
Journal of Undergraduate Research and Scholarly Excellence – Volume VII41

By Sandra Morrell Andrews
University of British Columbia, British Columbia

An Analysis of American Drone Strikes in 
the Middle East, North Africa Region and the          
Development of Radical Anti-Americanism

Drones, or unmanned aerial vehicles 
(UAVs), are remotely piloted aircraft that 
have been widely used by western militaries 
and governments, particularly the United 
States of  America, in a number of  confl ict 
situations. The technology boasts a number of  
benefi ts for militaries, from removing troops 
from combat situations and reduced costs, 
to having superior surveillance compared 
to traditional techniques such as fi ghter jets 
or boots on the ground. Furthermore, the 
most prevalent models (Reaper and Predator 
drones) can be used for both surveillance 
activities as well as armed capabilities by 
attaching and removing a payload that is 
used for striking and targeting combatants as 
well as extended monitoring missions. With 
these pragmatic benefi ts we have seen a 
proliferation of  drone related activities in the 
Middle East and North Africa region in the 
last 10 years, notably with the continued War 
on Terror and the second term of  Barack 
Obama’s presidency.1 This time period has 
been characterized by drones due to their 
use as a signifi cant tool in the strategy for 
combatting insurgent groups unilaterally in 
Pakistan, multilaterally in Libya, and as a part 
of  coalition forces supporting the AMISOM 
mission in Somalia.2,3

Given this proliferation and extended 
uses of  UAVs in countries like Pakistan, 
Iraq, Afghanistan and Libya, there are 
humanitarian and ethical concerns regarding 
strikes and the impact on civilian lives as 
well as the unintended radicalization of  civil 
society. Scholars highlight the dangers that 
drone use poses in terms of  creating more 
radical militants – as “more civilians [are] 

killed” more militant attacks are provoked 
and anti-American sentiment is promoted.1,4,5,

These claims have been refuted by the 
government on a number of  occasions, 
like CIA Director Brennan’s comments that 
drones deliver “targeted, surgical pressure” 
with civilian casualties being “exceedingly 
rare” and President Obama’s claims in 2012 
that “drones have not caused a huge number 
of  civilian casualties.”6  It is undeniable, 
however that the apparent rapid growth of  
insurgent groups such as Daesh, al-Qaeda 
and al Shabaab have been correlated with 
American military ambitions in the region. 

This paper will focus on the problematic 
impacts of  drone strikes including 
extrajudicial killings, civilian casualties, 
sovereignty violations and the lack of  
transparency that results from signature 
Western state strikes. It will attempt to 
critically examine the relationship between 
UAV deployment by the United States 
for use in the Middle East North Africa 
region in a military context and the extent 
to which an argument can be made that civil 
society becomes radicalized into pursuing 
purposeful retaliation against the United 
States as a result.

Applications of  Drones
The uses of  UAVs are incredibly 

varied. While most often associated with 
targeted strikes using missiles, drones can 
be applied in the context of  unarmed 
activities for surveillance and reconnaissance 
as well. Drone surveillance has become a 
fundamental pillar to military intelligence 
and has proven to be an invaluable resource 

to military operations. The remotely 
operated vehicles are fl own by operators as 
far as a few thousand miles away through 
sophisticated satellite relay and a live video 
feed from mounted cameras on the belly 
of  the machine, or within a smaller range 
via direct video feed. They have capabilities 
to monitor the movements of  rebel groups 
over vast areas of  terrain such as desserts and 
other geographically hostile regions. Long-
term surveillance capabilities are possible as 
UAVs can hover over targets for more than 
14 hours without refueling or stopping for 
pilots to rest.7 A huge advantage of  drone 
use is that they are unseen and undetectable. 
Further uses include monitoring internally 
displaced people and refugees, and surveying 
zones affected by natural disasters. Offi cials 
have used drones to monitor the aftermath 
of  the Nepal earthquake and recent 
industrial explosion in Tianjin, highlighting 
civilian application of  drones.8 These 
surveillance drones can take the form of  the 
largest UAVs, such as the Predator drones 
and the Global Hawk, or cheaper, smaller 
hand-launched drones like the Switchblade 
or Nano Hummingbird.9 

More important in the context of  this 
paper are the armed, military applications 
of  drones. Similar to their surveillance 
counterparts, armed military drones can 
come in a variety of  forms with similar 
control systems, though the prevailing 
varieties are the American produced Predator 
and Reaper drones which are equipped with 
Hellfi re missiles or other payloads. The 
precision strikes that are characteristic of  
armed military drones target militants that
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have been identified through previous 
surveillance and intelligence gathering. A 
drone will regularly monitor a compound in 
which a suspected combatant or terrorist is 
hiding in by hovering in the air for as much as 
36 hours, and will wait for the authorization 
to conduct a strike to eliminate the threat. 

