
The drone debate continues hot and heavy. Critical issues range 
from the morality of  targeting choices and concerns about unin-
tended casualties and anti-Americanism to matters of  legal and 

bureaucratic oversight.1 These are pressing questions; the United States’ 
use of  drones as a weapon of  war is on the rise, and other countries are 
interested in acquiring them.2

Less often raised are first-order questions, or examinations of 
first principles. These questions consider the fundamental nature of a 
concept or a tool.3 This article poses basic questions about the use of 
drone strikes as tools of the state. My goal is to spark further analysis of 
drone strikes as an instrument in the US foreign policy tool kit. I ask how 
drones compare to other weapons and what they may be able to achieve 
tactically and strategically, militarily and politically. These are also ques-
tions worth considering in the context of how other states’ acquisition of 
armed drones could affect the United States. In addition, I identify major 
unanswered empirical questions about the outcome of drone strikes. 
There is still a lack of empirical evidence about the effects of drone 
strikes, partly due to the secrecy of US drone programs and partly due 
to their relative novelty. But even without that research, it is possible to 
consider the utility of drones in attempts to increase US security.

Some of these questions may seem to have obvious answers, but 
for those who suggest there is broad agreement in the public debate on 
first-order questions and first principles regarding drone strikes, I offer 
the contrasting positions of The New Yorker editor David Remnick and 
retired Air Force General Charles Dunlap. Remnick states, “We are in 
the same position now, with drones, that we were with nuclear weapons 
in 1945. For the moment, we are the only ones with this technology that 
is going to change the morality, psychology, and strategic thinking of 
warfare for years to come.” Dunlap says, “It’s not particularly new to 
use long-range strike. David defeated Goliath with a long-range strike 
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with a missile weapon. At Agincourt, the English bowmen destroyed 
the flower of the French knighthood with long-range strikes . . . and we  
have had long-range strike bombers for some time. This really is not 
new conceptually."4

This article considers the goal of US drone programs to be greater 
security for the United States and its friends and allies. Caveat: There are 
analysts thinking about a future of stand-off, plugged-in warfare. I make 
a more modest effort to consider what drone strikes may achieve in fun-
damental political terms as a forceful tool of the state. I also bracket issues 
of morality, legality, budgeting, and bureaucratic oversight. Answering 
practical questions requires understanding what states can do and want to 
do with drones, politically and militarily. Investigation into the morality 
of drone strikes is contingent on what states expect drone strikes to 
achieve and how those drones are deployed. Striking only targets in the 
act of mounting an attack on the US homeland, for example, presents 
different moral questions than so-called “signature strikes” against 
unidentified individuals judged to be behaving suspiciously.5

The first core question is whether drones are a unique weapon and 
whether they provide distinct advantages or disadvantages over other 
weapons. I categorize drones as a form of air power based on the fol-
lowing logic and evidence, which I detail expecting disagreement will 
advance the analysis. Like piloted armed aircraft, armed drones provide 
information as well as strike capacity. They can achieve a variety of mili-
tary effects, as other air platforms can. They can kill, disable, support 
fighters on the ground, destroy, harry, hinder, deny access, observe, and 
track. Like pilots providing close air support, firing missiles, or drop-
ping bombs, drone operators are expected to respect the laws of war, 
striking based on clear information, including assessment of potential 
human costs. 

Drones provide several advantages over manned armed flights and 
sea-based launches. They are claimed to do less collateral damage than 
either missiles or manned aerial bombing; they can hover overhead for 
relatively long periods of time to gather information for a strike (up to 
14 hours); they can strike quickly, and the missile can be diverted from 
its original target in an intentional miss.6 They are also less expensive 
than manned platforms. Unlike other delivery systems, however, they 
require a permissive environment, which is likely to limit their utility in 
some theaters.

