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Scholars often relate how the public views drone strikes to one of three 
moral norms: soldiers’ battlefield courage, the protection of soldiers, or 
preventing civilian casualties. But what explains variation in the public’s 
perceptions of what constitutes morally legitimate drone warfare? 
I contend that the public may combine moral norms to make such 
judgments. How drones are used — tactically or strategically — and 
whether strikes are constrained unilaterally or multilaterally to protect 
against civilian casualties can shape the public’s intuitions of what 
constitutes morally legitimate drone strikes. Use and constraint, then, 
make up informal moral rules that may condition the public’s perceptions 
of legitimacy. To test this claim, I conducted an original survey in March 
2021. The results show that the public combines moral norms to cast 
judgment about drone strikes and that these moral considerations are 
shaped by shifts in why drones are used and how they are constrained.  

1   Sarah E. Kreps, Drones: What Everyone Needs to Know (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016). 

2   Joshua A. Schwartz, Matthew Fuhrmann, and Michael C. Horowitz, “Do Armed Drones Counter Terrorism, Or Are They Counterproductive? 
Evidence from Eighteen Countries,” International Studies Quarterly 66, no. 3 (September 2022): 1–14, https://doi.org/10.1093/isq/sqac047; 
Jean-Baptiste Jeangène Vilmer, “Not So Remote Drone Warfare,” International Politics (2022): 1–22, https://doi.org/10.1057/s41311-021-00338-9; 
and Stefan Borg, “Below the Radar. Examining a Small State’s Usage of Tactical Unmanned Aerial Vehicles,” Defence Studies 20, no. 3 (September 
2020): 185–201, https://doi.org/10.1080/14702436.2020.1787159.  

3   Caren Kaplan, “Drone-o-Rama: Troubling the Temporal and Spatial Logics of Distance Warfare,” in Life in the Age of Drone Warfare, ed. Lisa 
Parks and Caren Kaplan (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2017), 159–77.  

4   Another such area that has been ignored until recently is the implication of drone warfare for global order. For a recent examination of this 
topic, see Paul Lushenko, Srinjoy Bose, and William Maley, eds., Drones and Global Order: The Implications of Remote Warfare for International 
Society (London: Routledge, 2022). 

5   Stephen Ceccoli and John Bing, “Explaining Divergent Attitudes Toward Lethal Drone Strikes,” Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 38, no. 2 (2015): 
147, https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2014.981103.

6   Jack McDonald, “Remote Warfare and the Legitimacy of Military Capabilities,” Defence Studies 21, no. 4 (March 2021): 539, https://doi.org/10.
1080/14702436.2021.1902315. 

7   Larry Lewis and Diane M. Vavrichek, Rethinking the Drone War: National Security, Legitimacy, and Civilian Casualties in U.S. Counterterrorism 
Operations (Quantico, VA: Center for Naval Analysis and Marine Corps University Press, 2016), 172. 

8   Mitt Regan, conversation with the author, June 2, 2022. 

In 2002, U.S. President George W. Bush au-
thorized the first known use of an armed 
and networked unmanned aerial vehicle, or 
drone, as it is commonly called, to kill an 

al-Qaeda leader in Yemen.1  Bush’s inaugural use of 
a drone for the targeted killing of a terrorist set a 
dangerous precedent. Over 100 countries and many 
stateless actors now possess drones.2 To contend 
with the emergence of so-called “drone warfare,” 
the literature has evolved from studying drone pro-
liferation to measuring the effectiveness of strikes 
to investigating the legal and normative dimen-
sions of these operations. Though the literature 
has been described as a “drone-a-rama,”3 there are 

nevertheless still several notable gaps.
One such area that scholars have largely ignored 

is the moral legitimacy of strikes based on empiri-
cal evidence of the public’s perceptions.4 Indeed, as 
Stephen Ceccoli and John Bing have noted, we know 
“surprisingly little” about the public’s perceptions 
of what constitutes legitimate drone strikes,5 despite 
reoccurring claims that legitimacy is “central” to the 
sustainability of drone warfare.6 Larry Lewis and Di-
ane Vavrichek argue that there has been an “inade-
quate consideration of legitimacy” in drone policy 
and scholarship.7 Mitt Regan adds that “there has 
been little effort to systematically study legitimacy” 
in terms of drones.8 This oversight is problematic 

https://doi.org/10.1093/isq/sqac047
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41311-021-00338-9
https://doi.org/10.1080/14702436.2020.1787159
https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2014.981103
https://doi.org/10.1080/14702436.2021.1902315
https://doi.org/10.1080/14702436.2021.1902315


The Scholar

13

because the public seems to view some strikes as 
more morally legitimate than others.9 

The difference in the public’s perceived legitima-
cy of American and French drone strikes in Africa 
illustrates this puzzling trend. Though both France 
and the United States have conducted drone strikes 
in Africa since 2019, a search via LexusNexus of me-
dia coverage for these operations shows key differ-
ences in the volume and tone of reporting. French 
strikes receive 60 percent less media coverage than 
U.S. strikes. Whereas some observers have cau-
tioned that U.S. strikes have unnecessarily harmed 
Africans,10 others have argued that France’s strikes 
are necessary for regional security.11 Yet, American 
and French strikes are conducted on the same con-
tinent, against the same threat, and with the same 
type of drone, and they result in the same out-
comes, including civilian casualties. So why does 
the public seem to perceive France’s drone strikes 
in Africa as more legitimate than America’s? 

The purpose of this article is to investigate this 
variation in the public’s perceptions of what con-
stitutes a morally legitimate drone strike. Rather 
than looking at legitimacy in terms of compliance 
with international law, I treat legitimacy as an em-
pirical or pragmatic phenomenon. This means that, 
while legitimacy may constitute the subjective be-
liefs that people have about the appropriateness of 
wartime action given some rule, it is also testable.12 
Regan argues that “[t]he fact that human judgment 
is unavoidable does not mean that all analysis is 
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simply the reflection of subjective preferences that 
cannot be subject to rigorous assessment.”13 Chris-
tina Pan and her coauthors concur, stating that 
“legitimacy is a sociological phenomenon, and can 
only be meaningfully studied in the context of a 
society and the attitudes of individuals, therein.”14 
Moral rules about legitimacy either prescribe or 
proscribe behavior to help countries to meet their 
security objectives while protecting against caus-
ing unnecessary harm in war, especially against 
civilians. They convey rights and obligations for 
countries that inform the public’s perceptions of 
what is morally legitimate behavior.15 

To the extent that scholars have probed the 
public’s perceptions of what constitutes a moral-
ly legitimate strike, they link judgment to one of 
three moral norms. Some argue that drone warfare 
is legitimate to the degree that soldiers risk their 
lives on the battlefield in launching strikes.16 Oth-
ers contend that the outcome — namely increas-
ing safety for soldiers — defines the moral status 
of drone warfare.17 Still others posit that greater 
jus in bello (justice in war) constraints that pre-
vent civilian casualties help to inform the public’s 
perceptions of what is morally legitimate.18 While 
useful, these claims reflect at least two important 
trade-offs. First, scholars often present these ex-
planations for how the public perceives the moral 
legitimacy of drone warfare as separate and dis-
tinct from one another. Second, scholars usually 
avoid considering rules that may govern how the 
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public adjudicates the moral legitimacy of strikes. 
In doing so, they cannot adequately account for 
inconsistencies in the public’s perceptions about 
morally legitimate strikes that are conducted in 
the same location and that have the same results, 
including civilian casualties.19 

I contend that the public may combine moral 
norms to cast judgment about drone strikes and 
that these moral considerations are shaped by var-
iations in why drones are used and how they are 
constrained. While many scholars have recognized 
that countries vary in their use of drones,20 few dis-
cuss shifts in how countries constrain strikes. I hy-
pothesize that countries’ use of drones — tactical-
ly or strategically — coupled with how strikes are 
constrained to protect against civilian casualties 
— unilaterally or multilaterally — can shape the 
public’s intuitions about the moral legitimacy of 
strikes. Use and constraint, then, constitute infor-
mal rules that may condition the public’s percep-
tions of morally legitimate drone strikes. Looking 
at countries’ varying uses of strikes under different 
constraints allows us to determine when and how 
the public emphasizes moral norms that shape 
perceptions of legitimacy. 

In order to investigate this proposition, I con-
ducted an original survey experiment. The results 
indicate that the public’s perception of what con-
stitutes a morally legitimate drone strike is not re-
ducible to either use or to constraint alone, as is 
often suggested by scholars working in the classi-
cal just war tradition that is based on jus ad bellum 
(justice of war) and jus in bello (justice in war).21 
The results also suggest that at least the appear-
ance of higher external control over a country’s 
strikes does increase their perceived legitimacy. 
So much so, in fact, that countries submitting to 
multilateral constraint when using strikes tacti-
cally can be absolved by the public of any moral 
culpability for civilian casualties. In addition, the 
public’s perception of the moral legitimacy of 
drone strikes appears not to be a function of sol-
diers’ battlefield courage, soldiers’ safety, or the 
protection of civilians alone. Rather, why and how 
a country uses strikes shapes the public’s recall of 
unique combinations of these moral norms. This 
finding implies that experts who criticize drones 

19   Joseph S. Nye, Do Morals Matter? Presidents and Foreign Policy from FDR to Trump (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020).

20   Joseph O. Chapa, Is Remote Warfare Moral? Weighing Issues of Life and Death from 7,000 Miles (New York: PublicAffairs, 2022); Daniel R. 
Brunstetter, Just and Unjust Uses of Limited Force: A Moral Argument with Contemporary Illustrations (Oxford: University of Oxford Press, 2021); 
and Hugh Gusterson, Drone: Remote Control Warfare (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2015). 

21   Matthew Evangelista and Henry Shue, eds., The American Way of Bombing: Changing Ethical and Legal Norms, from Flying Fortresses to 
Drones (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2014); and Sorabji and Rodin, eds., The Ethics of War.  

22   Peter J. Katzenstein, ed., The Culture of National Security: Norms and Identity in World Politics (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996).

as lacking virtue, given the lack of physical courage 
required to launch a strike, do so based more on 
anecdote or their own intuitions rather than empir-
ically derived evidence. Finally, key demographic 
and dispositional variables, including sex, educa-
tion, belief in the managerial role of great powers 
for global security, and support for the use of force 
abroad can also shape the public’s perceptions of 
what constitutes morally legitimate drone strikes.   

The remainder of this article proceeds as follows. 
I first sketch the three moral norms that form the 
baseline of scholars’ understanding of legitimate 
drone strikes: soldiers’ physical courage, the pro-
tection of soldiers, and the duty to care for civil-
ians, which is often used interchangeably with the 
protection of civilians on the battlefield. I then de-
fine the informal rules of use and constraint and 
discuss the possible implications of varying why 
and how countries use and constrain drones on the 
public’s perceptions of morally legitimate drone 
strikes. Next, I introduce my research design and 
then present my findings. I conclude by discuss-
ing my results, identifying the implications for U.S. 
drone policy, and making recommendations for fu-
ture research.

Moral Norms and Drone Warfare

Scholars generally link the public’s perceptions 
of what makes drone warfare morally legitimate 
to one of three moral norms: soldiers’ physical 
courage on the battlefield in conducting strikes, 
the security outcomes of those strikes, and the 
protection of civilians. This typology raises ques-
tions about what a norm is, how we understand a 
moral norm, where moral norms come from, and 
how moral norms are enforced. I briefly outline 
the anatomy of moral norms before introducing 
courage, security outcomes, and the duty to pro-
tect civilians as the normative benchmarks for how 
scholars interpret legitimate strikes. 

