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Drones constitute, as Barbara Ehrenreich notes, in her  ‘Foreword’ to Medea Benjamin’s Drone 

Warfare: Killing by remote control, the “ultimate action-at-a-distance weapons, allowing the aggressor 

to destroy targets in Pakistan or Afghanistan while ‘hiding’ thousands of miles away in Nevada” 

(Ehrenreich, 2013, p. vii).  Yet, as Ehrenreich continues, “it is hard to even claim that their 

primary use is ‘military’ in any traditional sense. Drones have made possible a programme of 

targeted assassinations that are justified by the US ‘war on terror’, but otherwise in defiance of 

both international and US law” (p. viii). She notes how Benjamin in her book documents 

impressively how “it is the CIA, not the Pentagon, that operates most drone strikes in Western 

Asia, with no accountability whatsoever. Designed targets…have been condemned without 

evidence or trial – at the will apparently, of the White House. And those who operate the drones 

do so with complete impunity for the deaths of any civilians who end up as collateral damage.” 

(p. viii) 

Although the technical expertise for producing drones was developed as early as the WWI, and 

although unmanned aerial vehicles were used for gathering intelligence and for reconnaissance 

during WWII and during the Vietnam and later Balkan wars, their adaptation to becoming lethal 

military vehicles for the purposes of attacking and destroying specified targets has taken place 

more recently. Although Abraham Karem assisted the Israeli’s in developing unmanned robots 

in the 1970s, and built the first Predator drone in his garage in Southern California in the early 

1980s1, the first official use in military conflict only occurred since 1999 with the NATO Kosovo 

intervention where unmanned robotic aircraft were adapted to carry missiles “transforming them 

from spy planes into killer drones” (Benjamin, p. 15).   

Since 9/11, technical and commercial development is moving rapidly.  While this creates the 

prospect for the private production and deployment of drones, so far it has been the military that 

has constituted the driving force for their deployment in armed combat. Drones are essentially a 

response to the US war on terror. While production has been spearheaded by US firms such as 

General Atomics, Lockheed Martin, and Boeing, other countries are also moving fast, often in 

association with the Americans. Hence, the Israeli armed forces have, according to Benjamin, 

long utilised drones for targeted killing, intelligence gathering, and as decoys since the 1970s, and 

especially in the 1982 war in Lebanon, and still continues today (Benjamin, p. 15). 

It was 9/11 and the subsequent wars in Iraq and Afghanistan that led to an explosion of their 

use by the military.  As Benjamin reports: “In 2000 the Pentagon had fewer than fifty aerial 

drones; ten years later it had nearly 7,500” (pp. 16 - 17). Moreover, she reports aerospace 

industry sources that maintain that “global spending on the research and manufacture of drones 

is expected to total more than $94 billion between 2011 and 2020…”  Although many of these 
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are intended for intelligence gathering, there is no doubt that the increased demand and 

production since 2002 is witnessing the shift from non-lethal to lethal purposes. As Benjamin 

states: “armed drones are used in three ways. They supply support when US ground troops 

attack or come under attack; they patrol the skies looking for suspicious activity and, if they find 

it, they attack; and they conduct targeted killings of suspected militants” (p. 18). Such killer 

drones, aptly carrying names such as ‘Predators’ or ‘Reapers’,2  are operated by remote control.  

It works, as Benjamin puts it, “[m]uch like a video game, he aims, shoots and fires at targets he 

sees on a satellite map” (p. 29).  

The escalation of drone warfare, otherwise known as unmanned aerial vehicles’ (UAV) or 

unmanned aircraft systems (UAS), or remotely piloted aircraft (RPA) has most notably taken 

effect under the period in office of American President Barach Obama. In Afghanistan, by 2010, 

the air force was flying some twenty Predator drones a day for intelligence gathering purposes. 

