign,
nearly nine out of ten people who died in airstrikes were not the Americans’ direct
target” (Scahill 2016, 156). Further, the documents include “a chart revealing that
airstrikes killed 219 people over a fourteen-month period in 2012 and 2013, resulting in
at least thirty-ﬁve jackpots [the killing of intended targets]” (Scahill 2016, 169). This
means that the 184 other casualties—84 percent of the total people killed during this
period—were not the intended targets of the U.S. airstrikes.
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As this review of the existing, public evidence indicates, there is a lack of consensus
on the speciﬁc number of civilian injuries and deaths caused by drone strikes. In some
cases, the estimated number of civilian deaths and injuries falls within a wide range. For
our purposes, this variance is irrelevant. What does matter is that there is evidence from
numerous credible sources of drone strikes causing death and injury to innocent civilians.5 At a minimum, this evidence suggests that drones lack the scalpel-like precision
that their proponents often claim as a deﬁning feature of this technology.
Despite their public rhetoric, U.S. government ofﬁcials are cognizant of the fact
that drones are not as accurate as they publicly claim. In June 2016, the Obama administration released information regarding the deaths of combatants and noncombatants outside of formal war zones (Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria) for the January
2009–December 2015 period. According to its calculations, 473 strikes took place
during that period, 2,372–581 combatants were killed in the strikes, and 64–116
noncombatants were killed (U.S. Ofﬁce of the Director of National Intelligence 2016).
These estimates of the number of civilians killed are signiﬁcantly lower than those given
by the aforementioned independent sources (see Zenko 2016).
Why is there a discrepancy between the Obama’s administration’s report and the
reports of the independent sources discussed earlier? One explanation may be the
methodology employed by the U.S. government to assess the death caused by drone
strikes. According to one government source, “If there is no evidence that proves a person
killed in a strike was either not a MAM [military-age male], or was a MAM but not an
unlawful enemy combatant, then there is no question. . . . They label them EKIA [enemy
killed in action]” (quoted in Scahill 2016, 157). By broadly deﬁning who is counted as an
enemy combatant, this methodology allows the U.S. government to understate and
therefore to downplay the deaths of innocent civilians due to drone strikes.
The likelihood that innocent civilians will be harmed by drone strikes is exacerbated by the U.S. government’s commitment to using “signature strikes” against targets
(see De Luce and McLeary 2016). Instead of relying on a preidentiﬁed target, signature
strikes involve targeting a person or group of people based on their geographic location
and broad patterns of behavior that are determined to be suspicious. This means that the
government cannot be sure exactly who is being killed by drone strikes. Intended targets
may be killed by signature strikes, but so, too, might innocent civilians. There is no way
to obtain concrete numbers for these two categories because of the lack of speciﬁc
reporting in areas where drone strikes take place, the methodology of counting enemy
combatants, and the general secrecy surrounding the government’s drone program.
Appreciating drones’ lack of precision in offensive strikes is important for two
related reasons. First, innocent civilians are often maimed or killed as a result of drone
strikes. This real and signiﬁcant cost must be considered when discussing the efﬁcacy of

5. It is important to note that innocent American citizens are not immune from death by their government’s
drone strikes (see Taylor 2015). In several instances, the U.S. government has killed its own citizens in the
name of protecting all Americans from foreign threats.
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drones. One might counter that the number of civilians killed by drones is less than the
number killed by alternative forms of warfare, such as conventional bombings. But, as
discussed earlier in this section, this dichotomy is artiﬁcially narrow given the stated
operational goals of drone bombings, which is to surgically eliminate individual targets.
Perhaps more importantly, this response misses the second issue: given drones’
potential to cause signiﬁcant damage to innocent civilians, their use creates terror
among the populace in targeted areas. This sense of terror can exist among targeted
individuals, but it also spills over onto the broader populace, who recognize that they
and the members of their community may also be surveilled, maimed, or killed by drone
strikes. The implication is that even a full and accurate accounting of civilian deaths
caused by U.S. drones still understates the true cost of the technology. Beyond injury or
death, the use of drones generates a range of psychological costs that fall on the target
population. These broader costs are typically neglected in discussions of drones and are
entirely ignored by U.S. policy makers, who are reluctant to recognize that there are any
negative consequences associated with their use of drones. Understanding the range of
costs and negative consequences of drone use requires shifting one’s perspective from
that of the drone and of those in the U.S. government who control it to the perspective
of members of the target population.

Mechanized Terror from Above
Terror is an emotional state caused by some real or perceived extreme threat. Public
terror involves shared fear of an extreme threat to the collective well-being of a group.