Drones, like other air and sea platforms, are a form of power projec-
tion. They give the United States the ability to mount tactical assaults 
without necessarily putting US personnel directly in harm’s way, poten-
tially evoking domestic opposition. They also allow the United States to 
avoid putting its forces in foreign territory, potentially eliciting a nation-
alistic response. Drones are similar to Special Forces in their direct 
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targeting ability, but they can reach remote locations and, again, do not 
place US troops directly in peril. Nevertheless, drone strikes do require 
cooperation by individuals and states on the ground. The United States 
needs, for example, basing rights, agreements to host launch and recov-
ery personnel and search-and-rescue teams, and overflight permissions.7

A significant concern raised in the public debate is that drones make 
killing too easy. This is a critical issue that connects to questions about 
US grand strategy and whether drones encourage imperial overreach.8 
But because the United States uses a variety of tools to conduct targeted 
killings—from the Special Forces raid on Osama bin Laden’s Pakistani 
compound to the missile strike on Dora Farms, where Saddam Hussein 
and his sons were believed to be sheltering early in the Iraq War—I 
suggest there is more to gain analytically by first focusing on understand-
ing the tactic, that is, what targeted killing may and may not achieve as 
a foreign policy tool, then addressing concerns specific to the platform.9

The second core question pertains to the strategic utility of drone 
strikes for a state. What political goals can drone strikes achieve? In 
considering this question, I use a theoretical prism that identifies the 
fundamental political goals of the state’s use of force to defend, deter, 
compel, and, sometimes, swagger.10

It is possible to consider targeted killings, specifically those conducted 
by drones, as an element in a defensive strategy. This strategy would be 
intended to ward off attack and reduce possible damage by killing leaders 
and facilitators plotting violence against the United States, and disrupting 
their operations. It is also possible to argue targeted killings deter future 
attacks by denying armed groups the capability to conduct those attacks, 
and punishing those planning violence against the United States and its 
interests. The deterrence-by-denial argument requires consideration not 
only of targeted killings but also drone strikes to directly degrade targeted 
groups’ capabilities in other ways (e.g., cause equipment and supply short-
ages, operational and strategic paralysis, and disruption of operations). 
Drone strikes in this analysis might also deter cooperation with a group 
based on fear or doubt about the group’s likely success.11

It is harder to argue that targeted killings might exercise a compel-
ling effect by threatening greater pain if the targeted organization does 
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not change its behavior.12 Successful compellence requires displaying 
to the adversary the will and capability to cause terrible pain if the 
adversary does not change its behavior. The ethical and legal context 
of drone use by the United States make it unlikely at first glance that 
policymakers would choose to use drone strikes to cause pain to an 
adversary by deliberately targeting innocents. In terms of causing pain 
to the adversary directly, the death or threat of death to a plotter is an 
organization’s cost of doing business, not a taste of suffering to come if 
it does not change its behavior.13

There are several other possible strategic effects of drone strikes. 
Swaggering, here displaying US military power and its seemingly effort-
less global reach, arguably demonstrates resolve, a quality that has been 
underlined as an element of US counterterrorism policy.14 Drone strikes 
can also be seen as the straightforward use of brute force to destroy those 
who would threaten the United States or its allies.15 In addition, they are 
an alliance tool supporting other states, such as Yemen and Pakistan. 

It is an open question whether all drone strikes can be expected to 
have the same political effects at all times and in all places. If a drone 
strike was politically ineffective in Yemen in 2002, there is reason to 
investigate whether it will be politically effective in Yemen, Pakistan, 
or Somalia today, or in Mali, Syria, or the Philippines tomorrow.16 This 
possibility suggests the importance of considering drone strikes in their 
political context. This context may include, for example, theaters where 
the United States is at war, theaters in which it is not, theaters in which 
the United States has national or international permission to strike, the-
aters in which it does not, and so on. A matrix of types of targets and 
expected effects would be useful. There may also be interactions among 
these factors that shape the political effects of drone strikes. 

The questions and theoretical answers posited here require empirical 
investigation. Many good minds are already at work, and more evidence 
should become available as time passes and, perhaps, as the United States 
makes its drone programs more transparent. Critical questions include 
whether drone strikes or targeted killings prevent or drive attacks on 
the US homeland; whether they reduce or increase attacks on US forces 
and interests elsewhere; whether they buttress client states, provoke 
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upheaval, or hasten a client’s fall; and whether drone strikes increase 
radicalization and also anti-Americanism, or other forms of terrorism.

These questions are not unique to drones. They bear directly on the 
need for a counterterrorism strategy that begins by identifying critical 
US interests and threats, then systematically sorts through a realistic 
consideration of ends, ways, and means. This analysis requires answer-
ing first-order questions and identifying first principles while fostering 
rigorous research into the actual effects of drone strikes on US and 
international security.
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