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A Google search for “anti-drone clothing” mostly and predictably yields an 
array of t-shirts printed with slogans protesting drone warfare. But the results 
also include something far more interesting: Adam Harvey’s Stealth Wear line, 
garments “fabricated with silver-plated fabric that reflects thermal radiation, en-
abling the wearer to avert overhead thermal surveillance.”1 These shirts, burqas, 
hijabs, and hoodies muffle the heat signature of the human body, presumably 
making it undetectable to the drones loitering above. This apparel is designed 
to foil drone operators by rendering the wearer unidentifiable as a human, and 
consequently invisible as a target, thereby breaking the circuit of recognizabil-
ity on which drone surveillance and warfare fundamentally depend. Within this 
circuit, to be recognizable as a living human is to be recognizable as a target, 
and hence to be endangered. 

While Stealth Wear operates on the assumption that a human rendered un-
recognizable as such will be protected by this type of invisibility, much anti-
drone activism presumes that humans who are recognizable as such will be 
protected by their visibility. Anti-drone activists often seek to emphasize the 
humanness of the people who are killed by drone strikes and call for drone 
operators, as well as the states and militaries who prosecute drone warfare, 
to recognize that humanness. The anti-drone faith in recognition is grounded 
in two conceits. The first is that drone technologies—with their remoteness, 
mediation, and putative similarity to video games—dehumanize their targets 
and thus encourage and facilitate wanton violence on the part of their operators. 
The second, and corollary, notion follows: if drone operators recognized the 
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beings on their displays as human, they would be unable or unwilling to kill 
them. Both of these premises, I suggest, are faulty. Indeed, there is increasing 
evidence against them, including the high rate of PTSD among drone opera-
tors, which suggests they are keenly aware of the consequences of their actions. 
But the figure of the oblivious drone operator who needs only to be enlight-
ened persists in popular culture, as well as in activist and scholarly critiques of 
drone warfare. Consequently, anti-drone work often proceeds as an attempt to 
disabuse drone operators of their supposed ignorance through an emphasis the 
humanness of their targets. 

According to a March 2019 BBC count, the Trump administration ap-
proved 2243 strikes during its first two years, while working steadily to 
relax reporting requirements about drone casualties.2 Critics were already 
dismayed by the Obama administration’s embrace of drone warfare, and 
this form of violence persists, sprawls, and sometimes intensifies, with no sign 
that it will abate (or that the American public will lose the appetite for it). In 
short, the durability and entrenched nature of drone warfare suggest a need to 
rethink prevailing critical frameworks for opposing it. In this article, I query 
the limits of recognition as a strategy of anti-drone resistance. I begin with a 
consideration of the politics of recognition and humanity in drone warfare. This 
overview serves as the foundation for my subsequent exploration of approaches 
to recognition operative in three artifacts of drone warfare: a 2014 report from 
the Stimson Center Task Force on US Drone Policy; a public art installation 
in Pakistan called Not a Bug Splat; and the playful photographic meditation 
on drone subjectivity by the IOCOSE collective, “Drone Selfies.” I conclude 
with a consideration of the emerging awareness of PTSD in drone operators 
and the economies and politics of recognition operative within it. Ultimately, I 
demonstrate that the emphasis on recognition amounts to a misidentification of 
the conditions by which drone warfare proceeds and, moreover, of the means 
by which it might be resisted.

Recognition in Anti-Drone Activism 
The discourse of recognition in anti-drone activism is rooted in liberalism 

and reliant on a range of beliefs about individuality, freedom, and humanity. It 
hinges on a pair of assumptions: that the systematic lack of recognition of tar-
gets’ humanity enables the persistence of drone warfare and, consequently, that 
adequate recognition of that humanity would short-circuit the willingness of 
both nation-states and drone operators to engage in this type of killing. I argue 
that this perspective entails a double miscalculation. The first tenet underesti-
mates drone operators, implying that they are not otherwise capable of com-
prehending what they are doing. The second, by contrast, risks overestimating 
them, presuming an inherent but latent goodness in them that needs only to be 
activated, which is also a tacit claim about inherent, even exceptional, Ameri-
can goodness. Both convictions lead anti-drone activists to target the drone 
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operator’s vision, conscience, and agency. I argue that this discursive nexus of 
drone technology, visibility, recognition, and humanness needs to be untangled. 

