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INTRODUCTION

KILLING FROM 7,000 MILES

EARLY IN 2013, I WAS CALLED IN AS THE SAFETY OBSERVER ON A Predator strike against a senior al Qaeda commander in Afghanistan. The Predator remotely piloted aircraft circled thousands of feet above the rugged Afghan terrain while its pilot, its crew, and I remained seven thousand miles to the west in the continental United States. The pilot, Dave Brown, was a newly minted lieutenant with only about a month of Predator experience under his belt.1 I was older, a captain, and an instructor pilot in the aircraft. One significant benefit of taking the cockpit out of the airplane and putting it on the ground is that we can add some experience or an extra set of eyes to a mission without having to land the airplane to change out the crews. My job as safety observer was to watch and listen, to be prepared to offer help and support if the crew needed it, and otherwise to keep my mouth shut.

The special operations team on the ground wanted Dave and his crew to strike the al Qaeda commander under his crosshairs with a Hellfire missile. This enemy commander—a “high-value individual” for whom the team and numerous Predator crews had been searching for weeks—was finally out in the open. Dave watched the screen and keyed the mic. “Standby. Standby,” he said. “There are kids in the field of view. Confirm you copy kids?” Dave continued to watch as the target’s children fluttered around him on the silent video monitor.

The radio was quiet for a few moments while the attack controller conferred with the ground force commander. The question the ground team was discussing was one of proportionality. The proportionality requirement in just war theory permits foreseeably killing noncombatants as a side effect only if the moral good to be achieved by killing them significantly outweighs the moral costs.2 Was this al Qaeda commander of sufficient military value that the good to be achieved could justify foreseeably killing two children? He was out in the open. Dave, the special operations team, and I all knew that if the crew did not strike him today, they might never get another chance. Eventually, the controller on the ground responded. “I copy kids. I see the kids. But when I tell you to shoot, you’re gonna shoot.”

Lieutenant Dave was asked to do a grave and, frankly, terrible thing that night. Most just war theorists agree that the al Qaeda commander had given up his right not to be killed but that the two children had done nothing to give up their rights. Dave was asked to kill the al Qaeda leader, knowing full well that in doing so, he would also kill children. He was asked to weigh the military objective on one side of the scale against the lives of two innocent children on the other. In this crucible of moral conflict, the twenty-three-year-old lieutenant had to adjudicate between competing virtues of justice, loyalty, and mercy—and the conflicting duties to defend against unjust attacks and to refrain from harming the innocent. At first glance, it might look as though Dave was faced with the peculiar ethical challenges posed by remote warfare. But in those brief moments, he was forced to grapple not with the ethics of remote warfare in particular but with the ethics of war. Proportionality calculus in war—deciding whether a military objective is worth the foreseeable moral cost—is always fraught, whether one is in a Predator cockpit, a special operations raid, or a conventional infantry patrol. Professional obligations and moral ones regularly come into conflict among warfighters on every battlefield, not just remote warfighters. Dave faced agonizing moral questions that night not because so-called drones are at the fringes of permissible human activity but because war is.

Though Dave was the pilot in command of that aircraft, he was not its sole crew member. An enlisted sensor operator sat to his right, and an intelligence analyst remained on the intercom, though he worked in a different part of the building. Dave, showing considerable wisdom for someone with so little experience, recognized that whatever decision he made, his two crew members would have to live with it too. He queried both. “You guys good with this?” Both responded in the affirmative. Despite the assent of the crew and the ground force’s claim that the strike would have met all the relevant legal requirements, Dave keyed the mic and told the special operations team that he was going to wait five minutes. If the kids had not departed by then, he would be willing to take the shot. Within five minutes, the children walked back to the house and we all watched as the al Qaeda commander went for a walk by himself. Dave and his crew went to work, and the al Qaeda commander never returned.

Dave’s story is just one among many. It is special in the sense that Dave showed great poise and leadership under stress. But in another sense, it is similar to thousands of other Predator sorties. Like so many others, Dave’s experience is insightful because it defies many stereotypes that have grown up around these weapons systems. This was not push-button warfare and the crew did not have a PlayStation mentality. The airplane was neither semiautonomous nor robotic. Instead, professional airmen demonstrated prudence in delaying the strike and moral courage in pushing back against the special operations team’s demand.3 They weighed, on the one hand, their professional and moral obligations to prevent the al Qaeda commander from conducting future attacks and, on the other, their professional and moral obligations to minimize harm to innocent people. Dave recognized the psychological burden that might result from taking the lives of these two children. He further recognized that the burden would not be his alone but would be equally borne by his subordinate crew members.

