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The Tragedy Trap: On the
Tragicized Politics of Nuclear
Weapons and Armed Drones and
the Making of Unaccountability
Benoît Pelopidas and Neil C. Renic*

At first glance, it is difficult to imagine two military technologies more

different from each other than armed drones and nuclear weapons.

While the former is associated with precise and surgical violence, at

least in comparison to alternatives, the latter evokes destruction without limits,

potentially on a planetary scale. Amid these material and conceptual differences,

however, commonalities can be observed in terms of justification. In the politics of

both, discourses of tragedy have played an outsized and problematic role.

Tragic discourses have significant value in the military context, reminding us of

the temptations of hubris, the prevalence of moral dilemmas, and the inescapable

limits of foresight. Today, however, this discourse is drawn upon too heavily in

policy discussions. Within the tragicized politics of nuclear and drone violence,

foreseeable and solvable problems are reconceptualized as intractable dilemmas,
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and morally and politically accountable agents are reframed as powerless observ-

ers. The tragedy discourse, when wrongly applied by policymakers and the media,

indulges the very hubris that it is intended to caution against. This is what we call

the “tragedy trap.” Our article clarifies the limits of “tragedy” in the context of mil-

itary violence and argues for a renewed focus on political responsibility.

These insights on the limits of tragedy are necessary for an accurate accounting

of harms produced in the drone and nuclear context. They are also important if

we are to avoid overly tragicized discourses going forward, as we debate the status

of current and future emerging technologies, including military artificial

intelligence.

We make our argument in two steps. First, we define tragedy and clarify the

value and limits of the tragic recognition, understood as an awareness of and

openness to the existence and lessons of tragedy. The overapplication of tragedy

in international politics, we argue, has distorted the distinction between foresee-

able and unforeseeable challenges, and closed off space for moral and political

agency. In the second section, we apply these insights to the politics of drone

and nuclear violence. We argue that in both cases foreseen-but-neglected or neg-

ligently unforeseen harms have been mischaracterized as tragically unforeseeable

outcomes. The agency of leaders has also been wrongly downplayed in both cases.

Prioritizing discourses of tragedy over moral and political responsibility enables,

rather than mitigates against, hubris.

The Utility and Folly of Tragedy

Tragedy was and remains a complex genre, one that yields “multiple, sometimes

contradictory insights.” In this article, we focus on tragedy’s core lessons, those

applied most commonly to the study of international politics. With this purpose

in mind, we define tragedy narrowly, as an unforeseeably or unavoidably destruc-

tive outcome caused or enabled by individuals within conditions of heavily cir-

cumscribed agency. Variations of this definition are commonly deployed as a

cautionary lesson against hubris, and as a reminder of the permanence of uncer-

tainty and the immutable limits of foresight and control.

While the tragedy discourse is useful for understanding and navigating interna-

tional politics, we argue that the label of “tragedy” is too often misapplied to non-

or insufficiently tragic circumstances, where challenges are neglected rather than
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unforeseeable and where agency is misused or surrendered rather than con-

strained by external forces.

In recent years, scholars have reengaged tragedy as a discourse through which

to better understand and navigate world politics. Tragedy, it is argued, imparts a

transhistorical wisdom, reminding us that the world is “complex, contradictory,

conflict-prone and in a state of constant flux.” Tragedy can help guide us through

this complexity by reminding us of the frequent unforeseeability of negative out-

comes, and both the limits and endurance of human agency:

By making us confront our limits and recognize that chaos lurks just beyond the fragile
barriers we erect to keep it at bay, tragedy can help keep our conceptions of ourselves
and our societies from becoming infused with hubris.

Chris Brown argues similarly, writing that tragedy “ought to cause us to act more

modestly, to be aware of our limitations and to be suspicious of grand narratives of

salvation which pretend that there are no tragic choices to be made.” Tragedy

reminds us that not all problems have an easy or obvious solution and that virtu-

ous intention, unmoored from prudence, can sometimes be as or more destructive

than outright malice. Above all, tragedy cautions us to tread carefully; for the

world, and particularly the future, is more complex and untamable than we know.

We do not dispute that the discourse of tragedy, properly applied, can enrich

our understanding of human affairs and politics. At its most instructive, tragedy

helps cultivate an awareness of the “ontological conditions under which politics is

performed” and the structural pressures and human frailties that infuse it. What

tragedy is not, however, is the sole or solely accurate representation of either past

or present. The mistaken designation of tragedy as a permanent “quality of exis-

tence,” rather than a permanent possibility, distorts our understanding of the

world we inhabit.

