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Introduction: The Drone Era


For the past seven years, the Central Intelligence Agency has conducted a covert campaign of missile strikes in Pakistan’s Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA). Unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), or drones, piloted from thousands of miles away traverse Pakistani airspace unannounced and undetected, targeting and destroying the homes and vehicles of suspected militants at a current pace of two strikes a week. This bombardment is denied by United States authorities, condemned by Pakistani officials as a violation of sovereignty and by the United Nations as a violation of human rights, and generally ignored by the American public. UAV-based combat, a tactic that hadn’t even been invented a decade ago, and remains a closely held secret, has come to dominate American foreign policy in one of the most volatile regions on the planet.


This essay attempts to excavate the theoretical basis of this unprecedented development and locate it within contemporary notions of “ungoverned” and “ungovernable” regions. It is virtually impossible for new practices, beliefs, and strategies, no matter their secrecy, to be introduced into the world without leaving a discursive trace—without being implicated in a theoretical tradition or modified by existing doctrines. Taking this perspective, I will attempt to overlay the discourse of ungovernable areas on the ongoing operations in the FATA, which are often considered to be the paradigm of ungovernability.
The argument will proceed as follows. In the next section, I will give a brief history of the FATA, and describe (in such detail as has been made public) the CIA’s operations in the region since 2004. Then, I will turn my focus to the concomitantly developed notion of “ungoverned areas,” especially as formalized in the Defense Department’s Ungoverned Areas and Threats from Safe Havens (UGA/SH) framework. In the fourth part of the paper, I will identify and analyze a number of deficiencies in the UGA/SH framework, and suggest some of the functions performed by the framework. Surprisingly, the framework provides little explanation for the ongoing operations in the FATA. Finally, I will offer some concluding remarks on the difficulties posed to open and effective discourse by the secrecy of programs like the drone campaign.


Before I begin, I must note that the physical isolation of the regions in question, the official secrecy of the drone program, and the Janus-faced character of the diplomacy that results from this arrangement severely complicate any analysis of these activities. It is impossible within the confines of this paper and the resources of this author to establish what these strikes really mean “on the ground,” or to tease out the myriad diplomatic and political threads that knit these operations together. Rather, the focus here must remain on the official discourse used to define the locations, spaces, and contexts of these activities.

The Federally Administered Tribal Areas


The Pashtun-dominated regions designated today as the FATA have a millennia-long history of external invasion and incursion, from Darius I in the fifth century BCE forward. For current purposes, the annexation of the region by the British in the mid-19th century marked a turning point. By the 1840s, the British East India Company had gained control of a vast amount of territory snaking through the Indian subcontinent. The Company hoped the lands to the northwest (at that time part of the Sikh Empire) would serve as an effective buffer zone between British India and Afghanistan, and so they launched two wars against the Sikhs, in 1845-6 and 1848-9, to gain control of the territory.


Initially, however, British control of the regions was nominal at best. In order to subsume them under British authority, the British instituted a program in 1848 known as the Frontier Crimes Regulations (FCR). The FCR acted as an alternative legal system, opposed to the customary mechanisms of conflict resolution, which served the interests of the British. In other words, the FCR was used to control those that the British deemed threatening but that ordinary authorities failed to adjudicate.

The FCR was distinguished by the cruelty of its provisions. The regulations dispensed with due process, and all criminal inquiries were made by a council called a jirga, rather than through formal presentation of evidence and examination of witnesses. The results of these inquiries were submitted to the local Political Agent, who made final determinations of guilt and could ignore the jirga’s findings. Those judged under the FCR were denied appeal to higher courts, and the regulations emphasized collective punishment against families and kinship groups. For these reasons, the FCR have come to be known as the “black law” (Ali 2000, 205).


These draconian regulations are not a thing of the past, however. In fact, they remain largely unmodified today and form the basis of Pakistani control over the FATA. Adults in the FATA weren’t given the franchise until 1996. The Pakistani constitution exempts the FATA from acts of Parliament, but residents of the tribal areas are still subject to the strictures of the FCR. In recent years, the authorities empowered by the FCR have used their power to imprison local elders and order summary executions after “trials” that last no more than a few hours and include no defense counsel (DAWN 2007; Amnesty International 2010).