War has always been, in Christine Sylvester’s succinct formulation, essen-
tially a “politics of injury” in which actors aspire to mete out as much harm to 
their enemies as efficiently as they can. 3 Yet drones have arguably sparked more 
controversy than any other technology deployed in current conflicts.4 Caren 
Kaplan notes that, for both their defenders and detractors, drones “appear to be 
always already exceptional.”5 The singularity of our fascination with drones is 
curious; there are, after all, other weapons that are more lethal, more indiscrimi-
nate, more automated, more widely deployed, and perhaps even more shrouded 
in secrecy. In effect, the term ‘drone’ refers to a specific object but also conjures 
what Lisa Parks and Kaplan describe as a “cultural imaginar[y].” “Drones are 
not,” Parks and Kaplan argue, “idle machines hovering above; they are loaded 
with certain assumptions and ideologies.”6 The drone carries with it a thicket 
of assumptions, beliefs, doubts, and desires, which may or not be anchored in 
fact. These include notions about how drone warfare might be contested. For 
Grégoire Chamayou, drone warfare is particularly objectionable because it is 
the epitome of a fundamental reversal in the state’s approach to warmaking: 
a shift toward “hyperprotection of military personnel” and an understanding 
of military casualties as aberrational and preventable as opposed to expected 
and inevitable. This change, he argues, “tends to compromise traditional social 
division of danger, in which soldiers are at risk and civilians are protected.”7 
Anti-drone activists posit recognition—specifically of civilian innocence, vul-
nerability, and humanness—as a way to rebalance this system. 

Advocates for drone warfare insist that this technology enables pinpoint 
strikes that disrupt terrorist networks and minimize civilian casualties, and it 
seems that American popular support for drone strikes outweighs concerns 
about collateral damage, despite years of challenges from anti-drone scholars 
and activists.8 If the proponents of drone warfare are unreasonably enthusiastic 
about the efficacy of their weapons, then perhaps its critics have been too cer-
tain about the power of their strategies for resisting them. For example, many 
critics of drone warfare contend that the interface dehumanizes its targets. 9 
However, although non-recognition of another’s humanness may make it easier 
to kill them, it does not necessarily follow that recognition of their humanness 
will make it harder. The humanization approach, I suggest, is a too-simple rem-
edy for the quandaries posed by drone warfare, and my critique of the discourse 
of recognition also, and necessarily, refuses the reductive logic of de/humaniza-
tion. As a strategy, humanization foists the burden of repairing this violence 
onto the abstract figure of the drone pilot, while deflecting attention from the 
structural forces that precipitate it.

Although the call to recognize the humanity of vulnerable others has an 
intuitive appeal, it is profoundly limited by its entanglements with hierarchies 
of race, nation, and gender. Samera Esmeir, in her work on women in colo-
nial Egypt, offers a doubled critique of the “recourse . . . to the figure of the 
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human.”10 Legal designations of who counts as human, she argues, make the 
humanness of a particular subject contingent on the presence of the law itself. 
Thus, any suspension or retraction of the law renders invalid a subject’s claim 
to humanness, a dynamic that is especially damaging to marginalized subjects 
like women and people of color. More generally, the seemingly inclusive ges-
ture of extending legal recognition of humanness to those previously excluded 
from the category simultaneously reaffirms the power of those whose human-
ness was never in question, and who now exercise that power by acting as the 
arbiters of who else qualifies to be recognized as such. 

Writing about slavery in the United States, Walter Johnson makes a com-
patible argument against the frame of de/humanization for interpreting this 
history. Johnson insists that when we describe the actions of slaveholders as 
‘inhuman,’ we “separat[e] ourselves from our own histories of perpetration.” 
But the greater harm, he suggests, comes in the insistence that slavery itself was 
dehumanizing. His analysis is worth quoting at length:

More than misleading, however, the notion that enslavement 
“dehumanized” enslaved people is harmful; it indelibly and cat-
egorically alters those with whom it supposedly sympathizes. 
Dehumanization suggests an alienation of enslaved people 
from their humanity. Who is the judge of when a person has 
suffered so much or been objectified so fundamentally that the 
person’s humanity has been lost? How does the person regain 
that humanity? Can it even be regained? And who decides when 
it has been regained? The explicitly paternalist character of 
these questions suggests that a belief in the “dehumanization” 
of enslaved people is locked in an inextricable embrace with 
the very history of racial abjection it ostensibly confronts. All 
this while implicitly asserting the unimpeachable rectitude and 
“humanity” of latter-day observers.11

In other words, the claim that someone else has been dehumanized actually 
enacts, and perhaps even abets, a violence of its own. And the accusation that 
one person has dehumanized another does nothing to rebalance the hierarchy 
between them. Given all of this, I contend that the dehumanization argument 
against drone warfare is palliative at best, damaging at worst, and not nearly as 
radical as it purports to be.12 

