
What seemed like science fiction only dec-

ades ago has become the new normal. Unmanned ae-
rial vehicles called "Predators" and "Reapers" now 
scour the planetary borderlands, hunting for individu-
als that exist on a "kill list" thousands of miles away in 
a suburban office complex. Assassinations from the 
sky have become sound U.S. foreign policy.  
 
With the roboticization of killing a profound sense of 
uncertainty has taken hold. What is war? What is 
peace? Who is the enemy? Where is the enemy?   

The geopolitical pattern of our planet is changing 
shape. National sovereignty across much of the 
“Greater Middles East” is continuously violated by 
fleets of drones controlled by the CIA and U.S. Special 
Forces. Nation-building and counter-insurgency are 
relics of the past: the dust has barely settled on the 
idea of "winning hearts and minds".  
 
This new battlespace is no longer contained to a single 
territory, nation, or region. It is everywhere. 
 
Drones have become the primary weapons of an in-
creasingly paramilitarized U.S. foreign policy. In the 
decade following the attacks of September 11, 2001. 
Military drones, CIA drones, Special Forces drones, 
and even State Department drones, now fly in the 

skies above East Africa, the Middle East, and South 
Asia.  

 
The U.S. Department of Defense’s inventory of un-
manned aircraft in 2010 stood at around 7,500—a 
staggering increase from its inventory of 167 drones  
just eight years earlier. For the financial year 2012, the 
DOD has requested $3.9 billion in procurement and 
development for drones.   
 
There are over 60 drone bases used by the U.S. mili-
tary and CIA across the globe, in addition to 1,000 U.S. 
military bases. 
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“It is important for everybody to understand that 
this thing is kept on a very tight leash. It's not a 
bunch of folks in a room somewhere just making 
decisions.”  - U.S. President Barack Obama, 2012 

A U.S. Air Force MQ-9 Reaper 



The U.S. runs two separate drone programs—the mili-
tary’s and the CIA’s—each of which is underwritten by 
a different legal framework. The CIA’s official legal au-
thority to conduct covert operations stems from Ex-
ecutive Order 12333, signed by U.S. President Reagan 
in 1981. The document contained a ban on assassina-
tions,  which was later  “relaxed” by President Clinton 
in 1998 and then again by President Bush in 2001. In 
2008, the CIA was granted authority to kill individuals 
based on suspicious “patterns of life” or daily behav-
iours. These are called “signature strikes”. 

In Pakistan’s 
tribal areas, 
the CIA uses 
drones to 
strike a 
number of 
militant fac-
tions, from 
al-Qaeda to 

the Pakistani Taliban. Over 300 strikes have claimed 
the lives of over 3,000 people. The attacks have ex-
isted in a peculiar state of secrecy since their incep-
tion, and continue to generate intense public outrage, 
with Pakistanis seeing the strikes as a flagrant viola-
tion of national sovereignty, and responsible for far 
more deaths that are officially acknowledged in the 
U.S.’s shadow war.  

U.S counter
-terrorist 
operations 
in Yemen, 
just like 
Pakistan, 
have been 
historically 
shrouded 
in secrecy. 

The first known CIA drone strike, which killed six al-

Qaeda suspects, took place on November 3rd, 2002. 
In 2004 U.S. Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld is-
sued a classified order, known as “AQN ExOrd”, au-
thorizing worldwide activities against al-Qaeda. This 
would set the first precedent for an escalation of the 
drone wars in Yemen and beyond.    

 
A January 
2007  air-
strike, coor-
dinated by a 
Predator 
drone, marks 
the first ac-
knowledged 
“military” 

operation in Somalia since 9/11, and the first since Bill 
Clinton sent troops to Mogadishu in 1994. In June 
2011 the U.S. began using drone strikes in Somalia. 
U.S. Special Forces (JSOC) possess their own fleet of 
armed Reaper drones, which means strikes in the 
country are a mixture of CIA and JSOC details.  
 

One of the biggest trends in recent years has been the 
adoption of drone technology for domestic law en-
forcement, particularly within the U.S. where Predator 
drones are used by Customs and Border Patrol along 
the borders with Mexico and Canada.  

The future of drone technology points to increasingly 
autonomous technologies that can function without 
constant pilot control. This will provide the drone op-
erator the ability to control multiple drones simulta-
neously: the so-called “swarming” ability (see above).  
 

The drone is not simply the weapon of choice for our 
post-9/11 geopolitical condition. The drone is a world-
maker. It continues to remake the world in its own 
image—changing a host of political and social rela-
tions, baptizing and sustaining the existence of the 
everywhere war.                                 

Small drones 
called 
“Nanos” are 
envisaged as a 
key techno-
logical devel-
opment for 
the U.S. Mili-
tary 
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