Norms are expectations that constitute and reg-
ulate behavior.22 A moral norm is a special type 
of norm that is thought to be independent of 
political authority, universal in scope, and relat-
ed to the suffering of others, which is a hallmark 
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feature of war.23 The literature suggests that mor-
al norms can emerge in one of two ways. Those 
in the nativist camp argue that moral norms are 
innate to one’s psychology.24 Social-relational the-
orists — such as those associated with the “Eng-
lish School” — contend that the public is social-
ized to adopt certain behaviors.25  

The latter approach helps us to understand how 
moral norms are adopted and enforced. Moral 
norms do not occur spontaneously within cultures. 
They evolve as acceptable standards of behavior due 
to interactions between publics within and between 
countries. Research suggests that moral norms are 
adopted by political communities through a process 
referred to as “localization” before being reinter-
preted and cycled back into international society.26 
What this sequence suggests, then, is that moral 
norms are first “identified by dedicated psycholog-
ical processes associated with imitation and social 
learning, soaked up from observing and partici-
pating in the interpersonal interactions of … com-
munity.”27 Specifically, this process indicates that 
there is a system of norms within people that both 
shapes and is shaped by expectations of acceptable  

23   Edouard Machery and Ron Mallon, “Evolution of Morality,” in The Moral Psychology Handbook, ed. John M. Doris (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2010), 3–46.

24   David Traven, “Moral Cognition and the Laws and Ethics of Armed Conflict,” International Studies Review 17, no. 4 (December 2015): 556–87, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24758567; Lawrence Kohlberg, “Stage and Sequence: The Cognitive-Development Approach to Socialization,” in 
Handbook of Socialization Theory and Research, ed. David A. Goslin (Chicago, IL: Rand McNally, 1969), 347–480; and Thomas Reid, Essays on the 
Active Powers of the Human Mind (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1969).  

25   The “English School” is premised on the possibility of an international society of states bounded by common interests, values, and institu-
tions. Tim Dunne, Inventing International Society: A History of the English School (London: Macmillan Press Ltd., 1998); Martha Finnemore, National 
Interests in International Society (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1996); and Hedley Bull, The Anarchical Society: A Study of Order in World 
Politics (New York: Palgrave, 1977).

26   Eglantine Staunton, France, Humanitarian Intervention, and the Responsibility to Protect (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2020); 
and Amitav Acharya, Constructing Global Order: Agency and Change in World Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018).

27   Daniel Kelly, “Two Ways to Adopt a Norm: The (Moral?) Psychology of Internalization and Avowal,” in The Oxford Handbook of Moral Psychol-
ogy, ed. Manuel Vargas and John M. Doris (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2022), 285–310.

28   Kelly, “Two Ways to Adopt a Norm”; and Shaun Nichols, “Moral Learning and Moral Representations,” in The Oxford Handbook of Moral Psy-
chology, ed. Vargas and Doris, 421–42.

29   Renic, Asymmetric Killing; Susanne Burri, “What Is the Moral Problem with Killer Robots?” in Who Should Die? The Ethics of Killing in War, ed. 
Ryan Jenkins, Michael Robillard, and Bradley Jay Strawser (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 163–85; M. Shane Riza, Killing Without Heart: 
Limits on Robotic Warfare in an Age of Persistent Conflict (Washington, DC: Potomac Books, 2013); and Karma Nabulsi, Traditions of War: Occupa-
tion, Resistance, and the Law (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999).

30   Gusterson, Drone.  

31   Nabulsi, Traditions of War; and Benjamin Constant, Political Writings, trans. and ed. Biancamaria Fontana (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1988). 

behavior shared among members of a given society. 
This system of norms helps to define who can be 
harmed, how they can be harmed, when they can be 
harmed, and where they can be harmed.28 An appre-
ciation of moral norms and the norm system that 
resides within individuals helps us to make sense 
of assumptions that often underlie scholars’ em-

phasis on courage, safeguarding 
soldiers, or protecting civilians to 
explain legitimate drone warfare. 

Scholars have identified three 
main sources of moral legitimacy 
when it comes to drone strikes. 
Those who adhere to virtue eth-
ics contend that the moral legiti-
macy of a strike is shaped by the 

degree of risk that the attacking country’s soldiers 
incur on the battlefield, and thus the physical cour-
age they show.29 This moral norm applies to a form 
of “mixed” drone warfare. In this case, countries 
use strikes in support of patrols and raids conduct-
ed by ground forces, both of which expose soldiers 
to greater physical harm.30 Soldiers’ liability to be 
harmed allows war to keep its “charm” for theo-
rists of a martial tradition of war that emphasiz-
es hand-to-hand combat as the defining feature of 
this social institution.31 

A consequentialist account of morally legitimate 
drone warfare considers the outcomes of strikes. 
There may be different outcomes that guide the 
public’s interpretation of what is morally legitimate. 
Most consequentialists in drone warfare stud-
ies are focused on how to minimize the physical  

 Yet, it may be the case that the public 
combines moral norms when adjudicating 
the legitimacy of strikes, even if they 
are “morally dumbfounded” and cannot 
explain how they formed a judgment.

https://www.jstor.org/stable/24758567
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risks to soldiers.32 According both to Erich Reisen 
and Bradley Strawser, for instance, if a military can 
use strikes to engage combatants, it has a moral 
obligation to do so in order to reduce the risk of 
harm to soldiers.33 This moral norm corresponds 
to a “pure” form of drone warfare that Neil Renic 
defines as “UAVs as war, rather than in war.”34 

Non-consequentialist approaches, also referred 
to as deontologist approaches, emphasize obliga-
tions to others. While many obligations may exist, 
deontologists studying drone warfare generally 
emphasize the duty to care for civilians as the key 
moral norm that informs the public’s perceptions 
about drone strike legitimacy. This echoes the jus 
in bello principle of distinction or non-combatant 
immunity that most analysts claim is integral to 
legitimacy.35 These obligations are sometimes dis-
cussed in terms of constraints. Chief among these 
constraints are the reputational costs that coun-
tries incur for launching strikes that result in ci-
vilian casualties;36 the arguable need for countries 
to demonstrate the military, as opposed to the po-
litical, effects of strikes;37 and the advantages for 
countries that adopt stricter targeting protocols 
to protect civilians.38 What this suggests, then, is 
that while countries may have “an obligation to uti-
lise unmanned systems, their deployment should 
be subject to strict oversight.”39 This is because, 
as Timothy Challans contends, “[w]ith restraint 
comes legitimacy.”40 

Hypotheses about these moral norms are a use-
ful starting point for understanding variation in 
the public’s perceptions about morally legitimate 

32   Christian Nikolaus Braun, “LAWS and the Mala in Se Argument,” Peace Review: A Journal of Social Justice 33, no. 2 (January 2021): 237–46, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10402659.2021.1998855; Wayne Phelps, On Killing Remotely: The Psychology of Killing with Drones (New York: Little, 
Brown and Company, 2021); Vilmer, “Not So Remote Drone Warfare”; Jean-Baptiste Jeangène Vilmer, “A Matter of Balance: A French Perspective 
on Limited Strikes,” Ethics & International Affairs 34, no. 2 (Summer, 2020): 201–15, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0892679420000258; and Niklas 
Schörnig, “Casualty Aversion in Democratic Security Provision: Procurement and the Defense Industrial Base,” in Democracy and Security: Preferenc-
es, Norms, and Policy-making, ed. Matthew Evangelista, Harald Müller, and Niklas Schörnig (London: Routledge, 2008), 14–36.

33   Reisen, “The Moral Case for the Development and Use of Autonomous Weapon Systems”; and Bradley Jay Strawser, “Moral Predators: The Duty 
to Employ Uninhabited Aerial Vehicles,” Journal of Military Ethics 9, no. 4 (December 2010): 348, https://doi.org/10.1080/15027570.2010.536403. 

34   Renic, Asymmetric Killing, 159.

35   Tanisha M. Fazal, Wars of Law: Unintended Consequences in the Regulation of Armed Conflict (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2018); 
Adil Ahmad Haque, “Killing with Discrimination,” in The Ethics of War: Essays, ed. Saba Bazargan-Forward and Samuel C. Rickless (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2017), 139–63.

36   Stephen Watts, “Air War and Restraint: The Role of Public Opinion and Democracy,” in Democracy and Security, ed. Evangelista, Müller, and 
Schörnig, 53–72.

37   Janina Dill, Legitimate Targets? Social Construction, International Law, and US Bombing (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015).

38   Robert Sparrow, “War Without Virtue?” in Killing by Remote Control: The Ethics of an Unmanned Military, ed. Bradley Jay Strawser (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2013); and David Rodin, “The Ethics of Asymmetric War,” in The Ethics of War, ed. Sorabji and Rodin, 153–68.

39   Galliott, Military Robots, 4. 

40   Timothy L. Challans, Awakening Warrior: Revolution in the Ethics of Warfare (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2007), 154. 

41   Jonathan Haidt, “The Emotional Dog and Its Rational Tail: A Social Intuitionist Approach to Moral Legitimacy,” Psychological Review 108, no. 4 
(October 2001): 817, https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295x.108.4.814. And see Traven, “Moral Cognition and the Laws and Ethics of Armed Conflict.”  

42   John R. Emery, “Moral Choices Without Moral Language: 1950s Political-Military Wargaming at the RAND Corporation,” Texas National Securi-
ty Review 4, no. 4 (Fall 2021): 11–31, http://dx.doi.org/10.26153/tsw/17528; and Marcus Holmes and David Traven, “Acting Rationally Without Really 
Thinking: The Logic of Rational Intuitionism for International Relations Theory,” International Studies Review 17, no. 3 (September 2015): 414–40, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24758622. 

drone strikes. These person-centered and act-
based interpretations of moral legitimacy, however, 
are often treated as being isolated from one anoth-
er. Yet, it may be the case that the public combines 
moral norms when adjudicating the legitimacy of 
strikes, even if they are “morally dumbfounded” 
and cannot explain how they formed a judgment.41 
Different moral norms may also be triggered by the 
specific attributes of different strikes, including the 
use and constraint of drones. Looking at intuitions 
and rules may allow us to better account for how 
the public combines moral norms when assessing 
the legitimacy of strikes. 

Intuitions, Rules, and the Moral 
Legitimacy of Drone Warfare

One way to understand how the public may 
combine moral norms is to explore peoples’ intu-
itions. Intuitions are rapid evaluative judgments 
about the morality of behavior that derive from the 
intersection of raw emotion and cognition.42 Intu-
itions are predicated on a dual-process theory of 
psychology that distinguishes between two mech-
anisms. The first mechanism consists of a bundle 
of compartmentalized and task-specific systems, 
such as a person’s norm system, that are thought 
to automatically generate intuitions. The second 
mechanism is synonymous with consciousness or 
purposeful reflection. This implies that assuming 
that the public’s judgment is based primarily on 
deliberative reasoning may be dubious, even if it 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10402659.2021.1998855
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0892679420000258
https://doi.org/10.1080/15027570.2010.536403
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295x.108.4.814
http://dx.doi.org/10.26153/tsw/17528
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is widely assumed.43 Thus, we can move beyond 
the assumption that one or the other moral norm 
definitively shapes the public’s perceptions about 
the legitimacy of drone strikes toward a more dy-
namic theory of how moral norms may work in 
combination. Crucially, intuitions, like reasoning, 
are also testable.