Public fear can often lead to widespread support for strong responses by the state to
combat the cause of fear (see Higgs 2006). For example, the public terror caused by the
attacks on American soil on September 11, 2001, and the fear of potential attacks in the
future led to public support for the U.S. government’s global war on terror, which aims
to eradicate terrorist threats. Drones are a central component of this war given their
supposed efﬁciency in killing targets who pose such threats. The use of drones to
combat terrorism, however, results in a paradox because drones, which are intended to
kill terrorists, thereby reducing terrorism, create terror among the populace living in the
targeted area. Even as drone-created terror affects the lives of intended targets, it also
creates a negative externality that falls on the population living in the targeted area.
The U.S. government documents associated with Operation Haymaker offer
some insight into the psychological effects of drones on the members of targeted
terrorist organizations. According to a Taliban detainee identiﬁed only as “Ahmad” in
the documents, “Hands down the scariest/most intimidating message for the Taliban,
at any level, from ﬁghter to Taliban senior leadership, is anything to do with drones or
aerial bombings.” “The Taliban,” he continued, “has no way to defend against them
and they are certain to end in absolute destruction of whatever their target is” (quoted
in Scahill 2016, 169). Similarly, David Rohde, a journalist who was a prisoner of the
Taliban for seven months, notes that “for months the drones had been a terrifying
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presence. Remotely piloted, propeller-driven airplanes, they could easily be heard as
they circled overhead for hours. To the naked eye, they were small dots in the sky. But
their missiles had a range of several miles. We knew we could be immolated without
warning” (2009).
This “target terror” is desirable from the perspective of members of the U.S.
government. It disrupts the operations of targeted organizations and creates a constant
sense of uncertainty and fear (see Rohde 2009, 2012). Moreover, living under the
constant threat of drone strikes may, on the margin, discourage people from joining the
efforts of the target organization. Under this scenario, drone-created terror extends
beyond the current members of the organization to potential members, who realize
they, too, will be the subject of surveillance and potential strikes if they join the target
organization.
Terror, however, is not limited solely to the segment of the population consisting
of target organizations and potential recruits. These targets are typically embedded in
broader communities populated by innocent civilians. The civilian segment of the
population is not immune from drone-created terror and also suffers psychological costs
from living in constant fear of surveillance, injury, or death. The following thought
experiment captures some of these negative neighborhood effects:
Imagine that you are living somewhere in Pakistan, Yemen, or Gaza where
the United States and its allies suspects a terrorist presence. Day and night,
you hear a constant buzzing in the sky. Like a lawnmower. You know that
this ﬂying robot is watching everything you do. You can always hear it.
Sometimes, it ﬁres missiles into your village. You are told the robot is targeting extremists, but its missiles have killed family, friends, and neighbours.
So, your behaviour changes: you stop going out, you stop congregating in
public, and you likely start hating the country that controls the ﬂying robot.
And you probably start to sympathize a bit more with the people these
robots, called drones, are monitoring. (Owen 2013)
There is ample evidence to suggest that the externality aspects of drone-created terror
are not merely a hypothetical thought experiment. Indeed, the generalized terror
created by the use of drones has been well documented in a variety of geographic
contexts.
David Rohde captures this widespread sense of terror based on his ﬁrsthand
experience as a prisoner of the Taliban in Pakistan: “The drones were terrifying. From
the ground, it is impossible to determine who or what they are tracking as they circle
overhead. The buzz of a distant propeller is a constant reminder of imminent death”
(2012). This terror was experienced not just by the Taliban but also by the broader
community who lived under the constant presence of drones overhead.
In 2012, the International Human Rights and Conﬂict Resolution Clinic at
Stanford University and the Global Justice Clinic at New York University released
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a joint report detailing the effects of drone strikes on the civilian populace in northwestern Pakistan. The content of the report was based on more than 130 interviews
with “victims and witnesses of drone activity, their family members, current and former
Pakistani government ofﬁcials, representatives from ﬁve major Pakistani political parties,
subject matter experts, lawyers, medical professionals, development and humanitarian
workers, members of civil society, academics, and journalists” (2). The report concludes
that “US drone strike policies cause considerable and under-accounted for harm to the
daily lives of ordinary civilians, beyond death and physical injury” (vii).
One interviewee, a humanitarian worker in Pakistan, captured the general climate
of drone-created terror: “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” (82).