When most people reflect on remote warfare of this kind—and when they draw ethical conclusions about it—they tend to consider the machine overhead and the people on the ground below. They consider the very real humanity of those on the ground, people like the special operations team, the al Qaeda leader, and the civilians, and the moral costs they bear—and rightfully so. But on the other end of the data links and half a world away, there is a tremendous amount of humanity at work.




[image: image]







These remotely piloted weapons systems have been the subject of intense controversy. With pilots and sensor operators seven thousand miles removed from the heat of battle, remote warfare looks to many like the epitome of superpower impunity. The United States can use violence to achieve its aims around the world without exposing its own military to combat risks. Some suggest that these weapons systems—and especially their use in targeted killing outside war zones—are eroding global conceptions of state sovereignty. Others have argued that the ability to conduct military operations without risk to one’s own forces will further insulate the American public from their wars. And still others have argued that this attempt at war without risk undermines the very morality of war. Remote warfare, according to some of these arguments, seems to fall outside the boundaries of just warfare. Even now, two decades after the first Predator missile strike on the opening night of the US war in Afghanistan, these controversies persist. If anything, recent events have caused them to intensify.

In January 2020, the United States used an MQ-9 Reaper to kill Iranian general Qasem Soleimani. The Reaper is the remotely piloted aircraft that replaced the Predator. Soleimani’s killing raised all the familiar questions. The crew who released the weapon remained half a world away; the strike took place within Iraq’s sovereign borders and without the Iraqi government’s consent; and several other people were killed in the attack alongside Soleimani.4 Does this kind of action count as war? Can it be morally justified under the principles that govern war? And if the United States can target leaders of states with which it is not at war, in this case, Iran, what does that mean about other states’ ability or license to target US leaders?

At first, we might think this ability to target enemies remotely is unequivocally immoral. War is a terrible and devastating thing, and we ought to resort to war only when faced with the highest of stakes and when all other efforts have failed. But this ability to kill remotely threatens to make military violence an everyday occurrence. Though war ought to remain a dreadful last resort, remote weapons threaten to make warfare commonplace.

Is it plausible that states that have remote weapons will be more likely to resort to violence? Perhaps. But the security challenges the United States has faced since 9/11 are complicated, and questions about the morality of remote warfare are more difficult to answer than they might appear. Imagine that you are president of the United States in the post-9/11 world. Terror networks seek to attack US citizens at home and abroad—first al Qaeda and later its affiliates in the Arabian Peninsula and Iraq. Al Qaeda in Iraq has evolved into the so-called Islamic State (ISIS). The Haqqani network has reconstituted in Afghanistan and Pakistan, and al-Shabaab seeks an Islamic state in Somalia. Those who elected you, and even those who didn’t, expect you to do what you can to keep them safe. What will you do?

Well, there is one extreme option. Perhaps you would lay a demand on your fellow heads of state: tell them to prevent the terror networks within their borders from harming US citizens. And if they cannot or will not do that, then you might have to go to war with the terrorists within their borders. If you choose this extreme, you will probably end up starting wars around the globe. The moral costs would be significant and would probably far exceed the benefits.

Or you could retreat to the other extreme. You could choose never to use military force to disrupt or degrade terror networks’ capabilities. You might still use diplomacy, intelligence methods, and economic tools to prevent terror networks’ most violent attacks, but you would refrain from using military force. If you choose this option, you will undoubtedly accept increased risk to the US citizens whom you are charged with protecting. Here, too, there will be moral costs.

As is so often the case, the best solution probably falls somewhere between these two extremes. As president, you will likely try to refrain from resorting to military force unless it’s absolutely necessary. And when it is necessary, you will probably attempt to use as little force as possible to achieve the justified effect. This has been the strategic appeal of remote warfare nearly from its inception.

