The Ethical Implications of Using Drones for Targeted Killings

The twenty-first century has witnessed a radical transformation in the nature of warfare and
counterterrorism strategies. Among the most controversial of these innovations is the use of
unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), popularly known as drones, for targeted killings. Targeted
killings refer to the premeditated use of lethal force against specific individuals, often
suspected terrorists or combatants, outside traditional battlefields. While states justify these
killings on grounds of national security and counterterrorism, their ethical, legal, and
humanitarian implications remain deeply contested.

Drones have been lauded for their precision, cost-effectiveness, and ability to reduce risks to
military personnel. At the same time, they have been criticized for enabling extrajudicial
executions, eroding sovereignty, creating civilian casualties, and raising profound moral
guestions about the value of human life, accountability, and the rules of war. This essay
explores the ethical implications of using drones for targeted killings by examining the moral
justifications, principles of just war theory, human rights concerns, accountability issues, and
long-term global consequences.

Technological Advancement and the Rise of Drone Warfare

Drones emerged as a central tool in modern military strategy after the attacks of September
11, 2001, when the United States expanded its counterterrorism operations across borders.
Unlike conventional weapons, drones allow surveillance and precision strikes from
thousands of miles away. This technological capability enables states to target individuals in
remote areas, often inaccessible to ground troops.

Advocates argue that drones provide surgical precision that reduces collateral damage
compared to traditional airstrikes. Critics, however, emphasize that their usage lowers the
threshold for lethal force, making war and extrajudicial killings more frequent and
normalized. The ease of conducting remote warfare raises ethical dilemmas concerning the
sanctity of life, the responsibility of operators, and the morality of distancing soldiers from
the battlefield.

Ethical Justifications and the Principle of Self-Defense

One of the primary ethical arguments in favor of targeted killings via drones is self-defense.
States claim the right to eliminate individuals who pose imminent threats, especially non-
state actors operating across borders. The ethical reasoning here is grounded in the principle
that preventing large-scale terrorist attacks justifies eliminating those who orchestrate them.



From a utilitarian perspective, drone strikes can be seen as minimizing greater harm by
preventing terrorist acts that may kill many innocents. Furthermore, since drones reduce the
need for large-scale military interventions, they may, in theory, prevent full-scale wars and
their associated suffering.

However, this justification is ethically problematic when examined closely. The notion of
“imminent threat” is often stretched beyond recognition, allowing states to target
individuals based on suspicion rather than concrete evidence. Moreover, self-defense
traditionally applies to immediate danger, whereas drone strikes often target individuals
who may pose future, speculative threats. This blurring of lines between prevention and
punishment erodes the moral foundation of self-defense.

Just War Theory and Drone Strikes

The ethical assessment of targeted killings can also be analyzed through just war theory,
which sets moral criteria for the justification and conduct of war. Two key principles of just
war theory—jus ad bellum (the right to go to war) and jus in bello (the right conduct in
war)—are particularly relevant.

Jus ad bellum

o Just cause: States argue that combating terrorism constitutes a just cause. However,
targeted killings outside declared war zones challenge this assumption, as individuals
may be killed without proof of direct involvement in hostilities.

¢ Legitimate authority: Drone strikes often occur without parliamentary approval or
international oversight, raising doubts about whether they are sanctioned by
legitimate authority.

e Last resort: The principle of last resort requires exhausting all non-lethal means
before resorting to killing. Drone strikes are frequently conducted as a first measure,
undermining this condition.

Jus in bello

e Discrimination: This principle requires distinguishing between combatants and non-
combatants. Drones claim precision, but reports of civilian deaths contradict this
claim. The use of “signature strikes,” where individuals are targeted based on
behavioral patterns rather than confirmed identity, further erodes discrimination.

¢ Proportionality: Even if combatants are targeted, the harm caused must not
outweigh the military advantage gained. Civilian casualties and psychological trauma
inflicted on local populations often render proportionality questionable.



Through the lens of just war theory, drone warfare largely fails to satisfy both the
justification for initiating strikes and the ethical conduct within them.

Human Rights and the Sanctity of Life

Targeted killings by drones raise fundamental questions about the right to life, which is
protected under international human rights law. Extrajudicial killings—executions carried out
without trial—violate the principle of due process. Individuals targeted by drones are
deprived of their right to defend themselves in court, leading to a collapse of legal
safeguards that are central to human dignity and justice.