Increasingly, however, they were also used to target identified Taliban terrorists.  Despite the fact 

that Obama sold himself to the American electorate as a peace candidate (Benjamin, p. 6), he has 

in fact done more to endanger global security through promoting new types of warfare by the 

use of aircraft that kill and destroy by remote control: known as drones.  According to Benjamin 

(p. 7), Obama carried out the first the first drone strike just three days after his inauguration in 

Pakistan on the 3rd January 2009.  Although Benjamin reports that initial reports stated that the 

attacks hit “suspected terrorist hideouts… in reality the missiles struck the home of Malik 

Gulistan Khan, a tribal elder and member of a local pro-government peace committee, and killed 

him and four other members of his family” (Benjamin, p. 7).3 Yet, there can be no doubt, and 

Benjamin concedes, that Obama clearly believed that such new forms of military weapon would 

make warfare both more accurate, lessen overall casualties, as well as lower the overall necessity 

for full-scale wars of a traditional sort. She cites him from a ‘Google chat’ of 30th January 2012 

where he comments that “drones have not caused a huge number of civilian casualties.  For the 

most part, they have been precision strikes on Al Qaeda and their affiliates…It is important to 

understand that this thing is being kept on a very tight leash.”(Cited, Benjamin, p. 8) 

While killer drones were increasingly being used in Iraq and Afghanistan, outside the armed 

forces, other sections of the US government also were procuring drones. By far the largest 

procurer has been the CIA in the interests of counter terrorism.  After 9/11 the CIA received 

permission to target Al Qaeda anywhere in the world, and for this purpose, says Benjamin, “the 

CIA has been putting drones to work”.  In addition to the CIA, groups such as the Joint Special 

Operations Command (JSOC) as well as private contractors have been active. Although the US 

has been dominant actor in the manufacture and use of drone missiles to date, Benjamin reports 

how its dominance is rapidly coming to an end. Partly this is because technical knowledge is hard 

to contain, and leaks across the globe to both friendly and unfriendly nations. The last five years 

have witnessed an explosive expansion of drone warfare with some seventy five countries now 

possessing such military hardware.  “Between 2005 and 2012,”reports Benjamin (p. 70), “the 
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number of countries that acquired drones doubled from about forty to more than seventy-five.” 

Such an escalation, we will argue in this paper, creates nightmarish consequences for global 

security and threatens the prospect of constituting a self-generating mechanism for the endless 

expansion of networks of terrorist activity.  

Arguments for the use of drones:  

One argument initially accepted by advocates of drone warfare was that drones enabled new 

levels of precision to be achieved in waging warfare, thus minimizing what in military parlance is 

termed as ‘collateral damage.’  Such greater precision, often represented as being able to achieve 

breath-taking accuracy,  would enable civilian casualties to be avoided or at least minimised 

compared to the clumsier and blunter traditional methods of warfare through air, sea or ground 

attack.  As well as greater precision in terms of accuracy, drone warfare allows for a radical shift 

in military tactics and strategy away “from boots on the ground to assassins in the air” 

(Benjamin, p. 7).  

Combined with the argument of greater accuracy and increased precision are parallel arguments 

that the use of killer drones represents good value for money in that their use is cheaper as well 

as being more effective than traditional methods of warfare and of dealing with enemies. Indeed, 

it has been pointed out that the use of drones’ enables objectives to be achieved that traditionally 

never were possible in terms of identifying and eliminating enemies in isolated locations in far 

off lands. They constitute the war that should have been fought but which never actually was.  

Our thesis thus directly contradicts most of the contributions to another important new edited 

book edited by Bradley Jay Strawser, titled Killing by Remote Control: The ethics of an unmanned 

military. Given the recent publication of this volume, our own thesis will proceed from this point 

by way of challenging the central perspectives of many of its contributions. In a review of the 

volume, Chris Cole (2013) notes that most contributions in fact come from a military 

perspective, and most endorse the use of drones in warfare.  

In this context we can let editor Strawser speak for himself. As he maintains, “none of the 

contributors hold that there is an absolute moral prohibition against [drone] use…however, 

many have principled issues with their use [and] some argue that there is something about this 

form of remote warfare in general which should cause us to be morally dubious of it, even if it is 

not absolutely prohibited in principle.” (p. 9).  Cole also cites Strawser to the effect that “the 

speed of technological change brought by these vehicles and the haste of their military 

deployment are quickly outpacing thorough ethical and policy analysis.” (p. 4) 

Targeted killing is, of course, not the only issue with the use of drones. In a recent seminar at the 

University of Surrey, Alex Leveringhaus says, referring to ‘killer robots’ that “these systems are 

incapable of complying with key principles of international law, such as the principle of 

discrimination.”  Leveringhaus cites the Australian philosopher Robert Sparrow who contends 

that such systems of ‘autonomous robotic weapons systems’ (ARWS) constitute an “abdication 

from legal and moral responsibility since no one could be held responsible for their actions”. 

