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THE AESTHETICS OF DRONE WARFARE 
An International, Interdisciplinary Conference 

 
Programme 

FRIDAY 7 FEBRUARY 2020  

9:00-9:30: Early Registration 
  
9:30-10:30: Drone Wars UK workshop (open to pre-registered 
participants only) 
  
10:30-11:00: Coffee / Late Registration 
 
11:00-12:00: PLENARY 1: Derek Gregory 
Derek Gregory (University of British Columbia), ‘Under Afghan Skies: 
Aerial Violence and the Imaginaries of Remote Warfare’  
(Chair: Adam Piette) 
 
12:00-1:30: PANEL 1: Practical Aesthetics, Aesthetic Practices  
(Chair: Sophie Maxwell) 

* Anna Walker (University of Plymouth), ‘Trauma, Morality, and the 
Increasing Absence of the Western Soldier in Combat 
* Kathryn Brimblecombe-Fox (University of Queensland), ‘Painting 
Airborne Militarised Drones: An Act of Imaginational Metaveillance’ 
* Joseph DeLappe (Abertay University), ‘Me and My Predator(s): 
Remembrance and Play’ 
  
1:30-2:30: Lunch and Art Exhibition, Jessop West Foyer 
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2:30-4:00: PARALLEL SESSIONS 
  
PANEL 2A: The Drone Eats With Me  
(Chair: Rachel Bower) 

* Sophia Brown (Birkbeck, University of London), ‘“A squadron of drones 
heading towards me”: Narrating Life under Fire in Gaza for an 
Anglophone Readership’ 
* Lindsey Moore (Lancaster University), ‘Drones and Clones in the 
Palestinian Zones: New Speculative Fiction and Film’ 
* Aroosa Kanwal (Lancaster University / International Islamic University), 
‘Dreaming with Drones: Palestine Under the Shadow of Unseen War’ 
 
PANEL 2B: Media, Lawfare, and Ethics  
(Chair: Lisa Stampnitzky) 

* Joanna Frew (Drone Wars UK), ‘Communicating a killing machine: Visual 
Coverage of Reaper Strikes in the tabloid press’ 
* Peter Burt (Drone Wars UK), ‘Moving from the video screen into real 
life: Ethical issues relating to the use of autonomous armed drones’  
* Diego Mauri (University of Florence), ‘Humanizing a De-Humanized 
Warfare: a Human Rights-Oriented Approach’ 
  
4:00-4:30: Coffee 
 
4:30-6:00: PARALLEL SESSIONS 
  
PANEL 3A: Domestic Play and Dronalism  
(Chair: Matthew Voice) 

* Amy Gaeta (University of Wisconsin-Madison), ‘Boys & Their Toys: The 
Affective & Aesthetic Range of Drone-Operator Relations’ 
* Gaia Casagrande, Amine Khaddar, Stefania Parisi (Sapienza University / 
King’s College London), ‘Drone Journalism and Community Voices’ 



4 
 

* Ana Peraica (Danube University Krems / Central European University), 
‘Toy War and Authorities’ 
  
PANEL 3B:  Drone Scale: Pixels, Pills, and Blobs 
(Chair: Michael Richardson) 

* Scott Sorli (Ryerson University), ‘Distance. Pixelization’ 
* Sophia Goodfriend (Duke University), ‘Drone Warfare Beyond 
Necropolitics: PillCam and Israel’s Biopolitical Promise' 
* Claudette Lauzon (Simon Fraser University), ‘The Blob! and other 
Stranger Things of Drone Warfare’ 
 
6:00-7:00: Wine Reception and Art Exhibition, Jessop West Foyer 
 
7:30: Conference Dinner at Nice Neighbourhood, 342 Glossop Road, 
Sheffield, S10 2HW  
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SATURDAY 8 FEBRUARY 2020 

9:00-10:30: PANEL 4: Drone Operator Narratives  
(Chair: J. D. Schnepf) 

* Matthew Voice (University of Liverpool), ‘The Cognitive Poetics of 
Drone Warfare’ 
* Daniel O’Gorman (Oxford Brookes University), ‘“None of the Guilty Will 
be Spared”: Atmospheric Terror in George Brant’s Grounded’ 
* Alex Adams (Independent Researcher), ‘The Ticking Bomb Drone 
Strike: Drone Warfare and Emergency Ethics in Eye in the Sky’ 
 
10:30-11:00: Coffee 
 
11:00-12:00: PLENARY 2: Antoine Bousquet 
Antoine Bousquet (Birkbeck, University of London), ‘Surveying the 
M(ART)ial Gaze: Scopic Regimes and Their Discontents’  
(Chair: Beryl Pong) 
 
12:00-1:30: PANEL 5: The Colonial Politics of the Scopic Regime  
(Chair: Lindsey Moore) 

* Karen Alderfer (Duke University), ‘Colonial Visuality and the 
Development of the Drone’ 
* Saira Dogar (Government College University, Lahore), ‘The Act of 
Seeing: Drone Vision in Uzma Aslam Khan’s Thinner than Skin’ 
* Madonna Kalousian (Lancaster University), ‘Posthuman and 
Posthumous Photo-Politics: Seeing like a US Drone’ 
 
1:30-2:30: Lunch and Art Exhibition, Jessop West Foyer 
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2:30-4:15: PANEL 6: Drone Aesthetics in Contemporary Art 
(Chair: Claudette Lauzon) 

* Jenna Ann Altomonte (Mississippi State University), ‘Fallible Drones’ 
* Sophie Maxwell (University of Sheffield), ‘Trevor Paglen’s “Untitled 
(Reaper Drone)”: Titles and the Creation of Meaning in Visual Art’ 
* Michael Richardson (University of New South Wales), ‘Drone Warfare 
and the Aesthetics of Nonhuman Witnessing’ 
* Mark Reinhardt (Williams College), ‘Killing Aesthetics? Theoria, 
Automated War, and the Paradox of Drone Visuality’ 
 
4:15-4:45 Coffee 
  
4:45-6:15: PANEL 7: Genre and the Gender Politics of Drone Warfare  
(Chair: Joanna Tidy) 

* Natalia Cecire (University of Sussex), ‘“Those Various Scalpels”: Female 
Precision and Drone Aesthetics’ 
* Molly Geidel (University of Manchester), ‘Educated Girls in the Global 
War on Terrorism’ 
* J. D. Schnepf (Princeton University), ‘Gothic Drones and the Production 
of Gendered Privacy’ 
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INVITED SPEAKERS 
 

KEYNOTE: 
 
PROFESSOR DEREK GREGORY 
 

 
 
Derek Gregory was educated at the University of Cambridge (PhD 1981) 
and moved to the University of British Columbia at Vancouver in 1989 as 
Professor of Geography; he was appointed Peter Wall Distinguished 
Professor in 2011.  His early research focused on industrialisation in 
Yorkshire in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, but since moving 
to Canada his work has involved successive elaborations of "The Colonial 
Present" –– see the book of the same title –– and most recently its traces 
in the conduct of later modern war.  He is presently completing a new 
book, "Reach from the Sky: Aerial violence and the everywhere war", 
which provides a genealogy and a geography of bombing from the First 
World War to today's air wars (especially in Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria, 
and Pakistan's borderlands).  His current research concerns the 
evacuation and treatment of casualties in war zones, again from the First 
World War to Afghanistan and Syria today, but it also intersects with the 
analysis of aerial violence through an expose of air strikes on hospitals, 
clinics and medical workers over the same period.  These issues will be 
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treated at length in another new book, "Purple Testament: wounded 
bodies and precarious journeys".  He is a Fellow of the British Academy 
and of the Royal Society of Canada, and was awarded the Founder's 
Medal of the Royal Geographical Society in 2006.
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KEYNOTE: 
 
DR ANTOINE BOUSQUET 
 

 
 
Antoine Bousquet is Reader in International Relations at Birkbeck College, 
University of London. His work lies at the intersection of war and political 
violence, the history and philosophy of science and technology, and social 
and political theory in the digital age. He is the author of The Eye of War: 
Military Perception from the Telescope to the Drone (University of 
Minnesota Press, 2018) and The Scientific Way of Warfare: Order and 
Chaos on the Battlefields of Modernity (Hurst & Columbia University 
Press, 2009). He has contributed an array of peer-reviewed articles and 
book chapters on subjects that include Cold War computing, the 
revolution in military affairs, jihadist networks, complexity theory, violent 
aesthetics, nihilism, and the conceptualisation of war. 
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WORKSHOP PARTICIPANTS: DRONE WARS UK 
 

 
 
CHRIS COLE 
 
Chris Cole is the founder of Drone Wars UK. He is author of two 
important reports on the issue: Convenient Killing: Armed Drones and the 
PlayStation Mentality (2010) and Drone Wars: Out of Sight, Out of Mind, 
Out of Control (2016).  In 2017 he authored a chapter entitled ‘Harm to 
Global Peace and Security’ in the book, The Humanitarian Impact of 
Drones. He has submitted evidence to various Parliamentary Committees 
on the use of drones, including the Defence Select Committee, the Joint 
Human Rights Committee and the Committee on Arms Export Controls 
and is regularly invited to speak to conferences, public meetings and the 
media on drones, targeted killing and remote warfare. He is convener of 
the Drones Campaign Network, a trustee of the Trust for Research and 
Education on Arms Trade (TREAT) and a board member of the 
international Catholic organisation, Pax Christi. He is a former Director of 
the Fellowship of Reconciliation (2003 – 2010) and Joint Coordinator of 
Campaign against Arms Trade (1999 – 2003). He gained a Masters in 
Theology from Middlesex University in 2000 and lives in Oxford with his 
wife, Virginia and their children. 
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DR PETER BURT 
 
Before moving to Drone Wars UK Peter was Director for the Nuclear 
Information Service for six years, undertaking research into the costs and 
risks of the UK’s nuclear weapons service.  At Nuclear Information 
Service he authored the influential reports ‘AWE: Britain’s nuclear 
weapons factory’ and ‘Playing with fire: Nuclear weapons incidents and 
accidents in the United Kingdom’ and is considered to be a leading 
expert on the UK’s nuclear accident history.  At Drone Wars UK he works 
on issues relating to artificial intelligence and autonomy and their role in 
the future development of drones. Peter is also a Trustee the Nuclear 
Education Trust. 
 