The report also discusses the U.S. government’s tendency to carry out repeated
drone strikes in the same area and the perverse consequences of these secondary strikes:
“The US practice of striking one area multiple times, and evidence that it has killed
rescuers, makes both community members and humanitarian workers afraid or unwilling to assist injured victims. Some community members shy away from gathering in
groups, including important tribal dispute-resolution bodies, out of fear that they may
attract the attention of drone operators. Some parents choose to keep their children
home, and children injured or traumatized by strikes have dropped out of school”
(International Human Rights and Conﬂict Resolution Clinic and Global Justice Clinic
2012, vii). As this quote suggests, secondary drone strikes in the same area create
systematic terror among the general populace, which severely and adversely effects the
daily well-being of citizens. Indeed, the use of secondary strikes, which often end up
harming both ﬁrst responders and innocent civilians responding to the initial attack, is
a hallmark of terrorist organizations, as recognized by the U.S. government in the past
(see Greenwald 2012a, 2012b).
In 2013, Momina Bibi’s family appeared before the U.S. Congress to testify about
a U.S. drone strike in North Waziristan, Pakistan, that resulted in her death. According
to Bibi’s thirteen-year-old grandson, “Now I prefer cloudy days when the drones don’t
ﬂy. When the sky brightens and becomes blue, the drones return and so does the fear.
Children don’t play so often now, and have stopped going to school. Education isn’t
possible as long as the drones circle overhead” (quoted in McVeigh 2013). This
testimony illustrates some key negative neighborhood effects of drone strikes and how
they may affect children and the broader community. It also highlights the fact that,
from the perspective of the target population, the harm from drones is not some overly
broad notion of “collateral damage” but rather an act of blunt death and destruction
that involves not just potential injury and death but also social and economic degradation on numerous margins.
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More recently, The Guardian conducted a series of interviews with six people in
Pakistan and Yemen who have lost family members to drone strikes. The common
themes across the interviews is summarized as follows: “The people [subject to drone
strikes] are left impoverished, anguished and infuriated. Justice, let alone apologies,
never arrives, even as a modest amount of blood money ﬂows from the local governments. The United States, which styles itself a force for justice in the world, is to
them the remote force that introduced death into their lives and treats them like they are
subhuman, ﬁt only to be targeted. At any moment, they fear, another drone could come
for them” (Ackerman 2016).
Mohammed Tuaiman, a thirteen-year-old boy living in Yemen, stated that “a lot
of the kids in this area wake up from sleeping because of nightmares from them [drones]
and some now have mental problems. They turned our area into hell and continuous
horror, day and night, we even dream of them in our sleep” (quoted in Madlena,
Patchett, and Shamsan 2015). Six months after being interviewed, Mohammed was
killed by a subsequent U.S. drone strike.
The terror created by the U.S. government’s drones can also be indirect. For
example, there are reports of militant groups in Pakistan seeking to punish supposed
informants for allegedly providing the U.S. government with intelligence regarding the
location of targets. Suspected informants are often publicly kidnapped in order to create
terror among the rest of the community. Village elders have indicated that many of the
people kidnapped, who are typically tortured and killed, are, in fact, innocent (see
Rodriguez 2011).
The negative neighborhood effects produced by drones can be far reaching and
extend well beyond the local communities where immediate surveillance and strikes
occur. In Pakistan, for example, “public outrage at the strikes is hardly limited to the
region in which they take place—areas of northwestern Pakistan where ethnic Pashtuns
predominate. Rather, the strikes are now exciting visceral opposition across a broad
spectrum of Pakistani opinion in Punjab and Sindh, the nation’s two most populous
provinces” (Kilcullen and Exum 2009). In Yemen, Human Rights Watch notes, based
on its interviews, that many Yemenis fear U.S. drone strikes more than they do al-Qaeda
(2013, 26). A similar dynamic is at work in Pakistan, where although “violent extremists
may be unpopular, for a frightened population they seem less ominous than a faceless
enemy that wages war from afar and often kills more civilians than militants” (Kilcullen
and Exum 2009).
Organizations targeted by the U.S. government use drone-created fear to bolster
support for themselves and to recruit new members. When this occurs, it runs counter
to the purported purpose of the drone strikes, which is to weaken these very organizations in order to combat global terrorism. In response to drone strikes, “terrorists
and ordinary people are drawn closer to each other out of sympathy, whereas a critical
function of any successful counter-terrorism policy is to win over public conﬁdence so
that they join in the campaign against the perpetrators of terror” (Abbas 2013). David
Rohde notes that during his time as a prisoner of the Taliban in Pakistan, “[t]he drones
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killed many senior commanders and hindered their operations. Yet the Taliban were
able to garner recruits in [the strikes’] aftermath by exaggerating the number of civilian
casualties” (2009). The net effects of drone strikes on the viability of target organizations are unclear and context speciﬁc. That said, the implication is that even when
drone strikes do kill intended targets, the beneﬁts are at least partially, if not altogether,
offset by the strengthening of the targeted organization through increased sympathy,
support, and recruitment due to the public perception that the U.S. government is
a terrorist threat.