In the Middle East and North Africa 
drones have been used extensively to 
fight terrorism since 2002.1 UAVs have 
seen significant deployment in Pakistan, 
Afghanistan, Iraq and to a lesser extent in Iran, 
Syria, Palestinian territories, Yemen, Egypt, 
Libya, Sudan, and Turkey. Additionally, 
there are drone bases located throughout 
the region and within striking distance of  a 
number of  states, from Djibouti, Ethiopia 
and the Seychelles, to Saudi Arabia, Israel, 
Qatar, Bahrain, the United Arab Emirates, 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Turkey. 

Problematic Associations with Drones
While the government of  the United 

States maintains that the missiles used by 
drones are incredibly precise compared to 
the capabilities of  fighter jet alternatives, 
the resulting property damage and civilian 
casualties have long been a criticism of  
the technology. Moreover, as a UAV gives 
its operator a live video feed of  what is 
underneath, a minor lag in the images exist 
and many have brought up the issue of  
context in relation to what UAVs can ‘see.’ 
The scope of  a drone’s video feed has 
been compared to the view from a straw, 
with only a small aspect of  the wider scene 
being taken into account. An operator will 
not be able to see a school or hospital out 
of  the frame of  the images they receive 
for example, and the effects of  a strike can 
be devastating by resulting in unintended 
casualties and damage to civilian property. 
In the past drone strikes carried out by the 
American military have inadvertently killed 
U.S. citizens, for example in a January 2015 
strike on the Afghanistan-Pakistan border 
region that killed an American and an Italian 
hostage, as well as the targeted militants.10 

Along with the accidental killing of  
civilians and collateral damage, a major issue 
emphasized by the United Nations Human 
Rights Council (UNHRC) is the prevalence 
of  extrajudicial killings that are a significant 
aspect of  armed strike strategy.11 The UN has 
otherwise been unable to address the issue 
of  drones through a binding resolution at the 
Security Council due to the permanent five 
vetoes (China, France, U.S., Russia & U.K.) 
being highly invested in the manufacturing 
and deployment of  drones. At the current 
time there is little political will from the P5 to 
address the issues of  drones at the UN level. 
There has been a UNHRC Resolution passed 
in 2014 that challenges the legality of  U.S. 

drone strikes, however the U.S. delegation 
dismissed the vote saying they “do not 
support efforts to take [the UNHRC] in that 
direction… or well suited.”12 

In Yemen, Pakistan, and Afghanistan, 
among other countries, alleged militants are 
subjected to lethal force without any legal 
process or the right to a fair trial. In these 
cases, UN Special Rapporteur Christof  
Heyns argues that suspects are denied due 
process and the requirements of  international 
human rights law are abandoned under the 
assumption that suspects are “terrorists” 
without sufficient evidence, or the right to 
defense in a court.13 A prime example is the 
controversy surrounding the 2011 killing 
of  American-Yemeni Anwar al-Awlaki in 
Yemen who was targeted and killed in a 
strike without a trial, the ability to respond 
to claims against him or defend himself  
through due process in a court of  law, in a 
country against which there is no declaration 
of  war. His son, Abdulrahman al-Awlaki, 
was also later killed by a drone strike in 
Yemen, in the same year, despite not having 
any connection to terrorism.14 

 In most cases the results of  these 
extrajudicial killings via strikes are unavailable 
to analyze as exact death tolls unavailable 
for public scrutiny. These conditions, 
exacerbated by the general ignorance of  
American civil society about drone issues, 
have kept domestic pressure off  of  the 
American drone program. This has resulted 
in a sense of  impunity, despite controversial 
strikes and numerous civilian deaths. As of  
2015, the American military is not obligated 
to investigate or report the effects of  their 
drone strikes, and with a lack of  information 
available it is very difficult to examine and 
know the full extent of  drone deployment in 
the Middle East and North Africa.