DR JOANNA FREW 
 
Joanna Frew has a MA in International Law and Development and a PhD in 
History. Prior to returning to academic study, she worked for an NGO for 
10 years running training and campaigns for students on global peace and 
justice issues. After completing her PhD Joanna has been an occasional 
teacher on the history of the British empire, as well as working with 
refugees in London. With Drone Wars, she published a report on the 
proliferation of armed drones among a ‘second generation of operators’. 
This report was launched at the House of Commons in Westminster in 
May 2018 and since then she has begun research on the way in which 
drone use and targeted killing is communicated to the public in the UK, 
comparing that with US press and government communications. 
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ABSTRACTS AND BIOGRAPHIES 

In order of speaking 
 

PANEL 1: PRACTICAL AESTHETICS, AESTHETIC PRACTICES 
 
Anna Walker, ‘Trauma, Morality, and the Increasing Absence of the 
Western Soldier in Combat’ 
 
There have been a number of articles and essays that use the term 'moral 
injury' to describe the wounding endured by operators of drone warfare. 
Jonathan Shay describes moral injury as a "soul wound inflicted by doing 
something that violates one’s own ethics, ideals, or attachments" (2012). The 
greatest form of betrayal is the transgression of deeply held moral beliefs 
and the spiritual damage that results creates a wound that is difficult, if not 
impossible, to reconcile.  
 
Moral injury is a complex interplay of embodied and disembodied betrayal. 
Using Elaine Scarry's seminal book, The Body in Pain, The Making and 
Unmaking of the World (1985), I will explore the relationship between 
trauma, morality and the increasing absence of the body of the Western 
soldier in combat. I will also discuss some of the ethical complexities of 
drone warfare and the increasing sanitisation of war as described by Kevin 
McSorley (2012).  
 
Scarry suggests, paradoxically, “while the central fact of war is injuring and 
the central goal of war is to out-injure the opponent, the fact of injuring 
tends to be absent from strategic and political descriptions of war” (1985: 
12). She goes on to write, "the act of misdescribing torture or war, [...] is 
made possible by the inherent difficulty of accurately describing any event 
whose central content is bodily pain or injury" (13).  
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With this in mind, what can aesthetics, understood as art, symbolically 
provide to connect the body to pain and the making of the world? 
 
This paper will be accompanied by imagery/and or sound. 
 
Biography:  

Anna Walker is an artist, writer and researcher working in multi-media. She 
was awarded an MA in Fine Art from Southampton University in 1998, and a 
certificate in Psychotherapy from CBPC, Cambridge, in 2010. An interest in 
the effects of trauma on the body, developed during her work as a 
psychotherapist, led her to a PhD in Arts and Media at Plymouth University, 
which she completed in May 2017. Her arts-practice balances the auto-
ethnographic with the critical, utilising personal experiences to facilitate a 
greater understanding of memory, trauma and its wider cultural 
implications. She has been exploring trauma in her multi-media work for 
many years, how the body responds to overwhelming traumatic and 
stressful situations and how it reorganises itself to cope with or manage the 
trauma. Current research focuses on intergenerational trauma, what gets 
carried down through the generations. She is a member of Transtechnology 
Research at Plymouth University.  
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Kathryn Brimblecombe-Fox, ‘Painting Airborne Militarised Drones: 
An Act of Imaginational Metaveillance’ 
 
Viewers of my paintings are invited to fly, in imagination, below, around 
and beyond airborne weaponised drones or indications of their 
presence. As viewers soar into cosmic perspectives drones can be 
monitored, their support infrastructure exposed and their potential 
targets revealed. This kind of imaginational metaveillance triggers the 
mind’s eye, critical thought and varying emotional responses, from fear 
and disquiet to anger, astonishment and awakening. Here, the aesthetic 
experience is a catalyst for enquiry, knowledge creation, revelation, 
potential empowerment, but also potential despair for the future of war 
and humanity.  
 
In this visual essay/presentation I discuss how, as I ‘fly’ into cosmic skies, I 
‘see’ the airborne militarised drone as a material and visible emblem of a 
broader, but stealthy, techno-colonisation of landscape and environment. 
This techno-colonisation is revealed as I paint drones, satellites, 
computer screens and scoping lenses, with nets of enabling signals and 
strings of ‘instructional’ binary code. By visualising the invisible signals 
and codes that operatively enable and instruct militarised technology, 
contemporary interconnectivity and networking are exposed as techno-
colonising force multipliers. Civilian systems and devices can be 
appropriated by these forces, placing humanity in a hostage-like situation 
and the planet in a persistent state a war preparedness, even war, where 
escalation can occur at light-speed transmission. I offer my paintings, 
created, exhibited and stored without using digital or cyber platforms, as 
independent, subversive and aesthetic experiences that trigger critical 
and imaginational metaveillance of the visible and invisible mechanisms of 
contemporary war preparedness/war – do, please, fly with me.  
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Biography:  
 
Kathryn Brimblecombe-Fox is an Australian visual artist. Her paintings are 
informed by formal research into airborne militarised drones, persistent 
surveillance and increasingly autonomous systems. Kathryn has exhibited 
her paintings, and has been asked to talk about her research and 
paintings, at conferences in Australia and internationally. In 2017 Kathryn 
completed a Master of Philosophy [Art History and Cultural Studies] at 
the University of Queensland. While maintaining a studio practice, 
Kathryn is currently an Honorary Research Fellow in the School of 
Communication and Arts, University of Queensland. She is also a keen 
blogger: www.kathrynbrimblecombeart.blogspot.com  
 
 
 
 

  

http://www.kathrynbrimblecombeart.blogspot.com/
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Joseph DeLappe, ‘Me and My Predator(s): Remembrance and Play’ 
 
The author will detail a lineage of creative works and interventions 
fixated on the examination and critique of the utilisation of weaponized 
drones by the US military in the forever "War on Terror". Projects 
developed since 2013 have sought to engage new technologies for 
experimental production focusing upon the moral, ethical and personal 
consideration of the costs and consequences of drone warfare. This has 
manifested in a variety of projects, ranging from online interventions 
such as "The Cowardly Drones", to strategically placed altered images of 
Predator and Reaper drones with the word "cowardly" as identifying 
insignia on the fuselage, with the goal of manipulating online image search 
engines; to the creation of a temporary monumental sculpture and 
action, "The Drone Project: A Participatory Memorial" in Fresno, 
California which involved the on-site creation of a full-to-scale 
reproduction of a Predator Drone whereupon local citizens were invited 
to write the names of civilian drone casualties upon the surface of the 
sculpture: to developing "Killbox: A Game About Drone Warfare", a two-
person player/video game whereby one either plays as a drone pilot or a 
civilian in North Waziristan in a simulated drone strike scenario. These 
and other projects will be described and analyzed as evidence of one 
artist's creative response and resistance to the utilization of weaponized 
UAV's extralegal military actions abroad. 
 
Biography:  
 
Joseph DeLappe is a Professor of Games and Tactical Media at Abertay 
University in Dundee, Scotland. DeLappe is considered a pioneer in the 
field of game art and creative activism, his work in online performance, 
interventionist practices, sculpture and electromechanical installation 
have been shown extensively throughout the world. Working at the 
intersection of art, technology, social engagement/activism and 
interventionist strategies exploring our geo-political contexts. In 2017 he 
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was awarded a prestigious Guggenheim Fellowship. Creative works and 
actions have been featured widely in scholarly journals, books and in the 
popular media. He has authored several articles and book chapters about 
game art and activism. In 2013, he rode a specially equipped bicycle to 
draw a 460-mile long chalk line around the Nellis Air Force Range to 
surround an area that would be large enough to create a solar farm that 
could power the entire United States. He collaborated with the Biome 
Collective to develop “Killbox”, a two-person computer game about 
drone warfare that has been shown to date at over 30 international 
venues and was nominated for a Scottish BAFTA award in 2016 as best 
computer game. 
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PANEL 2A: THE DRONE EATS WITH ME 
 
Sophia Brown, ‘“A squadron of drones heading towards me”: 
Narrating Life under Fire in Gaza for an Anglophone Readership’ 
 
This paper analyses The Drone Eats with Me: A Gaza Diary (2015) by the 
Palestinian author Atef Abu Saif, focusing in particular on the 
representation of drone warfare and the intense period of aerial 
bombardment that Gaza experienced in 2014. It argues that Abu Saif’s 
war journal, in common with much contemporary Palestinian life writing 
in English, should be read as a form of testimony, aiming to circulate 
internationally as a counternarrative to the dominant discourse on 
Palestine/Israel which overlooks historic and ongoing Palestinian 
suffering.  
 