On the basis of this realization, I hypothesize 
that countries’ use of drones — whether tactically 
or strategically — and the degree to which they 
are constrained — whether unilaterally or multi-
laterally — to protect against civilian casualties, 
can shape the public’s intuitions about what con-
stitutes morally legitimate strikes. My hypothe-
sis builds off two areas of related research. The 
first investigates the public’s attribution for mor-
al responsibility given mistakes that may result 
from a country’s use of military robots, including 
drones.44 The second explores the implications 
of such moral attitudes in shaping public opin-
ion about emerging technologies in war, such as 
drones.45 I advance this literature by bridging it 
with an appreciation for the public’s perceptions 
of legitimacy, which has yet to be systematically 
done in the drone warfare scholarship. Although 
scholars may identify legitimacy as the locus of 
success in drone warfare, most are reticent to 
treat legitimacy as a dependent variable given rea-
sonable methodological concerns.46 Legitimacy is 
a social condition, meaning that it is difficult to 
measure. As I show below, however, it is possible 
to treat legitimacy as a dependent variable while 
using statistical methods to analyze empirically 
derived data of the public’s perceptions.47 

43   Haidt, “The Emotional Dog and Its Rational Tail.”

44   Ondrej Rosendorf, Michal Smetana, and Marek Vranka, “Autonomous Weapons and Ethical Judgments: Experimental Evidence on Attitudes 
Toward the Military Use of ‘Killer Robots,’” Peace and Conflict: Journal of Peace Psychology 28, no. 2 (March 2022): 177–83, https://doi.org/10.1037/
pac0000601; and Robert L. Woolfolk et al., “Attributions of Responsibility for Military Misconduct: Constraint, Identification, and Severity,” Military 
Psychology 33, no. 1 (January 2021): 1–14, https://doi.org/10.1080/08995605.2020.1838876.   

45   C.T. Davis, “Morality as Causality: Explaining Public Opinion on US Government Drone Strikes,” (PhD diss., Arizona State University, 2019).

46   Jessica Dorsey and Nilza Amaral, “Military Drones in Europe: Ensuring Transparency and Accountability,” Chatham House, April 30, 2021, 
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2021/04/military-drones-europe; Thomas E. Ayres and Jeffrey S. Thurnher. “Legitimacy: The Lynchpin of Military 
Success in Complex Battlespaces,” in Complex Battlespaces: The Law of Armed Conflict and the Dynamics of Modern Warfare, ed. Christopher M. 
Ford and Winston S. Williams (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 223–61; David A. Lake, Hierarchy in International Relations (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 2009); Ian Hurd, “Legitimacy and Authority in International Politics,” International Organization 53, no. 2 (Spring 1999): 379–408, 
https://doi.org/10.1162/002081899550913; Gary King, Robert O. Keohane, and Sidney Verba, Designing Social Inquiry: Scientific Inference in Quali-
tative Research (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994); and David A. Lake, “Leadership, Hegemony, and the International Economy: Naked 
Emperor or Tattered Monarch with Potential?” International Studies Quarterly 37, no. 4 (December 1993): 459–89, https://doi.org/10.2307/2600841.

47   Hortense Jongen and Jan Aart Scholte, “Inequality and Legitimacy in Global Governance: An Empirical Study,” European Journal of Inter-
national Relations 28, no. 3 (June 2022): 1–22, https://doi.org/10.1177/13540661221098218; Pan et al., “Comparing the Perceived Legitimacy of 
Content Moderation Processes”; and Jonas Tallberg and Michael Zürn, “The Legitimacy and Legitimation of International Organizations: Introduction 
and Framework,” Review of International Organizations, no. 14 (January 2019): 581–606, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11558-018-9330-7. 

48   John Mikhail, “Moral Intuitions and Moral Nativism,” in The Oxford Handbook of Moral Psychology, ed. Vargas and Doris, 364–88 (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2022); Haque, “Killing with Discrimination”; Scott Shane, Objective Troy: A Terrorist, a President, and the Rise of the Drone 
(New York: Tim Duggan Books, 2015); and John Mikhail, “Moral Grammar and Intuitive Jurisprudence: A Formal Model of Unconscious Moral and 
Legal Knowledge,” Psychology of Learning and Motivation 50 (July 2008): 27–100, https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511780578.009. 

49   Traven, “Moral Cognition and the Laws and Ethics of Armed Conflict.” See also Krasner, ed., International Regimes in general, and specifically 
Jock A. Finlayson and Mark W. Zacher, “The GATT and the Regulation of Trade Barriers: Regime Dynamics and Functions,” 277.  

50   Challans, Awakening Warrior.   

Whereas scholars often argue that the conse-
quences of strikes, whether in terms of the protec-
tion of civilians or soldiers, condition the moral sta-
tus of drones,48 I claim that the public’s perception 
of morally legitimate strikes is framed by informal 
rules that relate to countries’ varying use and con-
straint of drones. Shifts in these rules, or why and 
how countries use drones, may prime people to se-
lect courage, outcomes for soldiers, and/or duties 
to civilians from within their norm system when 
forming a moral judgment about strikes. What this 
also means is that the public may draw from sev-
eral moral norms at once, rather than simply re-
calling one over the others, when adjudicating the 
legitimacy of drone strikes. This theory is useful, 
then, because it specifies the mechanisms that may 
moderate the public’s perceptions of morally legit-
imate drone warfare. 

Informal Rules About Use and Constraint 

Rules categorize what is permissible behavior, 
according to a given set of moral norms. Rules give 
meaning to norms, in other words, by prescribing 
or proscribing behavior.49 In the context of drone 
warfare, rules emerge from the public’s under-
standing of the martial virtues and the just war 
tradition. The martial virtues, such as honor and 
sacrifice, help to inform the public’s understanding 
of soldiers’ appropriate behavior in war.50 The just 
war tradition is codified in international humanitar-
ian law, also known as the Law of Armed Conflict, 
that governs how countries ought to use force in 
war. Together, the martial virtues and international  
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humanitarian law suggest that reciprocal or shared 
risk between combatants on the battlefield, as well 
as giving effective notice to allow for self-defense, 
are necessary for wartime behavior to be consid-
ered morally justified.51 

While some understand moral rules to be rigid 
and broadly known or official, the reality is more 
complicated. Rules are often mediated by situa-
tional context and can be informal, which some-
times leads to “moral flexibility.”52 The interna-
tional relations theory literature on regimes also 
argues that countries can follow informal rules to 
a greater or lesser degree “as their power and in-
terests change.”53 Importantly, doing so does not 
nullify the norms from which rules emerge but may 
nevertheless impact the public’s perceptions of le-
gitimate behavior.

I argue that countries often align their strikes in 
terms of two informal rules: use and constraint. 
The use rule relates to why countries choose to use 
drones in the first place and is designed to ensure 
that countries uphold key expectations of wartime 
conduct when executing strikes, namely reciprocal 
risk and the right to self-defense. Drone strikes can 
either be used for tactical or strategic purposes.

Countries may use drones tactically during dis-
crete or hasty engagements with combatants to 
achieve near-term, limited military objectives, in-
cluding the defense of ground forces, in declared 
theaters of operations such as Afghanistan.54 As 
such, Daniel Brunstetter describes the tactical use 

51   Christian Nikolaus Braun, “Quo Vadis? On the Role of Just Peace Within Just War,” International Theory (2022): 1–27, https://doi.org/10.1017/
S1752971921000270; Janina Dill and Livia I. Schubiger, “Attitudes Toward the Use of Force: Instrumental Imperatives, Moral Principles, and International 
Law,” American Journal of Political Science 65, no. 3 (July 2021): 612–33, https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12635; Renic, Asymmetric Killing; Janina Dill, “Do 
Attackers Have a Legal Duty of Care? Limits to the ‘Individualization of War,’” International Theory 11, no. 1 (March 2019): 1–25, https://doi.org/10.1017/
S1752971918000222; Fazal, Wars of Law; Shannon E. French, Victoria Sisk, and Caroline Bass, “Drones, Honor, and Fragmented Sovereignty: The Impact 
of New and Emerging Technology on the Warrior’s Code,” in The Ethics of War and Peace Revisited: Moral Challenges in an Era of Contested and 
Fragmented Sovereignty, ed. Daniel R. Brunstetter and Jean-Vincent Holeindre (Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2018), 201–21; Dill, 
Legitimate Targets?; Christian Enemark, Armed Drones and the Ethics of War: Military Virtue in a Post-Heroic Age (New York: Routledge, 2013); Sorabji 
and Rodin, eds., The Ethics of War; and Medea Benjamin, Drone Warfare: Killing by Remote Control (New York: OR Books, 2012). 

52   Daniel M. Bartels et al., “Moral Judgment and Decision Making,” in The Wiley Blackwell Reader of Judgment and Decision Making, Vol I, ed. 
Gideon Keren and George Wu (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2015), 478–515; Jonathan Mercer, Reputation & International Politics (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 2010); and Fritz Heider, The Psychology of Interpersonal Relations (Mansfield Centre, CT: Martino Publishing, 1958). 

53   Robert Jervis, “Security Regimes,” in International Regimes, ed. Krasner, 189.

54   Martin Cook, “Drone Warfare and Military Ethics,” in Drones and the Future of Armed Conflict: Ethical, Legal, and Strategic Implications, ed. 
David Cortright, Rachel Fairhurst, and Kristen Wall (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2015), 46–63.

55   Brunstetter, Just and Unjust Uses of Limited Force.

56   Phelps, On Killing Remotely, 72.

57   Benjamin, Drone Warfare, 18.

58   Chapa, Is Remote Warfare Moral?, 17; Rubrick Biegon and Tom F.A. Watts, “Remote Warfare and the Retooling of American Primacy,” Geopol-
itics 27, no. 3 (2022): 948–71, https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2020.1850442; Jacquelin L. Hazelton, “Drone Strikes and Grand Strategy: Toward 
a Political Understanding of the Uses of Unmanned Aerial Vehicle Attacks in US Security Policy,” Journal of Strategic Studies 40, no. 1–2 (July 2016): 
68–91, https://doi.org/10.1080/01402390.2016.1196589; and Cook, “Drone Warfare and Military Ethics.” Benjamin also notes that drone warfare has 
been elevated to a veritable strategy as “the best possible solution to the strategic challenges posed by non-state actors hiding in remote outposts 
of the world.” See Benjamin, Drone Warfare, 108.

59   John Hardy and Paul Lushenko, “The High Value of Targeting: A Conceptual Model for Using HVT Against a Networked Enemy,” Defence 
Studies 12, no. 3 (September 2012): 413–33, https://doi.org/10.1080/14702436.2012.703845; and Robert A. Pape, Bombing to Win: Air Power and 
Coercion in War (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1996).

60   Sarah Kreps and Paul Lushenko, “What Happens Now to U.S. Counterterrorism Efforts in Afghanistan?” Washington Post, Sept. 21, 2021, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2021/09/21/what-happens-now-us-counterterrorism-efforts-afghanistan/. 

of drones as defensively oriented.55 Countries’ tac-
tical use of drones is reflected in at least two ways. 
Commanders use strikes during engagements in 
support of ground forces. According to Wayne 
Phelps, this characterizes a majority of strikes. In 
these scenarios, drones loiter above conflict zones 
waiting to identify “someone to be killed or some-
thing to be destroyed.”56 Medea Benjamin adds that 
drones mostly “patrol the skies looking for sus-
picious activity and, if they find it, they attack.”57 
Drones are also often deployed in support of ex-
peditionary missions in declared theaters of op-
erations. Tactical strikes, then, do not contravene 
international norms, including norms about not 
interfering in the internal affairs of other countries.

