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Introduction

The Drone Debate

In a few short decades, unmanned military drones have grown from a mysterious and futuristic technology to a staple feature of contemporary warfare. Once a sinister and enigmatic glint in a faraway sky or the fodder for science fiction apocalypticism, drone systems are now a core component of several of the world’s major militaries. Though the United States remains the major innovator in this field, reports indicate that over three dozen global militaries now make use of armed drones to some degree.1 Their rapid proliferation, however, and the sheen of technological mystery that still accompanies the rapid development in the drone sector, can mask the fact that drone systems and drone warfare represent some of the most pressing moral and political problems of contemporary military ethics. Since the beginning of the American drone programme in the late twentieth century, drone technologies have been used to conduct remote extrajudicial assassinations, to violate national sovereignty, and to conduct intrusive surveillance in contravention of international human rights norms, among other controversial uses. As such, these technologies pose urgent questions which problematize well-established ways of thinking about central aspects of the ethics of warfare, such as justice, sovereignty, battlefield trauma, the political and physical limits of conflict and, perhaps most prominently of all, the legitimacy of military violence. Though some of these concerns are well-worn, their central role in – and reconfiguration by – drone warfare means that they deserve serious reconsideration. In short, drone warfare is a major inflection point in the history of aerial bombardment, and as such it requires us to rethink many of our most fundamental political and philosophical concepts in the light of the novel technological and material possibilities that drone systems offer.

From the late twentieth-century inception of drone systems, our understanding of drones and their multiple uses has been mediated not only by media reportage, journalism, and conventional political communications but also by cultural productions such as film, TV, and print fiction. Drone fictions – an emerging, diverse and striated field of textual production – articulate competing conceptualizations of what a drone is, what a drone is for, and how drones exist and operate in the real world. Many of them lay out casuistically propagandistic justifications for drone violence or sophisticated engagements with the psychology of dehumanization and trauma involved in perpetrating remote violence; conversely, many drone texts articulate passionate resistance to the imperial ideology of drone warfare. Texts such as novels, plays, films, and television series have a range of complex roles and functions in the many overlapping fields of social and political meaning that orient, determine and modify our understandings of the world around us. Drone warfare is perhaps one of the most interesting examples of this process, as the shifts and negotiations in the political meaning of drone warfare can be read particularly starkly in the texts that narrativize it. The meaning of drone violence and the philosophical and political debates that are involved in it, that is, can be understood with particular clarity by attending to the ways in which it is popularly represented.

This book seeks to make clear what is at stake in our representations of drone warfare. There is a major tendency in hegemonic cultural production to naturalize drone warfare and to downplay or distort the many sensitive ethical and political issues and questions that it raises. Counterinsurgency ideology, that is to say, operates in part through presenting itself as a natural and objective way of seeing and interpreting the world; many drone texts articulate this ideology, making drone use seem legitimate and necessary. Multiple countervailing strains of cultural production, however, put up staunch resistance to this ideology and its public relations materials, resisting the dehumanization that it relies upon and revealing drone operations as a form of unjustifiable state terror. This brief description of the dialogic and discursive roles of cultural productions may make the cultural sphere seem like a straightforwardly adversarial space in which all perspectives get an equal say and from which a balanced judgement of the facts can be gleaned, a judgement that will lead sensible audience members to a clear-sighted assessment of the issues at stake. However, the politics of knowledge production are much murkier and more complex than this. Counterinsurgency ideology is marked by a ruthless and inventive reflexivity, and drone fictions are a key site in which this can be read. Many drone texts can offer their audience or readers a powerful critique of drone warfare or show drone operations as tragic and harrowing. The smart
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