Mindful that literature from the Middle East is often presented to 
anglophone readers in ways that render the political and the aesthetic 
inseparable – or that overlook the poetics of a text – the paper focuses 
on aesthetics, analysing how Abu Saif reflects on the impact that drone 
warfare has on individual bodies and minds, as well on the fractured body 
politic of Palestine. It also examines Abu Saif’s awareness of his audience 
and the text’s paratextual material, arguing that these enhance the 
testimonial qualities of the text and, specifically, its intention to testify 
against human rights violations in Gaza. The paper considers whether the 
copious footnotes and other paratextual material enable a greater 
understanding of life under fire, as well as whether the ethnographic 
quality of some of this material overshadows aesthetic considerations. 
Finally, it asks to what extent The Drone Eats with Me confirms or 
subverts the expectations that an anglophone readership might have 
about Gaza as synonymous with drone technology, surveillance and 
violence. 
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Biography:  
 
Sophia Brown is an associate research fellow in the English, Theatre & 
Creative Writing department at Birkbeck, University of London. In 2018, 
she was a visiting research fellow at the Kenyon Institute, East Jerusalem. 
Her PhD, a study of exilic Palestinian life writing in English, was awarded 
in 2017 by the University of Kent. She has published journal articles on 
Egyptian women’s blogs, the narration of life under occupation in East 
Jerusalem and the life writing of Ahdaf Soueif and is currently working on 
her first monograph, based on her PhD thesis.   



20 
 

Lindsey Moore, ‘Drones and Clones in the Palestinian Zones: New 
Speculative Fiction and Film’ 
 
This paper discusses new speculative fiction and film from Palestine that 
expands our capacity to imagine viable life in contexts of vertical, as well 
as horizontal, colonisation. Atef Abu Saif’s The Drone Eats with Me: 
Diaries from a City under Fire (Comma Press, 2015) testifies in opposition 
to the ubiquity, dailiness, subjective transformation, and collective 
erasing effects of drone surveillance and repeated warfare in Gaza. The 
2019 collection Palestine+100: Stories from a Century after the Nakba 
(Comma Press), edited by Basma Ghalayini, collates imaginative 
reconfigurations of future vertical warfare, in different parts of 
Israel/Palestine, positing Palestinians as also technological innovators and 
architects of vertical space. If vertical resistance is similarly a defining 
characteristic of Larissa Sansour’s corpus of short ‘SF’ films, we see a 
turn, in her In Vitro (2019), away from irony and towards (albeit still 
ambivalent) possibilities of subterranean and post-human Palestinanness.  
 
This new speculative turn, I argue, poses existential questions about the 
near-future viability of Palestine, contemplating the replacement of 
contested space and a diverse biosphere with the ruins and simulacra of 
Palestinian life. However, writers and artists tend to answer in the – 
qualified – affirmative, imagining post-Palestinian agential subjects, 
digitally mediated reoccupations of 1948 Palestine, simultaneous 
laminated geo-political realities, and deeply embedded ‘underground’ 
resistance – in other words: high-density, multi-dimensional modes of 
perpetuating Palestine. Generically, this work partakes of a mixed 
economy, producing both Sci Fi nova and more properly speculative 
extensions of existing surveilled, militarised reality. 
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Biography:  
 
Dr Lindsey Moore is Reader in Postcolonial Literature at Lancaster 
University (UK). She is the author of multiple books, articles, and chapters 
on Arab/Middle Eastern literature, film, and the visual arts, including 
Narrating Postcolonial Arab Nations: Egypt, Algeria, Lebanon, Palestine 
(NY: Routledge, 2017). Most recently she published ‘Caught Between the 
Past and the Future: An Interview with Larissa Sansour’, edited by Anthony 
Downey (MIT/Sternberg Press, 2019) and contributed to an episode in the 
Comma Books podcast series on Palestine+100. 
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Aroosa Kanwal, ‘Dreaming with Drones: Palestine Under the 
Shadow of Unseen War’ 
 
This paper interrogates the fictional representation of the shifting 
interrelation between human and non-human forces against the 
backdrop of the cyborg nature of drone wars and the use of tele-
thanatological machines in the ecocidal landscape of Palestine. Using Atef 
Abu Saif’s The Drone Eats with Me: Diaries from a City Under Fire, I argue 
that Saif’s narrative not only highlights contemporary warfare’s “breath-
taking efficiency of intelligent, un-manned, technological weaponry” 
(Braidotti, 2013: 122) but also rebuts the ways in which posthuman wars 
breed new forms of inhumanity. I argue that the anthropomorphisation of 
drones in The Drone Eats with Me: Diaries from a City Under Fire, which 
symbolically gestures towards an epochal shift in techno-bestiary or new 
“semiosis of killing” (Mbembe, 2003: 37) –  aimed at the rawness of 
dismembered human bodies –  results in the social and political 
marginalization of Palestinians. This erasure of ‘human’ agency in the acts 
of violence suggests that neo-techno colonizers’ act of violence and 
exploitation will also remain invisible. Therefore, this posthuman 
condition, specifically for the Muslim population, cannot be viewed as 
post-political; it underscores the dialectics of otherness that Judith 
Butler describes as a global struggle between “bodies that matter” and 
“bodies that don’t matter” (2006: 78). Against this backdrop, I will discuss 
how Saif’s narrative renders the question of the invisibility of violence 
against Palestinian lives more complex by juxtaposing Palestinian 
subjectivities held under the sign of erasure vis-à-vis the subjective 
matrix of omni-technical objects of warfare.  
 
Biography:  
 
Aroosa Kanwal is Assistant Professor in English Literature at the 
International Islamic University, Pakistan. She is currently pursuing 
postdoctoral research at Lancaster University, UK. She is the author of 
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The Routledge Companion to Pakistani Anglophone Writing (Routledge, 
2018) and Rethinking Identities in Contemporary Pakistani Fiction: 
Beyond 9/11 (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2015). Her monograph was awarded 
the KLF-Coca-Cola award for the best non-fiction book of the year 2015. 
  



24 
 

PANEL 2B: MEDIA, LAWFARE, ETHICS 
 
Joanna Frew, ‘Communicating a killing machine: Visual Coverage of 
Reaper Strikes in the tabloid press’ 
 
Since the UK’s involvement in the coalition to defeat Daesh, drone 
warfare in Iraq and Syria has been something the tabloid press has given 
significant space to. As the most widely read newspapers and online news 
services in the UK, the tabloid content covering drone warfare makes not 
only an interesting but also important study. The Daily Mail and Sun in 
particular use a number of videos, stills and infographics to communicate 
drone warfare and the UK’s capabilities.  
 
This paper is based on some recent research undertaken by Drone Wars 
UK, looking at government ‘framing’ of drone warfare in the media. It will 
explore how the types of images, plus captions and headline text, 
featured in Daily Mail and Sun that have contributed to a simplistic 
framing of drone warfare as an easy solution to complex social and 
political problems. It will argue that the visuals and language have helped 
to stifle debate on the ethical and legal implications of the use of armed 
drones.  
 
The paper is not situated in a particular academic discipline but will draw 
on theories from media studies such, as ‘framing’ and cascading 
activation, as well as discourses on war and ethics.  
 
Biography:  
 
Joanna Frew is a researcher for Drone Wars UK, covering proliferation of 
armed drones, ethics and communication. She also lectures in History at 
the University of Suffolk and holds a PhD in British imperial history. She 
has been involved in research and campaigning on global peace and 
justice issues for different NGOs for over 15 years.   
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Peter Burt, ‘Moving from the video screen into real life: Ethical 
issues relating to the use of autonomous armed drones’  
 
The presentation will briefly consider the portrayal of autonomous drone 
systems in three promotional videos (two published by arms 
manufacturers and one by the Royal Navy) and use this as a platform to 
discuss broader ethical issues relating to the use of armed drones and 
autonomous systems in warfare. 
 
The manner in which the videos depict technological, human, and ethical 
factors will be explored, and the link between ethics, aesthetics, and 
values will be outlined.  The presentation will then briefly review ethical 
issues relating to the use of drones in present-day warfare before being 
extended to look at the even more complicated ethical issues 
surrounding the development of autonomous drones.  These issues 
include ensuring compliance with the laws of war; our degree of 
understanding about how autonomous systems make decisions and the 
risks this entails; and the level of human control over such systems. 
 