Countries can also use drones strategically, 
which Joseph Chapa describes as using them as a 
“foreign policy tool.”58 Contrary to the tactical use 
of drones, the strategic use of drones is more com-
prehensive and deliberately planned because it is 
central to the way in which political officials intend 
to defeat an adversary, especially in undeclared 
theaters of operations such as Pakistan. Political 
officials assume that killing key terrorist leaders is 
an effective way to hasten an enemy’s demise while 
protecting soldiers on the battlefield.59 Preserving 
soldiers’ lives also helps to minimize the reputa-
tional costs that officials may incur for using force 
abroad.60 A related reason why elected officials 
may choose to use drones strategically is to re-
store a country’s sovereignty or territorial integrity.  
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In some cases, drones provide officials with the 
least bad option for augmenting the security of 
fragile or failing countries.61 For some specialists, 
then, the strategic use of drones promises a co-
operative approach to achieve common goals, but 
only if strikes are requested by officials within the 
targeted countries.62

It is also possible to empirically identify when a 
country is using drones strategically. In contrast 
to the tactical use of strikes, strategic strikes are 
characterized by the centralization of the author-
ity to conduct strikes in executive officials, such 
as presidents or senior defense officials; the lack 
of reciprocal risk between combatants on either 
side of a conflict; a network of globally distrib-
uted bases from which to launch, recover, and 
maintain drones; and the potential erosion of a 
targeted country’s sovereignty, should an interven-
ing country abuse the scope of its intervention.63 
According to Brunstetter and Amélie Férey, this 
latter feature relates to an “imperial slide,” which 
“occurs when protecting or restoring sovereign-
ty slips into imperial drone use, thus marking the 
decision to override traditional sovereignty norms 
of other states.”64 An imperial slide seems to have 
taken place in Pakistan during the Obama ad-
ministration. Though Pakistan’s President Pervez 
Musharraf may have welcomed U.S. strikes against 
al-Qaeda in the Federally Administered Tribal Ar-
eas in 2004, he later withdrew consent. However, 
President Barack Obama expanded the U.S. drone 
program there, leading to public outrage.65 In sum, 
countries can use drones either for tactical or stra-
tegic purposes, something that may help to shape 
the public’s views of strikes.

In addition to the use rule, I propose that there 
is also an informal rule about countries’ constraint  

61   Brunstetter and Holeindre, eds., The Ethics of War and Peace Revisited.

62   Brunstetter, Just and Unjust Uses of Limited Force; and Brendon J. Cannon, “What’s in It for Us? Armed Drone Strikes and the Security of 
Somalia’s Federal Government,” Small Wars & Insurgencies 31, no. 4 (May 2020): 773–800, https://doi.org/10.1080/09592318.2020.1743489. 

63   James Rogers, “Iran and Turkey Have Become Drone Powers,” Washington Post, Jan. 28, 2021, https://www.washingtonpost.com/poli-
tics/2021/01/28/iran-turkey-have-become-drone-powers/; and Andrew Phillips, War, Religion, and Empire: The Transformation of International 
Orders (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011).

64   Daniel R. Brunstetter and Amélie Férey, “Armed Drones and Sovereignty: The Arc of Strategic Sovereign Possibilities,” in Drones and Global 
Order: Implications of Remote Warfare for International Society, ed. Paul Lushenko, Srinjoy Bose, and William Maley (London: Routledge, 2022), 
137–56.

65   Imdad Ullah, Terrorism and the US Drone Attacks in Pakistan (London: Routledge, 2021); Jack McDonald, Ethics, Law, and Justifying Targeted 
Killing: The Obama Administration at War (London: Routledge, 2017); and Christine Fair and Ali Hamza, “From Elite Consumption to Popular Opinion: 
Framing of the US Drone Program in Pakistani Newspapers,” Small Wars & Insurgencies 27, no. 4 (June 2016): 578–607, https://doi.org/10.1080/09
592318.2016.1189491. 

66   Ruth W. Grant and Robert O. Keohane, “Accountability and Abuses of Power in World Politics,” American Political Science Review 99, no. 1 
(February 2005): 29–43, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055405051476. 

67   Hodges, “Let Slip the Laws of War!,” iii.

68   “Procedures for Approving Direct Action Against Terrorist Targets Located Outside the United States and Areas of Active Hostilities,” U.S. 
Justice Department, May 22, 2013, https://www.justice.gov/oip/foia-library/procedures_for_approving_direct_action_against_terrorist_targets/
download; and Paul Lushenko, Sarah Kreps, and Shyam Raman, “A More Just Drone War Is in Reach: The Case for Tighter Targeting Restrictions,” 
Foreign Affairs, Jan. 12, 2022, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2022-01-12/more-just-drone-war-within-reach. 

69   Renic, Asymmetric Killing.  

of drones, which relates to their obligation to pre-
vent civilian casualties. Countries can use drones 
with unilateral or multilateral constraint. Unilat-
eral constraint is implemented by officials within 
one country only. This type of constraint does not 
require the approval of other countries. Rather, 
it is best characterized by “delegatory” account-
ability in which the enforcement of targeting con-
straints is the remit of political officials, military 
leaders, and commanders from a single country 
that is operating within a conflict zone. Although 
sanctioning a targeting country for causing civil-
ian casualties usually occurs after the fact, the risk 
of reputational harm can help to shape a country’s 
drone policy to prevent such outcomes before a 
strike is launched.66 In light of this observation, 
Doyle Hodges describes unilateral constraint as 
“military legalism.” “When the legitimacy of a U.S. 
conflict is contested,” he explains, “policy-makers 
are likely to implement rule-based regimes of con-
straint on the use of force in an effort to re-cap-
ture legitimacy.”67  

One example is Obama’s Presidential Policy 
Guidance that was adopted in May 2013.68 The poli-
cy emerged amid heightened global criticism about 
the considerable harm that U.S. drone strikes were 
inflicting on civilians in Pakistan. Obama was in-
itially comfortable striking targets based on the 
appearance of terrorist activity in an area. These 
“signature strikes” were criticized for harming ci-
vilians because they did not rely on positive iden-
tification of a terrorist being present.69 The public 
blowback encouraged Obama to adopt a policy that 
conditioned strike approval on the “near” certainty 
that no civilian casualties would occur as a result 
of U.S. drone strikes. Obama’s stringent targeting 
protocol dramatically reduced civilian casualties 
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from 2013 until the end of his presidency. Civilian 
deaths went from approximately 13 per month to 
just one or fewer, the precision of strikes increased 
to 95 percent, and nearly 300 civilian deaths were 
averted.70 Neha Ansari’s field research, in which she 
interviewed 116 residents who had been exposed 
to the U.S. drone program in Pakistan, shows that 
Obama’s policy change improved the public’s per-
ceptions that the strikes were morally legitimate, 
with one respondent claiming that “[t]he drone is 
a justice-delivering technology.”71 

Multilateral constraint, on the other hand, obli-
gates countries to meet the oversight requirements 
of allies and partners. The purpose of requiring in-
ternational approval for drone strikes, especially 
through the United Nations, is to enforce laws and 
norms that help to legitimize operations.72 Strikes 
conducted under multilateral constraints typically  

70   Lushenko, Kreps, and Raman, “A More Just Drone Warfare Is in Reach.” 

71    Neha Ansari, “Precise and Popular: Why People in Northwest Pakistan Support Drones,” War on the Rocks, Aug. 19, 2022, https://waronth-
erocks.com/2022/08/precise-and-popular-why-people-in-northwest-pakistan-support-drones/.  

72   Sarah E. Kreps, Coalitions of Convenience: United States Military Interventions After the Cold War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011).

73   Joshua Busby et al., “Multilateralism and the Use of Force: Experimental Evidence on the Views of Foreign Policy Elites,” Foreign Policy 
Analysis 16, no. 1 (January 2020): 118–29, https://doi.org/10.1093/fpa/orz005; Geoffrey P.R. Wallace, “Supplying Protection: The United Na-
tions and Public Support for Humanitarian Intervention,” Conflict Management and Peace Science 36, no. 3 (May 2019): 248–69, https://doi.
org/10.1177/0738894217697458; and Erik Voeten, “The Political Origins of the UN Security Council’s Ability to Legitimize the Use of Force,” Interna-
tional Organization 59, no. 3 (July 2005): 527–57, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818305050198. 

74   Grant and Keohane, “Accountability and Abuses of Power in World Politics,” 31.

demonstrate a shared responsibility among coun-
tries to protect against civilian casualties.73 Multi-
lateral constraints relate to a “participatory” mod-
el of accountability, wherein “the performance of 
power-wielders is evaluated by those who are af-
fected by their actions.”74 In the context of drone 
warfare, multilateral constraints consist of stricter 
targeting protocols, which are enforced during an 
inclusive coordination process involving political 
officials, military representatives, and operation-
al commanders from numerous countries. This 
results in a negotiated process, usually through a 
regional or international coalition of cooperating 
countries, to approve the use of strikes based on 
their anticipated military advantages. Chief among 
these benefits is being able to kill terrorists while 
simultaneously protecting friendly forces and pre-
venting civilian casualties. 
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In addition to shifts in the tactical and strategic 
use of drones, then, countries can also vary the 
type of constraint under which strikes occur. Con-
straint, which can consist of unilaterally or multi-
laterally imposing targeting protocols on countries’ 
employment of drones, may also help to shape the 
public’s views of strikes, especially when coupled 
with different ways of using drones. Integrating 
these two informal rules enables us to investigate 
how different combinations of drone use and con-
straint affect the public’s perceptions of moral le-
gitimacy, which suggests deeper constellations of 
moral norms that are triggered by shifts in why and 
how countries use strikes.

Theoretical Expectations

Two primary theoretical expectations emerge 
from this discussion of informal rules that may gov-
ern countries’ use and constraint of drones. First, I 
anticipate that variations in the use of drones and 
types of constraint will cause the public to combine 
moral norms in unique ways when determining the 
legitimacy of strikes. Forecasting the exact combi-
nation of moral norms that will emerge is beyond 
the scope of my analysis. The central contribution 
of this study is to show that the public may draw 
on multiple moral norms when adjudicating the 
legitimacy of strikes, which complements existing 
research and establishes an important baseline for 
future studies. 

Second, I expect that changes in drone use and 
constraint will cause the public to perceive the 
legitimacy of strikes differently. I posit that the 
public will likely perceive strikes as most morally 
legitimate when they are used tactically and under 
multilateral constraint. I also anticipate that tacti-
cal strikes with unilateral constraint will confuse 
the public, even though this pattern of drone war-
fare now characterizes most drone strikes global-
ly.75 This is because such strikes do not generate 
as much media attention as U.S. counterterrorism 

75   Schwartz, Fuhrmann, and Horowitz, “Do Armed Drones Counter Terrorism, or Are They Counterproductive?”  

76   Sarah Kreps, “Flying Under the Radar: A Study of Public Attitudes Towards Unmanned Aerial Vehicles,” Research and Politics 1, no. 1 (April-
June 2014): 1–7, https://doi.org/10.1177/2053168014536533.   

77   For the complete survey, see Appendix B in the online version of this article, which can be accessed at https://tnsr.org/2022/11/the-moral-
legitimacy-of-drone-strikes-how-the-public-forms-its-judgments/.

78   For the summary statistics, see Appendix A in the online version of this article, which can be accessed at https://tnsr.org/2022/11/the-mor-
al-legitimacy-of-drone-strikes-how-the-public-forms-its-judgments/.

79   Scott S. Boddery and Graig R. Klein, “Presidential Use of Diversionary Drone Force and Public Support,” Research and Politics 8, no. 2 (April-
June 2021): 1–7, https://doi.org/10.1177/20531680211019904; Rebecca A. Glazier, Amber E. Boydstun, and Jessica T. Feezell, “Self-Coding: A Meth-
od to Assess Semantic Validity and Bias when Coding Open-Ended Responses,” Research and Politics 8, no. 3 (July-September 2021): 1–8, https://
doi.org/10.1177/20531680211031752; Michael C. Horowtiz, “Public Opinion and the Politics of the Killer Robots Debate,” Research and Politics 3, 
no. 1 (January-March 2016): 1–8, https://doi.org/10.1177/2053168015627183; Scott Clifford, Ryan M. Jewell, and Philip D. Waggoner, “Are Samples 
Drawn from Mechanical Turk Valid for Research on Political Ideology?” Research and Politics 2, no. 4 (October-December 2015): 1–9, https://doi.
org/10.1177/2053168015622072; and Adam J. Berinsky, Gregory A. Huber, and Gabriel Lenz, “Evaluating Online Labor Markets for Experimental 
Research: Amazon.com’s Mechanical Turk,” Political Analysis 20, no. 3 (Summer 2012): 351–68, https://doi.org/10.1093/pan/mpr057.  

strikes, meaning they literally “fly under the radar” 
of global public opinion.76 Observers, then, have lit-
tle prior knowledge to assess the moral probity of 
these strikes.