Whether this is in fact correct would need careful further analysis, of course, yet Human Rights 

Watch has, according to Leveringhaus, called for a ban on the development of such systems. 

(See Leveringhaus, 2013) 



In his review, Cole maintains that a list of issues, in addition to the issue of targeted killing, 

which include “discrimination/proportionality issues in regard to civilian casualties; a further 

range of issues associated with the asymmetrical character of their use; the lack of risk to 

pilots/operators of drones; how drones are undermining counter-insurgency operations; 

lowering the threshold when it comes to the use of lethal force; and the growing autonomy of 

drones.” (Cole, p. 2/5) 

Strawser, as well as nearly all of the writers who contribute to his volume, are uniformly 

advocates of the use of drones. Some are nothing short of war-mongers. Hence, Cole notes how 

Matthew W. Hallgarth, a former US air force major “comes to the rather narrow conclusion that 

there is no moral difference between an armed Reaper drone and a kitchen knife.  Time for him 

to quit the moral philosophy business,” Cole concludes. (Cole, p. 2/5). Cole also notes how Asa 

Kasher, “former Israeli Defence force major, now teaching, amongst other things, military ethics 

as Professor of Philosophy at Tel Aviv University, argues in relation to civilian casualties from 

drone strikes that ‘neighbours of terrorists’ are not ‘defenceless’ (meaning innocent) as they have 

‘rendered themselves human shields [for] the terrorists.’” (Cole, p. 2/5) Cole comments, 

sardonically: “In other words it’s their fault for the fact they have been killed as they happened to 

be living near ‘a terrorist’” (p. 2/5). 

Notwithstanding that some contributors to Strawser’s volume marshal a variety of what appear 

as sometimes extreme arguments in support of drone warfare, nearly all contributors accept the 

political rationale that drones constitute a justified exercise in self-defence. This more moderate 

justification, indeed, is accepted by Barach Obama himself, on behalf of the US, and functions as 

an overarching general justification in terms of which other arguments, related to expenditure, 

collateral or civilian damage, or accuracy or precision, take root. 

Arguments against the use of drones: 

Some of the contributors to Strawser’s volume, including Strawser himself, are critical of aspects 

of drone warfare, or at least note negatives and varied ethical issues associated with their use. 

Robert Sparrow, an Australian academic, critiques unmanned systems in terms of traditional 

ethics of “courage, loyalty, honour and mercy”.  Some of the authors also consider the issue of 

collective security or global justice in historical perspective. Often these are framed in relation to 

providing an overarching justification of drone warfare, such as that it is cheaper/more 

accurate/incurs less collateral/civilian damage than conventional warfare. The contributions in 

Strawser’s volume thus stand in marked contrast to Benjamin’s book where the overarching 

thesis is critical of drone warfare.  In an impressive array of chapters, she marshals the evidence 

that counts against drones in warfare. Many of her arguments are based on the impossibilities of 

containing the knowledge or technical capacity for the manufacture of drones.  She tells of how 

today it is possible to buy the parts for an unmanned aircraft on line, noting that in October 

2012 a do-it-yourself drone group was established in the US which shortly after forming 

supported 30,000 members.  Although ostensibly, the main interest of the group is in non-lethal 

drones, for the purposes of intelligence gathering and communication, it is simply a technical 

issue of adapting drones from spy to killer machines, she argues. Technical and commercial 

development has also become widely distributed, creating the reality of private production by 

different groups in different countries across the globe. In addition to the increasing ease of 



access and availability, the fact that friends and foes alike are able to procure drones itself has 

horrifying consequences.  Benjamin also lists other negatives, such as that drones crash a lot; or 

that errors in control and manufacture are frequent.  Simply pushing the wrong button means 

that drones can attack the wrong target, or ‘go rogue’, in the sense that a communication block 

between controller and drone can be catastrophic. Poor security constitutes yet another negative; 

collateral damage and civilian casualties are hard to predict in advance; false identification of 

targets through faulty intelligence is commonplace. 

Benjamin also has a chapter on rights and another on morality, although it is here that both 

books are weakest conceptually. In his review of Strawser’s book, in commenting upon a chapter 

by Avery Plaw,4 of the University of Massachusetts, Chris Cole makes an important point in 

noting that with drone attacks in countries like Pakistan, what is violated is not international laws 

of armed conflict or the ‘laws of war’, which do not apply,  but International Human Rights Law. 