The presentation will conclude by arguing that an ethical framework is 
required by governments to guide the development and adoption of new 
military technologies such as autonomous systems, and discuss what 
such a framework might look like and how it could be developed. 
 
Biography:  
 
Peter Burt is a researcher at Drone Wars UK. Before moving to Drone 
Wars UK Peter was Director for the Nuclear Information Service for six 
years, undertaking research into the costs and risks of the UK’s nuclear 
weapons service. At Drone Wars UK he works on issues relating to 
artificial intelligence and autonomy and their role in the future 
development of drones. Peter is also a Trustee the Nuclear Education 
Trust.  
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Diego Mauri, ‘Humanizing a De-Humanized Warfare: a Human 
Rights-Oriented Approach’ 
 
O’Connell wrote that ‘[t]he state which contemporary arms have reached 
is as irrevocable as original sin’. The evolutionary pattern of weapons 
seems unstoppable: after muscle-powered, chemical- powered and 
nuclear-powered warfare, we live in the epoch of Artificial Intelligence 
(AI)-powered warfare. Drones can be conceived of as forerunner of 
Autonomous Weapons Systems (AWS), which take the idea of 
‘unmanned’ weapons to a higher level: the specific use of force is 
entrusted to a machine without any further human intervention. The 
Paper aims at discussing a notion that is currently employed in the 
international debate on AWS, namely that of Meaningful Human Control 
(MHC), from a legally oriented perspective. States, NGOs and civil society 
representatives turn as a ‘panacea’ for curing the seemingly uncurable 
disease of AWS, that is absence of human intervention at the very act of 
engaging a human target. First, the genesis of MHC will be traced. 
Second, MHC will be used as a conceptual tool to understand how armed 
drones are operated and how AWS will in the (near) future, in order to 
test its practical application and expose its limits. Third, a critical 
appraisal of the concept will be provided with a view to showing that its 
undefined content is unsuitable for conferring a strong normative role to 
it. Lastly, it will be suggested that the quest for MHC reveals the deeper 
need to ensure respect of human dignity – on both sides, the attacker’s 
and the victim’s. It will be argued that a renewed appraisal of ‘human 
dignity’ as a key concept in international human rights law (IHRL) is 
essential to navigate in the era of unprecedented ‘dehumanization’ of 
warfare. 
 
Biography:  
 
Diego Mauri (Ph.D., Law) is currently Post-Doc Researcher in 
International Law and New Technologies at the University of Florence, 
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Department of Legal Sciences. He holds a Ph.D. in International Law at the 
University of Palermo (Italy), with a thesis on ‘Lethal Autonomous 
Weapons Systems in International Humanitarian Law and Human Rights 
Law’; he graduated in Law at the Catholic University of the Sacred Heart 
in Milan in 2015. He regularly teaches classes in International Law and 
Human Rights Law. During the Ph.D. course (2015-2018), he was Legal 
Trainee at the European Center for Constitutional and Human Rights 
(ECCHR) working on a project regarding the use of US armed drones 
stationed in Sigonella (Italy). He has been involved in several cases before 
Italian and foreign courts involving the use of force through armed 
drones. In 2018, he spent a period as Visiting Researcher at the Law 
School of the University of Notre Dame (Indiana, US), working with Prof. 
Mary Ellen O’Connell (one of the leading experts on the use of force in 
international law). By virtue of his expertise in the field of autonomous 
weapons, he has been Member of the Delegation of the Holy See to the 
UN Meetings of Experts and Groups of Governmental Experts on Lethal 
Autonomous Weapons Systems in 2016, 2017 and 2018. He regularly 
publishes on topics and participates in conferences related to drone 
warfare, autonomous weapons, and human rights in general.  
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PANEL 3A: DOMESTIC PLAY AND DRONALISM 
 
Amy Gaeta, ‘Boys & Their Toys: The Affective & Aesthetic Range of 
Drone-Operator Relations’ 
 
Debates about drone warfare imply that the war drone is radically 
different from passive, commercial drones and play drones. Debates 
about the moral and ethical dimensions of drone usage pay scant 
attention to other uses of drones for fun and service; the arbiter for 
moral use of drone technology hinges on the production of readily-visible 
physical and or psychological harm, i.e. disability. These drone type 
distinctions are geopolitical markers that separate the Global North from 
the Global South based on normative feelings and images of vulnerability 
and proximity to death. This paper intervenes by asking what the age of 
drone warfare feels like when accounting for the pleasures, cuteness, 
and banality of play drones. 
 
In my feminist “crip” perspective, disability is the present absence lurking 
with and through the drone. In this paper, I analyze how drone hobbyists 
express their emotional attachments to and dependencies on play 
drones. These attachments are unique in that they suggest the drone 
produces an overwhelming flourish of emotion, rather than the distance 
and numbness affiliated with military drones. I use disability as an 
analytic, what is called “cripping” to address these vulnerable and even 
romantic attachments to disturb normative images of neat geopolitical 
distinctions defined by the absence of vulnerability. Affect theory helps 
me to explain how these hobbyists’ attachments are linked to militarism 
and nationalism, even within the everyday realm of banality and “cute” 
pleasures. I argue that accounting for the drone’s multitude of guises can 
expand the limited optic of drone warfare as one-sided vulnerability and 
characterized by explicitly masculine, militarized aesthetics. 
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Amy Gaeta is an activist and Ph.D. candidate in the Literary Studies and 
Visual Cultures (doctoral minor) programs at the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison. Her work focuses on the collision of militarism, 
technology, and the category of the human in the 21st century. Amy 
arranges aspects of disability studies and feminist science studies to 
explore alternatives within and modes of resistance to the global 
surveillance state. 
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Gaia Casagrande, Amine Khaddar, Stefania Parisi, ‘Drone 
Journalism and Community Voices’ 
 
This paper aims to explore how Unmanned Aerial Vehicle (UAV), thanks 
to its vertical spatiality and movement autonomy which allows the 
conjuncture of above and below as a public space (Tuck S., 2018), could 
provide materials to enhance a community-based narrative.  
 
The growing use of drones in journalism, or “dronalism” (Goldberg et al., 
2013), brings a new perspective to both the traditional visual coverage of 
news and the bottom-up journalistic practices, that rely mostly on mobile 
and social media coverage. Indeed, it seems to add further values to the 
journalistic storytelling and its advocacy.  

Starting from the case of the North Dakota Pipeline (DAPL) (Rafsky S., 
2017), which well exemplifies the contradictions and potentials of drone 
journalism, and ending on the case of Dandora dumpsite in Kenya, 
we would like to go deeper in the debate by comparing two geographical 
areas, two distinguished realities which share some similar 
characteristics: social inequalities and environment risks.  

More in detail, we would like to explore how this technology could help 
communities in providing evidence for counter-narratives, juxtaposing 
the journalistic work ‘Digital Smoking Signal’ in Standing Rock with 
that one of African SkyCAM, in Nairobi.  

As part of an exploratory approach, we can outline two different ways of 
using drone technology for empowering community-based narrative, 
where the main difference regards the level of involvement of 
the journalists in the community cause itself.  
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Gaia Casagrande is PhD Candidate at Sapienza University, Rome, 
Department of Communication and Social Research. Currently, she is 
visiting PhD student and Graduate Teaching Assistant at King's College 
London, Department of Digital Humanities. Her research interests 
concern internet and media studies, journalism studies, internet critical 
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Mohamed Amine Khaddar is PhD Candidate at Sapienza University, Rome, 
Department of Communication and Social Research. His main research 
interests are focused on social changes in the digital era, media and 
journalism studies, Mediterranean cultures, and foodmania. 
 
Stefania Parisi is Assistant Professor at the Department of 
Communication and Social Research (Sapienza University, Rome). She 
teaches Digital Media Studies and Audience Studies. Her research and 
publications focus on media and urban studies, social movements and 
media activism, internet critical theory. 
 
  



32 
 

Ana Peraica, ‘Toy War and Authorities’ 
 
In 1973 unpiloted surveillance machines were developed, still, before 
development of GPS it was impossible to produce a self-navigated plane. 
The first auto-piloted planes were not ready for use till the War in Bosnia, 
Kosovo and latter on NATO bombing in Serbia. They made the end of the 
war on the Balkans visible.  
 
Still, even when the war was officially finished and all the countries 
emancipated, the drone as the signifier remained. On the football play 
Serbia vs Albania on UEFA play 2016, held 14 October 2014, a drone 
quadricopter with a flag of the Great Albania, supposed to include also 
Kosovo, a former part of Serbia, landed at the middle of the ground. The 
drone was not only provoking the host and the public with the national 
flag, but also showing the vulnerability of the military engine of Serbia on 
contemporary technologies. Recently, the airport in Split, Croatia, had to 
stop their flights for drone illegal drone disturbing the secure zone.   
 