All of this subjugation has done little to make the residents of the FATA more docile or amenable to external control. Fighting between the national army and local tribesmen is a perennial feature of the region, and since 2004 the Pakistani Armed Forces have been engaged in a more sustained conflict with Waziristan-based militants believed to have masterminded two 2003 assassination attempts on then-President Pervez Musharraf. In short, the regions now included in the FATA have long been subjected to foreign attempts at external control. The drone campaign that began in 2004 represents the latest such attempt.

American Operations Since 2004

Though there have been reports of CIA activity in Pakistan since 2003 (Priest 2005), the first Pakistani death that was reported to be the result of American action was Nek Muhammad Wazir, a young Pashtun military leader, who was killed in South Waziristan by a missile fired from a UAV. At the time, Pakistani officials called reports of American involvement in the incident “absolutely absurd” (Rohde and Khan 2004). Such a characterization may have seemed plausible at the time; a strike of the sort that was alleged to have killed Nek Muhammad was almost completely unprecedented. Though UAVs had been used offensively in combat zones in Afghanistan since 2001, the only previously known such attack outside of Afghanistan had been in Yemen in November of 2002, against an al-Qaeda operative alleged to be the mastermind of the October 2000 attack on the U.S.S. Cole (Priest 2002). But within a few years, these strikes would come to dominate American policy in the Pakistani border regions.


The American use of drones in Pakistan certainly began sparingly. The strike that killed Nek Muhammad was the only such attack in 2004.
 Two strikes were reported in 2005, both in North Waziristan. Two more strikes occurred in 2006, one in North Waziristan and the other in Bajaur, and four were reported in 2007, three in North and one in South Waziristan. All told, nine strikes were ordered in the first four years of the drone program in Pakistan, resulting in an estimated ninety-eight deaths. 

Since 2007, the program has expanded rapidly, first under President George W. Bush, and continuing under President Barack Obama. In 2008, thirty-four strikes were reported. Twenty-seven of these occurred in the second half of the year, eleven in the month of October alone. All but one of these attacks took place in Waziristan. The number of deaths resulting from drone strikes tripled in 2008, to 296. The next year, newly inaugurated President Obama augmented the program twice, first in February and again in December (Mazzetti and Sanger 2009; Shane 2009). Fifty-three strikes occurred in 2009, all but five in Waziristan, resulting in between 413 and 709 deaths.
 While all of the drone attacks in 2009 remained within the FATA, the continued expansion of the program brought with it rumors that strikes would soon be launched in the province of Baluchistan, outside of the tribal regions and in territory under the direct control of the federal Pakistani government (Shane 2009).

2009 also marked another shift in the drone program. Whereas all previous strikes in Pakistan were carried out by the CIA, without the involvement of the Pakistanis, in 2009 the American military began operating a squadron of the Air Force’s drones over the FATA in cooperation with the government of Pakistan (Barnes and Miller 2009). The addition of these military drones led to a kind of division of labor between the two organizations. While the CIA’s UAVs continued to focus on al Qaeda, the military drone operations (which are subject to more oversight than the intelligence agency’s) were given the task of pursuing the diverse militants that fuel the Afghan insurgency and threaten the stability of the larger Pakistani state. 

2010 saw even broader offensive use of UAVs. The number of strikes more than doubled from 2009, to 118. The number of deaths resulting from strikes this year has been estimated to be between 591 and 985. Nine strikes have been reported thus far in 2011, resulting in between 37 and 47 deaths. In late November 2010, a Pakistani official claimed that the United States wished to carry out strikes in other areas of the country as well, including around Quetta, the capital of Baluchistan (Shahzad 2010). These strikes target the vehicles, homes, and gathering places of alleged militants. One particularly lethal attack that left sixty people dead was launched on a funeral for a Taliban fighter (Shah and Masood 2009). The often-public nature of the targets and failures of intelligence and targeting lead inevitably to civilian deaths, and though such figures are difficult to come by due to the covert nature of the program, the best available data suggests that one-third of the deaths resulting from the strikes—between three and five hundred people—were civilians (Berger and Tiedemann 2010).

The public reaction of the Pakistani government to the drone strikes has been consistently condemnatory. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs has said that they “are a violation of our sovereignty. There is no question about that” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2010b). The Pakistanis claim the attacks lack “any justification” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2010a) and serve only to “fuel support for militants” (BBC 2010). These concerns are repeated, verbatim, at virtually every press conference and after every high-profile strike, and the Pakistanis have lodged formal complaints about the missile strikes with the American embassy in Islamabad (Gul 2009).

