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Abstract 
 

Military robots known as ‘unmanned systems’ now form a critical part of military 

force structures around the globe and have become the weapon of choice for the 

United States military. Their use and effect is now the subject of a wide-ranging 

international conversation. Drawing predominately on a contractual account of just 

war theory, this book examines the ethics and politics of unmanned warfare. It 

starts by examining the historical context of unmanned systems use and their 

increasingly autonomous nature and design. It then explores the practical and 

moral justifications thereof, which are underpinned by a military-state contract that 

governs the relationship between citizen, state and military force. Following this is 

a defence of the principles that inform the analysis of the many problems 

associated with drone usage, from technical limitations and psychological effects, 

through to matters of fairness and responsibility. In each case, as the West turns 

toward robotics in order to enhance its defensive measures, we see the systematic 

transfer of risk between combatants and, more concerningly, to noncombatants.  

Military Robots: Mapping the Moral Landscape postulates that focusing attention 

on the human element in these risk transfers and understanding that robotic 

systems may need to play a much more limited combat role than often thought, 

will be critical to ensuring that our moral and strategic objectives are honoured as 

we progress into the twenty-first century and a technology saturated battlespace. 
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Preface 

 
When I resigned my commission from Royal Australian Navy in 2007, what little 

public debate existed about the ethics of military robotics was rather inchoate. The 

sorely underestimated number of civilian deaths and lack of public oversight called 

for a much more lengthy investigation. Impassioned, I commenced years of intense 

research. It was toward the end of 2009 that this book started to come together. 

Fortunately, I was not alone in endeavouring to shed light on this topic. At around 

the same time, on the other side of the Pacific, a then-graduate student by the name 

of B.J. Strawser was nearing completion of a PhD on moral responsibility and 

autonomy in war. Motivated by recent military events, he had decided to add a 

final chapter to his thesis on what were increasingly prevalent drone wars. 

Together – along with other similarly concerned scholars such as Armin Krishnan, 

Christian Enemark, Avery Plaw, Patrick Lin and Robert Sparrow – we helped form 

the contours of the early academic debate. 

 

This debate has since gained significant momentum. All of a sudden, everyone 

wants to offer their opinion on the deadly strikes they facilitate, whether it is on 

political talk shows, in op-eds or congressional hearings. Human rights groups, 

armchair theorists and newspaper columnists are all warning of the prospect of 

fully autonomous robots that can conduct lethal military operations without a 

human in the loop. Some would say that I should be pleased by the invigorated 

debate, but I am far from so. More often than not, these latecomers have vested 

interests and reduce the drone debate to questions that demand seemingly 

impossible answers, ‘Do you think drones are good or bad?’ or ‘Are you for or 

against the use of drones?’ This does little to aid anybody’s cause and turns what 

should be a long academic conversation into a fairly shallow argument that echoes 

the polarisation found in so much of today’s political discourse. The reality is that 

drone warfare – past, present and future – is more complex than most 

commentators are typically willing to admit.  

 

While the popular interest has also triggered many in a wider body of academic 

researchers to jump on the ‘drone bandwagon’ in the hope of publishing rather than 

perishing in a tightening higher education environment, this more scholarly debate 

is scattered across a range of websites, journals and edited books. My aim in this 

book is to thoughtfully bring together the relevant arguments that have surfaced 

over the last five years and to carefully examine them under the broad lens of just 

war theory. Although a work of philosophy is unlikely to have anything other than 

a minor effect on real-world policy, it should nevertheless be noted that I have  
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written this book with the hope of providing some genuine practical guidance to 

my former colleagues who lead and protect. 

 

  

 

 

Jai Galliott 

Sydney, Australia 

April 2014 
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