Quite different than sophisticated implementation of drones in artworks 
(as a tool of espionage, in works by  Information agency’s Bit plane, or 
Marko Peljhan and Civil Counter-Reconnaissance group, reverse-
engineered military surveillance drones and built their own drone system 
using a vehicle bought on the Internet or also intriguing works by 
System77, Bureau of Inverse Technologies, Nicolas Schaffer (CYSP), The 
Surveillance video entertainment Network (SVEN) and others who enrol 
in a form of counter-surveillance) enhancing vision, here drones actively 
intervene into the situation. They are agents of disorder, closely 
connected to a hard historical episode of war on the Balkans (and 
dissolution of Yugoslavia), but also models that criticize the system by its 
slow adaption to newer technologies.  
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visiting researcher. In addition, she holds a photographic studio (as the 
third generation in the family of photographers).   
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PANEL 3B: DRONE SCALE: PIXELS, PILLS, AND BLOBS 
 
Scott Sørli, ‘Distance. Pixelization’ 

This paper discusses the relationship of spatial distance and data 
pixelization by mapping social relations as they transit analog and digital 
realms, or meat space (our bodies) and data space (our simulacra). This 
spatial-digital relationship is extended to drones as part of a military-
capital apparatus that takes lines of flight among these material and 
virtual realms.  

Walter Benjamin, in his Artwork essay of 1935–36, notes that the 
achievements of machine age technology might culminate in remote-
controlled aircraft that needs no crew. He then takes a leap and states 
that the origin of machine age technology lies at the point where human 
beings first began to distance themselves from nature; it lies, Benjamin 
says, in play.  

What is play, if not a rehearsal of reality? The role of digital video games 
as analogues to drone operators’ control monitors is self-evident, but the 
role of play as a distancing of the empathetic relationship to those who 
are being killed is fundamental. Empathy is altered by the insertion of 
authority and technology or, to put it another way, through the distancing 
of ourselves from our nature.  

In the digital visual realm larger pixels decrease sensory proximity; a 
soldier is aware they are killing a person, but can’t tell if it’s a man or a 
woman or even a child. This pixelization is designed, and civilian ratios of 
death are an outcome of that design. While the media of digital 
pixelization and spatial distance are different, they are exploited in drone 
warfare synchronically. 
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Sørli teaches architecture design research studio and seminars, most 
recently in Toronto, Cambridge, and Jakarta. He conducted Drone 
Aesthetics I and II seminars at the University of Waterloo in 2014 and 
2015. He moderated the 2019 panel “Staging the Apparatus: Military 
Drones in Drawing and Film” at University of Toronto’s Dronesphere 
Colloquium, with presentations by Hillary Mushkin and Elle Flanders.  

In 2019 he conducted a drone design workshop as part of the Graduate 
Design and Curatorial Practice program at the CCA in San Francisco. A 
deeper dive into the subject took place at the art gallery Inter/Access, 
Toronto, 2015 and 2016, which included a lecture, moderating a panel, 
writing the essay for the exhibition, and conducting a three week artists’ 
workshop that included presentations by Claudette Lauzon and Jayne 
Wilkinson.  

He has exhibited the artwork “Disposition Matrix” at what might be the 
first group show on drone art, “Air Rights,” held by the University of 
Michigan’s Drone Research Lab, Ann Arbor, in 2013. (Mahwish Chishty, 
among others, was also in that show.)  

An earlier version of this paper was workshopped at “In Permanent 
Crisis? Uneven Development, Everywhere War and Radical Praxis,” 8th 

International Conference of Critical Geography, Athens, Greece, 2019.   
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Sophia Goodfriend, ‘Drone Warfare Beyond Necropolitics: PillCam 
and Israel’s Biopolitical Promise' 
 
In recent years, the lethal technologies of drone warfare have been 
repurposed to meet the needs of an expanding biomedical industry, 
transforming ‘everyday life’ through the promised enhancement of life 
itself. Moving beyond analyses of drones attendant to the necroeconomy 
of policing, militarism, and warfare, this paper frames drones as 
biopolitical technologies that selectively promise a more vital future. I 
take as my object the PillCam virtual reality experience at the Simon 
Peres Center for Peace and Innovation in Tel Aviv. Here, this promise is 
put up on immersive display. PillCam is a swallowable pill sized camera 
equipped with drone technology retrofitted to provide a less invasive 
alternative to colonoscopy. The medical imaging device was developed by 
an Israeli engineer who had previously worked for Rafael Israel’s 
Development Authority, producing guided missile technology. At the 
Simon Peres Center for Peace and Innovation, users can don virtual 
reality goggles and become the drone-turned-pill, zooming down the 
intestinal tract of an omniscient patient, surveying for and eradicating 
malicious bacteria to purify and heal the body. If Israel’s leading role as a 
developer of drone technology has long been taken up in scholarship 
attendant to drones as necropolitical weapons of warfare, key in 
sustaining Israel’s occupation of Palestinian lands and populations, the 
PillCam experience forces us to ask how drone warfare’s violent effects 
get occluded and its permanence normalized. At the Simon Peres Center 
for Peace and Innovation the biopolitical promise of technological 
innovation—the enhancement of life itself— eclipses the circuits of 
militarism and warfare that give them content and form. Attending to 
these promises ultimately opens up a more capacious understanding of 
how, and at what costs, drone warfare is transforming the domain of life 
itself. 
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Israeli checkpoints and Palestinian neighborhoods in East Jerusalem to 
defense industry weapons expos and Israel’s innovation centers.  
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Claudette Lauzon, ‘The Blob! and other Stranger Things of Drone 
Warfare’ 
 
In the campy B-movie thriller The Blob from 1958, a human-devouring 
amoeba-like alien organism terrorizes a small town, threatening 
to eventually engulf the entire planet, but for the valiant efforts of a 
disaffected teenager and his girlfriend Jane. The fact that the blob’s 
only weakness is coldness positioned the film as one of many in the 
period to traffic in Cold War paranoia regarding the so-called red 
menace and the even more menacing threat of nuclear annihilation. From 
zombies and killer tomatoes to body snatchers and Martian 
invaders, there seemed to be no end to the monsters upon whom fear of 
the geopolitical other could be projected. Fast forwarding sixty years, this 
paper takes the figure of the blob as a starting point to examine the ways 
in which certain tropes have re-emerged with the advent of the drone 
wars. To what extent have the monsters that were brought to cinematic 
life during the Cold War come to shape our collective understanding of 
remote warfare? And how do critical aesthetic practices work to reshape 
our consequent fears and desires? 
 
Biography:  
 
Claudette Lauzon is Assistant Professor of Contemporary Art History at 
Simon Fraser University in Vancouver, Canada. The author of The 
Unmaking of Home in Contemporary Art (University of Toronto Press 
2017) and co-editor of Through Post-Atomic Eyes (McGill-Queens UP 
2020) and Sustainable Tools for Precarious Times: Performance Actions 
in the Americas (Palgrave McMillan 2019), she is currently working on a 
SSHRC-funded illustrated technobestiary of drone warfare. 
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PANEL 4: DRONE OPERATOR NARRATIVES 
 
Matthew Voice, ‘The Cognitive Poetics of Drone Warfare’ 
 
The experience of war is often said to be incommunicable, knowable only 
to the ‘fleshwitness’ (cf. Harari, 2010), who has endured it personally. My 
research examines the stylistic techniques employed by soldiers to write 
about their first-hand experiences in combat, in order to understand 
how language and narrative operate ‘as a resource for sense-making’, 
structuring and communicating experience and personal identity 
(Herman, 2013). In this paper, I analyse several recently published 
memoirs written by drone pilots, showing how the technological factors 
that govern their interactions with the battlefield affect the ways these 
writers represent themselves and their relationship with the 
performance of violence, the people they act upon, as well as the drone 
itself. 

Drone pilots are often physically distant from the battlefield, but made 
paradoxically close through the volume of sensory information relayed to 
them. Hence, an analysis of deictic markers and common metaphors 
drone pilots’ memoirs informs a discussion of the phenomenological 
paradoxes of drone warfare (cf. Holmqvist, 2013). In addition, I explore 
their linguistic agency (Protevi, 2013), where a discussion of the process 
of event segmentation and the structure of action chains bears 
comparison to the distribution of responsibility in the practical 
organisation of drone operation. I argue that while the technological 
developments of drone warfare require novel linguistic means to 
construe experience, representations of personal agency in relation to 
the performance of violence retain common stylistic patterns 
intentionally associated with more conventional military memoir and 
experience. 
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Daniel O’Gorman, ‘“None of the Guilty Will be Spared”: 
Atmospheric Terror in George Brant’s Grounded’ 
 
George Brant’s play Grounded (2013) takes the form of a one-actress 
monologue in which a female fighter pilot tells the story of her forced 
reskilling as a drone operator after becoming a mother. She recounts her 
story on an unadorned dark stage, but as the play progresses, it becomes 
clear that she is in a military prison cell, having refused orders to fire a 
missile because she has spotted a young girl of roughly the same age as 
her own running across her screen. Surveilled in her cell, the watcher has 
become the watched, her conscience costing her her liberty. 