The category of tragedy is overdrawn—wrongly applied to the nontragic or

excessively applied to the partially tragic. Correcting this overapplication matters,

we argue, epistemically, but also morally and politically. A “tragic sensitivity”—

an awareness of and openness to the existence and lessons of tragedy—accepts the

painfully common occurrence of tragedy but nurtures the disposition to act in

ways that best ensure its avoidance. In doing so, it leaves open the possibility of

enacting less destructive political outcomes. A tragic hyper-sensitivity, in contrast,

anchored as it is to an assumption of tragedy as a chronic condition, deadens our
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capacity to detect and prevent avoidable suffering, and induces a fatalistic resigna-

tion that nothing better can be done.

The warnings of C. Wright Mills are useful here. In his  work, The Causes

of World War Three, Mills lamented “the replacement of the straightforward idea

of ‘political accountability’ with the dead-beat notion of ‘tragic responsibility.’”

The latter, he argued, “was not good enough,” functioning as little more than

“a lugubrious and fatalistic dodge.” Today, this dodge is a fixture among political

elites, who routinely employ the discourse of tragedy to mischaracterize their

choices as inevitabilities and, in doing so, bypass the accountability they ought

to face for morally problematic courses of action.

A misapplication of tragedy is particularly common, we argue, within the pol-

itics of war and military technology, where it plays a role in the construction of

political unaccountability. Here, the discourse of tragedy is too often used not

to explain, or caution, but to exculpate. It is applied to situations in which

harm was foreseeable and even foreseen but allowed to manifest; and where

agency was wrongly exercised, rather than constrained by structure, in a way

that made harm inevitable.

The Mischaracterization of Foreseeable Military Harms as Tragic

While the particular emphasis and narrative differ between various types of trag-

edy in literature and in politics, all are grounded in suffering; and specifically, a

suffering that was unintended from the outset. Tragic circumstances are often

brought about through miscalculation or failings of judgment on the part of oth-

erwise well-intentioned protagonists, errors that lead either directly or indirectly

through a causal chain of events to a final, painful outcome. Key to most tragedy

is that the protagonist is only in hindsight able to recognize this causal chain and

their own role within it. Tragedy “shows us that we can initiate a course of action

without being able to understand or control it—or adequately calculate its

consequences.”

These lessons on the limits of foreseeability are of critical value to weapons

development and use, given the centrality of uncertainty within both. Prediction

is difficult, and we are often confronted by a pace or type of military change rad-

ically at odds with initial expectations. Viewed through a tragic lens, such difficul-

ties become the inevitable outcome of the inescapable limits of foresight. Problems

emerge, however, when tragedy is misapplied to these same issues. In many cases,

the unintended harms of military technologies stem not from the unforeseeable
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but rather from a failure to act responsibly in the face of challenges that were, or at

least could have been, anticipated. What is needed, in such cases, is the ambition

to act. Accounts of tragedy that wrongly frame it as a permanent and inescapable

condition of international politics invisibilize the possibility of such ambition.

Mistakes, misjudgments, and miscalculations are an unavoidable presence in

the development and deployment of weapons systems. Weapons programs may

commence in accordance with well (or well enough) intentioned goals but evolve

in unexpected and problematic ways. Actual weapons use is also characterized by

error, both technical and human. But alongside these byproducts of uncertainty

are other problems—moral incuriosity or explicit immorality in the face of fore-

seeable, foreseen, and correctable (even if only partially) harm. The misapplication

of tragedy blinds us to this less forgivable category of harm, centered as it is on

mistakes and regret rather than misdeeds and remorse.

The Wrongful Erasure of Moral Agency

Greek tragedy often projected a theocentric vision of the world, where agency was

active but heavily restricted by fate or the supernatural. Structural forces also

played an important role in later tragedy, with Shakespearean plots inspiring sym-

pathy in the audience, but also awe. Dramatic reversals of fortune served as a

reminder

that man is blind and helpless, the plaything of an inscrutable power, called by the
name of Fortune or some other name—a power which appears to smile on him for a
little, and then on a sudden strikes him down in his pride.

Critically though, no matter the structural forces that pressure it, human agency

remains a key feature of most tragedy. In his work on Shakespearean tragedy,

Bradley points out that structure—in this case, the supernatural—is but an ele-

ment of the narrative; it is never so overwhelming as to disrupt the status of

“human action” as the “central fact” of tragedy. Hoxby argues similarly, distin-

guishing between “mere suffering or misfortune” and tragedy by the presence of

human agency in the latter. Our actions are guided and circumscribed by struc-

ture—not dictated by it.