Four presidents from both parties have employed remote warfare to defend against terrorist threats. Each adopted a different approach. George W. Bush oversaw the inauguration of the Predator and was the first president to use remote warfare in high-value targeting, or targeted killing, operations. According to reporting, he also approved the first Predator strikes outside areas of declared hostilities, for example, in Yemen, Pakistan, and Somalia. Barack Obama increased the number of remote warfare attacks considerably. But he also took a personal role in identifying the terror leaders who would be killed. Famously, at a recurring Tuesday meeting that came to be known as Terror Tuesdays, President Obama and his national security team met to nominate targets. Ultimately, the president would decide which names should be added to the list. Donald Trump took yet another approach, delegating authority, even for strikes outside areas of declared hostilities, to military commanders. At the time of writing, Joe Biden’s administration has suspended Trump-era policies but has not yet instituted its own.5 However, after the US withdrawal from Afghanistan, Biden and members of his national security team have repeatedly referred to the US ability to conduct “over-the-horizon” counterterrorism operations. As early as July 2021, US Central Command had established an “over-the-horizon strike cell” to identify, track, and disrupt attacks by ISIS or al Qaeda forces.6 Several commentators have suggested that this capability refers at least in part to continued Reaper operations in Afghanistan.7

Just because presidents use remote warfare doesn’t necessarily mean that it’s moral. But remarkably, these four presidents from across the political spectrum have continued using these kinds of tactics to disrupt and degrade terrorist networks around the globe. Whatever our initial beliefs about the morality of remote warfare, there seems to be a space for the justified use of these tools in combating transnational terror organizations.

Even as the United States continues to employ remote weapons in targeted-killing operations, access to these remote tools is increasing. For much of the last two decades, the ability to attack enemy targets with remotely piloted aircraft belonged only to a few states: the United States, the United Kingdom, and Israel. We are approaching an inflection point, though, in what many have called drone proliferation. States other than the United States and Israel—most notably China—have begun to export these systems. By 2019, some three dozen states around the world had either developed or imported armed, remotely controlled aircraft.8 And those are just state actors. The use of remote weapons, even if less sophisticated ones, is increasing among nonstate actors too. In 2019, Houthi rebels in Yemen claimed responsibility for a remote attack on an Aramco oil facility in Saudi Arabia. Just a few years before that, ISIS fighters used quadcopters to drop grenades on US and allied soldiers—ending the sixty-five-year streak in which US air superiority prevented adversaries from attacking American soldiers from the air.9

On top of all that, we are approaching an important historical moment in which leading military powers will turn to artificial intelligence (AI) to control their weapons systems. In 2017, Russian president Vladimir Putin said that “artificial intelligence is the future, not only for Russia, but for all of humankind.” Hinting at military power, Putin added that “whoever becomes the leader in [the AI] sphere will become the ruler of the world.”10 The People’s Republic of China has similarly been pursuing military AI technology. In a policy document published in 2017 and titled “New Generation Artificial Intelligence Development Plan,” the Chinese government outlined its goals to be a world leader in some AI applications by 2025 and to become a world leader in AI by 2030—enabling “leapfrog developments” in military capabilities.11 The United States is also pursuing military AI and anticipates applying it in “operations, training, sustainment, force protection, recruiting, healthcare, and many others.”12

It would be a mistake to conflate the categories of remote weapons and autonomous, or AI-enabled, weapons. Autonomous weapons are systems that can perform a series of tasks without any human intervention. AI is a general technology that enables machines to make predictions based on historical training data. The remotely piloted aircraft with which I am concerned in this book, the Predator and Reaper, are neither AI-enabled nor autonomous. But as the world’s leading military powers pursue AI-enabled weapons systems, elements of remote warfare will become more common. AI will make distributed warfare the rule rather than the exception. As a result, the lessons we learn about the morality of remote warfare will become increasingly important as this new era of AI-enabled warfare unfolds.13

Remote warfare is changing—indeed has already changed—the character of war. But these changes are too layered and complex to be captured in simple questions of pro-drone or anti-drone or questions about whether remote warfare is morally right or wrong. The morality of war is complicated, and so is the morality of remote war. My purpose in this book is to take a more thorough look at the ethical questions raised by remote warfare. I focus on the human pilot and crew and take into account their human judgment, human virtue, and, at times, their human shortcomings. That the humanity of the crew is relevant to the ethics of the operations seems an obvious point, yet the role of the crew is often overlooked and almost always misunderstood in the ongoing controversy surrounding remote warfare. Crews are sometimes portrayed as automata who have no influence over the operations in which they participate. Or they are portrayed as gamers who cannot empathize with those on the other end of their cameras and missiles. Still others see the crews as psychologically tormented by their sometimes lethal work. In this book, I hope to offer a different, and more accurate, view of US Air Force remote warfare crews: professional airmen who do important work in the service of their country.