 
This presentation will show how Brant’s play maps an alarming new 
environment of technologized terror enabled by drones. Drawing on 
thinkers of spatial violence and justice such as Eyal Weizman, Andreas 
Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos and Tayyab Mahmud, it will argue that 
Grounded makes visible an atmospheric circumscription of liveable space 
that is most immediately obvious in the experience of those under the 
drones’ watch, but that is also, more surreptitiously, present in the Pilot’s 
domestic life, too: an acceleration in the surveillance of not only 
behaviour but also thought. If, as Ian G.R. Shaw has argued, drones enable 
capitalism to ‘enclose’ space in unprecedented new ways, then Brant’s 
play demands that that its viewers pay close attention to this enclosure, 
laying out the urgent need to resist it by – to borrow from Doreen 
Massey – making a powerful case for ‘a commitment to that radical 
contemporaneity which is the condition of, and condition for, spatiality’. 
 
Biography:  
 
Daniel O’Gorman is Vice Chancellor’s Research Fellow in English at 
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co-editor, with Robert Eaglestone, of The Routledge Companion to 
Twenty-First Century Literary Fiction (Routledge, 2019).  
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Alex Adams, ‘The Ticking Bomb Drone Strike: Drone Warfare and 
Emergency Ethics in Eye in the Sky ’ 
 
In a recent re-evaluation of Elaine Scarry’s The Body of Pain (1985), Kevin 
McSorley (2019) has noted that the structure of modern drone warfare is 
analogous to the structure of political torture. Both forms of violence 
share the imposition of total power over populations and bodies, which 
McSorley calls ‘a sense of the incontestable reality of the torturing 
regime’s power’ (3); torture and drone warfare are marked as strategies 
of violent biopolitical governmentality by their concern with total control 
and knowledge of the people and populations against whom they are 
violently mobilized.1 Likewise, narratives about torture and drone strikes 
often display interesting similarities. The ticking bomb scenario, for 
example, dramatizes a falsely unambiguous decision point – a bomb is 
ticking, and a prisoner is tortured until they reveal the information which 
can prevent the bomb going off – in order to frame a misleadingly 
persuasive narrative which attempts to justify torture. This chapter 
examines Gavin Hood’s 2015 film Eye in the Sky, which frames a situation 
strikingly similar to the ticking bomb scenario, with the key difference 
that the political technology which is framed as the solution to an 
imminent terror attack is a drone strike. This film, which is explicitly 
staged as a debate about the morality, ethics and legality of drone 
warfare (including a foregrounded consideration of collateral damage), 
reveals the limitations of any critique or understanding of drone warfare 
which relies on the granular basis of emergency ethics. Like any critique 
of torture, a critique of drone warfare must consider broader questions 
of geopolitical power, sovereignty, inequality, and surveillance, not simply 
whether any given situation may or may not legitimise a violent act. This 
chapter argues that whilst theoretical discourse may be beginning to 
comprehend the political and philosophical implications of drone 
warfare, cinematic narratives which rely on an evaluation of emergency 
ethics so far remain unable to fully account for it. 
 



44 
 

Biography:  
 
Alex Adams is an independent scholar and writer based in North East 
England. His first book, Political Torture in Popular Culture: The Role of 
Representations in the Post-9/11 Torture Debate, was published by 
Routledge in 2016, and his second, How to Justify Torture: Inside the 
Ticking Bomb Scenario, was published by Repeater Books in 2019. 
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PANEL 5: THE COLONIAL POLITICS OF THE SCOPIC REGIME 
 

Karen Alderfer, ‘Colonial Visuality and the Development of the 
Drone’ 
 
The history of the drone is often narrated as beginning with the merging 
of the camera with the plane during World War I, becoming further 
automated in World War II, and extending its application into the 
collection of data outside of active warfare during the Cold War period. 
However, such narratives tend to isolate the technological developments 
from their intended targets, obscuring the ways in which objects of 
surveillance come to be enmeshed in technologies of surveillance, such 
as the drone. To switch this perspective, this paper begins with recent 
scholarship on colonial visual culture and visuality, reading the drone as a 
technology that emerges from colonial visual paradigms. As Sumathi 
Ramaswamy notes in the introduction to Empires of Vision (2014), we 
must understand “why Europe’s industrial empires cultivated these 
particular visual technologies and the image practice and protocol of 
seeing associated with them, and how in turn these were transformed 
through their entanglement in colonial and imperial projects” (2). This 
paper extends such lines of questioning to the technological capabilities 
of the drone, creating for them an alternate genealogy. The relationship 
between colonial visuality, technology, and the development of the drone 
is further explored through an engagement with Irish-Iraqi artist Jannane 
al-Ani’s Shadow Sites I (2010) and Shadow Sites II (2011). These videos 
bring to the forefront how colonial aerial photography (as a technology of 
both surveillance and archaeological exploration) and contemporary 
drone technology stem from a similar visual regime. 
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Saira Dogar, ‘The Act of Seeing: Drone Vision in Uzma Aslam Khan’s 
Thinner than Skin’ 
 
Since 2001, a minimum of 6,786 drone strikes across Pakistan, Somalia, 
Yemen and Afghanistan have claimed the lives of 8,459-12,105 people; 
769-1,725 of them civilians and 253-397 children. This visually mediated 
mode of distanced killing has given rise to what Alex Danchev and Daniel 
Greene refer to as ‘drone vision’, leading to the emergence of a form of 
drone aesthetic called ‘drone art’. Owing to the preponderance of drone 
related symbols in Uzma Aslam Khan’s 2012 novel Thinner than Skin, I 
argue that the novel falls in the category of ‘drone art’. Set in the 
northern reaches of Pakistan, the novel focuses on the lives of a migrant 
tribe, exposed to American drone strikes as well as state led military 
operations. Through a study of the novels’ drone infused imagery and 
Khan’s representation of our mutually alienating and technologically 
mediated ways of seeing in the modern world, I show how the novel 
constitutes a literary-cultural response to drone warfare. I unveil the 
manner in which Khan knits parallels between the distancing gaze of the 
tourist and the destructive gaze of American drone vision to show how 
the history of drones itself is little more than the history of ‘an eye turned 
into a weapon’.   

Biography: 

The presenter is a researcher in the field of Modernist British Fiction and 
Pakistani Anglophone Fiction. She teaches courses in both subjects at the 
Department of English Literature at Government College University, 
Lahore. She received her PhD degree from the University of Leeds (U.K) 
in 2018. Her PhD research entitled ‘Space-Body Dynamics in the Novels of 
Kamila Shamsie and Uzma Aslam Khan’ was based on a study of the 
geographical and geological tropes in the works of these two writers with 
a focus on the shared geographical themes between their writings and 
the works of Virginia Woolf, E. M. Forster and Joseph Conrad. She is 
currently revising her PhD thesis to publish it in the form of a monograph.  
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Madonna Kalousian, ‘Posthuman and Posthumous Photo-Politics: 
Seeing like a US Drone’ 
 
In 2003, the US Defense Department developed a software program that 
showed drone operatives how much damage a particular missile strike 
could cause. The program depicted the potential human causalities in 
blurred pixelated images resembling squashed insects and was, 
therefore, named ‘Bugsplat’. Drawing on Guy Debord’s theorisation of 
‘the society of the spectacle’, this paper critically examines two art 
installations from Pakistan and Yemen in order to demonstrate how the 
use of the term ‘bugsplat’ to refer to loss of human life recreates what 
Giorgio Agamben terms a biopolitical caesura. The term ‘bugsplats’ 
animalises the intended and actual victims of drone attacks in order to 
initiate their exclusion from the legal category of ‘the human’. 
 
With this in mind, I argue that ‘Not a Bug Splat’ disrupts the affinity 
between right-bearing human-ness and bare insecthood. It uses a 
farmer’s field outside Peshawar – now depicting a large photograph of a 
young Pakistani girl who lost her family in a drone attack – in order to 
disrupt the field of a drone’s distant vision, now resensitised and 
refacialised by bringing the legibility of ‘the human’ back into focus. Rooj 
Alwazir’s ‘Yemen Inside Out’ continues this rehumanisation. Displaying 
large portraits of Yemeni civilians around Sanaa, it creates, within the 
public context of the city, a photographic counter-narrative of grievability 
that escapes the blurred vision of the drone. Returning to my earlier 
reading of Debord as I conclude this paper, I explore the extent to which 
these two art installations problematise the difference between ‘image’ 
and ‘spectacle’. I then explore the extent to which this comparison is at 
the heart of and remains complicit with what is imaged by the drone. 
 
 
 
 



49 
 

Biography: 
 
I hold a PhD in English Literature and Creative Writing from Lancaster 
University. I have worked as an associate lecturer at Lancaster University, 
Tishreen University, and Damascus University. My current research 
focuses on questions of sovereignty, citizenship, and security in Middle 
East literature and politics. 
 
  



50 
 

PANEL 6: DRONE AESTHETICS IN CONTEMPORARY ART 
 

Jenna Ann Altomonte, ‘Fallible Drones’ 
 
In an interview from 2011, Mark Maybury, the Chief Scientist of the United 
States Air Force, stated the following: “Remotely piloted aircrafts [are] 
one of the most important developments since 9/11.”  Remotely Piloted 
Aircrafts (RPAs) or drones, provide military and intelligence communities 
with the ability to employ long-range reconnaissance and surveillance 
support. With the development and implementation of the weaponized 
drone after 9/11, defense agencies activate these weapon systems to 
neutralize targets in declared and undeclared/virtualized warzones.  