 Between 2004 and 2011 alone, the 
number of  deaths from drone strikes in 
Pakistan ranges from 1,500 to 2,500 people.1 
Moreover, under the rules of  engagement 
all “males of  fighting age” are deemed 
permissible targets.15 With combatants’ 
increasing use of  civilians and urban areas to 
disguise and shield themselves, the distinction 
between the “bad guys” and civilians is 
becoming less distinguishable. Incidents are 
rarely investigated and even today precise 
numbers of  civilians and militants killed in 
strikes remains unknown and unavailable 
beyond secretive government operatives 
such as the CIA.

The marked impunity enjoyed by 
the American government and lack of  
transparency and accountability for the 
effects of  targeted strikes creates a highly 
problematic precedent regarding the use of  
force by powerful state. While international 
law and the United Nations states clearly 

that arbitrary and extrajudicial killings are 
both unethical and illegal, the United States 
justifies its operations through its domestic 
legislation of  the Authorization of  the Use 
of  Military Force passed shortly after 9/11. 
This legislation is what the U.S. government 
argues gives it the legal ability to conduct 
strikes internationally when an al-Qaeda 
(or affiliate) is arbitrarily deemed to pose 
a threat to the “American Homeland.” 
Where American domestic law vindicates 
drone activity in the Middle East and North 
Africa, the incursions and disregard for state 
sovereignty in countries where covert drone 
use has been prolific (for example in Yemen 
where there is no declaration of  war yet 
American strikes have been conducted) is 
undeniable.

The Relationship Between 
Radicalization, Terrorism and Drones

Amid the problematic, illegal and 
unethical circumstances associated with 
drones, is the argument made by scholars 
in the social sciences that their deployment 
works against Western interests and actually 
radicalizes otherwise moderate civilians as a 
consequence. 

Drone use has demonstrated clearly the 
undermining of  the protection of  life and 
personal security through their deployment 
as a deadly weapon since their debut in the 
Middle East and North Africa in the early 21st 
century.13 By March 2011, according to some 
estimates, drones had killed 33 Taliban and 
al-Qaeda high value targets and anywhere 
from 1,100 to 1,800 insurgent fighters.23  
In the same time period the frequency of  
strikes and related deaths have increased in 
the area, and other sources cite death tolls 
in Pakistan hovering “imprecisely between 
1,500 and 2,500 people.”1 

In Pakistan to date, the predictions of  
civilians killed by CIA drone strikes ranges 
from 2,471 to 3,983.16 Another 476 to 705 
estimated people have been killed when the 
statistics from Yemen are factored in, and from 
Afghanistan an additional 416 to 592 deaths, 
from the same source. An overwhelming 
majority of  these deaths have occurred under 
the Obama administration since 2009, with a 
possible total number of  deaths reaching more 
than 5,000 between just those three countries 
in the past 10 years. Moreover, at least 2,464 
people have been killed by American drone 
strikes outside of  declared war zones since 
President Obama took Office. Research 
by the Bureau of  Investigative Journalism 
further shows that there has been nine times 
the amount of  strikes carried out in Yemen, 
Somalia and Pakistan under Obama than his 
predecessor. Within these unstable states, 
prosecuting combatants is “inefficient” and 
the intelligence against the suspects is often
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inadmissible, so it has become “more 
politically palatable to kill suspected 
terrorists.”7 

The argument follows that drone 
strikes and the deaths associated with them 
increases anti-Americanism and recruitment 
for terror organizations, and that American 
counterterrorism efforts have intensified 
violence and instability.5 The non-militants 
who are impacted disproportionately and 
negatively by strikes in the Middle East and 
North Africa have provoked the creation of  
additional “adversaries.” 

Eland, a defense analyst, posits that 
drone strategy is counter intuitive to 
counterinsurgency efforts by killing civilians, 
thus creating more radical militants and 
“breeding more terrorists.” Instead of  
civilians recognizing the over arching goal 
of  eliminating al-Qaeda terrorism and 
stabilizing states they see “missiles raining 
from the sky” and seek to rebel against 
those whom they see as the hostile force.14 

Drone strikes can give radicals the impetus 
for recruiting terrorists and expanding their 
organizations and may “convert entirely 
non-radical individuals” due to the “havoc 
wreaked” by American drone strikes.5 

When civilians are killed in drone strikes 
the level of  trust is eroded between civil 
society in the MENA affected countries and 
the West, resulting in a “blowback.”  Hudson 
identifies distinct forms of  unintended 
consequence due to drone strikes in the 
Middle East:

i. Purposeful retaliation against the 
United States;
ii. Creation of  new insurgents;
iii. Further destabilization; 
iv. Deterioration of  American-
Eastern relationships.1

If  we consider the recent trends of  
terrorism in the last decade however, 
Hudson’s theoretical approach claiming 
purposeful retaliation against the West 
as opposed to other targets, arguably the 
primary claim of  the “blowback” theory, is 
statistically unsubstantiated and distorted. 