Conclusion
Offensive drone strikes are an institutionalized centerpiece of the U.S. government’s
global war on terror and will remain in use for the foreseeable future (De Luce and
McLeary 2016). Drone technology is often presented as a scalpel that can precisely and
effectively annihilate genuine terrorist threats. Under this scenario, an isolated target who
is known to pose a legitimate threat can be identiﬁed and killed without negative spillover
effects. This ﬁrst-best scenario, however, is unlikely due to imperfect intelligence about
targets and the embeddedness of targets in communities. These realities result in a wide
range of potential damages to civilians, which include not just potential injury and death
but also a range of other psychological harms, including a constant sense of terror.
The fundamental features of drones exacerbate this sense of terror. Drones tend to
be ubiquitous in the geographic space where they are used. Unlike special-operations
forces, which strike and exit, drones can remain in the sky for signiﬁcant periods of time
to survey the target population. They can strike at any time and typically don’t leave
after doing so. In some cases, they have been used to carry out secondary strikes of
targeted areas. Those who employ drones in military operations typically highlight these
features as desirable characteristics of drones. Yet the same features that make drones
desirable from the perspective of the intervener make them especially terrorizing for the
population being intervened upon.
The main implication is that even to the extent that drones are effective at killing
intended targets, they do so only by exporting state-produced terror to distant populations. Drone strikes may annihilate speciﬁc targets, but they do not remove terror,
which is instead propagated by the U.S. government’s drone program. U.S. policy
makers and citizens might embrace this reality on the grounds that terror abroad is
preferable to terror at home. This reasoning, however, requires abandoning the strong
claim that the purpose of the U.S. government’s war on terror is to eradicate global
terrorism and replacing it with the weaker claim that the goal of the U.S. government’s
actions is to export terrorism to other societies. This also assumes that the use of drones
by the U.S. government will reduce the incidence of domestic terror in America. It is
not clear that this assumption is correct, for two reasons.
First, in institutionalizing the use of drones to combat terrorism, the U.S.
government has harmed its credibility among segments of foreign populations and,
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in the process, has created support for the very organizations it seeks to combat.
This is important because “credibility is a crucial resource both with your own
people and among the pool of potential sympathizers for your terrorist enemies” (English
2009, 140). U.S. credibility is undermined by the fundamental tension in the U.S.
government’s strategy of ﬁghting terrorism with a terror-creating technology.
This irony is only intensiﬁed by public statements by U.S. ofﬁcials, such as the
following made by Mary McLeod, legal adviser to the State Department, before
a United Nations panel: “The United States is proud of its record as a leader in respecting, promoting and defending human rights and the rule of law, both at home and
around the world” (quoted in Savage 2014). The disconnect between this type of public
rhetoric and the actions of U.S. government ofﬁcials—the unchecked use of drones to
execute people outside of a formal battleﬁeld—is not lost on many key international
constituencies, whose support is ultimately necessary to genuinely reduce the threat of
terrorism. By adopting and endorsing the use of terror-creating technology to ﬁght
terrorist threats, the leaders of the U.S. government have in the eyes of many failed to
differentiate themselves from the very evil they seek to destroy.
Second, even if drone strikes are effective in exterminating legitimate threats, the
associated negative spillover effects mean that the overall strength of terrorist organizations may very well increase. Drone strikes embolden and empower terrorist organizations in two ways. First, the militarized response from the U.S. government gives
credibility and legitimacy to terrorist organizations. The fact that these organizations
are perceived as a legitimate and signiﬁcant threat by the U.S. government assists in their
recruiting and fund-raising efforts. Second, the neighborhood effects associated with
drone strikes can produce a public backlash not only against the U.S. government and
its citizens but also against the broader values it claims to represent and foster. Distant
populations’ perception of the U.S. government as a terrorist organization leads to
resentment both of the United States and of the associated ideals repeatedly stated by its
leaders in public. It also validates the claims regarding global imperialism and militarism
made by terrorist organizations about the United States government and its actions.
Together, these factors suggest that it is possible that the use of drones may have
the counterproductive effect of strengthening terrorist organizations and reducing the
security of American citizens. In the process, the U.S. government has abandoned the
very principles that it purports to defend and protect through its activist drone foreign
policy and the terror it propagates among innocent human beings.
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