Considering the rise in weaponized drone use, this paper interrogates 
how the visual arts amplify legal and ethical violations created by 
unmanned aerial systems. I examine works that subvert and criticize the 
use of drone technology, specifically in undeclared/virtualized warzones. 
Examples by Omer Fast (5,000 Feet is the Best), Saks Afridi 
(#NotABugSplat), and Mahwish Chishty (Basant Portraits) expose the 
violent after-effects of drone strikes on non-combatants living in spaces 
of conflict. Questions to consider: How can the visual arts expose the 
fallibility of drones? How does each artwork address and criticize the use 
of weaponized drones? I position each art piece in response to the 
weaponized gaze, a concept framed by Roger Stahl in reference to the 
field of vision mediated by the drone apparatus.  
 
Biography: 
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social intervention practices. Her current research endeavors examine 
responses to drone use in contested, occupied, and conflicted 
spaces.  She is the author of “Book Now! Performance, Satire, and Play at 
the Venice Biennale” in Venice Biennale and the Arab World (American 
University in Cairo Press) and “Playing Killbox: Didactic Gaming and 
Drone Warfare” in Video Games and the Global South (ed. Phillip Penix-
Tadsen, Carnegie Mellon University ETC Press). 
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Sophie Maxwell, ‘Trevor Paglen’s “Untitled (Reaper Drone)”: Titles 
and the Creation of Meaning in Visual Art’ 

My paper will explore the following questions: how does the title of a 
work of visual art create meaning through the relationship between word 
and image? How does this relationship function in the gallery space? I will 
discuss the work of contemporary American artist Trevor Paglen, whose 
photography series Untitled (Drones) features large colour images of 
military drones on test flights in Nevada. Flying as high as 50,000 feet, the 
drones are barely visible to Paglen’s camera. His images become abstract 
scenes of colourful desert skies in which the tiny drones are black specks 
among the clouds. The titles of his photographs are the sole clue as to the 
presence of military aircraft in these images. 

Paglen’s work interrogates political invisibility by concealing the true 
subject of his photographs, and comments upon governmental secrecy 
by providing different information in what is seen and what is written. He 
demonstrates the importance of our resistance to the veiled politics of 
military drones, but the work also creates in us a strategy of art-watching 
that mimics the behaviour of the drone hunting for its victim. We are held 
accountable by the written information with which we are provided, and 
by the art that it accompanies. 
 
My paper will focus on one artwork, ‘Untitled (Reaper Drone)’ (2012), 
which was exhibited at the IWM London in 2018. Reading the title causes 
the viewer to begin a process of hunting, seeking out the drone that hides 
within the clouds. By writing titles that affect the viewer’s way of seeing, 
Paglen invites us to take on an active role in the creation of meaning. I use 
my personal experience of seeing the photograph in exhibition to 
examine the relationship between word and image, in a style drawing on 
the affect-based work of TJ Clark and Ariella Azoulay. 
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Biography: 

Sophie Maxwell is a PhD candidate in the School of English at the 
University of Sheffield. Her thesis, entitled ‘Watching Military Drones in 
Contemporary Visual Art’, examines the ways contemporary visual artists 
recontextualise the visual strategies of military drones, such as 
surveillance and targeting, to interrogate the effects of these weapons on 
visual culture. She is particularly interested in how subjectivity affects the 
creation of meaning in art and uses an affect-based methodology to 
explore meaning-making as a continuous process, dependent on the 
viewer as well as on the artwork and its contexts. Her PhD is funded by 
the Wolfson Foundation. 

  



54 
 

Michael Richardson, ‘Drone Warfare and the Aesthetics of 
Nonhuman Witnessing’ 
 
Witnessing war matters. Think of the trials of war criminals, the poetry of 
soldiers, or the images transmitted via print and broadcast media that 
helped turn the tide of public opinion against wars in Vietnam, Iraq and 
elsewhere. But drone warfare presents particular challenges: its victims 
are largely invisible to Western publics; operations are cloaked in 
secrecy; and the dense cloud of promises –precision targeting, accurate 
surveillance, legal monitoring – obscures the brutalities of the system. 
Yet as aerial vehicles equipped with a variety of remote sensors 
militarised drones are also assemblages for witnessing, even as they 
resist being witnessed. This paper argues that conceiving of witnessing as 
bound up with nonhuman entities can provide new and potentially 
transformative modes of responding to drone warfare.  Drawing on 
Caren Kaplan’s (2018) work on the affects, spatialities and temporalities 
of drone warfare, Lisa Parks’ (2019) theorizing of vertical mediation and 
Lauren Wilcox’s (2017) posthuman critique of drone embodiment, this 
paper argues that aesthetic responses to drone warfare reveal the 
centrality of the nonhuman to bearing witness to the violence done by 
Hellfire missiles, surveillance systems and algorithmic operations alike. 
Addressing art projects such as Matthew Sleeth’s A Drone Opera, Kathryn 
Brimblecombe-Fox’s drone paintings, Baden Pailthorpe’s MQ-9 Reaper 
series and Jordan Crandall’s Materialities of the Robotic, this paper 
shows how the aesthetics of nonhuman witnessing offer a critical, 
resistant aperture in the often-occluded violence of drone warfare. 
 
Biography: 
 
Dr Michael Richardson is a Senior Research Fellow in the School of the 
Arts & Media, UNSW. His transdisciplinary research investigates the 
intersection of affect, power and violence in culture, media and politics. 
He is the author of Gestures of Testimony: Torture, Trauma and Affect in 
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Literature (Bloomsbury 2016) and is currently working on a book with the 
working title of Nonhuman Witnessing: Affect, Matter and Media After 
the End of the World. He holds an Australian Research Council Discovery 
Early Career Researcher Award (2019-2021) for the project “Drone 
Witnessing: Technologies of Perception in War and Culture.” 
  



56 
 

Mark Reinhardt, ‘Killing Aesthetics? Theoria, Automated War, and 
the Paradox of Drone Visuality’ 
 
How do drone sensing technologies affect both the human sensorium and 
what Rancière calls the “partition of the sensible”?  My paper begins with 
the ancient term, theoria.  Before Plato troped it into a journey of 
metaphysical contemplation, theoria meant traveling, observing, and 
returning with a report.  As Galileo undercut the authority of the senses 
when reporting his telescopic journey to the stars, drones report an 
emerging world in which digital technologies not only extend but replace 
our sensorium. 
  
Consider the paradox of drone visuality:  a surfeit of technologically-
mediated vision incapacitates the human eye, fueling a quest for 
processing in which footage unseen by persons can be analyzed by 
software, with actions labeled, patterns identified, and significance 
established without human involvement.  The more the earth’s surface is 
subjected to visual surveillance, then, the more marginal human seeing 
becomes to this form of visual power, and—as the growth of machine-to-
machine communication means the imagery need not take a form we 
could grasp visually—the less clear it becomes that “visual” even remains 
the right term.   

  
Drone warfare thus reveals broader dynamics of (quoting Davide Panagia) 
“the algorithm dispositif.”  But the lethality of military roles lends urgency 
to assessing the dynamics, particularly the logics of autonomization, which 
I explore through assorted military manuals and films.  They elaborate 
visions less of the aesthetics of the kill than the killing of aesthetics, 
understood as both human judgment and human perception.  Engaging 
assorted artworks helps me consider what this means for war and 
politics.    
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Biography: 
 
Mark Reinhardt is Class of 1956 Professor of American Civilization at 
Williams College, where he chairs the Political Science Department and 
also teaches in the American Studies Program.  He is author of The Art of 
Being Free:  Taking Liberties with Tocqueville, Marx, and Arendt and Who 
Speaks for Margaret Garner?  and essays and reviews in such venues 
as Critical Inquiry, The Nation, Political Theory, and Theory & Event.  He has 
for some time worked at the intersection of visual and political studies.  His 
earlier projects in the area include co-editing and contributing to Kara 
Walker:  Narratives of a Negress and Beautiful Suffering:  Photography and 
the Traffic in Pain, and co-curating the museum exhibits on which they 
were based.  Currently, he is writing a book titled, Visual Politics:  Theories 
and Spectacles.  Rather than exploring, say, leaders’ efforts to shape how 
they are depicted visually, the book examines the deeper relationships in 
which ways of seeing and the meaning and use of images are affected by 
political structures and struggles even as images and visual practices, in 
turn, influence what subjects and objects become politically intelligible and 
how the boundaries of political life are demarcated.  The inquiry proceeds 
by examining a few texts in the history of political thought and through 
several case studies of assorted images, artists, genres, and imaging 
practices.  The book begins with Plato’s Republic.  The intent is to end with 
a chapter on military drones and the imaging technologies in and around 
them. 
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PANEL 7: GENRE AND THE GENDER POLITICS OF DRONE 

WARFARE 
 
Natalia Cecire, ‘“Those Various Scalpels”: Female Precision and 
Drone Aesthetics’ 
 
Molly Geidel, ‘Educated Girls in the Global War on Terrorism’ 
 
J. D. Schnepf, ‘Gothic Drones and the Production of Gendered 
Privacy’ 
 
Panel abstract:  

Recent feminist work in international relations has explored how the 
increasing use of drones challenges and reshapes the performance of 
gender in the military, stretching to its limits Cynthia Enloe’s observation 
that “the military has to constantly redefine ‘the front’ and ‘combat’ as 
wherever ‘women’ are not.” Such redefinitions echo and borrow from the 
contortions needed to maintain the “feminine” quality of privacy. Even as 
women are persistently defined as exceptions to combat (so that the 
“enemy combatant” is paradigmatically defined as male), the drone 
works precisely by rendering domestic space available to mass 
surveillance and warfare—and by framing necropolitics as domestic, 
reproductive, and care-oriented. Thus, women are serially cast as 
exceptions to war (“they’re in noncombatant roles”), politics (“it’s a 
domestic matter”), and state action (“it’s an NGO”), even as drone 
warfare and the use of commercial drones makes these distinctions 
increasingly untenable.  