When applied to domestic and international politics, this lesson from tragedy

offers an important counter to the Great Man narrative. Even the very powerful

and the seemingly free may experience “a radical circumscription of freedom of

choice and be guided by perceptions of necessity.” The choices of leaders are
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shaped by structure: the environmental context makes certain actions more

achievable and desirable and others less so. The choice, however, remains that

of the leader, as does some degree of moral responsibility for the consequences

of that choice. Tragedy reminds us that agency and structure are an interplay:

“Man is free but fated, fated but free.” This qualified account of human agency

leaves us with a more complex, less simplistic understanding of both causation

and moral responsibility.

Misapplied tragedy distorts this complexity, transforming structure from a force

that shapes and limits agency to one that absolves it. The unjust harm produced

by weapons development and use, when acknowledged at all, is frequently

defended on the grounds of exigency. As we will show in the next sections,

those involved will often claim to have had no choice, defending the resulting

harm as a regrettable but largely inescapable outcome of necessity.

Scholarship on weapons development and use often refers to the techno-logics

of war—technological forces and incentives that distort how armed conflict is

understood and morally navigated. This tragicized account typically undervalues

the role of agency in the cause, perpetuation, and alleviation of harmful policy.

As our cases will reveal, most of the decisions made in relation to nuclear weapons

and armed drones were made by individuals with the capacity to do otherwise; that

is, to pursue and enact less destructive policy outcomes. Tragic discourses that

depict agency as excessively or entirely constrained create space for policymakers

complicit in unjust harm, either directly or indirectly, to escape appropriate

moral scrutiny. They also erode the capacity of the public to render moral judgment

on those same individuals.

To be clear, we do not discount the structural forces that shape and restrain

individual agency, including the agency of the very powerful. Drone warfare

and nuclearism are embedded within a broader military-industrial complex that

limits both individual freedom and political possibility. However, diminished

agency and eliminated agency are two different things, and we should contest

political sleights of hand that wrongly characterize the former as the latter.

It is not surprising that political leaders are so quick to claim the mantle of tragedy.

Tragedy provides us with flawed, but often admirable, figures; individuals who strive

to uphold good or effect positive change but are ultimately brought low through their

own character flaws, outside forces beyond their control, or a combination of both.

Even in defeat, the protagonist is “ennobled.” This framing is common in the his-

torical and contemporary politics of military technology. It is also overused. Not all
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leaders err because of the fiendish difficulty of balancing security with morality. Some

are owed condemnation, not sympathy, for the morally suboptimal choices they con-

sciously make, and for the harm they visit on the innocent as a consequence.

In the next section, we apply these lessons to the context of nuclear weapons

politics and the ongoing U.S. armed drone program. We argue that the misappli-

cation of tragedy to both has blinded many to the foreseeability of the unjust

harms produced, and downplayed the role of agency to a degree that does not

comport with empirical reality.

Nuclear Weapons

The tragedy discourse is widely used in reference to most decisions related to

nuclear weapons. Going back to the inception of these weapons, the co-director

of the Manhattan Project, J. Robert Oppenheimer, has been commonly described

as a “tragic figure.” Tragedy is also used to interpret decisions related to the use

of nuclear weapons over Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August . The questions

asked about the Manhattan Project in the scholarship also implicitly accept the

tragedy discourse. It is well established that most scientists joined the

Manhattan Project for fear that the Nazis would build a bomb first and that phys-

icist Joseph Rotblat left when it became clear that this possibility could no longer

materialize. What is notable, however, is that the limited scholarship interested

in this moment focuses on why he left, not on why no one else followed given that

their rationale for joining was no longer valid. The failure to recognize the

agency of these other scientists, and hold them properly to account, suggests an

implicit acceptance of the inevitability of the outcome of building the bomb.

These narratives are consistent with the tragedy discourse, which presents human-

ity’s bargain with the atomic bomb as “Faustian.” Finally, the nuclear arms race

that led to the production of over , nuclear weapons worldwide, including

tens of thousands in the United States, is characterized by John Mearsheimer as

“not misguided” but as an inevitable outcome of the “tragedy of great power pol-

itics,” a sentiment shared by other widely cited scholars in the same tradition.