The ethical problem intensifies when drone strikes occur in countries not officially at war
with the targeting state. In such cases, the sovereignty of the state is violated, and innocent
civilians are subjected to fear and uncertainty. Entire communities may suffer from the
psychological toll of living under constant drone surveillance, which has been described as
“collective punishment.”

Furthermore, the lack of transparency in identifying targets raises concerns of mistaken
killings. The moral cost of killing an innocent person—especially when no accountability
mechanisms are in place—challenges the ethical legitimacy of drone warfare.

Accountability and Responsibility

One of the gravest ethical concerns of drone warfare is the absence of accountability. Drone
strikes are often shrouded in secrecy, with governments rarely disclosing information about
targets, decision-making processes, or civilian casualties. Without transparency, there can be
no meaningful accountability, undermining democratic values and the rule of law.

The question of responsibility is further complicated by the remote nature of drone
operations. Pilots may be physically thousands of miles away, creating a psychological
distance that diminishes the gravity of taking a human life. Ethical critics argue that this
detachment fosters a “video game mentality,” where killing is reduced to the push of a
button. This detachment risks dehumanizing the act of killing, stripping it of its moral
seriousnhess.

Moreover, accountability is dispersed among political leaders, military commanders,
intelligence agencies, and drone operators, creating a “responsibility vacuum.” When civilian
deaths occur, blame is often deflected or obscured, leaving victims without justice or
recognition.



Civilian Casualties and Collateral Damage

Despite claims of precision, drone strikes have frequently resulted in civilian deaths. Reports
from conflict zones such as Pakistan, Yemen, Afghanistan, and Somalia document instances
where wedding parties, funerals, and family gatherings were mistakenly targeted. The
ethical implications here are profound: the death of innocents not only violates the principle
of non-combatant immunity but also erodes moral credibility.

Civilian casualties are not merely incidental; they generate long-term resentment,
radicalization, and cycles of violence. Ethically, this challenges the utilitarian justification of
drone strikes, since the harm inflicted may outweigh the security benefits. Killing one
terrorist but radicalizing dozens of others undermines the broader moral and strategic
rationale.

Psychological and Social Impacts

Beyond physical harm, drone warfare imposes psychological trauma on populations living
under their constant presence. Communities in targeted regions report experiencing
persistent fear, anxiety, and stress due to the sound of drones hovering overhead. Children
grow up with psychological scars, associating daily life with the threat of sudden death.

Ethically, the constant surveillance and looming threat of violence constitute a violation of
human dignity and freedom. Living under drones transforms entire societies into battlefields,
undermining the ethical principle that war should be limited and confined.

Global Precedent and the Erosion of Norms

Perhaps one of the most alarming ethical implications of drone-based targeted killings is the
precedent it sets for international conduct. If powerful states normalize extrajudicial killings
across borders, weaker states may follow suit, leading to a breakdown of international order.
The absence of clear ethical or legal frameworks risks creating a world where lethal force
becomes a routine instrument of foreign policy.

This erosion of norms threatens not only human rights but also global stability. Once ethical
red lines are crossed, they are difficult to reestablish. Drone warfare risks institutionalizing a
new era of perpetual, low-level conflict where accountability and morality are sidelined in
favor of technological dominance.

Ethical Alternatives and the Way Forward

While drones are unlikely to disappear from military arsenals, their ethical use requires
stringent reforms. Several measures could mitigate the ethical implications:



1. Strict adherence to international law: Targeted killings should comply with
international humanitarian law and human rights law, particularly regarding the
principles of distinction and proportionality.

2. Transparency and oversight: Governments must disclose criteria for targeting,
numbers of civilian casualties, and provide avenues for independent investigation.

3. Accountability mechanisms: Victims’ families should have legal recourse, and states
must accept responsibility for mistakes.

4. Non-lethal alternatives: Greater emphasis should be placed on capturing suspects,
intelligence sharing, and strengthening judicial processes rather than resorting to
extrajudicial killings.

5. International regulation: The global community should establish norms and treaties
governing drone warfare to prevent unilateral abuses and ensure collective ethical
standards.

