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The views expressed in this paper are only those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views or the policy of the Belgian Ministry of Defence or 
the Royal Higher Institute for Defence. 

Introduction 
Between 2005 and 2013 the use of armed drones by the United States has grown by 1,200%. At the 
same time, the theatres of operation in which these devices have been deployed have continued to 
expand since the territories where operations involving armed unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) were 
launched today include Pakistan, Iraq, Libya, Afghanistan, Yemen, the Horn of Africa (counter-piracy 
operation at sea) and the Philippines. The very characteristics of these systems spur nations to 
increasingly make use of them in a wide variety of roles. The combat1 and bomber drone is now arguably 
in the sights of industrialised nations, with the United States at the forefront. In July 2013 the U.S. Navy 
successfully performed take-off and landing tests of its X-47B technology demonstrator in the framework 
of the Unmanned Combat Air System Demonstration (UCAS-D) proje ct2  (De Neve & Wasinski, 2011). 

                                                           
1
 Contrary to a common mistake, the unmanned systems used for targeted strikes against Al Qaeda terrorists are 

not strictly speaking combat drones. These UAVs were originally conceived for reconnaissance missions but were 
equipped with devices to carry light missiles of the Hellfire or Stinger-type under their wings. The combat drone, as 
considered in the framework of forward, research and development studies, has an internal lift capacity (in a 
payload bay) in order to preserve the stealth of the airframe. Furthermore, granting combat (and/or bomber) 
drones a greater decision-making autonomy at some operational levels is now under consideration. 
2 The UCAS-D project is the successor of the Joint Unmanned Combat Air System (J-UCAS) technological 
demonstration programme which was carried out jointly by DARPA, the U.S. Navy and the U.S. Air Force.               
The J-UCAS programme was discontinued in February 2006 due to budget cuts following the release of the 
Pentagon’s Quadrennial Defence Review. 
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For its part, the U.S. Air Force, after long hesitation about the priorities it intended to set with regard to 
these systems, now considers deploying swarms of networked drones to conduct lethal and non-lethal 
missions. In a more forward-looking approach, the U.S. Air Force reported that its project of next-
generation bomber will be designed as an unmanned weapons systems which may be “optionally 
manned” (Dowd, 2013). There are thus strong indications that the drone will from now on become a 
fundamental, if not indispensable, link of the military chain of most industrialised nations which manage 
to master their component technologies. 

The paradoxes of a technical revolution 
But what are we exactly talking about? The term “drone” refers to “all engine-driven unmanned aircraft 
that can be used several times (unlike flying projectiles3)”. Mainly used for information gathering and 
reconnaissance purposes, drones have only been armed in recent years. The “war on terror” has opened 
up new operational prospects to such devices which have been progressively equipped with weapons 
(such as missiles of the Hellfire-type).  

The benefits of drones are well-known today. The first one is, to a large extent, saving pilots’ lives and, as 
a result, reducing the risks of manpower losses in the ranks of the military organisation of the country 
that deploys them. Yet, contrary to common belief, the use of drones does not mean zero risk of 
casualties. As a matter of fact, the identification and authentication of new targets often presupposes 
that special operation troops are sent on the ground. 

In operational terms, the advantages of using unmanned systems are not insignificant as this enables to 
reduce to a mere five minutes the time between the identification of the enemies’ location and their 
actual destruction (Möckli, 2010). Other assets of these devices include their visual and acoustic stealth. 
Combined with their long endurance and their ability to fly at low speed, this allows drones to monitor 
the slightest movements of their targets.   

Remotely-piloted aircraft also show non-negligible limitations. For instance, reconnaissance or combat 
drones cannot operate above an area equipped with anti-aircraft weapons due to their vulnerability to 
surface-to-air systems. This vulnerability is now tolerated in so far as the loss of drones does not have a 
disproportionate budgetary impact compared with the loss of a manned fighter (particularly a next-
generation fighter). Yet the increasing sophistication of these systems or their extended contexts of use 
(less asymmetrical conflicts than current ones) could lead to an exponential increase in the cost of such 
losses.   

Operational, doctrinal and political effects 
Today drones are a key tool of Western military organisations. The systematic deployment of unmanned 
aircraft, both for reconnaissance and for targeted strikes, does not only produce the intended or desired 
effects. It also contributes to the development of “side” effects, which are nonetheless far from 
insignificant.  

The risk of technological dependence 
A first side effect related to the use of drones is the sense of dependence they bring about within 
military organisations. Few senior commanders would agree to commit their forces to a mission without 
the air support provided by these systems. While, in the past, the nature of the mission determined 
which technical means was chosen, it is now the available techniques that dictate the nature of the 
mission. 

                                                           
3 Such as cruise missiles. 
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The danger of narrowing strategic perspectives 
UAVs are technical systems of which the development and the increased importance are closely linked to 
a given strategic context: that of counterterrorism and counterinsurgency in low or medium-intensity 
conflicts or in the event of power relations marked by major imbalances of the protagonists’ military 
means (Kosovo, Iraq in 2003, Libya). The question now is to know what could be the influence of such a 
weapons system in a crisis among industrialised nations. 