The Foreseeability of the Adverse Effects of a Nuclear Arms Race

In the nuclear weapons realm, we have seen an undue emphasis on the unforesee-

ability of the adverse effects of reliance on the technology. These efforts are sustained

by an excessive tragicizing of this issue, which, in turn, impedes accountability and

encourages hubris. In reality, “unforeseeable” is not an adequate descriptor of
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three key consequences of nuclear weapons choices: the destructive effects of future

weapons, the moral challenge they pose, and the drivers of the nuclear arms race.

While it is true that the climate effects of nuclear explosions were unforeseeable

before the concept of “nuclear winter” was crafted and the instruments to assess

its effects built, the intuition of the very large scale of those effects and the critique

of the concept of “limited nuclear war” existed very early on. As early as

February , over five years before the first nuclear explosion, the material vul-

nerability created by this technology was foreseen, if disputed. According to the

Frisch-Peierls Memorandum, “It must be realized that no shelters are available

that would be effective and that could be used on a large scale.”

In , Manhattan Project scientists Edward Teller, Enrico Fermi, and Hans

Bethe seriously considered the risk that the nuclear explosion might set the atmo-

sphere on fire, but that did not stop them from carrying out the test. In his

memo of April , , U.S. secretary of war Henry Stimson explained to the pres-

ident that the weapon that would soon be completed would be “the most terrible

weapon ever known in human history [ . . . and] modern civilization might be

completely destroyed.” After the Trinity test on July , , the first-ever test

of an atomic bomb, physicist I. I. Rabi wrote about a threat to all forms of life.

Scientists issued similar warnings against the destructiveness of H-bombs when

they were developed in the early s. On March , , President

Eisenhower’s special assistant for national security affairs, General Robert Cutler,

had just participated in a war game and worried that “the effect of any such exchange

is quite incalculable. . . . It is possible that life on the planet may be extinguished.”

Subsequent decisions and requests to construct thousands of A-bombs and then

H-bombs were not taken out of excusable ignorance for the material effects of

nuclear arsenals. These warnings have been repeated throughout the nuclear age.

Regarding the moral consequences of developing nuclear weapons, a minority

of the committee of scientists put together by the U.S. government in  to

decide whether to authorize the development of a thermonuclear bomb explicitly

opposed doing so on moral grounds:

The fact that no limits exist to the destructiveness of this weapon makes its very exis-
tence and the knowledge of its construction a danger to humanity as a whole. It is nec-
essarily an evil thing considered in any light.

But this concern was present as early as April , , in Henry Stimson’s memo

to President Truman, when he wrote: “The world in its present state of moral
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advancement compared with its technical development would be eventually at the

mercy of such a weapon.” As demonstrated by these myriad early concerns and

predictions, the destructiveness of nuclear weapons cannot be characterized as

having been either unforeseeable or unforeseen.

In , the U.S. arsenal peaked at thirty-one thousand weapons. This num-

ber should not be portrayed as an unfortunate and unforeseeable consequence

tragically driven by the actions of the Soviets, the demands of allies, or the inter-

action of the two. On the contrary, the nuclear arms race, and the insecurity and

enormous expenditures it created, was largely foreseeable: these outcomes were

overdetermined by the assumptions made about nuclear weapons and interna-

tional politics by the players setting the requirements of the nuclear policy they

advocated. Indeed, if nuclear weapons are treated as fully controllable instruments,

as solutions to problems of possibly excessive damage in a war-prone world in

which adversaries’ future intentions cannot be known for sure, and as a part of

reality that is here to stay, then reducing the vulnerability of your own weapons

and increasing the vulnerability of the adversary’s weapons become the foremost

concern. This becomes even more obvious if one assumes that it is wiser to plan

for the worst: a diversification of the arsenal to maintain superiority over oppo-

nents at every level of the escalation ladder therefore appears as a net benefit

and the only conceivable solution.

In the United States, Albert Wohlstetter was an early advocate of this policy

approach and derived his support for it from this exact series of assumptions.

He argued that even with the coming of nuclear weapons, “the basic aims of war-

fare had not changed. The destruction of an opponent’s fighting power remained

the ultimate objective of any attempt to engage a predatory enemy. The best form

of deterrence, then, would be to upgrade . . . ‘second strike’ in favor of a war-

winning strategy of counterforce.” For Wohlstetter, “the best defense would be

a spending offense: an investment in technologically sophisticated nuclear arms

that possessed both offensive and defensive capacities.” Independently from

the influence of Albert Wohlstetter as an individual strategist, this logic of damage

limitation was indeed one of the drivers of U.S. nuclear weapons procurement.

