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Drone Attacks are Plain Old Murder

I H t ; I

A weapon of 
choice that kills

w

citizens
by C hris T oensing

D rones are Presi­
dent Barack O bam a’s 
w eapon o f choice in 
the W ar on Terror.

S ince taking o f­
fice, he has ordered
over 280 drone strikes in Pakistan 
alone. That's m ore than eight times 
as m any as G eorge W. Bush autho­
rized and doesn't even count the 
scores o f  other unm anned attacks 
in Som alia and Yemen.

W hen the m ainstream  m edia re­
ports  these  opera tio n s, it c laim s 
that a lm ost all the people  k illed  
are "m ilitan ts"  —  m em bers o f  al- 
Q aeda or a ffilia ted  radical groups. 
T hat's  w hat the P en tagon  and the 
C IA  say , anyw ay . The P ak istan i 
gov ern m en t loud ly  p ro tests  that 
m any o f  the casu a ltie s  are c iv il­
ian. T he L o ndon-based  B ureau  o f 
Investig a tiv e  Jo u rn a lism  agrees, 
estim ating in m id-July that as m any 
as 800 o f  the P ak istan i dead  have 
been  no n -co m b atan ts, a long  w ith 
som e 50 -150  Y em enis and dozens 
o f  Som alis.

In late M ay, The New York Times 
suggested one reason for the d is­
crepancy in civ ilian  tallies. The
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Obam a administration basically con­
siders “all m ilitary-age m ales in a 
strike zone” to be fighters “unless 
there is explicit intelligence posthu­

m ously proving them  inno­
cent.” The preceding month, 
the T im es revealed that the 
W hite H ouse had authorized 
strikes on people in Pakistan 
and Yem en “who m ay be plot­
ting attacks against the United 
States, but w hose identities 
m ig h t n o t be  c o m p le te ly

know n.”
Strip away the conditional verbs 

and the backw ards burden o f proof, 
and it’s clear that W ashington isn’t 
alw ays sure w hom  the unm anned 
aerial vehicles are killing.

In Pakistan, m any o f the dead 
m ay indeed  be “m ilitan ts ,” but 
they're conspiring against the gov­
ernm ents o f  Pakistan and A fghani­
stan, not the U nited States. Q uietly, 
the Pakistani governm ent is happy 
to see them  dispatched from the 
sky. It saves Pakistan’s generals 
the trouble o f sending their own 
troops into the m ountains on the 
Afghan frontier.

In Yemen, the regime is also trick- 
ing the Pentagon into attacking 
participants in a dom estic rebellion 
under the guise o f the W ar on T er­
ror. Som alia has no governm ent to 
speak o f —  it’s a free-fire zone.

T he co n n ec tio n  betw een  the 
drone strikes and the security o f
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A m ericans is tenuous. A nd even if 
one accepts Pen tagon  and C IA  
statem ents that the dead are indeed 
anti-A m erican terrorists, w hy as­
sume that the drones are defeating 
them?

O bam a’s form er director o f  na­
tional intelligence, Dennis Blair, said 
the W hite House conversations on 
this topic “rem inded me o f body 
counts in V ietnam .” It is ju s t as 
likely —  and indeed there's reason 
to believe —  that the attacks recruit 
m ore m ilitants than they kill.

M eanw hile, som e o f the d rones’ 
victim s are undoubtedly civilians. 
W ashington has offered no expla­
nation, for exam ple, for the death o f 
Abdal-Rahmanal-Awlaki, 16, whose 
only crim e was to have been the son 
o f a m an on O bam a’s “kill list.” The 
boy, w ho like his father was a U.S. 
citizen, w asn’t collateral damage. He 
was killed in a separate strike.
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It's rem arkable that the younger 
A w lak i’s v iolent end caused no 
outcry. By and large, Am ericans 
support the drone w ar —  it keeps 
our troops out o f  harm ’s way —  and 
trust the O bam a adm inistration to 
run it responsibly. A nd so, once 
again, a dangerous gap is growing 
betw een A m ericans’ perceptions o f 
U.S. foreign policy and how  that 
policy is regarded abroad.

T o  R e p u b l ic a n s ,  d u b io u s  
d eath s by d rone  are the accep t­
ab le  cost o f  a w ar they  w ish  w ere 
w ider. To all bu t a tiny m inority  o f 
D em ocrats , they  are reg re ttab le  
m istakes that shou ld  no t o v e r­
shadow  O b am a’s successes. To 
the rest o f  the w orld , they look like 
p la in  o ld  m urder.

Chris Toensing is editor o f  
Middle East Report, published by 
the Middle East Research and In­
formation Project.
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