Beyond this, and in the specific context of an operation aimed at neutralising the enemy, the use of an 
armed drone tends to narrow the range of options for the military organisation to reach the goal of the 
mission. Faced with his target, the drone operator has but two options: to strike or not to strike. In a 
similar situation, ground troops have a wider range of possibilities in order to achieve the same 
objective, i.e. neutralising the enemy.  

Change in geopolitical and sociopolitical thinking 
Technology is not neutral. It can affect our mental perceptions of the state of a specific balance of power. 
This could for instance be the case with a declaration of war, or at a more operational level, the outbreak 
of hostilities. As soon as the use of armed drones proves possible, the risks of casualties taken by the 
protagonist employing this technology drops significantly. This lower level of risk-taking can, as a result, 
drive political decision-makers to consider more favourably an outbreak of hostilities or the use of fire 
against a target. 

Furthermore, armed drones pose serious risks of accident or of collateral damage resulting from air 
strikes. While seldom reported by the media, the number of drone crashes is quite significant. Besides 
the absence of a pilot (per definition), the remote distance (no visual contact) raises many questions 
when determining responsibility in the event of such incident. Quite paradoxically, the number of 
collateral damage caused by drones has sparked calls to withdraw man from the operational loop, 
arguing that the human factor seriously affects the degree of performance and of (financial) profitability 
of the device (Canning, 2006).      

More fundamentally, the deployment of pilotless aircraft, combined with the prospects to which the 
military R&D of the coming decades will certainly lead (concerning IA), raises key questions on the very 
nature of war. Can a conflict opposing, on the one hand, a nation employing its machines (and sparing 
itself any form of risk) and, on the other hand, “entities” with low technological capacity still be called a 
“war”? What happens to the universalistic conception of Humanity as some nations deem the 
preservation of their soldiers’ lives to be a higher principle that justifies sending autonomous lethal 
systems against the combatants of “low-tech” nations or entities at the risk of increasing collateral 
damage among the civilian population there (Weber, 2009)? 

This brings us to discuss the ethical dimension of the use of drones. Military technological innovations 
have often revived the debate over the immorality of some weapons. More precisely, the introduction of 
armed drones raises the issue of the changing patterns of social relations. The criteria that have long 
been required to operate drones by remote were in many ways similar to the requirements to become a 
fighter pilot. U.S. Air Force pilots are often reluctant to be relegated to the status of drone operators, as 
they seen this “transition” as a downgrade of their social status within the military organisation (Dowd, 
2013). 

Furthermore, the issue of the operator’s perception within the military organisation must be addressed, 
as it brings up many ethical questions about the tasks performed. Can targeted strikes conducted from a 
safe distance be dismissed as what is increasingly considered as administrative tasks? When the working 
day is over, during which he was maybe assigned the task of making targeted strikes, the drone operator 
goes back home. Yet we may wonder whether managing combat operations does not imply that the 
officer distances himself more from his everyday family life than from his enemy. In the light of the 



 

4 
 

specific rules for resorting to force in the framework of armed drone strikes, it is not impossible to 
conceive that private companies will someday offer to take on the conduct of such operations since their 
“military” nature will have progressively and imperceptibly disappeared from the social awareness of the 
state that is politically accountable for such operations. Moreover, why could we not question the future 
necessity of keeping a “human eye” on surveillance operations/drone strikes while computer and 
network technology could provide the military system with a permanent and tireless “cybernetic eye”, 
viewed – rightly or wrongly – as infallible?  

Finally and more directly, the expansion of armed UAVs to the vast majority of theatres of operations in 
which industrialised nations might be involved tomorrow could revive and strengthen terrorism, which is 
now regarded as the only means for “low-tech entities” to counter the technological superiority of their 
enemies. Confronted with technical devices that turn war into a kind of “pre-emptive manhunt” 
(Chamayou, 2013) enabling high-tech nations to look without being seen and to strike without being hit, 
terrorism could be perceived by some enemies as an appropriate means of counterattack, proportional 
to the nature of the operations targeting them.  

Conclusion 
It is common knowledge that technology often goes beyond the ethical reflection stage. Each military 
technical breakthrough in the past (be it the use of the bow, the gunpowder, the machine gun, the 
bomber, atomic weapons or chemical and biological weapons) had first to reveal its effects before 
generating a discussion on their social, political and ethical consequences. Armed drones and, more 
generally, what could best be called “lethal autonomous systems” in the near future will be no 
exception. Besides, the new opportunities opened up by military R&D in the field of convergent 
technologies and robotics call for urgent awareness of the effects produced by the widespread use of 
such systems on the geopolitical, legal and moral levels. The changes implied by such weapons (which 
are for now imperceptible in the eyes of public opinions and policymakers) will be dramatic – perhaps 
even unprecedented – in so far as they will challenge the very nature of war, peace, and more 
fundamentally, of our very conceptions of Humanity. 
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