The adverse effects of this logic in terms of incentives for arms buildup are aggra-

vated if one underestimates the destructive capacity of one’s own weapons by not

taking into account the fire effects of nuclear explosions, as was the case with the

U.S. Air Force for “more than half a century.”
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Nuclear vulnerability and its moral challenges, as well as the dynamics of the

nuclear arms race, were foreseeable and indeed often foreseen. This was not trag-

edy but active acceptance of foreseeable consequences. The retrospective use

of a tragedy discourse unduly reduces moral agency.

The Minimization of Moral Agency

Prominent thinkers have claimed that nuclear weapons simply make our moral

categories obsolete. According to this position, the destructive capacity of these

weapons, and the singular role they play in international politics, insulates them

from the moral scrutiny they would otherwise attract. This tragic thinking serves

to artificially narrow our moral agency, recasting the development of nuclear

weapons as the outcome of moral fate, rather than moral choices. Most famously,

Michael Walzer has argued that nuclear weapons “explode the theory of just war.

They are the first of mankind’s technological innovations that are simply not

encompassable within the familiar moral world.” This claim of radical discon-

nect between moral agency and material possibility unduly reframes the

moral choice to embrace particular weapons systems and reject necessary regula-

tion into a tragic inevitability.

Such a gesture is also visible in political rhetoric and bargaining. For instance,

right after then U.S. president Barack Obama stated in Prague in  that “as the

only nuclear power to have used a nuclear weapon, the United States has a moral

responsibility to act,” emphasizing “clearly and with conviction America’s com-

mitment to seek the peace and security of a world without nuclear weapons,”

he added: “I’m not naive. This goal will not be reached quickly—perhaps not in

my lifetime.” In these words, Obama framed nuclear weapons policy change

as externally driven and only derived from structural constraints. The possibility

that the commitment he just articulated may be a meaningful driver for change

was immediately made inconceivable by this additional comment. But Obama’s

action in this realm could have achieved much more, as President George

H. W. Bush’s unilateral nuclear initiatives in the early s remind us. As a

matter of fact, what appears as a structural constraint on the president’s agency

was largely the outcome of his own empowerment of veto players. For instance,

Obama gave in to Senator Jon Kyl’s request for a multidecade nuclear moderni-

zation program at odds with the promise made in Prague, with a hope that

Kyl, then the Republican minority whip, would vote for the New START Treaty

and bring with him seven Republican senators needed for the treaty to pass.
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Obama did so even after Vice President Biden called Senator Kyl and heard him

say that he could not be persuaded to vote for the New START Treaty, regardless

of concessions. The treaty passed without Kyl’s support. But as a result of Obama’s

agreement with the senator, it came with a nuclear modernization budget that was

$ billion over the final budget of his predecessor, President George W. Bush,

and paved the way for the next round of the nuclear arms race. This was neither

inevitable nor tragic. It was a decision made deliberately by an informed and

empowered president who had at his disposal numerous other options, some of

which would likely have led to morally preferable outcomes.

How the Tragedy Discourse Enabled Hubris

As noted earlier, the nuclear arms race led to the production of tens of thou-

sands of nuclear weapons, most of which were subsequently dismantled. It is

important to keep in mind that this number wildly exceeds any conceivable

military requirement and was therefore characterized as “absolutely absurd”

by Manhattan Project scientist Hans Bethe. In a top-secret note to

President Johnson drafted on December , , the U.S. secretary of defense

estimated that four hundred strategic nuclear weapons would have been

enough for what he called “assured destruction” of the Soviet Union. And

yet, the thousands upon thousands of nuclear weapons produced were viewed

by many, in Mearsheimer’s words, as “not misguided” but as an inevitable out-

come of the “tragedy of great power politics.” This view provides scholarly

validation to what Soviet physicist Andreï Sakharov articulated during his

visit to Washington in , reflecting on his decisive work on Soviet thermo-

nuclear weapons: “I think what we were doing at the time was a great tragedy.