In the first decade of  the 21st century as 
the World Development Report shows, the 
overwhelming majority of  attacks resulting 
in fatalities were aimed at non-Western 
targets, with the exception of  the 2001 World 
Trade Center attacks in New York, which is 
an anomaly.17 

The American drone program has 
expanded significantly since 2002, and with 
Western-aimed attacks remaining at the 
same level over the last ten years of  available 
data from the National Counter Terrorism 
Center and Global Terrorism Database, 
the theory is severely weakened in relation 

to the claim that the drone program has 
incited increased “purposeful retaliation” 
against the West with any significant impact 
compared to attacks carried out in the rest of  
the international arena. The graphic further 
illustrates that international terrorist attacks 
against the United States of  America has 
decreased considerably since the 1970s, with 
the most active five years for attacks being 
between 1987 and 1991.18

Furthermore, even as U.S.-aimed 
terrorism has remained relatively stable in 
the years since 2001 in relation to global 
levels, the frequency of  media reporting on 
terrorist activities has sharply increased and 
remained comparatively high. This is despite 
the data that suggests that the American 
experience (where a significant proportion 
of  media content is coming from) of  
terrorist incidents in 2009 is less than the 
levels in 1999. The data provided by Factiva 
(as contained in World Development Report 
2011) shows that the media has consistently 
reported on terror at a high rate in the first 
decade of  the 21st century giving the public 
perception of  an increase in terrorist related 
activity in relation to the West.16 In reality, 
the scope of  social media and 24-hour 
news cycles have given terror-related stories 
an increased exposure compared to other 
themes.

The second dimension of  the analysis 
provided by Hudson et al. (creation of  new 
insurgents via drone activity) is supported 
through data to a certain extent as seen 
in a study conducted by Bøås et al., as 
contained in World Development Report 
2011. Rebel participation is generated 
through three statistically significant factors: 
unemployment/idleness (39.5%), to feel 
more secure/powerful (15%), and due 
to belief  in the cause/revenge/injustice 
(13%).17

Where these three factors are considered 
to contribute to rebel or radical participation 
they can be rationalized as by-products 
of  Western military activity and state 
dynamics rather than drone deployment 
specifically. Unemployment and insecurity are 
benchmark characteristics of  conflict zones 
and economic strife in the affected Middle 
Eastern and North African countries and 
cannot be attributed directly and solely to 
the deployment of  drones.17 Additionally, it 
is impossible to “prove direct causality from 
data analysis alone.”1 

There is merit to the argument that 
American engagement is unintentionally 
creating “accidental guerrillas” through 
military activities, which includes drones. 
Throughout the region there are a number 
of  groups that have pledged allegiance to al-
Qaeda or Daesh, and are fighting the United 
States in the years since the War on Terror 

began. There has been more exposure of  
American personnel in the area and their 
military strategies have not been without 
controversy (for example Abu Ghraib).13 
The recent expansion of  Daesh through 
recruitment of  over 20,000 foreign fighters 
and the ramping up of  threats against the 
West is a distinct example of  how American 
and Western coalitions have pushed 
radicalization to a certain extent. With the 
United States now deploying UAVs for 
strikes on Daesh targets from Turkey, this 
will almost certainly result in an aggravation 
of  increased anti-American, anti-Western 
doctrine in the coming months as Daesh 
targets are eliminated.19,20