(Cole, p. 3).  It is quite shocking, he says, that in the whole of his chapter, Plaw fails to even 

acknowledge this. While international legal rights are given more serious treatment by Benjamin, 

they are not in the main linked to the norms of the liberal settlement that has shaped the politics 

of the West since the 17th Century. Neither in the main is rights linked to issues of political 

culture, collective security or social justice. Our thesis here is that notwithstanding the many 

technical issues and problems with the escalation of the use of drones as machines of targeted 

killing, the major issue associated with their use is to affect a major transformation of political 

culture eclipsing the core political norms of liberalism, based on rights not to be interfered with, 

or arrested, unless charged; rights of innocence until proven guilty, rights to habeas corpus, as 

well as other rights under the law.  Drone warfare, we contend here, undermines the political 

freedoms of each individual as they became institutionalised and embedded in law since the great 

liberal revolutions of the 17th century. Those being targeted by drones, remotely controlled in 

some far off land, are given no right of redress or appeal; they are not charged with anything; 

they are unable to protest their innocence let alone seek assistance.  Benjamin tells the story of 

how, since 2002, Obama has met weakly on ‘Terror Tuesdays’, behind closed doors and not 

accountable to anyone, in order to consider proposed “profiles of terror suspects must as one 

would flip through baseball cards, and ‘nominate’ people to be on a kill list” (Benjamin, p. 8).5 

Other countries we must imagine are already or likely to follow suit. ‘Enemies of the state’ will 

be compiled on secret registers; the public will not be informed; no permissions will be sought or 

granted through the courts; those so accused will not even know of their inclusion or fate. 

Traditional liberal principles of innocent until proven guilty, or the right to a fair trial, will fly out 

the window, or as with the case of Bin Laden, be ignored or concealed. The right articulated so 

eloquently by J.S.Mill in his ‘Harm Principle’ (not to be interfered with unless one is actively 

infringing the liberty of others) will be ignored; or worse, rendered irrelevant. The protection 

afforded to each individual and group by law against being wrongfully accused, or mistakenly 

accused, will no longer exist even as a theoretical possibility.  Rights under the law, given 

supposedly to every man, have been the hallmark of Western justice since the Magna Carta, 

when the Barons extracted from King John in 1215, as encapsulated in Article 39 and 40: 
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(39) No free man shall be seized or imprisoned, or stripped of his rights or possessions, 

or outlawed or exiled, or deprived of his standing in any other way, nor will we proceed 

with force against him, or send others to do so, except by the lawful judgement of his 

equals or by the law of the land. (40) To no one will we sell, to no one deny or delay 

right or justice. 

Such guarantees and protections are today embodied in most countries laws as well as in various 

international rights legislation. Of especial note, the International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) was first adopted by the UN General Assembly on the 16th December 1966 and 

took force from the 23rd March 1976 committing parties to respect civil and political rights of 

individuals, including the right to life, freedom of religion, freedom of speech, of movement or 

assembly as well as the right to due process and a fair trial.6 

It is in terms of the challenge to International Human Rights that drones and the growing 

autonomy over their use and application constitute a major challenge.  Yet while the point made 

by Chris Cole against Avery Plaw, noted above, in distinguishing rights from warfare is 

important in contexts such as Pakistan, the violation of rights is only the tip of the iceberg here; 

what is also important is the danger of widespread use of drones to national and global collective 

security. That the use of drones as killing machines undermines rights is important and is distinct 

from arguments about drones as a form of warfare, it is also true that drones still constitute a 

form of warfare of sorts, albeit a form of a rather different sort. In this context drones may be 

used as an ancillary aid in conventional ‘just’ or ‘unjust’ wars; but also in a more generalise 

‘undeclared’ war, such as the ‘war on terror’; or, as we shall argue, in a ‘permanent (declared or 

undeclared) war’ where a variety of agents of various sorts (political, religious, state, non-state, 

criminal, terrorist, counter-terrorist, etc.) maintain on-going permanent campaign of aggression 

and destruction against their chosen enemies.  In that they may attack a single target, the effects 

of a drone killing, even with only minimal collateral damage, still constitutes a form of attack.  It 

still constitutes a form of aggression, and in this sense, it is indistinguishable from what most 

people regard as war.  