In addition, I anticipate that demographic and dis-
positional variables — especially sex, education, po-
litical ideology, belief in the managerial role of great 
powers for global security, and support for the use 
of force abroad — may also condition the public’s 
perceptions of morally legitimate drone strikes.

Experimental Design

To assess the effects of different types of drone 
use and constraint on the public’s perceptions of 
what constitutes a morally legitimate strike, I car-
ried out a survey experiment.77 Respondents were 
recruited online from March 15 to 22, 2021, using 
Amazon Mechanical Turk. The 555 Americans that 
met the selection criteria, namely their proven abil-
ity to successfully complete other surveys in the 
past, were randomly assigned to one of five groups: 
four experimental groups and one control group.78 

While some scholars question the merits of on-
line-based respondent pools, a body of literature 
finds that subjects drawn from the internet can 
provide a representative sample of the public.79 
To further ensure as representative of a sample 
as possible, I used the recent U.S. census to check 
that the aggregate survey pool met certain demo-
graphic percentages. Ultimately, the respondent 
pool was broadly representative of the American 
public, except when it came to age, education, and 
race. Relative to the U.S. population, my respond-
ent pool was slightly younger, more educated, and 
predominately white. These considerations cau-
tion against drawing sweeping conclusions based 
on the results of the survey. Nevertheless, my find-
ings still reveal key differences in how Americans 
perceive strikes depending on why they are used 
and how they are constrained. At the same time, 
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because “young adults tend to have less-crystal-
lized social and political attitudes than do older 
people,” this population is useful in empirical tests 
of new theories.80

Each group of respondents was presented with 
a randomized drone strike scenario and then 
prompted to assess the moral legitimacy of the op-
eration. The scenarios differed in terms of drone 
use and constraint. Specifically, the four experi-
mental groups received the following drone strike 
conditions: strategic use and multilateral con-
straint (group one); tactical use and multilateral 
constraint (group two); strategic use and unilateral 
constraint (group three); and tactical use and uni-
lateral constraint (group four). 

The first experimental manipulation involved a 
fictional country’s — Country A — use of a drone 
to kill a terrorist in another country — Country B. 
Groups two and four were told that Country A uses 
drones as “a tactic against terrorists on the battle-
field,” and that “Country A has a small number of 
drones, does not deploy them to bases across the 
globe, and prefers raids to drone strikes.” Groups 
one and three were told that Country A uses drones 
“as a key pillar of its national security policy and 
military strategy,” and that “Country A has the most 
drones in the world, deploys them to bases across 
the globe, and prefers drone strikes to raids.” 

The second experimental manipulation involved 
Country A’s constraint of a drone strike. Groups 
one and two were told that “Country A allows its 
allies to approve its drone strikes through coalition 
military operations.” Groups three and four were 
told that “Country A prefers to use drone strikes 
without consulting with or seeking the approval 
of other countries.” Respondents in the control 
group, the fifth group, did not receive information 
on drone use and constraint.  

All respondents, including those in the control 
group, also learned that the “strike results in one 
civilian casualty but removes the terrorist who had 
been planning to attack Country A.” According to 
data collected by the Bureau of Investigative Jour-
nalism on U.S. drone strikes from 2002 to 2018, the 
reported range of civilian casualties per strike is be-
tween .53 and 1.15.81 This suggests that the average  

80   Scott Sigmund Gartner, “The Multiple Effects of Casualties on Public Support for War: An Experimental Approach,” American Political Sci-
ence Review 102, no. 1 (February 2008): 95–106, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055408080027; and David O. Sears, “College Sophomores in the 
Laboratory: Influences of a Narrow Data Base on Social Psychology’s View of Human Nature,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 51, no. 3 
(September 1986): 515–30, https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.51.3.515. 

81    “Home Page,” Drone Wars, Oct. 3, 2022, https://dronewars.github.io/; and Paul Lushenko and John Hardy, “Panjwai: A Tale of Two COINs in 
Afghanistan,” Small Wars & Insurgencies 27, no. 1 (February 2016): 106–31, https://doi.org/10.1080/09592318.2016.1122919. 

82   Rosendorf, Smetana, and Vranka, “Autonomous Weapons and Ethical Judgments.”

83   James W. Cary, Mark Morgan, and Margaret J. Oxtoby, “Intercoder Agreement in Analysis of Responses to Open-Ended Interview Questions: 
Examples from Tuberculosis Research,” Cultural Anthropology Methods 8, no. 3 (October 1996): 1, https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822X960080030101. 

U.S. drone strike typically results in approximate-
ly one civilian casualty or less. Of course, this is 
a tragic outcome given the promised benefits of 
drones, which is to protect against unnecessary ci-
vilian harms. Yet, this finding helps to justify my 
decision to include only one civilian casualty in 
the vignettes rather than multiple civilian deaths, 
which scholars often include in other surveys 
about U.S. drone strikes without explaining why.82 

After reading their vignette, respondents as-
sessed the legitimacy of the drone strike by answer-
ing the following question: “On a scale of 1 to 10, 
with 1 representing ‘not morally legitimate’ and 
10 representing ‘very morally legitimate,’ how 
legitimate is Country A’s use of the drone strike?” 
To examine the implications of use and constraint 
on perceptions of moral responsibility, respond-
ents were also asked to assess culpability for the 
civilian casualty: “On a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 rep-
resenting ‘not morally responsible’ and 10 repre-
senting ‘very morally responsible,’ how morally 
responsible is Country A for the civilian casualties 
that resulted from the drone strike?” Respondents 
also answered the following open-ended question: 
“What factors did you consider while evaluating 
the moral legitimacy of Country A’s use of a drone 
strike in Country B?” Previous research indicates 
that asking such a question “can also yield useful 
information, especially when researchers need to 
explore complex issues that do not have a finite or 
predetermined set of responses.”83 

In addition to these main questions of interest, 
the survey asked respondents to answer several 
dispositional questions. Respondents were asked 
to gauge their political ideology using a 7-point 
scale ranging from “extremely liberal” (1) to “ex-
tremely conservative” (7). They were also asked 
to assess their support for the use of force abroad 
as well as their belief that great powers should 
provide for global security. For both questions, 
respondents answered on a 5-point scale, ranging 
from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5). 

I then analyzed the data using several statistical 
methods. First, I used an analysis of variance tech-
nique to compare respondents’ average or mean 
responses for the moral legitimacy of the drone 
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strike, as well as the moral culpability of the coun-
try for the civilian casualty.84 Second, when compar-
ing differences in the legitimacy and responsibility 
outcomes between the control and experimental 
groups, I used a t-test, which shows the statistical 
significance of the difference between two means 
for a given response.85 Third, I used multivariate 
regression analysis to determine the implications 
of several demographic and dispositional variables 
on perceptions of legitimacy when holding all other 
factors constant. 

To analyze data from the open-ended question, 
I coded the responses according to their empha-
sis on soldiers’ courage (1), the protection of sol-
diers (2), the protection of civilians (3), or some 
conflated logic (4). Conscious of the potential to in-
advertently misrepresent respondents’ intentions, 
I reviewed the responses twice, coding them sepa-
rately each time, and adjudicated any differences.86 
The rejection rate was less than 1 percent and I 
recoded this small number of responses as conflat-
ed logic because it was difficult to determine the 
emphasis on any one moral norm. Following this 
process, I determined the percentage of respond-
ents emphasizing different moral norms within 
each experimental group. Finally, I measured the 
time it took respondents to complete the survey, 
which is useful to help determine if those assigned 
to group four find it difficult to interpret the mor-
al legitimacy of a drone strike used tactically with 
unilateral constraint. This experimental design is 
advantageous for several reasons. First, it resem-
bles how people make moral judgments, which is 
to say for one event at a time — in this case for one 
drone strike, rather than for multiple drone strikes 
in a given setting.87 Second, randomized controlled 
trials, such as survey experiments, help to resolve 
bias that can distort studies that use comparative 

84   Michael A. Bailey, Real Econometrics: The Right Tools to Answer Important Questions (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017). The analysis of 
variance technique is useful to determine if there are any statistically significant differences between the means of groups of data in terms of a cer-
tain response — in this case, perceptions of legitimacy and responsibility. For this study, combinations of use and constraint attributes demarcate 
four groups of data. The control group provides a fifth set of data.

85   Bailey, Real Econometrics, 99.

86   Glazier, Boydstun, and Feezell, “Self-coding.”

87   Bartels et al., “Moral Judgment and Decision Making.”

88   Regan, Drone Strike.  

89   Schwartz, Fuhrmann, and Horowitz, “Do Armed Drones Counter Terrorism, or Are They Counterproductive?”  

90   Allan Dafoe, Baobao Zhang, and Devin Caughey, “Information Equivalence in Survey Experiments,” Political Analysis 26, no. 4 (October 2018): 
399–416, https://doi.org/10.1017/pan.2018.9. 

91    Andris Banka and Adam Quinn, “Killing Norms Softly: US Targeted Killing, Quasi-secrecy and the Assassination Ban,” Security Studies 27, no. 
4 (July 2018): 665–703, https://doi.org/10.1080/09636412.2018.1483633. 

92   Ben Saul, “The Unlawful U.S. Killing of Ayman al-Zawahri,” Lawfare, Aug. 17, 2022, https://www.lawfareblog.com/unlawful-us-killing-ayman-al-
zawahri; and John Kaag and Sarah Kreps, Drone Warfare (Cambridge: Polity Press 2014).  

93   Regan, Drone Strike.

94   Ryan Brutger et al., “Abstraction and Detail in Experimental Design,” American Journal of Political Science (May 31, 2022): 1–16, https://doi.
org/10.1111/ajps.12710; and Sarah Kreps and Stephen Roblin, “Treatment Format and External Validity in International Relations Experiments,” Inter-
national Interactions 45, no. 3 (February 2019): 576–94, https://doi.org/10.1080/03050629.2019.1569002. 

case analysis.88 Third, randomly and evenly distrib-
uting respondents across experimental groups re-
solves the need to take extra steps to account for 
bias when drawing inferences about the implica-
tions of different types of strikes on perceptions of 
legitimacy, such as incorporating control variables 
to capture potentially omitted factors.89

While surveys are useful for isolating the effect 
of an experimental manipulation on some out-
come, they are sometimes criticized for resulting 
in biased findings. Surveys can suffer from priming 
— when respondents are encouraged to answer in 
a certain way — or social desirability bias — when 
respondents feel obligated to give answers that 
seem more socially acceptable. To manage these 
challenges, I constructed scenarios using hypo-
thetical but realistic examples of drone strikes.90 
Research shows that using fictional country names 
can minimize respondents’ tendency to reason by 
analogy, which risks distorting their intuitions. 
Preconceived notions are a challenge in drone war-
fare studies because they represent what meth-
odologists refer to as a pretreatment condition, 
which is difficult to account for in a survey design. 
Therefore, they can bias the results. For instance, 
it is possible that respondents believe that U.S. po-
litical and military officials prefer to use strategic 
strikes with unilateral constraint to kill terrorists 
abroad, a pattern that has elicited the most pub-
lic scrutiny. These strikes have been criticized for 
lacking transparency,91 contravening international 
law,92 and resulting in more civilian casualties than 
is acknowledged.93 My approach of using fictional 
but realistic scenarios, then, helps to enhance the 
validity of the findings. It also allows me to meet 
the concerns of scholars who criticize surveys for 
dubious treatment effects or how well they approx-
imate respondents’ beliefs in the real world.94 
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Experimental Results

Use and Constraint

As illustrated in Figure 1, the respondents gener-
ally viewed strikes as relatively legitimate, with the 
average response across all experimental groups 
being a 6.2 out of 10. When aggregating across all 
experimental groups as well, an analysis of vari-
ance shows that shifts in countries’ use and con-
straint of drones can shape the public’s percep-
tions of what constitutes morally legitimate strikes, 
which is a highly statistically significant result.95 
Countries that submit to multilateral constraint 
favorably affect the public’s perceptions of legiti-
macy. This effect is strongest when a country uses 
drones tactically. This pattern of drone warfare en-
couraged respondents to rate the moral legitimacy 
of strikes at nearly one point higher than if a coun-
try conducted a strike under unilateral constraint. 