In making this argument, I do not mean to trivialize the importance of 
recognition. It has, of course, been an important goal for feminist, anti-racist, 
and anti-militarist activism. In these contexts, calls for recognition are ways 
of claiming the rights of marginalized subjects to be seen, heard, and taken 
seriously in public life.13 But recognition, in and of itself, does not guarantee 
political change or a readjustment of social relations. As Kelly Oliver argues, 
recognition is generally premised on an agonistic framework of subject/object 
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in a way that views interpersonal interactions as fundamentally conflictual and 
precludes acknowledgment of what is “unfamiliar and disruptive” in others.14 
This means that we only recognize others to the extent that they remind us of 
ourselves, which is a paltry mechanism for remedying injustice. Wendy Kozol 
frames this dilemma in a different way, reminding us that “recognition . . . oper-
ates relationally as well as hierarchically through factors such as race, gender, 
class, nation, and sexuality to reinforce systemic social inequalities,” dynamics 
that can be amplified during times of war.15 Recognition, in these theorizations, 
can cement differentials whereby the more powerful party is the only one en-
dowed with the capacity to confer recognition on their less powerful counter-
part. In the case of drone warfare, then, all the work of recognition—and thus 
all the ethical reward—falls to the drone operator him or herself; the other party 
is passive, ethically null, present only as a potential victim or object of rescue. 

Most discourses of recognition privilege sight as the mechanism by which 
recognition unfolds, and thus, much anti-drone activism targets the vision of the 
pilots, attempting to correct or expand it. But just as recognition, as a social or 
relational phenomenon, tends to proceed according to pre-established patterns 
of dominance and marginalization, sight too is always already saturated by 
power. Power conditions the way that we see, as well as our interpretations of 
what are looking at. Mark Reinhardt, for example, has documented the myriad 
ways that sovereign power shapes patterns of awareness and blindness.16 And 
in the specific context of the War on Terror, Sharon Sliwinski argues that the 
real question is not simply “what is or is not available to be seen, but rather the 
way in which this war has affected how we see.”17 This suggests that correct-
ing militarized visualities is not simply a matter of increased representation of 
others, or changing the view of drone operators; rather, Sliwinski is calling for 
a careful consideration of how militarization changes sight itself. Anti-drone 
strategies that assert the humanity of the target presume that operators need 
only to be reminded in order to see it, but they fail to consider all the forces 
militating against the visibility of that very thing.18 

Most popular culture depictions critical of drone warfare traffic in this hope 
about the power of recognition.19 For example, the 2014 film Good Kill follows 
a pair of drone operators dogged by their consciences as they carry out increas-
ingly questionable missions. The film emphasizes their suffering as they fol-
low orders delivered via speakerphone by a disembodied voice known only as 
“Langley,” who insists that they proceed despite the near-certainty of collateral 
damage.20 Throughout, the protagonists’ awareness that they are killing actual 
people, and often civilians, becomes nearly sufficient proof of their heroism, 
while their anguish obviates any suggestion of their responsibility for the deaths 
that they lament.

The 2015 film Eye in the Sky follows a similar logic, even as it begins from 
a more complicated premise. Eye in the Sky tells the story of a joint operation 
by British, American, and Kenyan forces against a small cell of Al-Shabab mili-
tants who are planning a large-scale suicide attack. While a drone strike would 
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almost certainly defuse this threat, the presence of a young girl selling bread 
outside their compound introduces an ethical complication into the decision-
making. The British colonel in charge of the operation urges the strike despite 
the near-certainty that the girl will be killed or seriously injured by the missile, 
while the American team of Air Force drone operators become the voices of just 
war and even manage to temporarily interrupt the launch of the missile. In the 
end, however, the team carries out the strike, while the film itself emphasizes 
the colonel’s lethal lack of scruples and zeroes in on the resultant suffering of 
the young girl and her family. At the same time, the film also exonerates the 
Americans for their role in this outcome, suggesting that they did everything 
they reasonably could to prevent it, and portraying them as distressed, often to 
the point of tears, throughout. In the end, the American team emerges from the 
control room to congratulations from their commander and an instruction to go 
home and rest so they are ready for work tomorrow. This conclusion reminds 
audiences that drone operators are constrained by the institutions in which they 
labor, but also squarely individualizes responsibility for civilian casualties onto 
the British colonel who insists on carrying out the strike, while exonerating 
Americans by burdening them with conscience. The contrast between her steely 
resolve and the Americans’ hesitation implies, again, that if she only recognized 
the young girl’s humanity, she would have acted otherwise.

The simplicity of these moral exchanges obscures the complexity of drone 
warfare, the array of forces that conspires to license killing, a dynamic that 
Keith Feldman characterizes as a “fus[ion of] visuality, pre-emption, and a dis-
regard for territorial sovereignty.”21 A drone strike, in Feldman’s interpretation, 
is never an isolated event or the result of one person’s decision; it is, instead, 
the expression of a range of historical, political, juridical, perceptual, and ideo-
logical forces, which cannot be undone by recognition alone. However, in both 
scholarly and popular representations of drone warfare, the prevailing image 
is one of a pilot (perhaps assisted by a sensor operator) flying autonomously, 
and the decision about whether to fire is almost always framed as a matter of 
individual personal conscience while the act of firing itself (or not) is portrayed 
merely as a matter of volition. Factually, this is a misrepresentation; Derek 
Gregory calculates that there are more than 180 people involved in every drone 
strike, while Peter Asaro wagers that it takes a crew of 80 to operate a Preda-
tor.22 Emphasis on the agency of the individual drone operator decontextualizes 
this violence, smudges over complex relationships of power, responsibility, and 
complicity, and simultaneously hints that the remedy for all of this is reform 
on the individual level, with some blame shifted faultlessly onto the media and 
screens by which they monitor and track their targets. 