THE FIRST SHOT

On October 6, 2001, the opening night of the US-led coalition’s war in Afghanistan, Air Force Captain Scott Swanson squeezed a trigger and his Predator aircraft released a Hellfire missile that killed members of Mullah Muhammad Omar’s security team and destroyed one of his vehicles. The missile strike was in Kandahar, Afghanistan. Swanson sat in McLean, Virginia.14

That event—the first strike conducted by a Predator crew half a world away—inaugurated a new way of warfare that has become emblematic of Western conflicts in the early twenty-first century. But putting a finger on what precisely was novel about that strike is not as easy as it sounds. For example, 2001 was not the first time the US military had the capability to kill from half a world away. Nuclear missile officers in US-based silos had that capability as early as 1958.15 Nor was 2001 the first time the United States could use conventional weapons to strike targets from well outside the target area. In the 1991 Gulf War, US Navy submarines and surface ships in the Persian Gulf launched Tomahawk land attack missiles hundreds of miles into Iraq.16 The year 2001 was not even the first time the United States attempted to strike an enemy leadership target from outside the theater of operations. As we will see, just three years before the war in Afghanistan began, the United States tried to kill Osama bin Laden with cruise missiles launched from the Arabian Sea into Afghanistan.17 If Swanson’s shot inaugurated a change in the character of war, what precisely was that change?

Numerous commentators have attempted to answer this question. Grégoire Chamayou, Christian Enemark, John Kaag, and Sarah Kreps agree on a few central concerns. One is that the armed, remotely piloted aircraft that debuted in 2001 enabled powerful states to conduct “riskless” warfare.18 These states rely on technology to impose impassable distance between their own forces and those of the enemy. The result is a relationship according to which combatants on one side impose risk on their enemies but face no risk themselves. The enemy faces risk but cannot impose it on the other side. According to some arguments, whatever this relationship might be, it cannot constitute real war. As some have argued, real war as it has existed since Hector and Achilles consists of warriors on one side fighting warriors on the other. Each poses a threat to the other, and each faces risk. Remote warfare defies this model. And so, some have argued, it cannot be real war. And, crucially, if it cannot be war, then it cannot be morally justified by the principles of just war theory or legally justified under the laws of war.

This argument has some appeal. Though Swanson remains relatively untouchable, this new weapons system gives him the capability, as US warfighting doctrine puts it, to “find, fix, and finish” enemy targets.19 The finding—the hunt—is inherent in high-value targeting. And we might initially associate remote weapons systems like the Predator exclusively with high-value targeting operations. Creech Air Force Base outside Las Vegas is home to the US Air Force’s 432d Wing, the unit responsible for the majority of air force Reaper (and formerly Predator) operations.20 The wing members proudly call themselves “the Hunters,” and the base has long greeted its entrants with a sign that says Home of the Hunters. And so the argument that this new way of warfare is characterized by the hunt has some intuitive appeal.

This twofold claim that remote warfare is defined by the hunt and that the hunt cannot be real warfare is important. If it is right, it removes remote violence from the domain of just war theory. According to many just war theorists, in the context of war, a combatant who takes the life of an enemy can justify these actions by saying merely that the person killed was an enemy combatant. That is enough. When one political community goes to war with another political community, it directs its military members to seek out and kill the enemy group’s military members. But if remote warfare is not real war and therefore falls outside the scope of just war theory, then the bar for the justified use of lethal force is much higher. With this common approach to just war theory, the justification that the person killed was an enemy combatant applies only under conditions of war.21 If remote violence is, by its nature, something other than war, then the most common justification for killing in war—that the person killed was an enemy combatant—evaporates. Therefore, according to this argument, whether remote warfare can count as real war determines whether it can be morally justified. The study of the ethics of remote warfare must address, and perhaps even begin with, an investigation of these more fundamental questions: What is remote warfare? How does it relate to what we often think of as traditional warfare? And to what principles should we appeal to evaluate its morality? These are the questions that I attempt to answer in this book.

MYTHOLOGIES

The misgivings many people have about remote warfare and whether it is real warfare are understandable. This technology has challenged long-held conceptions about what terms such as war, warrior, and even pilot ought to mean. When I was an academic instructor at the US Air Force Academy, I offered cadets my perspective on whether they ought to pursue a career flying traditional aircraft or flying remotely piloted aircraft. The sense in which this technology challenges our conceptions is evident even in the vocabulary we use. Students often asked about how flying drones compares with flying real airplanes. More pejoratively, some pilots of traditional air force aircraft speak of the distinction between remote pilots and real pilots. All things considered, this distinction between real and something less than real is imprecise and unhelpful. These aircraft are real airplanes, after all. But the vocabulary does point us to the challenge these aircraft pose to our existing concepts.