By contrast, respondents penalized the moral 
legitimacy of countries that adopted multilateral 
constraint but used drones strategically by nearly 
three quarters of a point. This outcome is similar 
to the public’s perceptions of moral legitimacy for 
unilaterally constrained strikes, regardless of how 
they are used. Although at a lower level of statisti-
cal significance, an analysis of variance also shows 
that the type of constraint can shape the pub-
lic’s perceptions of moral culpability for a civilian 
casualty. Unilateral constraint resulted in nearly a 
half-point increase in perceived responsibility for 

95   As is considered standard practice in political science research, high statistical significance relates to p < .01, moderate statistical signifi-
cance to p < .05, and low statistical significance to p < .10. Vertical I-bars in all graphs represent 95 percent confidence intervals about the outcome 
of interest. They help show the precision of the estimate.

96   For graphs of the statistical results, see Appendix C in the online version of this article, which can be accessed at https://tnsr.org/2022/11/
the-moral-legitimacy-of-drone-strikes-how-the-public-forms-its-judgments/.

the civilian casualty, with more culpability attrib-
uted to countries that launched a strategic strike.

Using t-tests to compare the legitimacy and re-
sponsibility outcomes between the control group 
and four experimental groups also results in sever-
al notable findings.96 The public perceives a coun-
try that launches a tactical strike with multilateral 
constraint (group two) as most morally legitimate 
(a highly statistically significant outcome). At the 
same time, a country whose use of drones aligns 
with group two has a higher probability of escaping 
moral culpability for a civilian casualty. Statistically 
speaking, this means that there was no difference 
between the control group and experimental group 
two in terms of the moral responsibility for collat-
eral damage. There is, however, a moderately sta-
tistically significant difference in moral culpability 
for a civilian casualty when comparing the control 
group with experimental group three — strategic 
use and unilateral constraint. Respondents in ex-
perimental group three thought that strategically 
oriented strikes with internally imposed constraint 
incur more moral responsibility for a civilian 
casualty than respondents assigned to the control 
or baseline group. 

Statistically speaking, there was also no differ-
ence between the control group and experimental 
group four — tactical use and unilateral constraint 
— in terms of the public’s perceptions of moral 
legitimacy. Respondents in experimental group 
four seemed to demonstrate “cognitive wrestling” 
in making their assessments, meaning that they  

Figure 1: Legitimacy and Responsibility Outcomes Across All Experimental Groups
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appeared confused about what constitutes a mor-
ally legitimate strike.97 “If there is no reason to 
choose one baseline over the other,” Walter Sin-
nott-Armstrong explains, “then our moral intui-
tions seem arbitrary and unjustified.”98 Of course, 
we must be careful to not overinterpret this result. 
This does not necessarily imply that the public 
does not perceive this pattern of tactical strikes 
with unilateral constraint as morally illegitimate. 
It only shows that we cannot be sufficiently cer-
tain whether or not it does compared to alternative 
models of strikes. Even so, this finding suggests 
that the use rule is at least as salient as the con-
straint rule. 

More indicative of group four’s confusion, per-
haps, is the time it took respondents to complete 
the survey compared to subjects in other exper-
imental groups. It took respondents assigned to 
group four about two minutes longer to finish the 
survey. This is a notable finding because it sug-
gests that respondents may have transitioned to 
deliberate moral reasoning given a clash of intu-
itions, which my analysis of subjects’ responses 
to the open-ended question seems to corroborate, 
as I discuss below. Emblematic of the reasoning 
of other respondents assigned to group four, one 
participant made the following observation when 
commenting on the legitimacy of the strike:

The fact that they were attacking a known 
terrorist, however, this is an assassination 
and not what I would consider proper jus-
tice, as they may have had the wrong per-
son. But, lives may be lost by attempting to 
bring the terrorist to court, so it’s really a 
double-edged sword.

Demographic and Dispositional Results

Multivariate regression analysis sheds additional 
light on other factors that can shape the public’s 
perceptions of morally legitimate strikes.99 First, 
the results are consistent with previous findings 
that women can become more hawkish than men 

97   Benoit Monin, David Pizarro, and Jennifer Beer, “Emotion and Reason in Moral Judgment: Different Prototypes Lead to Different Theories,” in 
Do Emotions Help or Hurt Decision Making? A Hedgefoxian Perspective, ed. Kathleen D. Vohs, Roy F. Baumeister, and George Loewenstein (New 
York: Russell Sage, 2007), 219–43.

98   Walter Sinnott-Armstrong, “Framing Moral Intuitions,” in Moral Psychology, Volume 2, The Cognitive Science of Morality: Intuition and Diversi-
ty, ed. Walter Sinnott-Armstrong (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2008), 56.

99   For the regression table, see Appendix C in the online version of this article, which can be accessed at https://tnsr.org/2022/11/the-moral-
legitimacy-of-drone-strikes-how-the-public-forms-its-judgments/.

100 Scott D. Sagan and Benjamin A. Valentino, “Revisiting Hiroshima in Iran: What Americans Really Think About Using Nuclear Weapons and 
Killing Noncombatants,” International Security 42, no. 1 (Summer 2017): 41–79, https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00284. 

101 Charles M. Rowling and Joan M. Blauwkamp, “Hear No Evil, See No Evil: Motivated Reasoning, Drone Warfare, and the Effects of Message 
Framing on US Public Opinion,” International Journal of Public Opinion Research 34, no. 1 (Spring 2022): 3–19, https://doi.org/10.1093/ijpor/
edab030; and Douglas L. Kriner, “Congress, Public Opinion, and an Informal Constraint on the Commander-in-Chief,” British Journal of Politics and 
International Relations 20, no. 1 (February 2018): 52–68, https://doi.org/10.1177/1369148117745860. 

when forced to decide between killing U.S. soldiers 
or other combatants.100 Women in this study were 
more apt to perceive a country’s strike as morally 
legitimate than men, and by nearly half a point (a 
low level of statistical significance). 

Second, higher levels of education are also relat-
ed to perceptions that a strike is morally legitimate. 
Yet, the additive value is marginal. More education 
only accounts for one-tenth of a point improve-
ment in legitimacy (a moderately statistically sig-
nificant result). 

Third, when aggregating respondents across all 
experimental groups, the multivariate regression 
analysis does not suggest that political ideology is 
a good predicator of whether the public will per-
ceive a strike as morally legitimate. When compar-
ing the implications of political ideology for the le-
gitimacy outcomes across the control group and all 
experimental groups, however, the results suggest 
a more complicated picture. The more conserva-
tive a respondent, the more likely he or she was to 
perceive a country’s use of drones as morally legiti-
mate, which is consistent with previous research.101 
This finding is marginally statistically significant 
for group one (strategic, multilateral), moderate-
ly statistically significant for group two (tactical, 
multilateral), and highly statistically significant for 
group three (strategic, unilateral). Political ideolo-
gy is not statistically significant in terms of group 
four (tactical, unilateral), meaning that how con-
servative or liberal a respondent was did not affect 
the legitimacy outcome. This is an unsurprising 
result given how confounding the scenario seems 
to have been for respondents. Indeed, group four 
is responsible for the statistically insignificant re-
sults for political ideology when aggregating re-
spondents across all experimental groups, which 
the regression analysis reflects.

Fourth, support for the use of force abroad had 
a stronger effect on perceptions of legitimacy than 
belief in the role of great powers in ensuring glob-
al security. Respondents who demonstrated high-
er support for the use of force abroad (those who 
selected “agree” or “strongly agree”) perceived a 
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strike to be more morally legitimate than those 
who did not, and by well over a point. This is the 
greatest impact of any single factor on perceived 
legitimacy, which amounts to approximately an 
18 percent gain in legitimacy relative to the aver-
age perceived legitimacy outcome for respondents 
across all experimental groups (a highly statistical-
ly significant result). As illustrated in Figure 2, sup-
port for the use of force had the greatest impact 
on perceived legitimacy when it came to group two 
(tactical strike with multilateral constraint). 

Open-Ended Question

Finally, my analysis of the open-ended question 
indicates that the public recalls more than one 
moral norm when determining the moral legitima-
cy of a strike (Figure 3). On balance, respondents 
drew on different combinations of moral norms 

102   Enemark, Armed Drones and the Ethics of War. 

103   Paul W. Kahn, “The Paradox of Riskless Warfare,” Philosophy & Public Policy Quarterly 22, no. 3 (Summer 2002): 2–7, https://openyls.law.
yale.edu/bitstream/handle/20.500.13051/2656/Paradox_of_Riskless_Warfare__ The.pdf?sequence=2&isAllowed=y. 

104   Grégoire Chamayou, A Theory of the Drone (London: The New Press, 2013).  

105   Christian Enemark, “On the Responsible Use of Armed Drones: The Prospective Moral Responsibilities of States,” International Journal of 
Human Rights 24, no. 6 (November 2020): 868–88, https://doi.org/10.1080/13642987.2019.1690464. 

106   Shannon Vallor, “The Future of Military Virtue: Autonomous Systems and the Moral Deskilling of the Military,” 5th International Conference 
on Cyber Conflict, 2013, https://ieeexplore.ieee.org/document/6568393.

107   Sparrow, “War Without Virtue?”

depending on how a country uses a drone strike 
(tactically or strategically) and how the strike is 
constrained (unilaterally or multilaterally). Inter-
estingly, an overwhelming number of participants 
did not emphasize physical courage when deter-
mining the moral legitimacy of strikes. This per-
son-centered norm was only recalled by an aver-
age of eight respondents within each experimental 
group. This finding suggests that while scholars 
may characterize drones as “post-heroic,”102 “risk-
less,”103 “radically asymmetric,”104 “merely a techni-
cal vocation,”105 “morally deskilled,”106 or simply a 
“desk job,”107 most Americans do not consider the 
disconnected status of drone operators from the 
battlefield as much as other factors when forming a 
moral judgment. Instead, respondents emphasized 
either the outcomes of strikes in terms of soldiers’ 
safety or a country’s obligation to protect civil-
ians. This finding is consistent with research on  

Figure 2: Support for the Use of Force Abroad and Public Perceptions of Moral Legitimacy
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Figure 3: Respondents’ Recall of Moral Norms by Experimental Groups
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Americans’ reticence to risk soldiers’ lives in com-
bat.108 Even so, this emphasis on outcomes or ob-
ligations can change depending on how strikes are 
used and constrained, which I discuss below. 