As well as undermining and restructuring liberal norms and safeguards around liberty, as well as 

the whole assortment of rights under the law, the use of drones is also undermining collective 

security both in particular regions targeted and across the globe. Notwithstanding the fact that 

targeted drone killings are carried out under the legal auspices of the war on terror, in that their 

use constitutes a form of undeclared attack, there is a menacing sense in which the effects of 

drone attack parallels the attack of the terrorists, at least in the sense that they are random; 

unexpected; and arbitrary in terms of the casualties ‘guilt’ or ‘innocence.’  It is in this way, seen 

from perspectives other than the ones on whose side killing must be done, that drone attacks 

appears as technically almost identical to the forms of terror they claim to pursue.  This is so in 

that each particular drone attack lacks a clear justification; there is no public or legal 

accountability; and collateral damage is unpredictable and likely to ferment resentment throughout 

whole communities, in particular locales, and, indeed, across the globe.  Considered in terms of 

any tit for tat strategy, ressentiment in one location is likely to lead to reciprocal violence, all, of 
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course, in the interests of ‘making the world safer; safer and better’.  Drones, it can be argued, 

constitute the theoretical possibility of intensifying conflict and of fermenting terrorist activity 

amongst groups never likely to carry that mantle. In Pakistan, it can truly be said; drones are 

turning grandparents into terrorists. 

It is our contention in this article that drone warfare and autonomous robotic weapons systems 

are potentially incompatible with the underlying principles of international law, especially the jus 

in bello principles of proportionality and discrimination whereby justice is rendered to specific 

objects or targets thought worthy or justified. Drones we argue constitute a serious threat to 

human rights, as well as to collective global security and systematically deny important principles 

of global justice. This is essentially to accept the ‘threshold argument’ that “drones lower the 

threshold against lethal action (and war more generally) to a morally dangerous degree” 

(Strawser, 2013, p. 14).  Because drones are “easier and cheaper to use,” (p. 14) and “make war 

too easy,” they consequently also make public order and democracy more difficult to sustain.  As 

Strawser states, “because the presumption is that, as it is easier to go to war, more states will go 

to war when they should not, including when the cause is not just and the proper conditions for 

casus belli have not been met.” (p. 15).  It won’t just be states either. Given their proliferation 

through increasing availability and technical sophistication, their procurement by state and non-

state actors; by terrorists and criminals; mafia lords and oligarchs, as well as states, both big and 

small -  western states and ‘rogue’ states - the proliferation of drone technologies intensifies the 

destructive potentials of each part of the overall global system against all the other parts, fuelled 

by the ever-daunting prospect of cascading ressentiments across the globe. The parts become 

ascendant against the global system as a whole!  By creating a lack of proper accountability and 

undermining the stability of public order and the democratic polity escalating drone technologies 

run the risk of intensifying and exaggerating Hobbes’ dreaded ‘war of all against all’ destabilising 

the very possibility of democratic stability and public order and by the creation of new and 

darker  spaces of ungovernability. Democracy and rights both become undermined. Hobbes 

Leviathan, even, might itself be rendered an unstable prospect.  

Our argument here need not deny the argument that drones can be used in self-defence. What it 

denies, however, is that when applied to the plurality of conflicting interests that comprise the 

anarchic global political and legal order, the argument of self-defence does not essentially alter 

our conclusions concerning the danger of using drones to collective security or human rights. 

Self-defence in this sense constitutes simply an extension of each individual, nation, or groups 

own self-interest. It derives from the essential liberal right to liberty and to being not interfered 

with which we have argued is denied through the use of drones: the presumption of being 

innocent until proven to be guilty.  Similarly, we need not deny that drone technologies may also, 

at times, enable humanitarian interventions in accord with just principles when otherwise risk-

aversion may prevent action, as has been advanced by Julian Savulescu and Zack Beauchamp (2013). 

According to Savulescu and Beauchamp, “drones have the potential to significantly improve the 

practice of humanitarian intervention” (p. 106). They defend this thesis by reference to the two 

central dimensions of just war theory: “the morality of going to war, jus ad bellum; and the morality 

of waging war, jus in bello.” They argue that “on the assumption made in ‘lowering the threshold 

argument,’ drones will(1) make it more likely that states launch justified humanitarian interventions; 

and (2) improve the conduct morally speaking, of such interventions once launched” (p. 106). 