In the spring of 2008, I was in US Air Force pilot training, still months from graduation. My class was told that ours would be the first undergraduate pilot training class to receive what was then called an unmanned aerial vehicle assignment. One of the five of us would be directed to fly the Predator. We would not be asked to volunteer. I do not exaggerate when I say that we were devastated. Having worked as hard and as long as we had to become pilots, the threat of being relegated to this other role seemed tragic. As the months passed, we were eventually told that the air force was not yet ready for its first group of Predator pilots direct from pilot training and that the burden would fall to a later class. My concern then was not directly with the ethics of remote warfare but with my lifelong dream of being a pilot. It was a future for which I had longed and a professional identity to which I (perhaps unjustifiably) felt entitled.

My own exaggerated conception of the distinction between the so-called real pilot and the remote pilot parallels the ethical concerns over the distinction between so-called real war and remote war. I see now that the trouble with both arguments is that each runs the risk of comparing a caricature with a mythology. My pilot training class compared a caricature of what it meant to be a Predator pilot with the mythology of the traditional pilot. Likewise, in the ethics debate, we risk comparing a caricature of remote warfare with the mythology of traditional war.

I had been taken in by the mythology of the aircraft pilot—the master of the machine, pioneer of the wild blue, and distant observer of the world below. From the very beginning of combat aviation in the First World War, combat pilots were compared to the mounted nobility of the Middle Ages. But the knights-of-the-air portrayal that these nascent aviators received was, even then, at least part publicity stunt intended to invigorate the people of countries that, like France and Germany especially, had already lost young men to the war in the hundreds of thousands.22 On the surface, the Predator might seem like the single technological innovation that threatened the identity of the pilot as aerial knight. But, as we will see in later chapters, this approach compares the Predator and Reaper not to the actual history of combat aviation but to a mythology of combat aviation that, if it did exist, was short-lived.

There are, of course, clear, crucial differences between sitting in a cockpit that is contained within the aircraft and controlling the aircraft from a cockpit on the ground. Though remote crews still fly the aircraft, they do not fly. But how do these differences relate to critical questions about life, death, and morality in war? The most obvious difference between flying an aircraft from within and flying it from without is that the latter lacks the romance of the former. The remote pilot, unlike a more traditional counterpart, has not, in John Gillespie Magee’s words, “slipped the surly bonds of Earth and danced the skies on laughter-silvered wings.”

Magee’s poem “High Flight” was not just required reading for me and my fellow officer trainees—we were required to memorize it. If this romantic conception is what we choose as the standard against which to compare remotely piloted aircraft, then surely the experience of flying a Predator or Reaper will fall abysmally short. We can easily deceive ourselves into thinking that combat airpower is and always has been a thing of beauty and that remotely piloted aircraft operations represent a stark departure. Similarly, we might tell ourselves that war is defined by the courage of, risk to, and potential sacrifice by combatants on the battlefield. Remote warfighters fail to measure up to this standard, and some might consider it unethical on these grounds.

The beauty we see in Magee’s poetry, though, is not combat but flight. His poetry was inspired not by war but by pilot training.23 Magee’s was the romance of flight in a peaceful sky. Pilots of more traditional fighter, bomber, tanker, and cargo aircraft must likewise admit that in the midst of combat operations, there is little time for Magee’s “tumbling mirth” or for “chas[ing] the shouting wind along… through footless halls of air.” If we are to understand remote warfare crews, we will have to dispense with the mythology of the combat pilot. Likewise, if we are to understand remote warfare, we must dispense with the mythology of the traditional war.

Combat airpower grew out of observation balloons as early as the late eighteenth century and then into Orville and Wilbur Wright’s heavier-than-air flying machine in the early twentieth. One of the students that the Wright brothers taught to fly—and who would go on to command all US airpower in the Second World War—was a young lieutenant named Henry “Hap” Arnold. Years later, Arnold described the transition from mere intelligence gathering to aerial violence in a 1936 book titled This Flying Game:

At first flying machines were used only to collect information.… At first, as they passed to and fro on their journeys across the hostile lines, having no weapons, they waved a friendly greeting or made derisive signs to opposing airmen. But one day one of them carried a shotgun; the next another carried a rifle; all of them began studying how to prevent the rival from getting information or pictures, how to prevent his accomplishing his mission. The war in the air was on.24

The subordination of the romanticism of flight to the realities of combat began early.