Discussion, Policy Implications, 
and Future Research 

Below, I discuss my findings before addressing 
their potential implications for U.S. drone policy. 
To further understand the relationship between 
public opinion and drone warfare, I conclude my 

108   Janina Dill, Scott D. Sagan, and Benjamin A. Valentino, “Kettles of Hawks: Public Opinion on the Nuclear Taboo and Noncombatant Immunity 
in the United States, United Kingdom, France, and Israel,” Security Studies 31, no. 1 (February 2022): 1–31, https://doi.org/10.1080/09636412.20
22.2038663; Scott D. Sagan and Benjamin A. Valentino, “Weighing Lives in War: How National Identity Influences American Public Opinion About 
Foreign Civilian and Compatriot Fatalities,” Journal of Global Security Studies 5, no. 1 (January 2020): 25–43, https://doi.org/10.1093/jogss/
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Quarterly 62, no. 3 (September 2018): 548–61, https://doi.org/10.1093/isq/sqy033. 

article by making several recommendations for 
future research. 

Discussion

In line with my initial expectation, responses to 
the open-ended question suggest that, on balance, 
respondents did not typically relate the moral le-
gitimacy of a strike to merely one norm, as war 
ethicists typically argue. Rather, respondents re-
called unique combinations of moral norms from 
their norm system based on how a country uses a 
strike — tactically or strategically — and how that 
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strike is constrained — unilaterally or multilater-
ally. Group one (strategic, multilateral) recalled 
the moral norm of keeping soldiers safe more of-
ten than battlefield courage or duties of care to ci-
vilians when assessing the legitimacy of a strike. 
This may suggest that the public believes that the 
external oversight exercised by regional or inter-
national security institutions on a country’s use of 
drones better accounts for civilian protection, giv-
ing respondents the space to emphasize the safety 
of soldiers more. Indeed, respondents’ emphasis 
on the protection of soldiers and civilians flipped 
when a country uses a drone strategically with uni-
lateral constraint (group three). What this seems 
to indicate is that the American public is aware 
that this model of drone warfare imposes greater 
risks to civilians, causing people to more closely 
link the moral legitimacy of a strike with the pro-
tection of civilians. 

This trend is consistent with respondents’ un-
derstanding of a tactical strike with multilateral 
constraint (group two), but for a different reason, 
it seems. Tactical strikes, though they may impose 
greater harms on soldiers because of heightened 
reciprocal risk between combatants and a more 
effective notice of self-defense on the battlefield, 
are also prone to errors given the lack of informa-
tion and uncertainty, which is sometimes called 
the “fog of war.”109 This apparently encouraged re-
spondents to prioritize the moral norm of civilian 
protection most. 

This trend breaks down, however, when a coun-
try uses tactical strikes with unilateral constraint 
(group four). Consistent with my other findings, 
and notwithstanding that this pattern of drone 
warfare increasingly characterizes how most coun-
tries use strikes, which is to say within their own 
borders and with little to no external oversight, 
respondents did not seem to know how to make 
sense of the legitimacy of these operations. Such 
confusion was reflected in respondents’ recall of 
moral norms in such a way that it is impossible to 
decipher which one — or ones — take priority. In-
deed, subjects in group four conflated moral norms 
the most. 

In sum, the results indicate that the use and 

109   H. Rothfels, “Clausewitz,” in Makers of Modern Strategy: Military Thought from Machiavelli to Hitler, ed. Edward Mead Earle (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1941), 93–113.  

110   Dill and Schubiger, “Attitudes Towards the Use of Force,” 630.

111   Vilmer, “Not so Remote Drone Warfare.”

112   “Resolution 2100 (2013),” United Nations Security Council, April 25, 2013, https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/748429?ln=en. 

113   Ruth Maclean, “Death of Jihadist Behind Attack on U.S. Soldiers Is Latest Blow for Militants,” New York Times, Sept. 16, 2021, https://www.
nytimes.com/2021/09/16/world/africa/isis-sahara.html.

114   Sarah Kreps and Paul Lushenko, “US Faces Immense Obstacles to Continued Drone War in Afghanistan,” Brookings Tech Stream, Oct. 19, 
2021, https://www.brookings.edu/techstream/us-faces-immense-obstacles-to-continued-drone-war-in-afghanistan/.    

constraint rules, in combination rather than sep-
arately, encouraged respondents to draw on moral 
norms in unique ways when reflecting on the legit-
imacy of strikes. These results also echo a recent 
finding that Americans observing conflict “inte-
grate instrumental and normative concerns about 
right and wrong” when assessing the moral status 
of wartime behaviors.110 

The findings of this study also corroborate my 
hypothesis that shifts in why and how a country 
uses drones can shape the public’s perceptions of 
morally legitimate drone warfare. As I anticipated, 
a country’s tactical use of strikes under multilater-
al constraint (group two) garners the most moral 
legitimacy among Americans. This finding is im-
portant for at least two reasons. First, this pattern 
of drone warfare corresponds to French strikes in 
Mali, which some experts characterize as a distinct 
“French model.”111 France uses strikes selectively 
against terrorists affiliated with al-Qaeda and the 
Islamic State, and in consultation with a peace-
keeping mission authorized by U.N. Resolution 
2100 adopted in 2013.112 For example, France used a 
drone strike in August 2021 to kill the leader of the 
Islamic State in Africa, Adnan Abu Walid al Sah-
rawi. He was responsible for the deaths of French 
and Nigerian aid workers as well as four U.S. sol-
diers in 2017.113 Second, in conducting my analysis, 
I found that there was virtually no difference be-
tween the control group and group two in terms 
of the public’s perceptions of moral responsibility 
for a civilian casualty, which is helpful for explain-
ing the difference in attitudes toward and cover-
age of American and French drone strikes in Af-
rica. Compared to America’s adoption of so-called 
“over-the-horizon” strikes,114 characterized by the 
strategic use of drones with unilateral constraint 
(group three), respondents understand France’s 
tactical use of drones with multilateral constraint 
to be more morally legitimate. 

It is surprising that a country launching a tactical 
drone strike, rather than a strategic one, should en-
courage respondents to discount collateral damage 
resulting from that strike, particularly civilian casu-
alties. What can possibly explain this intuition to 
discount moral culpability for a civilian casualty in 
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this case? It could be that respondents interpreted 
this pattern of drone warfare as resulting in “genu-
ine accident collateral damage.”115 It is also possible 
that this pattern of drone warfare encourages the 
public to discount moral culpability for unintended 
consequences because strikes seem more reasona-
ble, being conducted in a declared theater of oper-
ations with external oversight. David Traven refers 
to this as the “intention/side-effect” distinction 
that holds “intended killings are morally worse 
than unintended, side-effect killings.”116 Thus, my 
findings in this case are helpful to corroborate re-
search suggesting that greater external oversight 
of military robots can shape perceptions of moral 
responsibilities for mistakes.117

At the same time, the results confirm my sus-
picion that Americans cannot easily reconcile 
the moral legitimacy of a country’s tactical use 
of drones with unilateral constraint (group four). 
Indeed, both my statistical analysis and review of 
respondents’ feedback on the open-ended ques-
tion show that Americans struggle to determine 
the moral legitimacy of this pattern of strikes, 
which is how most countries are using drones. In 
the absence of prior knowledge about this emerg-
ing pattern of drone warfare, it is possible that re-
spondents assigned to group four simply conflated 
these strikes with U.S. political and military offi-
cials’ preference to use drones strategically with 
unilateral constraint. The potential for Americans’ 
heuristic reasoning in this case, however, deserves 
more careful study. Compared to the control 
group, respondents assigned to group three did 
not penalize the legitimacy of a country’s strategic 
use of strikes with unilateral constraint as we may 
have expected. This pattern of drone warfare cor-
responds to former U.S. President Donald Trump’s 
use of a strike to kill Iranian Maj. Gen. Qasem 
Suleimani in January 2020. A comparison to the 
control group also reflects that the relationship be-
tween a country’s use of strikes strategically with 
multilateral constraint (group one) and the public’s 
perceptions of moral legitimacy is not statistically 
significant. What these findings seem to suggest, 
then, is that a more reasonable explanation for the 

115   Neta C. Crawford, Accountability for Killing: Moral Responsibility for Collateral Damage in America’s Post-9/11 Wars (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2013).
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117   Rosendorf et al., “Autonomous Weapons and Ethical Judgments.” 

118   Kaag and Kreps, Drone Warfare, 6.
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120   Dill and Schubiger, “Attitudes Towards the Use of Force,” 631. 

121   Schwartz, Fuhrmann, and Horowitz, “Do Armed Drones Counter Terrorism, or Are They Counterproductive?”; and James Igoe Walsh and 
Marcus Schulzke, Drones and Support for the Use of Force (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2018).

confusion of respondents assigned to group four is 
a genuine clash of intuitions that they cannot read-
ily resolve, especially because the strike does not 
seem to affect them directly.118 

Finally, the results reinforce my expectation that 
several demographic and dispositional factors may 
also condition the public’s perceptions of moral 
legitimacy, albeit to different degrees. This is an 
equally important finding because while scholars 
often assume that social and political factors shape 
the moral status of drone warfare as intuited by 
the public, they do not often validate their claims.119 
To the extent that scholars do conduct empirical 
research on the moral legitimacy of war, they focus 
on ground-based conflict as opposed to drone war-
fare, and concede that their experimental designs 
“hide heterogeneity among subjects.”120

My study used empirically derived data to show 
that sex, education, belief in the managerial re-
sponsibilities of great powers for ensuring global 
security, and support for the use of force abroad 
can help to shape the public’s perceptions of the 
moral legitimacy of drone strikes. My analysis indi-
cates that support for the use of force abroad had 
the strongest impact on participants’ understand-
ing of what constitutes a morally legitimate drone 
strike. As reflected in Figure 2, respondents’ per-
ceived legitimacy for a drone strike varied in terms 
of their support for the use of force abroad. The 
results in Figure 2 also suggest that, for respond-
ents who do not support the use of force abroad, 
the tactical use of strikes is considered most legit-
imate, regardless of the type of constraint. I return 
to this finding in the conclusion because it sug-
gests the possibility of evolving patterns of drone 
warfare globally that scholars have yet to rigor-
ously explore in terms of public opinion. Instead, 
scholars usually interpret drone warfare as a U.S. 
phenomenon, although strikes against terrorists in 
faraway places no longer characterizes how coun-
tries predominantly use drones.121 

Together, these findings make several contri-
butions to the scholarship on public opinion and 
drone warfare. First, whereas scholars often relate 
legitimate strikes to one moral norm, the results of 
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my empirical study show that the public can com-
bine these norms when adjudicating the legitimacy 
of a strike. These unique constellations of moral 
norms, which people rapidly recall from their norm 
system, are shaped by why and how a country uses 
drones. Second, besides providing new insights on 
the public’s recall of moral norms, the use and con-
straint rules explored in this study help to explain 
puzzling variations in the public’s perceptions of 
what constitutes a morally legitimate drone strike. 
Returning to the difference in how American and 
French strikes in Africa are viewed, the results sug-
gest that the public may interpret the legitimacy of 
these strikes differently because of why and how 
drones are being used there, something that car-
ries important policy and research implications, 
which I discuss below. Finally, inquiry into the 
moral legitimacy of strikes ties into the research 
agenda for the moral psychology of war. Overall, 
my study emphasizes the importance of taking an 
interdisciplinary approach to understanding the 
underlying mechanisms that shapes how the pub-
lic forms moral judgments about drone warfare.122 

Policy Implications

These results have a number of implications 
for U.S. drone policy. My results suggest that the 
most morally legitimate type of drone warfare in 
the minds of Americans may be the tactical use of 
strikes with multilateral constraint. Ironically, this 
model of drone warfare corresponds to French 
strikes in Mali. This type of strike represents a 
compromise between U.S. officials’ preference for 
strategic strikes with unilateral constraint — take, 
for example, the Biden administration’s operation 
that killed al-Qaeda Senior Leader Ayman al Zawa-
hiri in Afghanistan — and the total abandonment 
of armed and networked drones, which character-
izes Germany’s position.123 

This finding does not mean that U.S. officials 
cannot — or should not — use strikes strategical-
ly to address security challenges abroad, especial-
ly terrorism. This is especially true given a body 

122   Rosendorf et al., “Autonomous Weapons and Ethical Judgments”; Dill and Schubiger, “Attitudes Towards the Use of Force”; Jonathan A. 
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Conduct,” Journal of Experimental Political Science 8, no. 2 (Summer 2021): 203–07, https://doi.org/10.1017/XPS.2020.7; Sagan and Valentino, “Re-
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terly 63, no. 4 (December 2019): 846–62, https://doi.org/10.1093/isq/sqz040; Asfandyar Mir, “What Explains Counterterrorism Effectiveness? Ev-
idence from the U.S. Drone War in Pakistan,” International Security 43, no. 2 (Fall 2018): 45–83, https://doi.org/10.1162/isec_a_00331; and Patrick 
B. Johnston and Anoop K. Sarbahi, “The Impact of US Drone Strikes on Terrorism in Pakistan,” International Studies Quarterly 60, no. 2 (June 2016): 
203–19, https://doi.org/10.1093/isq/sqv004. 