Yet this emphasis on agency in the discourse of recognition coexists with a 
form of technological determinism implying that drone operators are not fully 
to blame for their actions, a suggestion that the interface itself enables them 
to dehumanize, and thus goads them to kill, their targets. Despite this inher-
ent contradiction, anti-drone discourses of recognition often mobilize both dis-
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courses at once. Interest in the conscience of drone operators—as evidenced 
in Good Kill and Eye in the Sky—often circulates along with the conventional 
wisdom that drones reduce war to a ‘video game,’ a depiction so pervasive that 
it has no clear single origin.23 Chamayou encapsulates this concern, asserting 
that “the filtered nature of perception, the figurative reduction of the enemy, the 
nonreciprocity of the fields of perception, and the dislocation of the phenom-
enological unity of the action” lead to a “strong ‘moral buffering’ effect.”24 At 
its core, this is a technological determinist argument positing that the nature of 
the interface directly and predictably shapes the operator’s sensory, cognitive, 
and affective experience of killing. Technological determinist arguments are 
appealing in part because they imply obvious solutions: change the medium to 
change human behavior, and in the case of drone warfare, change the medium 
to one that would give the operator a clearer view of the humanity of his target.

Other scholars have begun to complicate this technological determinist 
framework, insisting that our conventional understandings of drone warfare are 
insufficient to the point of oversimplification. For example, Adam Rothstein 
contends that the video game image obscures the complexities—technical, sen-
sory, and cognitive—of the actual work of operating the drone.25 Asaro argues 
that drones and video games share “some similarities in terms of interfaces 
and activities,” but notes that drone operations are “usually much more boring 
and tedious, with brief moments of incredible pressure and stress” in a form 
of labor that requires intensive multi-tasking, complex visual-motor demands, 
and the management of varied and numerous distractions.26 Against a techno-
logical determinist frame, Alison Williams uses ethnographic study of UAV 
pilots as evidence for her claim that the “military aircraft assemblage is both 
human and machine, but also neither only human and machine,” a formulation 
that implies a complex interaction between operator, interface, and drone. She 
also insists that the physical detachment of drone operators from their targets 
does not equate to “emotional detachment” from the process of killing them.27 
Similarly, Kevin McSorley argues that “the embodied experience of drone op-
erators themselves is not simply marked by the detachment of physical dis-
tance, but is rather punctuated by disruptive new mediated intimacies.”28 The 
presumption that the drone interface prompts users to objectify their targets 
can, in other words, blind us to other outcomes, including the possibility that 
prolonged watching overrides the feeling of distance. Ultimately, the ‘video 
game’ depiction of drone warfare might serve to replicate the very un-seeing 
that it attempts to correct. By characterizing the act of launching a drone strike 
as a mere reflex akin to zapping a fictional enemy in a video game, this depic-
tion belies the influence of phenomena like racialization in determining who is 
targeted, and how.29 

 With its vexed approach to the agency of drone operators, the argument 
that drone warfare transforms killing into a game may also, and paradoxically, 
take for granted the logic it seems to undermine, and continue to subordinate the 
targets that it seeks to rescue. Of course, I share the concerns of other scholars 



100  Rebecca A. Adelman

who have observed patterns of deeply problematic, often racialized, representa-
tions in contemporary American militarism. Since September 11, as Elisabeth 
Anker notes, the U.S. approach to prosecuting war has emphasized American 
victimization, an orientation that licenses a new range of practices that include 
drone warfare.30 Concomitantly, as scholars like Susan Carruthers have argued, 
a range of representational practices have conspired to render enemies like ‘in-
surgents’ functionally invisible in the contemporary visual landscape. News 
stories might talk about the casualties they cause, but rarely show the fighters 
themselves; if they do appear, it is never as “sentient individuals,” only as tar-
gets or stereotyped caricatures.31 

These broader historical, political, and cultural trends shape the practice of 
drone warfare in a range of sometimes unpredictable ways that cannot be en-
capsulated by unfounded assertions that drone warfare reduces the experience 
of killing to a video game. At the same time, we should not overcorrect by nar-
rowly emphasizing the suffering of drone operators. Indeed, as Kaplan argues, 
“The challenge for those of us who study the history of visuality in relation to 
military technologies is to avoid remythologizing and promoting the narratives 
generated by colonial occupations and asymmetrical warfare,” particularly as 
they recirculate in oppositional discourses.32 To be clear, in developing this cri-
tique of deployments of recognition in anti-drone activism, I am not seeking to 
undermine anti-drone activists or defending drone warfare. Quite the contrary; 
I was motivated to do this research because I am concerned that predominant 
anti-drone strategies are not working, and I hope my analysis might clear space 
for imagining alternative approaches to this lethal problem.  