It was a tragedy that reflected the tragic state of the world that made it nec-

essary, in order to maintain peace, to do such terrible things.” If one accepts

this framing, the decision-makers who ordered the Cold War arms race and

the scientists who made it possible become unaccountable for their contribu-

tion to the resulting harm, and those who have to decide whether or not to

contribute to the next arms race will make this choice knowing that there is

no accountability for it. Overall, the discourse of tragedy mischaracterizes the

foreseeability of the destructive effects of nuclear weapons, the moral challenge

they pose, and the drivers of the nuclear arms race; it also underestimates the

moral agency of policymakers as well as the scientists who designed the weap-

ons and, as a result, enables the hubris it was intended to caution against.

the tragedy trap 219

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0892679424000145 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0892679424000145


U.S. Drone Program

Armed drones are not the first technology to expand the physical distance in war

between those who kill and those who die, nor the first to facilitate zero-casualty

warfare. They are, however, distinct in the degree to which they have intensified

both trends in the context of remote warfare. More than a weapon, armed drones

have long been conceived of by the United States as an antidote: a clean and effec-

tive way to bypass the political, military, and ethical challenges generated by more

intensive, on-the-ground operations.

The reality, of course, has proven very different. Armed drones, and the remote

military operations in which they feature prominently, have received extensive

criticism, on both moral and prudential grounds. American drone strikes have

regularly been criticized for failing to uphold necessary standards of civilian pro-

tection. Questions have also been raised about the effectiveness of drone-centric

remote war; specifically, the failure to translate tactical gains into political ones.

An overreliance on this weaponry by American policymakers was a key feature of

what came to be termed the “forever wars.”

It is possible, and even tempting, to view these failures in tragic terms.

American policymakers, unable to resist the “seductive” draw of these “unusu-

ally usable weapons,” enacted harmful policies that ran counter to their more

noble intentions. Central to this unfolding dilemma was Obama himself, a

“Hamlet-like” figure who “anguish[ed]” over the use and potential overuse

of drone strikes. This tragic casting, we argue, obscures more than it illuminates.

The Foreseeability of Drone Harm

Armed drones are not a neutral technology. They possess a political quality that

shapes how American policymakers understand and use them. Whatever the

force of these techno-logics, however, American drone violence has never been

entirely, or even primarily, “tragic.” The U.S. drone program was a policy choice,

favored over alternatives, and defined by a willful and consistent failure to meet

political, legal, and moral responsibilities. The injustices it produced, particularly

to civilians, were foreseeable and foreseen, and addressed too slowly and

inadequately.

In , then-president Obama responded to long-standing criticism of armed

drone use, signing a Presidential Policy Guidance that imposed more restrictive

standards for use. From this point on, strikes conducted outside active battlefields
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were to be authorized only if the capture of the suspect was not feasible and there

was a “near certainty” that the individual was a lawful target and that noncombat-

ants would not be harmed during the attack. Speaking in  on his decision to

impose these changes, Obama said the following:

The problem with the drone program was not that it caused an inordinate amount of
civilian casualties . . . the problem is that it starts giving you the illusion that it is not
war . . . and what I discovered . . . the machinery of it started becoming too easy, and
I had to actually impose internally a substantial set of reforms in the process to step
back and remind everyone involved this isn’t target practice.

This reference to “discovery” echoes a theme common within the tragedy dis-

course—the difficulty of anticipating and controlling the likely consequences of

a particular course of action. Understood as tragedy, the U.S. drone program

highlights the inescapable limits of foresight; the program, originally conceived

in far narrower terms, escaped the control of the presidency. The result was

too many drone strikes and too few safeguards.

This tragic discourse, favored by Obama, was made more convincing by the fre-

quent use, by observers and critics, of the term “slippery slope” to describe the

expansion of the program. A slippery slope framing emphasized the structural

process rather than the individual choices of the drone program. Initially justified

as a necessary measure against “high-level” enemies, the program expanded,

with policymakers “devoting tremendous resources to kill off a never-ending

stream of nobodies.” In much of the analysis of this period, and the decline

in ad bellum and in bello standards that characterized it, emphasis was given to

the inertial force of the technology itself:

Through altering our risk calculations and goals, drones go beyond being a mere tool,
but rather have distinct political qualities that shape how we act. . . . Drone technology
might have brought the United States the capability of continuously monitoring and
striking targets remotely, but it also led the United States to lose sight of its goals
and drift into a growing number of conflicts worldwide.

This tragic discourse is misleading, obscuring the foreseeability of the problems

created by U.S. drone strikes. The civilian cost of these strikes was evident from

the genesis of the program; and it was especially clear by the Obama presidency.