In defending this thesis they argue that the threshold is lowered due to the fact that the costs of 

going to war is lowered, thus making war with drones more likely. Although they concede that 

“as the technology advances and as drones take on more and more combat roles today reserved 

for humans” (p. 106) the threshold may well be lowered, at least to the side employing their use, 

but they claim that “lowering the threshold is not, as commonly assumed, necessarily a bad 

thing” (p. 106). This is in cases where humanitarian intervention is called for, but rendered 

difficult, either due to public opinion or estimated danger to military personnel. Hence, states 

will be able to intervene when it is justified to do so, bolstered by the fact that “a world of non-

intervention is morally worse than a world where intervention takes place” (p. 108). As they 

claim: 

A world of non-intervention is in an important sense a morally defective world: a 

morally important end, stopping significant human rights abuses, is not being 

accomplished. Thus even on the most minimalist of the justification of intervention, it 

would be a significant moral good if more justified interventions took place.  Indeed if 

the costs of going to war were lowered, what was supererogatory might become 

erogatory: lowering the costs to humanitarian war may take away one of the principal 

motivations (the harm to the intervening agent) for making it supererogatory.” (p. 108) 

They cite Rawanda 1994 and Dafur from 2003 to 2007 as instances where states ought to have 

intervened but did not. Here they claim that casualty aversion hampered the ability “to conduct 

the fighting in accordance with a central jus in bello rule: the necessity of preserving non-

combatant life” (p. 111). This is centrally important to humanitarian intervention, they claim, 

because here “the core military objective…is the protection of civilians” (p. 111).  

We do not deny that cases of genocide or ethnic cleansing constitute cases of justified action. 

Neither do we deny that drones may serve important purposes in just war situations. But, what 

we do deny is that drones are likely to constitute a viable solution to risk or casualty aversion in 

the sense of enabling western nations to have their cake and eat it as well. Drones, no more than 

rifles, or any other hardware, will no doubt be put to service for any ends decided upon, both 

just and unjust. Essentially, Beauchamp and Savulescu advance an expedient justification for the 

use of drones, based upon protecting the sensibilities of war weary western public opinion, as well 

as saving the lives of real troops on the ground or in the air.  To use drones in these circumstances, 

as a way of waging war without risking casualties or offending public opinion, is also likely to be 

potentially ineffective on the very grounds of the severe qualification that premises their use in the 

first place. Such wars will necessarily be characterised by insuperable difficulties in gaining reliable 

intelligence as well as marred by difficulties of uncertainty and error. In such a situations, established 

liberal standards of justice will be impossible to observe.  Even in an obviously justified humanitarian 

crisis, such as Rwanda, the situation is not altered, for unless war is declared, human rights will 

inevitably be violated as decisions as to the use of force must necessarily predetermine any 

resolution as to matters of guilt or innocence on behalf of those identified as being involved. 

Additionally, as each religious or political group may have their own local ideas of justice, the 

employment of drones for just wars does not necessarily prevent the emergence of an anarchic ‘war 

of all against all.’  It is in this sense that new, sophisticated technologies endanger the global system 

as a whole beyond and despite the legitimate sectional initiatives of participants. 



The threat to collective security 

The use of drones directly confronts the vision of a post-war world embodied in Franklin’s 

Roosevelt’s vision of a collective security system which was ultimately set out in Chapter VII of 

the United Nations Charter.  Up to the date of the writing of this article it is estimated that there 

has been 370 drone strikes in Pakistan and between 46-56 strikes in Yemen since 2003 with 

between 2800-3800 persons killed of those it is estimated 25% are civilians.7  Save for a few 

academic voices and representatives of non-governmental organisations, States and the Security 

Council remain silent on the challenge drone attacks pose to state sovereignty and to peace and 

security. There was a suggestion that the country where the most drone attacks occur, Pakistan 

might bring the matter to the Security Council but as of yet, this has not taken place.8 

The collective security system remains a fundamental part of the legal framework in which uses 

of force are examined. Collective security is defined by Roberts and Kingsbury as: ‘an 

arrangement where each state in the system accepts that security of one of them is 

a concern of all, and agrees to join in a collective response to aggression.’9 The 

vision of the international political system as a collective security system was contemplated long 

before the end of World War II based on the Roosevelt doctrine of ‘freedom from fear’.10 

The first document contemplating this new world order was the Atlantic Charter in 1941 

representing the vision of Churchill and Roosevelt which stated that the victorious powers ‘hope 

to see established a peace which will afford to all nations the means of dwelling in safety within 

their own boundaries, and which will afford assurance that all the men in all the lands may live 

out their lives in freedom from fear and want.’ (Para 6) 