The use of drones for targeted killings epitomizes the clash between technological
innovation and ethical restraint. While drones promise precision and efficiency, their
deployment for extrajudicial killings raises profound moral dilemmas. They blur the lines
between war and peace, self-defense and aggression, justice and vengeance.

At the heart of the ethical debate lies the sanctity of human life and the principles of justice,
accountability, and proportionality. Drone strikes, in their current form, often fail to uphold
these values. Civilian casualties, psychological trauma, lack of transparency, and the erosion
of international norms illustrate the severe ethical costs of drone warfare.

Ultimately, the ethical legitimacy of using drones for targeted killings cannot be determined
solely by military effectiveness or political expediency. It must be guided by universal
principles of human dignity, justice, and respect for life. Unless stringent reforms and
international frameworks are established, drone warfare risks institutionalizing a morally
indefensible practice that undermines both global security and the ethical foundations of
human society.

Keeping Ethical Implications of Drone Targeted Killings in Check

The ethical dilemmas of drone warfare—civilian casualties, erosion of accountability,
violation of sovereignty, and the undermining of human rights—require concrete safeguards.
These can be addressed through legal, institutional, and technological measures, ensuring
that the use of drones aligns with moral and humanitarian principles.

1. Stronger International Legal Framework

¢ Codifying drone warfare rules: Current international humanitarian law (IHL) and
human rights law apply, but they are often interpreted loosely. A specific



international treaty or UN resolution defining permissible use of drones, target
criteria, and accountability obligations can provide clarity.

Regulating cross-border strikes: Clear rules must restrict drone use in sovereign
territories unless explicit consent or UN Security Council authorization is granted.

2. Transparency and Oversight

Public disclosure: Governments should publish data on drone strikes, including the
number of strikes, identities of targets, and civilian casualties.

Independent monitoring: International bodies (e.g., UN Human Rights Council) or
NGOs should verify official claims and investigate abuses.

Parliamentary/judicial review: Domestic legislatures and courts must scrutinize
executive decisions to authorize targeted killings, preventing unchecked executive
power.

3. Accountability Mechanisms

Clear chain of responsibility: States must identify who authorizes and carries out
strikes, avoiding the “responsibility vacuum.”

Legal remedies for victims: Families of civilians killed in drone strikes should have
access to compensation and avenues for justice.

Criminal liability: In cases of unlawful killings, decision-makers should face
prosecution under domestic or international law.

4. Ethical Targeting Standards

Narrow definition of combatants: Only individuals directly participating in hostilities
should be targeted, ending controversial “signature strikes.”

Last-resort principle: Lethal force should only be used if capture or other non-lethal
measures are impossible.

Proportionality checks: Independent ethical review boards could assess whether the
expected harm outweighs the anticipated security benefit.

5. Technological Safeguards

Al and human oversight: Drone targeting must always involve human decision-
making, not fully autonomous systems.

Precision improvements: Investing in better intelligence, surveillance, and
discrimination technologies can reduce civilian harm.

Data verification: Targets should be confirmed using multiple intelligence sources to
prevent mistaken killings.



6. Addressing Long-Term Social Impacts

o« Community engagement: States must engage local populations affected by drone
strikes, offering transparency and aid to reduce resentment.

o Deradicalization programs: Complementing counterterrorism with non-military
measures reduces reliance on drones as the sole solution.

¢ Psychological protection: International humanitarian bodies should monitor and
address the trauma caused to civilian populations living under drones.

7. Building Ethical Norms and Culture

¢ Military training: Drone operators should receive training not only in technology but
also in ethics, humanitarian law, and psychological responsibility.

¢ Global norm-setting: Just as chemical weapons and landmines became stigmatized,
the international community should develop ethical “red lines” for drone use.

¢ Civil society pressure: Advocacy groups, media, and academic institutions must
continue to highlight abuses, keeping states accountable in the public sphere.

Keeping the ethical implications of drone-targeted killings in check requires a multi-layered
approach: strengthening international law, ensuring transparency, enforcing accountability,
refining targeting standards, embedding human oversight in technology, and building long-
term ethical norms. Without such measures, drones risk institutionalizing extrajudicial
killings and undermining the global order. With them, however, drones can potentially be
used in a way that respects human dignity, international law, and moral responsibility.