Rethinking Video Game Warfare in The Stimson Report
In May 2013, President Obama made a speech at National Defense Uni-

versity in which he called for an examination of options for the legal oversight 
of drone warfare. In response, the Stimson Center, a nonpartisan think tank, 
convened a task force with representation from military, intelligence, legal, aca-
demic communities and the private sector.33 Overall, the report is a measured 
assessment of drone warfare that attempts to correct misapprehensions about 
this type of warfare. For example, the report notes that new military technolo-
gies have always begotten debate and anxiety.34 While conceding that some 
drone strikes have killed civilians, the report also contends that “there is no 
reason to believe UAVs cause more civilian casualties than other weapons de-
livery systems.”35 It also surmises “that US government decision-makers make 
targeting decisions in good faith and with genuine care” and moreover that most 
of the public would support those decisions if they knew who the targets were, 
and so advocates for more transparency and oversight of the UAV program.36 

Additionally, the authors of the Stimson Report directly contradict the idea 
that drones transform war into a video game. They write, 
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There is . . . little reason to view UAVs as uniquely creating 
a “PlayStation mentality” about war . . . UAVs permit killing 
from a safe distance—but so do cruise missiles and snipers’ 
guns. And ironically, the men and women who remotely op-
erate lethal UAVs have a far more “up close and personal” 
view of the damage they inflict than the pilots of manned air-
craft, who speed past their targets in seconds from far above. 
In fact, some evidence suggests that UAV operators are par-
ticularly vulnerable to post-traumatic stress: they may watch 
their targets for weeks or even months, seeing them go about 
the routines of daily life, before one day watching on-screen 
as they are obliterated.37

This finding was widely covered; stories in the New York Times, the Washington 
Post, and Al-Jazeera America all cited this challenge to the prevailing wisdom 
about drones.38 

The extensive coverage that this finding received suggests that many out-
lets deemed it newsworthy, that this was information their readers might not 
otherwise know, and that the belief that drones transform war into a video game 
is pervasive.39 Such a belief underestimates the cognizance of drone opera-
tors while also partially absolving them of responsibility for killing by shifting 
blame onto the interface. 40 Yet the Stimson Report’s correction signifies am-
bivalently here, and illuminates the limitations of a recognition-based approach 
to contesting drone warfare, revealing how this model can objectify the very 
people it means to protect. The report references the anxiety that drone warfare 
sows among populations on the ground, but frames it primarily in terms of 
“blowback” and the likelihood that drone warfare is creating enemies far faster 
than it can eliminate them.41 The report allows that populations who experience 
drone warfare as its targets would have intense reactions to it, but portrays 
these reactions in terms of ‘anger’ and ‘hostility’ (rather than, for example, ‘sad-
ness’ or ‘grief’). By emphasizing these potentially violent emotions, the report 
traffics in stereotypes of people from such countries as inherently, irrationally 
warlike, while also positioning American military personnel as uniquely sensi-
tive by contrast.42 After making quick reference to foreign ‘targets,’ the report 
re-centers the experience of the drone pilots, emphasizing their vulnerability to 
PTSD. This characterization aligns well with militarized discourses of Ameri-
can exceptionalism, which identify the nation as enlightened and compassion-
ate enough to care about the casualties but also noble and stoic enough to con-
tinue the fight despite the pain of doing so. 

Anti-drone platforms grounded in recognition are predicated on a simi-
lar vision of exceptionalism, insofar as they assume that if American military 
personnel could (be made to) recognize the humanness of their targets, their 
inherent goodness and morality would inhibit them from killing.43 For my part, 
I am interested in the durability of this image of military personnel, and the way 
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it vexes discourses of recognition. After all, the whole premise of recognition 
collapses if we consider the possibility, or perhaps the likelihood, that drone 
operators know what they are doing, who they are killing, and do it anyway, a 
prospect intimating that recognition itself can be militarized. 