A century later, combat pilots in Iraq and Afghanistan would likewise put their heavier-than-air flying machines to violent use. Commander Layne McDowell, a naval aviator whose story C. J. Chivers recounts in The Fighters, illustrates this subordination of the joy of flying to the demands of combat. Tortured by uncertainty from his first-ever combat weapons employment in Kosovo a decade earlier, McDowell wonders whether the family home he inadvertently bombed had been occupied. Now, on a subsequent deployment to Afghanistan, McDowell puts in sharp contrast the reality of combat airpower and the beauty of aviation. Before completing his last carrier landing of the deployment, McDowell recalls thinking, “I don’t want that kind of haunting anymore. I’m glad it’s over. I hope my days of flying combat are over.” Before landing, he finds the tops of a flat cloud formation, high above the sea surface below. “He felt a rush of joy,” Chivers describes.

The cloud deck gave him a substitute for the ground, and a means to realize that old high [of ground rush].… He reached the end of the cloud, climbed, turned around, dove, and surfed back. Racing above vapor just below his feet, Commander McDowell was happier than during any of his recent flights above Afghanistan. He was alive.25

Even as McDowell lived Gillespie’s poetic dream in a $57 million warplane, he recognized its removal from combat airpower. McDowell had experienced combat airpower, and it had failed to live up to the mythology.

Here my position will undoubtedly diverge from that of many combat pilots. Magee’s poetic dream about the means must be subordinated to the prose of combat ends. I have never flown a Super Hornet in combat, but I have lived Magee’s poetic dream—“slipped the surly bonds of earth” and “done a hundred things you have not dreamed of—wheeled and soared and swung high in the sunlit silence.” And it was against precisely this backdrop that I volunteered to fly the Predator. When it was announced that the training pipeline for the aircraft to which I had originally been assigned would see delays of up to eighteen months, I began to ask what other options were available. The only other place the Air Force Personnel Center was willing to send me was Creech Air Force Base—the “Home of the Hunters.” One of my many considerations as I mulled this possibility was that I had already experienced Magee’s dream. I had lived the romance of flight. As an undergraduate pilot training student, I had flown the T-6 Texan II and the T-38 Talon in the practice areas above northern Oklahoma, on low-level flights through Missouri, on instruments in the clouds, and in formation with three other aircraft—maneuvering the two-engine T-38 jet trainer with just three feet of lateral spacing between my wingtip and those of the other aircraft in the formation. I could check it off the list, and I was then ready to get to work. The view I held then has not changed since: Real war is not about the romance of flight. It is about the work of defending one’s political community.

In the chapters that follow, I first show how remote warfare can fit into our understanding of war more broadly. But this is only one part of the challenge. Understanding the relationship between remote war and traditional war does not cause all the ethical questions to dissipate. Instead, it brings the most significant ethical ones into sharper focus.

SCOPE

While my operational background has left me with biases, I am not inescapably pro-drone. I am, however, unequivocally pro-airmen, and I remain convinced that the military professionals who carry out these missions are rarely discussed and often misunderstood. I hope to offer a better understanding of the work they do in remotely piloted aircraft operations. By no means am I suggesting that remotely piloted aircraft crews never err. But in the absence of evidence to the contrary, they ought to be given the same presumption of professionalism and integrity that is often given to their more traditional military counterparts.

My perspective is a counterweight to those who write about remote warfare as outsiders, with a perspective that, no doubt, comes with its own set of biases. My biases, though real and unavoidable, are more asset than liability. In addition to operational flying training and experience, I have had the privilege of formally studying moral philosophy and, more specifically, how moral philosophy bears on the military and on war. In this book, I offer something you are unlikely to find elsewhere: careful analysis of the ethics of remote warfare written from the perspective of one who has both studied military ethics and participated in remote warfare.
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The ethical concerns in the remote warfare literature can be divided into two broad categories: one at the level of national foreign or military policy and the other at the individual unit or warfighter level. For simplicity, I refer to them as strategic-level and tactical-level concerns.26