Similarly, the claim that drones further 
destabilize the countries they are used in is 
difficult to definitively prove through data, 
though Gulmohamad presents a compelling 
narrative of  how destabilization could occur 
when high-value targets are destroyed. It is 
known that Daesh was formed as a splinter 
out of  al-Qaeda, due to diverging ideologies 
and the changing leadership generated by US 
and Iraqi forces eliminating commanders. 
Overtime, as these terrorist organizations 
have cycled through leaders with differing 
and increasingly more radical objectives, 
they have become better equipped to 
“exploit the vulnerabilities of  the region” 
having learned from their predecessors in 
al-Qaeda or Jabhat Al-Nusra.21  As Western 
governments eliminate commanders and 
high-value targets from the membership of  
radical groups in the Middle East and North 
Africa, they risk expediting the evolution of  
ideologies into ones that are more extreme 
and prolific as new leaders take over. This 
is an obvious facet of  the formation of  
Daesh in Iraq post-American disengagement 
in 2011 where a political void was left to 
be filled by the next regional hegemon. 
Moreover, the expansion of  Daesh into the 
Sinai and the Sahel throughout the past year 
illustrates that destabilization can spill over 
into nearby areas and even across continents. 
The argument that instability prompted by 
the drone threat begets further instability is 
certainly passable in this context. 

Finally, the last dimension of  the 
theoretical approach brought forward by 
Hudson et al. is the “loss of  the hearts and 
minds” of  the people because of  U.S. drone 
strikes. In a 2011 Pew Global Attitudes poll of  
Pakistanis, 95% of  the population who knew 
of  drone strikes believe that “they are a bad 
or very bad thing” and 69% of  respondents 
disagree that strikes are “necessary to defend 
Pakistan” from extremism.  A further 91% 
agree that drone strikes “kill too many 
innocent people.”5 

Similar polls were conducted in 2014 for 
national samples in Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, 
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Palestinian territories, Tunisia, and Turkey 
by the Pew Research Center. The question 
was phrased as an approval or disapproval of  
the “United States conducting missile strikes 
from drones to target extremists in countries 
like Pakistan, Yemen, and Somalia.” The 
disapproval rates in these Muslim-Arab 
countries were recorded as 87%, 90%, 71%, 
84%, 77% and 83% respectively.22 There is 
a clear narrative in civil society across the 
region that drone strikes conducted by the 
United States are not welcomed and are 
generally seen as unproductive in the Middle 
East and North Africa.9

Conclusion
Scholars in the social sciences, journalists, 

and experts alike have hypothesized about 
the relationship between drone use and 
radicalism in the Middle East and North 
Africa since 2004. While some theories 
and articles claim to show a direct causal 
relationship connecting the deployment 
of  UAVs and terrorism as a consequence 
of  civilian casualties, destabilization, and 
increased recruitment, this paper has 
demonstrated that while these factors do 
contribute, there is not a sufficient body 
of  evidence that suggest drones create new 
insurgents, purposeful retaliation, or further 
destabilization. Conversely, there is research 
that shows the opposite effects and that 
drone strikes in Pakistan have decreased 
terrorist activities and lethality of  attacks.21 
Political and economic aspects including 
unemployment and disenfranchisement, as 
well as sentiments of  injustice and revenge 
against military activity, are imperative to 
consider. Furthermore, distortions in media 
over the last decade have perpetuated a 
fixation on terrorism-related stories that 
carry forward the idea that terrorism is 
increasing as the American drone program 
has expanded. 

Ultimately, while drones and radicalization 
in the Middle East and North Africa are 
correlated due to a number of  factors, there 
is no definitive direct causation between 
drone deployment and strikes being the 
primary mode of  radicalization that can be 
determined at this time. More realistically, 
as a complex process, radicalization and 
anti-American “blowback” results because 
of  a number of  aggravators, including 
upbringing, unemployment, unrelated 
social grievance, as well as injustice related 
to American military interventions. It is 
within reason to extrapolate that commonly 
observed dimensions today, including anti-
Americanism and terrorism, would still be 
prevalent even if  traditional “boots on the 
ground” strategies were more widely used 
compared to UAVs. 

Likewise, the possibility exists that the 

complete effects of  drone deployment and 
subsequent related radicalization have not 
fully flourished in the ten years since drones 
have been used in the Middle East and 
North Africa to fight terrorism. There could 
be a delayed, more longitudinal response to 
the drone regime of  the Americans in the 
region that has not been fully anticipated 
or felt in recent times. With the emergence 
and expansion of  Daesh and militant groups 
increasingly pledging allegiance to them, 
like Boko Haram, AQIM, and possibly al-
Shabaab, the full effects of  the American 
drone program might have yet to be 
experienced.   
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