Three days after his inauguration, Obama authorized two drone strikes in

Waziristan that missed their high-value targets, killing fourteen people, including

civilians. Obama was reportedly angry at the outcome, but nevertheless opted to
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enhance the scope of the program. The subsequent harms borne by civilians

were neither unforeseeable nor unforeseen. Just as predictable were the negative

consequences of Obama’s decision to embrace a disputed method for counting

civilian casualties that classed all military-age males killed in a strike as combat-

ants unless explicit intelligence posthumously proved them to be civilian.

Depicting these injustices as the outcome of a slippery slope obscures the predict-

able and entirely nontragic deficiencies of the program.

These problems endure today. The much publicized Kabul drone strike,

launched during the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan in August , show-

cased many of the foreseeable moral deficiencies that have characterized this pro-

gram from the beginning. The botched strike, labeled a “tragic mistake” by the

Pentagon, killed ten civilians, including three children, an outcome U.S. officials

initially sought to conceal through misleading statements. The  plan

announced by the Pentagon in response to these deaths imposed a number of

new measures to mitigate confirmation bias and the misidentification of targets.

These measures, aimed at limiting future civilian deaths in armed conflict, were

praised by human rights organizations for their intended robustness. This praise,

however, should not distract from the enduring failure of U.S. policy in this area.

The challenges addressed in the  Pentagon plan were evident from the first

drone killing in Afghanistan twenty-two years earlier—itself a botched strike.

The risk of excessive civilian harm from U.S. drones was foreseeable enough for

long enough to undermine appeals to “tragedy.”

American policymakers have a moral responsibility to work to identify the fore-

seeable implications of their favored drone policy and to address the challenges

that are foreseen, particularly those relating to civilian injury and death. They

too often fail to do this. The discourse of tragedy obscures this failure, transform-

ing avoidable errors of policy into regrettable inevitabilities of war.

The Minimization of Moral Agency

Alongside the issue of foreseeability, the tragedy discourse wrongly minimizes the

role of agency in the use and misuse of armed drones. As already noted, drone

technology, and the courses of action it enables, guided and incentivized U.S. pol-

icy, making some conduct more thinkable and other conduct less so. It did not,

however, compel action. The failure to recognize this has created an accountability

vacuum in which policymakers evade the degree of moral responsibility they

should rightly assume.
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It is important to clarify that whatever the broader incentives and inertial forces

structuring the U.S. drone program, there has arguably never been a mode of war-

fare in American history with as much direct oversight by the president. The pro-

cess by which the Obama administration determined drone targets has been well

documented:

[It was] the strangest of bureaucratic rituals: Every week or so, more than  members
of the government’s sprawling national security apparatus [would] gather, by secure
video teleconference, to pore over terrorist suspects’ biographies and recommend to
the president who should be the next to die.

In his reflections on this same process, however, Obama offered a significantly less

empowered account of his role in such violence:

They were dangerous, these young men, often deliberately and casually cruel. Still, in
the aggregate, at least, I wanted somehow to save them—send them to school, give
them a trade, drain them of the hate that had been filling their heads. And yet the
world they were a part of, and the machinery I commanded, more often had me killing
them instead.

Obama presents himself here as an object of sympathy. It is his suffering at having

to kill that is the focus, not the suffering of those subjected, sometimes wrongly, to

drone violence. Much of the media coverage of the U.S. drone program had a sim-

ilar emphasis. Obama, it was claimed, “never seemed entirely comfortable” with

drone signature strikes: “he would squirm.” He “wrestled with his growing reli-

ance on drones,” but nevertheless assumed the burden, reserving for himself

“the final moral calculation.” This was Obama as a tragic actor, empowered

but constrained; steadfast but anguished. It is a morally inadequate depiction,

downplaying the degree of freedom retained by Obama in relation to drone policy.

As Conor Friedersdorf writes:

Obama chose to allow the CIA, a secretive entity with a long history of unjust killings, to
carry out strikes, he chose to keep the very fact of drone killings classified, deliberately
invoking the state-secrets privilege in a way guaranteed to stymie oversight, public
debate, and legal accountability, and he chose to permit killings outside the greater
Afghanistan warzone, in countries with which the U.S. was not at war. Those choices
made more unjust killings predictable and inevitable.