Strategic-level concerns focus on the policymakers who employ remote warfare crews as a foreign policy tool. Many observers have argued, for example, that remote warfare enables policymakers to resort to military force without the political risk associated with service members being killed in action. On this view, remote warfare is morally problematic because it encourages policymakers to use force even when they have strong moral reasons not to.27 Another concern is that remote warfare has enabled such powerful states as the United States to employ military force outside areas of declared hostilities, with relatively little political resistance either domestically or internationally. One possible result is that while al Qaeda fighters in Afghanistan and ISIS fighters in Iraq and Syria are, or have been, lawful combatants, the actions of terrorist organizations outside areas of declared hostilities (Yemen, Somalia, Libya, etc.) are not so easily categorized.28 A third concern in light of the rapid proliferation of these weapons systems is whether the policies established by states like the United States, the United Kingdom, and Israel have appropriately included ethical and legal norms to which other states ought to aspire.29

These are important—and difficult—questions. Decisions at the strategic level have weighty moral consequences. If a pilot makes a mistake about releasing a weapon or if a ground force commander errs in identifying an enemy formation, noncombatants might be unjustly killed. These mistakes are tragic, to be sure, but when a head of state errs in the decision to wage war, the result is death, destruction, and unjust harm on a massive scale. The strategic-level questions about the ethics of remote warfare are especially important because of this massive scale. If, as many have argued, the ability to conduct remote warfare emboldens leaders to engage in more wars more often, remote warfare really does have important ethical implications.

Others have asked questions about remote warfare from the opposite viewpoint. What if this sort of warfare makes powerful states more likely to fulfill their moral obligations to defend victims against unjust aggression?30 We might think of cases such as the 1994 Rwandan genocide. Many people believe that the United States, or some other Western state, ought to have sent its military to prevent the Hutu from murdering hundreds of thousands of Tutsi victims. The United States was observing events in Rwanda from a distance and was on the heels of the Black Hawk shootdown in Mogadishu the year before. There, after Somali militia fighters brought down two helicopters and killed eighteen US service members, Americans watched in horror the video of US soldiers’ bodies being dragged through the streets. In 1994, the United States lacked the political will to commit US forces to support non-US citizens in another faraway place. But what if President Bill Clinton had had the same remote warfare capability that Presidents Bush, Obama, Trump, and Biden have had? Would the prospect of a low-risk US military intervention have spurred the administration to commit US remote warfare to end the Rwandan genocide? It’s impossible to know. And while we are imagining historical counterfactuals, we must also ask whether remote warfare would have been successful in halting the genocide. I have my doubts.

At the tactical level, the moral questions function in a different way. By focusing on warfare and the level of the individual warfighter or practitioner, I am better able to describe remote warfare as a category and what it means for the future of warfare. What is—and what ought to be—the warfighter’s relationship to war, the enemy, or the members of the political community for whom the person fights? What is the moral significance of risk in war, the moral psychology of remote killing, or the remote warfighters’ ability to cultivate martial virtue?

My intent is to draw conclusions about remote warfare through a focus on the US military’s employment of remotely piloted aircraft and address specific questions of morality, warfare, and risk. As the technological and operational leader in remote warfare, the United States is setting the precedent and establishing the norms to which other states will eventually be held. Many Western states (e.g., France, Italy, the Netherlands, Australia), though investing in remote warfare, presently lack extensive experience employing it in combat. Meanwhile, some non-Western states (e.g., China, the United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Iran), though rapidly gaining experience, are not forthcoming with operational insights. Although many have called for increased transparency into US remote warfare operations, the US military remains, in some respects, transparent enough; we can paint at least an imperfect picture of its remote warfare operations using solely publicly available information.31

I focus on US military employment and refrain almost entirely from references to the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) or other US government agencies. There is far more publicly available information about US military operations than about any CIA operations.

Finally, in this book, I focus on remotely piloted aircraft. There are, indeed, other remotely controlled weapons systems—land vehicles, submarines, and potentially forthcoming space weapons. But the systems with which I am most familiar, those that have dominated the literature, and those that in fact seem to have taken a permanent place in the public consciousness, are aircraft. In the end, though, this book is about the ethical implications of distance in war. So, while submarine operations and land warfare differ a great deal from air operations, the conclusions I draw in this book should be relevant to a wide array of remote warfare applications. And as the world’s leading militaries continue to invest in robotics, AI, and space systems, these moral questions about distance in war will become more relevant, not less.