Not a Bug Splat and the Shame of Drone Operators
The anti-drone faith in recognition finds one of its clearest, and largest, 

expressions in a project called Not a Bug Splat, an art installation in the Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa region of Pakistan that takes the form of a 60-by-90-foot portrait 
of an anonymous girl who lost both her parents in a drone strike. Unfurled on 
a field in a heavily-targeted part of the country, Not a Bug Splat was created at 
a size and resolution that would make it clearly visible to drone operators, on 
the logic that if they could see the human face of a target, they would behave 
differently. This widely-lauded public art installation is a collaboration between 
artists from France, America, and Pakistan; the human rights organization Re-
prieve; the Foundation for Fundamental Rights; the advertising agency BBDO 
Pakistan (which won a handful of Clios for the project) and “highly enthusiastic 
locals.” The original portrait was taken by Noor Behram, a photojournalist from 
Waziristan who made a practice of visiting the sites of drone strikes to record 
the damage that they caused.44 Such image-making is, of course, a necessary 
counter to media patterns of inattention to the casualties of U.S. military ac-
tions.45 My concern here is with the way that Not a Bug Splat deployed this 
image into a visual economy of recognition. 

Positioning the intimacy of the facial portrait against the ostensibly dehu-
manizing aerial view of the drone operator, Not a Bug Splat operates accord-
ing to a visual logic of recognition.46 Notably, the project relies on the image 
of the apolitical, innocent, feminized child, representations that often resonate 
with imperialist forms of paternalism.47 Indeed, the girl appears only as a pas-
sive victim and potential target. This portrayal, like discourses about recogni-
tion more generally, obscures the agency and subjectivity of people who are 
subject to this form of aerial warfare, intimating that their best hope is to wait 
for recognition from an outsider; indeed, the entire discourse of recognition is 
predicated on the passivity of the less-powerful other, who in turn becomes an 
instrument for the self-improvement of her more-powerful counterpart, in this 
case the drone operator.48 At the same time, it also reifies the lethal power of the 
drone operator, rather than asking us to question it.49 Consequently, I suggest 
that Not a Bug Splat operates more as an appeal to Western sensibilities, and a 
canny maneuver in that visual economy, than as a representation of a specific 
child and her suffering. In any case, the strategy seems to have worked. The 
#notabugsplat hashtag went viral, and news coverage of the project was largely 
positive. 50 With the exception of a Newsweek story that gave the last word to 
a skeptical academic, these pieces endorsed the use of recognition to prick the 
conscience of drone operators.51 For example, a CNN story quoted an artist who 
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expressed a wish to ‘shame’ drone operators, while in the New York Times, an 
activist asserts, “‘this isn’t a video game.’” 

Yet the only truly verifiable impact of the project is a virtual one. The in-
stallation was never designed to be a permanent fixture on the landscape. The 
creators noted that after about two weeks, locals repurposed the fabric for uses 
like roofing material, but also insisted that because the image was also visible 
to satellites, the child’s face would be recorded forever. Social media circu-
lation of the project serves a similar function. And although I take seriously 
endorsements of the project from a range of constituencies, I argue that Not a 
Bug Splat succeeds more at branding than at actual intervention.52 None of the 
content produced by the creators, or the media coverage it generated, includes 
the voices of anyone from the region, nor do the creators offer any information 
about how the community was changed by the experience or whether or how 
drone operators saw it. There may well have been other outcomes, including 
raised awareness worldwide, but the lack of any follow-up inquiry reveals how 
assumptions about the power of recognition go untested. 

Not a Bug Splat targets the conscience of drone pilots, operating antago-
nistically on the assumption that they can be shamed into caring about their 
targets. Not a Bug Splat thus enacts the underestimation and overestimation 
of drone operators that I described at the outset of this paper, presuming in the 
first instance that they are too deluded by the drone interface to recognize the 
consequences of their actions, while also acting on the assumption that they 
would want to change course if they did and, moreover, that such diversion is 
merely an individual’s decision to make. (Parenthetically, the creators of Not 
a Bug Splat never reference the possibility of trauma among drone pilots and 
operate on a narrow set of assumptions about their emotional responses.) In 
practice, this type of targeting may be more of a gesture than an actual strat-
egy, given that drone operators themselves rarely make independent decisions 
about whom to kill. Indeed, as Feldman observes, the image “purports to hail 
an abstract (as opposed to actual) individual operator, someone who is in a 
real sense a fiction.”53 In other words, Not a Bug Splat imaginatively conjures 
the drone operator it seeks to engage. This ensures that its logic of recognition 
remains unassailable. Simultaneously, the deployment of the girl’s face as a 
device meant to injure the conscience of the drone operator weaponizes the im-
age. By introducing a new type of antagonism into the act of looking, Not a Bug 
Splat may serve to expand the visual distance that it intends to bridge. 