This panel examines varieties of women’s notional exemption from the 
logics of war, arguing that it is this very status as supposed exception, as 
“off limits,” that renders heterofeminine and heterofeminized bodies so 
crucial to drone logics. Examining three spectacles of the feminine body 
in peril—the white woman deshabillée at home, the Muslim girl at school, 
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and the visually dismembered bodies of near-identical white women in 
precision dancing—the panel shows how female exceptionality 
propagates logics of the state of exception and, in particular, does so in 
ways that order and reconstitute the gendered symbolic structures that 
the rising use of drones has notionally put in disarray. Posited as sites of 
innocence-production, white and/or youthful feminine bodies in peril 
activate narrative and poetic artistic genres that ramify around them: 
noir and gothic, in J.D. Schnepf’s analysis, a weaponized Bildung, as Molly 
Geidel explores, and a modernist poetics of precision, in Natalia Cecire’s 
paper. They are thus also the exceptions at the heart of the rule (the 
genre or generic convention), remediating what Paul B. Preciado has 
identified as the necropolitics of heteromasculinity as the biopolitics of 
heterofemininity. 
 
Biographies: 
 
Natalia Cecire is a senior lecturer in English and American Studies at the 
University of Sussex and author of, Experimental: American Literature on 
the Aesthetics of Knowledge (Johns Hopkins, 2019). Her essays on history 
of science, feminism, media studies, and childhood have appeared in 
diacritics, WSQ, ELH, PMLA, Arizona Quarterly, and Jacket2. She is 
currently working on two new projects, one on the biopolitics of 
embryology around 1900 and another, with Sam Solomon, on the 
“mycological turn.”  
 
Molly Geidel is a lecturer in 20th-century US cultural history at the 
University of Manchester. Her first book, Peace Corps Fantasies: How 
Development Shaped the Global Sixties, was published in 2015 by 
University of Minnesota Press. She has articles published in Journal of 
American Studies, Feminist Studies, American Quarterly, Latin American 
and Caribbean Ethnic Studies, Photography and Culture, and the Journal 
of Popular Music Studies. She is working on two new book projects: a 
history of the documentary film in international development in the mid-
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20th century Americas, and a study of counterinsurgency in US popular 
culture during and after the Cold War.  
 
J.D. Schnepf is a lecturer at Princeton University where she is a 
postdoctoral associate at the Project on Gender in the Global Community 
for 2019-2020 on the topic of Gender and Security. She is also a co-chair 
of the Novel Theory Seminar at the Mahindra Humanities Center at 
Harvard University and an affiliate of Doing Science Through Literature at 
Yale University. She is currently working on a book manuscript on 
contemporary US domestic culture and the War on Terror entitled, 
Drones and Domesticity. Her essays have appeared or are forthcoming in 
the academic journals Modern Fiction Studies, International Feminist 
Journal of Politics, Surveillance & Society, Media and Environment, 
Museum Anthropology, ALH Review, and the critical anthology, Humans 
at Work in the Digital Age.  
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ABOUT THE ART EXHIBITION 
 

KATHRYN BRIMBLECOMBE-FOX 
 

 
Drone Spiral, gouache on paper, 30x42cm (2016) 

 
 
Dronescapes, 2016-ongoing 
Oil, gouache, and watercolour on paper and linen 
 
The paintings in this small display depict airborne weaponised drones or 
indications of their presence, such as ground-based and space-based 
support infrastructures. The paintings also depict visual parodies of 
computer-generated graphics used to orient a drone, scope a target, 
verify a target and attack. In some of the paintings, I make visible the 
invisible signals that enable a drone and its various payloads to operate. 
As signals ricochet from ground-based militarised or militarise-able 
nodes, to satellites and sky-based drones, signal-nets that that wrap the 
planet and inscribe new, albeit invisible, topographies into our extended 
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landscape, are exposed. Although the drone is a visible and material 
occupier of this landscape, I also ‘see’ the invisible or virtual aspects of 
drone operation as occupying agents that propel 21st century techno-
colonisation forces.  
 
In my paintings I visualise the invisible or virtual by flying, in my 
imagination, above, around and beyond drones, their support 
infrastructure and other indications of their operation. The cosmic 
orientation invites viewers to fly with me. By taking ‘flight’ it becomes 
clear that viewers could be in multiple places, even simultaneously. For 
example, viewers could be above drones looking down upon turbulent 
landscapes, or below drones looking up to distant skies. In either case 
radiating signals are exposed as nets. The deliberate play with oscillating 
perspective and imaginational flight is an act of what I call ‘imaginational 
metaveillance’. This kind of ‘veillance’ not only enables scrutiny of drones, 
and what they might be surveilling or targeting, it also provokes an 
avenue for critical oversight of militarised technology, contemporary and 
future war, place and time.  
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JOSEPH DELAPPE 
 

 
Screen capture from Killbox, computer game/interactive installation (2016)  

in collaboration with the Biome Collective 

 
 

Killbox, 2015-16 
Computer Game, Interactive Installation  

“Killbox” is an interactive installation and downloadable computer game 
that critically explores the nature of drone warfare, its complexities and 
consequences. It is an experience that explores the use of technology to 
transform and extend political and military power, and the abstraction of 
killing through virtualisation. “Killbox”, involves audiences in a fictionalized 
interactive experience in a virtual environments based on documented 
drones strikes in Northern Waziristan, Pakistan. The work is an 
international collaboration between U.S. based artist/activist, Joseph 
DeLappe and the Biome Collective, including artists and game 
developers, Malath Abbas, Tom Demajo and Albert Elwin. 

In 2016 "Killbox" was nominated as "Best Computer Game" for a Scottish 
BAFTA (British Academy of Film and Television Arts). Killbox has been 
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shown at numerous festivals and exhibitions, including: Indiecade 2016; 
NEoN 2016; Karachi Art Summit 2017; The Sonoma Valley Museum of Art 
2017; Amaze Berlin 2016; UCLA Game Art Festival 2015 among others.  

 
Thrift Drones, 2016-ongoing 
Found imagery, montage, social exchange  

Purchased thrift store artworks are changed with the subtle addition of 
cut out images of Predator and Reaper drones. The work reimagines 
discarded, everyday paintings, prints and photographs as visual 
reminders of droned skies. These works have been widely shared using 
social media, primarily Instagram, Facebook and Twitter. To date I’ve 
made well over a 200 “Thrift Drones”– the first iteration of these works 
were featured salon style in 2017 at solo-exhibition at the Sonoma Valley 
Museum of Art. There were a total of 120 "Thrift Drones" featured in this 
exhibition. Since moving to Scotland in 2017, I've continued this work, 
developing a UK based version of the project creating close to 100 new 
pieces so far (there were just too many amazing second hand shops here 
to stop doing this project...).  

As the project moves forward, the intent is to strategically re-donate the 
droned artworks back to thrift stores in order to facilitate the public re-
distribution of the works. I see this as a long term effort to place drones 
into the skies of hundreds of pieces of thrift store art, document, share, 
exhibit, donate and so on. I am presently developing a framework for 
distributing these works to thrift stores and second hand shops 
throughout the United States and United Kingdom.  
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Me and My Predator - Personal Drone System, 2014 
Wearable art, performative object for self-surveillance  

A 1/72nd scale plastic model of a Predator Drone is suspended on a 
carbon fiber rod connected to a custom made aluminum c-clamp/head 
band attached to my head. The Personal Drone System is designed for 
insecurity and comfort - to simulate using analog technologies what it 
might be like to live under droned skies... 

Build your own! - I've posted an extensive and detailed description of the 
process of building this piece on Instructables.com. This work is the first 
project built as an Artist in Residence at Instructables.com/Autodesk at 
the Pier 9 Workshop in San Francisco, California. 

 

 
  

http://www.instructables.com/id/Personal-Drone-System-Me-and-My-Predator/
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Cover: New Horizons, Oil on linen (2018), by Kathryn Brimblecombe-Fox 

 


	George Brant’s play Grounded (2013) takes the form of a one-actress monologue in which a female fighter pilot tells the story of her forced reskilling as a drone operator after becoming a mother. She recounts her story on an unadorned dark stage, but ...