The remotely piloted aircraft category is broad, complex, and contentious. I generally have in mind the MQ-1 Predator, which was retired from the US Air Force in 2018, and the MQ-9 Reaper that replaced it. These aircraft are used widely enough to be important test cases and well known enough to be referred to by name. In May 2010, for example, President Obama made a joke in which he threatened the family pop trio the Jonas Brothers if they were to get any ideas about the president’s daughters. “I have two words for you,” Obama said, “Predator drones.” The joke drew criticism on the grounds that the president was making light of such a weighty moral issue as targeted killing. But more to the point here, the president of the United States mentioned Predator drones by name.32 Nearly a decade before, President Bush also referred to this airplane by name in a speech at the Citadel: “Before the war, the Predator had skeptics.… Now it is clear the military does not have enough unmanned vehicles.”33

Presidential references to a particular weapons system are exceedingly rare. After the September 11, 2001, attacks, for example, Vice President Dick Cheney distilled the unique power of the executive branch by saying “We’ve got the helicopters,” but he didn’t say which ones. In Winston Churchill’s legendary 1940 speech, in which he praised the Royal Air Force airmen who won the Battle of Britain, he mentioned fighter aircraft, bomber squadrons and machines but never mentioned Spitfires and Hurricanes. The language of commanders in chief is the language of strategy. US presidents often speak of air and naval forces, of American bombers, and of American ships, but rarely of specific weapons.34 And yet, these two US presidents made reference to this one airplane by name—and everyone knew what they meant.

THE PLAN

In Chapter 1, “The Predator Paradigm,” I look closely at one weapons system in particular, the MQ-1 Predator. In many ways, the Predator defined the genre. It was the first remotely piloted combat aircraft to achieve sufficient success in the battlespace to secure these kinds of aircraft as a fixed category in modern warfare. If we fail to grasp what made the Predator significant in military history, we will fail to understand the whole category of remotely piloted combat aircraft.

As theorists attempt to make sense of the last twenty years of remotely piloted aircraft operations, one common claim is that armed aircraft such as the Predator and Reaper have, for the first time in the multi-thousand-year history of warfare, enabled war without risk. This assertion warrants closer attention. In Chapter 2, “Riskless Warfare?,” I investigate numerous claims that war must be relevantly like a duel. Many have argued that the riskless nature of remote warfare implies that whatever this remote violence might be, it cannot be war. I argue that not only is war not necessarily like a duel but, in fact, the duel is a poor proxy for understanding the morality of war.

In Chapter 3, “The Morality and Psychology of Remote Warfare,” I tackle questions of moral psychology that have been formative in the ethics debate. I show that the two broad narratives that have arisen—that remote warfare crews have a PlayStation mentality and that many of them suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)—both lack nuance and inadequately describe the psychology of remote killing. The truth is more complicated.

One reason remote warfare raises ethical concerns is that it seems to deviate from the traditional model of warfare in which a combatant fights for brothers and sisters in arms. But this is not obviously true for the remote warfighter. In Chapter 4, “Good Guys and Bad Guys,” I ask whether remote warfare can be morally justified, and if so, on what grounds. For millennia, warriors have described battle as a fight “for the person next to you.” But can this be true of a Reaper crew half a world away?

One often-overlooked aspect of contemporary remote warfare is how much human judgment crew members can apply to a dynamic battlespace. In Chapter 5, “Human Judgment and Remote Warfare,” I show that, just as remote warfare shrinks the psychological distance between human warfighters and the effects of their work, remote weapons allow their crews to impose human judgment as though they were much closer. If psychological distance is about the war’s effect on the crews, human judgment is about the crews’ effect on the war.

In Chapter 6, “It’s ‘Hard Work to Be Excellent,’” I respond to claims that these contemporary warfighters cannot cultivate the traditional martial virtues. In the absence of physical risk to self, some scholars have asked, can remote warfighters cultivate the long-standing martial virtues of courage, loyalty, and honor? And if they cannot, can they accurately be called warriors? In this chapter, I argue that the concern about the martial virtues misinterprets the relationship between the warrior and the martial virtues. Rather than conceiving of the martial virtues as necessary for admission to the class of warrior, we should instead consider them instrumentally valuable as the military member pursues just aims. Which character virtues are instrumentally valuable as remote warfighters attempt to achieve just military aims?

In Chapter 7, “What Comes Next?,” I look to the future. The age of autonomous weapons—or AI-enabled weapons, machine learning weapons, or whatever else they might be called—is fast approaching. We can draw some important lines between remote weapons and autonomous ones, but these connections are few. In this final chapter, I highlight the themes that have arisen throughout the book—moral justification, virtue, and human judgment—to show that even though the Predator and Reaper are controlled remotely, they depend heavily on human input. AI-enabled weapons are quite a different category from remote weapons, and many of the ethical questions they raise are different too.
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