The weight of these choices, as well as those made by subsequent American pres-

idents, can be appreciated by observing the shifting effects of drone policy.
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Obama’s  introduction of more restrictive drone rules, while far from perfect,

did lower the risks of civilian harm. The decision by Trump to relax these same

standards did the inverse. Biden, who has vowed to “maintain the fight against

terrorism in Afghanistan from over the horizon,” has reversed some but not

all of Trump’s changes. He has returned to the Obama-era policy of limiting

drone strikes to targets that pose a “continuing imminent threat to U.S. persons”

and who cannot be feasibly captured, and also reinstated the “near certainty” stan-

dard that the target is present and civilians will not be harmed. Like Trump,

however, Biden has given commanders in the field greater license to conduct

strikes in places where they “are likely to be more routine.” The policies of

Obama, Trump, and Biden have differed in important ways, but what binds all

three is the choice to deploy drones with a frequency and in a manner that is

in tension with the moral and legal standards of war. This is not a story of tragedy;

it is one of political responsibility and irresponsibility.

The Hubris of Drone “Inevitability”

One problematic feature of the tragedy discourse is its tendency to exaggerate the

prevalence of moral dilemmas. Much of the analysis of the U.S. drone program,

even the very critical, has indulged in this. The “proliferation of shadow wars,”

of which drones were a feature, “came as an unintended result of . . . [Obama’s]

noble” intention “to avoid costly wars like Iraq,” writes Michael Boyle. The

drone program is framed here as problematic, but less so than the recklessness

of Bush, Cheney, and Rumsfeld’s global-war-on-terror approach. U.S. drone

strikes have likewise benefited from comparison to potentially less precise tools

of violence on the battlefield itself. While neither comparison is incorrect, an

emphasis on how things could have been worse too often fails to sufficiently detail

that things could also have been better. From the outset of the U.S. drone pro-

gram, superior policy choices were available: a stricter criterion for determining

who was liable to lethal harm; a more transparent and restrictive set of standards

regarding collateral civilian deaths; and a greater willingness to rule out strikes

altogether in instances where it was prudential and moral to do so. To ignore this

availability, in favor of an artificial determination of inevitability, enables and

excuses the very hubris that tragic recognition is meant to caution against.

With the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan now complete, we have seen a

resurgence of tragedy-infused analysis of armed drone strikes. “Like a black

hole with its own gravitational pull,” the New York Times reported,
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“Afghanistan could draw the C.I.A back into a complex counterterrorism mission

for years to come.” Absent from this commentary is the necessary recognition

that the United States, and Biden himself, could and should have resisted this

gravitational pull. Reframing anticipated, or at the very least anticipatable, injus-

tices as unforeseeable harms morally shields policymakers from the accountability

that their conduct in relation to armed drones should warrant.

Conclusion

Drawing on examples from the nuclear arms race and the U.S. drone program, we

have argued that too much of the contemporary political discourse over military

technology and violence has been tragicized. The overuse and, in some cases, mis-

application of “tragedy” has produced a tragedy trap, that is, the opposite of what

reflections on the concept are intended to do. First, in both the nuclear weapons

and drone program cases, a tragic framing emphasizing the limits of human

agency and foresight has obscured the foreseeability of the adverse effects of devel-

oping and expanding these weapons systems, legitimized both technologies and

the conduct of those empowered to use them, and problematically shifted the

terms of debate from accountability to inevitability. Informed policies, favored

over alternatives, have been recast as tragic blunders and what was foreseen but

neglected or negligently unforeseen has been transformed into the unforeseeable.

Second, and as a result, instead of preserving a space for moral agency in the face

of fate, tragic framing has incentivized and excused a surrender of moral agency in

the face of technological and material pressures. Third, instead of guarding against

hubris, this framing has enabled and shielded from judgement those who indulge

in it. As a result, we have seen an atrophy of the accountability that should be

borne by those who can, but fail to, pursue better outcomes in relation to the

problems of nuclear and drone violence.

These findings open two avenues for avoiding the (re)production of unaccount-

ability. First, we must recognize that tragic discourse is not simply descriptive, but

also performative. When overapplied or wrongly applied, this discourse impedes

rather than facilitates allocations of accountability. Second, we must remain alert

to the foreseeability of harm in international politics, rather than automatically

and wrongly assuming conditions of tragic unforeseeability.

While the focus of this article has been on two technologies of war, the insights

of tragicization are readily applicable to a range of international policy issues.
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Climate change; refugee crises; the growing suffocation of human creativity via

artificial intelligence—these challenges are significant but not intractable.

Political responsibility and moral accountability are needed, not a fatalistic

shrug at the tragic state of things. Recognition of this need is especially important

going forward. The world is tragic enough without exaggerating the severity and

insolubility of the challenges before us. And the future is too important to be relin-

quished to those who can but fail to do better.
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