Melancholic Drones in Times of Peace 
Not a Bug Splat makes a questionable wager about the interiority of drone 

operators; in this penultimate section, I turn to an artistic intervention that as-
cribes a melancholic subjectivity to drones themselves.54 This piece by the IO-
COSE collective, entitled “Drone Selfies,” speculates about the desires of a 
decommissioned drone no longer needed for wartime applications. The images 
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in this series are playful, if a little inscrutable, a turn on the activist project of 
making drone warfare visible to outsiders, representing drones as banal rather 
than deadly, but also inviting viewers to think about the unpredictable afterlives 
of these machines. Superficially, these drone selfies might seem to have little 
to do with the questions of recognition and dehumanization that I have been 
working through here, but I argue that these photos illuminate the limitations, 
if not the occasional absurdity, of the use of recognition as a counter to drone 
warfare.55 The series of photos features a drone hovering idly in various interior 
spaces, photographing itself in a mirror, and documents an exchange of gazes: 
we watch the drone watching itself and apparently wanting to be watched by 
us.56 

The visual is central to the practice of drone warfare and to the ‘identity’ of 
the drone itself.57 But of course, the drone—notwithstanding prognostications 
about a future in which these machines will operate autonomously—is merely 
a conduit; drone vision is only lethal because humans make it so. Drones have 
no scopophilic desire to watch or to see; they have no relational connection 
either to the people on the ground or the people at their controls. Yet in “Drone 
Selfies,” the drone appears to want things, seems to desire visibility, connec-
tion, recognition.58 Indeed, news coverage of the project also participates in 
this make-believe about the drone’s interiority.59 An article about the project in 
Wired describes the drone as “curious and self-indulgent,” speculating that if 
drones got days off, they would do what humans do with their leisure time: doc-
ument it with selfies.60 As IOCOSE narrates it, the drones have been “deprived 
of their main reason to be,” and so “point their built-in cameras to mirrors in an 
act of vanity.”61 In essence, vanity is a concern with others’ perceptions; vanity 
implies an observer. We contort ourselves to take selfies because we want—
even, or perhaps especially, when no one is there to take the picture for us—to 
be seen, and seen in a certain way, by others.62 “Drone Selfies” implies that this 
desire is so universal as to extend even to drones. But this playful suggestion 
also reminds us of the presumptuousness that underpins the discourse about 
recognition in drone warfare, as if its targets aspire only to be seen as human by 
the people who are trying to kill them.

These six selfies feature a drone hovering in two bedrooms, one empty bar, 
a snowboard shop, a formal dining room, and a public restroom.63 All the pieces 
are untitled but captioned with hashtags, as if created for social media, under-
scoring the drone’s wish for visibility. For example, in “#bedroom #droneselfie 
#intimesofpeace,” the drone captures itself in what is apparently a teenager’s 
bedroom. There is a plush dog resting atop a messy stack of notebooks, a small 
array of plastic toys on a shelf, a poster of a heterosexual couple embracing on 
a beach, a computer monitor, a pencil case. The drone is tragicomically out of 
place in the scene, but its presence is not menacing. It is not invisibly surveil-
ling the room from above, but rather facing the mirror directly, a trespass that 
feels fairly benign. This drone seems to desire being seen rather than seeing. 

This desire manifests even more clearly in “#restroom #droneselfie #in-
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timesofpeace,” where the drone watches itself in a mirror above the sink in a 
public bathroom. We see the soap dispenser, the porcelain sink, the shiny tile on 
the walls. The mirror selfie is a distinct, and oft-maligned, subgenre of selfies 
ubiquitous on social media, and the bathroom mirror selfie is typically deemed 
even lowlier than that, criticized as evidence of hunger for attention combined 
with lack of regard for spectators, who are often treated to views of toilets and 
urinals in the background. Even if the drones with cameras embedded make 
more artful mirror selfies than humans, in all of these self-portraits, the drone 
appears as a figure that is at least a little pitiable: lonely, useless, desperate for 
attention. 

In this way, “Drone Selfies” inadvertently reveals a crucial fault in the 
anti-drone discourse of recognition; it purports to be a concern with vulnerable 
others, but ends up being something much more solipsistic. These amusingly 
poignant images hail spectators to identify with the drone: its loneliness, its 
melancholy, its apparent wish to connect with someone, with anyone, with us. 
By rendering drones familiar and quotidian, this project positions them as ob-
jects of attention, even care or sympathy. In this way, the project enacts a double 
displacement; although it is ostensibly meant to be critical of drone warfare, by 
centering our attention on the drones themselves, it deflects our attention off 
of the victims of drone warfare (civilian ‘collateral damage’ in particular) and, 
insofar as we might be tickled by the project, it reorients our attention back onto 
ourselves. In essence, this is the same operation that the discourse of recogni-
tion performs all the time. Both the drone selfie and the discourse of recognition 
more generally become switches that refocus our attention inward. We see a 
similar economy of attention at work in discourses about drone pilot PTSD, to 
which I turn in my next, and final, section. 