The Atlantic Charter contains an unequivocal statement that all nations of the world ‘must come 

to the abandonment of the use of force. Since no future peace can be maintained if land, sea, or 

air armaments continue to be employed by nations which threaten, or may threaten aggression 

outside of their frontiers, they believe, pending the establishment of a wider and permanent 

system of general security, that the disarmament of such nations is essential.’(Para 8) 

The Dumbarton Oaks proposal in 1944 for an International Peace and Security Organisation 

stated that the purposes of the Organization should be:11 

1. To maintain international peace and security; and to that end to take effective collective 
measures for the prevention and removal of threats to the peace and the suppression of 
acts of aggression or other breaches of the peace, and to bring about by peaceful means 
adjustment or settlement of international disputes which may lead to a breach of the 
peace; 
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It was contemplated by Roosevelt and Churchill that all nations would cooperate together in 

responding to threats in a timely manner. 

On 26 June 1945 the United Nations Charter was adopted. The prohibition against the use of 

force embodied in Article 2(4) of the Charter stated that ‘All Members shall refrain in their 

international relations from the threat or use of force against the territorial integrity or political 

independence of any state, or in any other manner inconsistent with the Purposes of the United 

Nations’.  Under Article 24 of the Charter, the Member States of the United Nations conferred 

on the Security Council ‘primary responsibility for the maintenance of international peace and 

security, and agree that in carrying out its duties under this responsibility the Security Council 

acts on their behalf’. This is the legal authority for the establishment of the collective security 

system. Chapter VII gave the Security Council ‘sole authority’ to determine when a threat to, or 

breach of, the peace had occurred. The Security Council then could determine a range of 

measures under Chapter VII; from warnings, to sanctions, and finally, to a collective use of 

force. 

Regrettably the collective security never functioned as it was originally designed, a situation 

brought about by the paralysis of the cold war. The advent of peacekeeping and the use of 

coalitions of states to enforce the peace were in response to the paralysis permanent members of 

the Security Council that did not allow a standing armed force or a functioning military 

command system. There was a vigorous debate in international law literature about delegation of 

force to other powers but it seems that even if one accepts that there is a power to delegate 

Chapter VII enforcement powers this delegation has to be specifically set out in a UN Security 

Council resolution.12 

There was no question that up until recently, the debates on collective security focused on armed 

forces. However, this new technology of unmanned aerial vehicles ensures that no corner of the 

globe is immune from a remote-controlled missile. Furthermore, the argument that there exists a 

‘war on terror’ uses a dialogue of a global armed conflict, which knows of no territorial 

limitation. But the Security Council Resolutions on terrorism, thus far passed, give no such 

authority.  In its first resolution following the attack, the Security Council expressed its intention 

to assume its responsibility for peace and security. Although in the preamble there was a section 

indicating ‘[r]ecognizing the inherent right of individual or collective self-defense in accordance 

with the Charter,’ the clear intention was to remain seized of the matter and the Council in 

paragraph 5: ‘[e]xpresses its readiness to take all necessary steps to respond to the terrorist 

attacks of 11 September 2001, and to combat all forms of terrorism, in accordance with its 

responsibilities under the Charter of the United Nations’.  The second relevant resolution 1373 

stated that acts of international terrorism constituted threats to international peace and security 

and reaffirmed the inherent right of collective or inherent self-defense. 

Neither of these resolutions specifically authorised a use of force against terrorism and there has 

never been a debate in the Security Council concerning use of drones to combat terrorism.  If 

the United Nations Security Council decided that the war on terror was an armed conflict, 

delegated its powers to the United States and decided that drones would be used as the response, 
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then there would still be ethical and moral issues but probably not ‘jus ad bellum’ legal ones 

given the remit of Article 103 of the Charter, that mandates prevailing of the obligations under 

the Charter. 

It has been left to the United Nations human rights mechanisms such as the various Special 

Rapporteurs on Extra-Judicial Killings to express concern on the use of drones.13 Although, 

there have been public statements of condemnation by the government of Pakistan, one searches 

in vain for any other nations making official statements in opposition to the hundreds of drone 

attacks that have taken place.  Recently a group of Danish politicians expressed their opposition 

to drone attack but there have been no official governmental statements opposing their use.14 If 

anything there is mounting evidence of many governments including Australia and Canada 

acquiring their own drone technology although thus far this technology is for surveillance 

purposes. 
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