125   Milena Sterio, “Lethal Use of Drones: When the Executive Is the Judge, Jury, and Executioner,” The Independent Review 23, no. 1 (Summer 
2018): 35–50, https://www.jstor.org/stable/26591798. 

of recent literature that suggests that drones can 
be effective at reducing the incidence of terror-
ism both globally and in certain regions and coun-
tries.124 Rather, from a strictly moral position, this 
finding only suggests that it may be best for U.S. 
officials to refrain from using drones strategically 
if strikes do not have the approval and oversight of 
other countries. 

Even then, constraint is a complicated matter. 
Not only have U.S. officials exploited the ease of 
using drones to circumvent congressional over-
sight and public accountability for the use of force 
abroad, causing Milena Sterio to characterize pres-
idents as the “judge, jury, and executioner” when it 
comes to drone strikes,125 but when aggregating the 
results across all experimental groups, I also find 
that U.S. citizens generally view strikes as moral-
ly legitimate. Indeed, my findings indicate that the 
public does not always reward multilateral con-
straint as we might anticipate, though the tendency 
is for the public to perceive these strikes as most 
morally legitimate. At the same time, my results 
suggest that the public does not always punish uni-
lateral constraint as we might predict. Americans, 
it seems, have outstanding questions about how 
countries use and constrain drones, which is most 
clearly reflected by the confusion of respondents 
assigned to group four (tactical, unilateral).  

Thus, if U.S. officials continue to use drones stra-
tegically with unilateral constraint, which appears 
to be a foregone conclusion given the trajectory of 
U.S. drone policy across four successive presiden-
tial administrations since 2001, they should clear-
ly explain the security benefits, the legality of the 
strikes, and the oversight measures that are being 
adopted to protect against civilian casualties. My 
analysis suggests that this latter action, notwith-
standing strong support from conservatives and 
those who endorse the use of force abroad for 
strategic strikes with unilateral constraint, could 
help to further enhance the perceived legitimacy of 
strikes, at least among U.S. citizens. This policy ad-
justment is important because these “over-the-ho-
rizon” strikes circumvent congressional oversight 

https://doi.org/10.1017/XPS.2020.7
http://dx.doi.org/10.26153/tsw/24030
https://doi.org/10.1093/isq/sqz040
https://doi.org/10.1162/isec_a_00331
https://doi.org/10.1093/isq/sqv004
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26591798


The Scholar

31

 [W]hat are the implications 
of using cheaper, commercially 

available, and easily weaponized 
drones, such as the Chinese-
manufactured DJI, on public 

attitudes toward drone warfare?
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and public accountability, which can impose un-
intended security costs. Following the Suleima-
ni strike, for example, Iran used ballistic missiles 
against U.S. military installations and personnel in 
the region.126 This suggests that the strategic use of 
drones with unilateral constraint risks escalating 
interstate tensions despite research that suggests 
that drones are inherently de-escalatory compared 
to other manned platforms, such as bombers and 
jets.127 This pattern of drone warfare, by necessity, 
also breaches the sovereignty of other countries 
and risks egregious, but preventable, errors taking 
place, as demonstrated by the Biden administra-
tion’s botched strike in August 2021 that killed 10 
Afghan civilians rather than a suspected Islamic 
State terrorist.128

Fortunately, it appears that U.S. officials now rec-
ognize that American drone strikes abroad are not 
widely perceived as being morally legitimate and 
that they should continue to make critical chang-
es to the country’s drone policy and operations. In 
early October 2022, for instance, the Biden admin-
istration reintroduced the Obama administration’s 
“near” certainty standard for no civilian casualties 
during strikes.129 Several months earlier, in late Au-
gust 2022, the Department of Defense also released 
the “Civilian Harm Mitigation and Response Ac-
tion Plan” to help to minimize civilian casualties 
during strikes.130 The 36-page plan institutes a blis-
tering set of changes. Among these, it defines the 
“civilian environment” as the context for military 
operations. It introduces “Civilian Environment 
Teams” to help commanders to understand the 
human terrain and establishes “Red-Teaming” to 
minimize cognitive biases, such as confirmation 
bias, that can result in preventable targeting errors. 
The plan introduces a new architecture across 
the U.S. military, overseen from the Pentagon, to  
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implement these sweeping doctrinal, planning, 
and training changes to mitigate civilian casu-
alties during future wars. Secretary of Defense 
Lloyd Austin also emphasized that the plan is ap-
plicable to large-scale combat operations between 
countries as well.131    

Political officials should continue to emphasize 
the need for these modifications as a way to change 
the culture within the U.S. military to further ac-
count for the protection of civilians in planning 
and operations. Indeed, defense leaders are begin-
ning to understand that civilian protection can be 
both a measure of effectiveness as well as a meas-
ure of performance, which is a change that human 
rights advocates and groups have long endorsed.132 
Instead of simply pointing to the lack of civilian 
casualties as a way to explain how well U.S. forces 
conduct operations, military leaders increasingly 
view preventing civilian casualties as a key war-
time objective in its own right. Rather than merely 
asserting that U.S. drone strikes are “righteous” or 
legitimate because they kill terrorists,133 as was the 
case following the strike in Afghanistan in August 
2021, political and military officials now make an 
effort to explain in great detail what unilateral con-
straints they adopted to prevent civilian casualties. 
Biden’s statement to the American people follow-
ing the death of al Zawahiri is one recent example 
of the U.S. military’s heightened sensitivity to civil-
ian casualties as a result of policy guidance from 
elected officials. President Joe Biden explained that 
the “mission was carefully planned and rigorously 
minimized the risk of harm to other civilians. And 
one week ago, after being advised that the condi-
tions were optimal, I gave the final approval to go 
get him, and the mission was a success. None of 
his family members were hurt, and there were no 
civilian casualties.”134 
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Future Research

The results of this study also indicate a number 
of paths for future research on the moral permissi-
bility of strikes. As a first step, researchers should 
conduct surveys in countries that have also adopt-
ed drones to determine the generalizability of this 
study’s findings. Among other scholars, Hodges 
cautions that “the concept of legitimacy is highly 
contingent on context and the audience perform-
ing the assessment.”135 My initial research suggests 
that, while the public’s perceptions of legitimate 
strikes can be a function of why and how drones 
are used, the outcomes for legitimacy can also be 
shaped by which country is conducting strikes, 
whether the strikes have international approval, 
and the unintended consequences of such strikes, 
especially civilian casualties.136 

Researchers should also consider conducting 
cross-national surveys to better understand how 
the use and constraint rules may shape perceptions 
of morally legitimate drone warfare among publics 
within targeted countries. This line of inquiry is 
critical given Jonathan Haidt’s argument that intu-
itions are both innate and enculturated, suggesting 
that the public’s perceptions of morally legitimate 
strikes may be patterned differently across the 
globe.137 To the extent that other scholars assess 
the attitudes of publics within countries that are 
being targeted by drones, they conduct field re-
search in dangerous settings that, while helpful, 
can be prone to bias. Their respondent pools con-
sist of citizens affected by drones, making it diffi-
cult, if not impossible, to determine what actually 
accounts for citizens’ perceptions of legitimacy.138 
Is it citizens’ prior beliefs about drones that shape 
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their attitudes? Or is it exposure to harm during a 
strike that shapes their beliefs?

It may also be useful for researchers to inves-
tigate additional conditions that could shape the 
public’s perceptions of moral legitimacy. Future 
studies could use different survey designs to vary 
the type and circumstances of civilian casualties. 
Researchers could also explicitly identify the tar-
geting and targeted countries, as well as further 
specify the meaning of multilateral constraint. This 
includes defining the composition, disposition, and 
scope of coalitions, as well as authorization from 
the United Nations for conducting drone strikes. 
Research shows that approval from the United Na-
tions for the use of force helps to shape the pub-
lic’s attitudes toward wartime behavior, which is 
likely to extend to drone strikes as well.139 Similar 
to recent research by Kersten Fisk, Jennifer L. Me-
rolla, and Jennifer M. Ramos,140 as well as Michael 
Horowitz and Erik Lin-Greenberg,141 scholars could 
also explore the microfoundations of respondents’ 
understanding of legitimate drone warfare, which 
may reflect that additional core beliefs and values 
underline subjective beliefs of appropriate strikes. 
Finally, what are the implications of using cheap-
er, commercially available, and easily weaponized 
drones, such as the Chinese-manufactured DJI, 
on public attitudes toward drone warfare? Audrey 
Kurth Cronin notes, for instance, that these du-
al-use capabilities impose security challenges 
that are not as well understood by scholars.142 In-
deed, this model of drone warfare has emerged in 
Ukraine, but we have little understanding of what 
the implications are for the public’s perceptions of 
morally legitimate strikes.143 
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Conclusion

In conclusion, though scholars have studied, and 
continue to study, public opinion about drones, 
many questions remain. The purpose of this article 
was to explore one outstanding question relating 
to how the public understands the moral legitima-
cy of drone strikes. Scholars often define morally 
legitimate drone warfare either in terms of sol-
diers’ physical courage, the protection of soldiers, 
or the protection of civilians. While useful, the 
existing literature is based more on anecdote and 
scholars’ intuitions than analysis of empirically de-
rived data about the public’s perceptions of moral 
legitimacy. This reflects a general hesitancy among 
researchers to treat legitimacy as a dependent var-
iable, though my study shows this is possible to 
do. At the same time, the existing literature has 
not explored how — and why — person-centered 
and act-based moral norms may work in concert 
to shape the public’s perceptions of morally legiti-
mate drone strikes. 

Anticipating that this may be the case, I intro-
duced a novel middle-range theory based on infor-
mal rules to help to explain how and why individ-
uals’ norm systems may be triggered when they 
learn of a drone strike, thus shaping their judg-
ments about the moral legitimacy of a given oper-
ation. I used an original survey experiment among 
a broadly representative sample of Americans to 
show that why a country uses a drone — tactically 
or strategically — and how it constrains a strike — 
unilaterally or multilaterally — can shape respond-
ents’ understanding of legitimacy, and that these 
judgments reflect unique combinations of moral 
norms. In doing so, I respond to previous research 
that urges scholars to “unpack” the mechanisms 
of perceived legitimacy in the context of military 
interventions abroad, of which drones are now a 
favored tool.144 Going forward, this framework may 
provide scholars, policymakers, and practitioners 
with a useful way to explain the broader evolution 
of drone warfare globally and to interpret the legit-
imacy outcomes, which most experts agree is inte-
gral to the sustainability of strikes abroad. 
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