Drone Pilot PTSD and the
Rescue of American Exceptionalism 

“The Wounds of the Drone Warrior,” a June 2018 feature in the New York 
Times Magazine, critiques the “narcotizing effect” that drones apparently have 
on the American public. The author describes the fantasy of a bloodless war 
being prosecuted frictionlessly by a military comprised of ‘joystick warriors,’ 
and contrasts it with an account of the somatic and psychological suffering ex-
perienced by many drone pilots. He notes that these warfighters often witness 
more carnage than ground troops, and that their views get progressively, and 
agonizingly, clearer as the technology improves, a development that contradicts 
the technological determinist claim that a ‘better’ medium would lead to more 
humane outcomes. Ultimately, the author contends that because war has be-
come normalized, and so much of the drone program is kept secret, these mili-
tary personnel are often left alone with their ‘moral injuries.’64 This story, while 
newsy in its focus on experimental treatments for this type of PTSD, is hardly 
news; accounts of drone pilot distress have been circulating on academic, clini-
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cal, and journalistic platforms for years, belying the notion that drone operators 
do not realize the lethal significance of their actions. Consequently, I want to 
pose two final questions, neither of which asks whether drone pilots “really” 
get PTSD. Instead, I want to query the ideological work this diagnosis does: 
how do we explain the continued journalistic and public curiosities about the 
notion of drone pilot PTSD? And what does this kind of suffering reveal about 
recognition in drone warfare? 

Although the US military has begun to acknowledge the stresses that drone 
operators encounter, as evidenced in the Times article and elsewhere, it has also 
tended to euphemize them as “burnout,” essentially chalking their struggles up 
to overwork, and thus underestimating the complexity of their sensory and ethi-
cal experiences.65 Asaro describes the military’s approach to drone pilot PTSD 
as a “medico-bureaucratic compromise” that offers a provisional and strategic 
response to their suffering but does not account for its causes or magnitude.66 
But even as the military minimizes the seriousness of this type of PTSD by 
treating it as a logistical problem, it also betrays an awareness that drone op-
erators are experiencing something overwhelming. A different skepticism of 
drone pilot stress arises from anti-drone quarters. Chamayou, for example, is 
dismissive of their trauma and argues that the very notion of drone operator 
PTSD “makes a public rehabilitation of homicide by drones possible,” because 
it portrays these warriors as caring and empathetic.67 

Nonetheless, the widespread popular fascination with the trauma of drone 
operators is curious, particularly in the context of a prolonged war that has be-
come largely uncontroversial. Moreover, as Andrew Bacevich has persuasively 
demonstrated, the American public has been rather unconcerned with the men-
tal health and general circumstances of veterans in general, being largely con-
tent to admire and thank them for their service.68 Given this, I suggest that the 
superficial interest in drone operator PTSD, the need to find evidence of their 
suffering, is ultimately about the rescue of American exceptionalism from the 
breach caused by the military technology that seems most to imperil it. Relat-
edly, the emphasis on recognition as a remedy for the excesses of drone warfare 
is predicated on an optimism about American goodness, namely that a lack of 
recognition, essentially a correctible oversight, is the only explanation for the 
proliferation of these weapons. This also helps to explain the persistent faith 
in recognition as a corrective, despite widespread evidence—including PTSD 
itself—that drone pilots are already aware of the humanness of their targets, a 
potential overestimation of their ability or inclination to protect the people on 
the ground. But pro- and anti-drone camps alike are at pains to deny this, albeit 
for different reasons. The depoliticized military rhetoric of ‘burnout’ among 
drone operators belies the significance and costs of the violence that they wit-
ness (and perpetrate). Paradoxically, however, anti-drone discourses replicate 
a version of this blindness by insisting that drone operators do not recognize 
the humanity of their victims. In turn, this often compels anti-drone activists to 
ignore, celebrate, or leverage the trauma of drone operators (e.g. the hope and 
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intention that Not a Bug Splat will upset or shame them). Of course, the solution 
to this dilemma is not merely to foreground the suffering of drone operators, 
which simply trades the recognition of one trauma for another.

Instead, all of this points to a need for anti-drone activists and scholars to 
rethink the attachment to recognition as a strategy, tactic, and objective. Indeed, 
Harvey’s Stealth Wear is compelling because it refuses to partake in this flawed 
visible economy, seeking refuge instead in the protections afforded by unrecog-
nizability. Rather than place its hope in the reform of drone warfare, or drone 
warriors, this approach emphasizes instead the agency of the people who live 
under the threat of drone strikes. Discourses of recognition otherwise portray 
these people as passive agents, who are suffering for the lack of recognition, 
can only wait for its bestowal, and will eventually be saved by it (and, by exten-
sion, the West). By contrast, a turn toward unrecognizability is predicated on 
a skepticism about the ethical potentialities of drones, their operators, and the 
states that send them to war. Such skepticism is both warranted and necessary, 
and may indeed provide the foundation for a new form of resistance to this type 
of militarization.
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