But while these public concerns over violations of sovereignty undoubtedly have some basis in reality, more confidential communications reveal a striking ambivalence about the strikes on the part of the Pakistanis, so long as they target opponents of the Pakistani government and do not interfere with military operations. In August of 2008, the United States’ ambassador to Pakistan reported that Pakistan’s prime minister, Yousaf Gillani, said privately, “I don’t care if they do it as long as they get the right people. We’ll protest in the National Assembly and then ignore it” (Lister 2010). In addition, many of the UAV flights over Pakistani territory are flown out of Pakistani air force bases (Sen 2010). As mentioned above, Pakistani officials are actively involved in the American military drone campaign and remain officially aloof from the CIA’s attacks. But many interpret this strained cooperation with the United States as less of a choice than a capitulation—that the Pakistanis have basically been forced into allowing the attacks, and have barely succeeded in keeping them contained to the FATA (Ahmad 2010).

In addition to the dramatic expansion of the drone program, there have also been calls for CIA-led ground operations in the FATA. President Bush allegedly approved secret orders authorizing incursions by the military’s Special Operations units without prior notification of the Pakistani government. But allowing the intelligence agency’s paramilitary forces, under the purview of the clandestine Special Activities Division (which also coordinates the drone program), to lead unilateral offensive missions into Pakistani territory would be more extraordinary than even the alleged Special Operations orders. 

Some in the United States government argue that the paramilitary status of the CIA operatives is a good thing, because it would give the Pakistanis “a little bit of cover” should such operations be discovered (Barnes and Entous 2010). But the Pakistani government has responded to these ideas with special vehemence. As far as can be determined, such ground operations have not yet taken place, and so need not be a concern here. But the possibility of “mission creep,” or perhaps “tactical creep,” is clear. Despite the massive upscale in drone activity, American interventions in Pakistan have not yet reached their greatest possible scope, and so there will continue to be those who argue for more expansion. Ground operations represent one possible form such an expansion may take in the future.


The Obama administration has fully embraced the use of UAV attacks. The CIA has doubled the size of its UAV fleet since his presidency began (Shane and Schmitt 2010), and the annual number of missile attacks in the FATA has tripled in the past two years. This massive expansion has raised the public profile of the program, which, officially, remains classified. And though, as will be discussed in the next section, a substantial amount of official discourse and strategy has developed around intervention in these regions of Pakistan and other such “ungoverned areas,” the basis for the strikes in international law has never been articulated (Savage 2010).


The offensive use of UAVs for targeted killing is a unique contemporary instance of a much older political philosophical discourse that concerns state sovereignty, the inviolability of national boundaries, and the treatment of spaces and individuals that exist, to varying degrees, outside of the state system. In recent years, a formal understanding has arisen within the American security community of these locales—and the FATA in particular—as “ungoverned areas.” This official language is reflected in pervasive journalistic depictions of the FATA as “lawless” and “wild.” This emerging discourse is the subject of the next section.

“Ungoverned Areas” and the “Wild Frontier”


Since the attacks of September 11th, the danger posed by international terrorist organizations has often been linked to the ability of those organizations to find areas in which to plan and train with impunity. The areas believed to have the most potential for occupation by terrorist groups are those in which state authority is weakest or which exhibit the most signs of disorder. In 2003, CIA director George Tenet identified fifty such locations, and soon after that, the Defense Department launched the Ungoverned Areas Project (UAP) to build up the governance capacities of states presiding over these vulnerable regions (Patrick 2010). The UAP recently released its final report and framework for classifying and managing “ungoverned areas and threats from safe havens” (UGA/SH) around the world. In this section, I will first analyze this framework and the attendant discourse on ungoverned areas, as exemplified by the FATA, and then briefly examine how these areas are treated in the American press.

The UGA/SH Framework

The authors of the UAP report observe that governmental agencies and organizations employ notions of failed states, anarchic zones, sanctuaries, and ungoverned areas to denote a wide variety of arrangements and situations. The UGA/SH framework is intended to cut through the “byzantine terminology” that has accreted and present a unified framework under which these sorts of areas can be analyzed (14).
 To this end, much of the report consists of a typology of ungoverned areas and the factors that are said to produce them.


In the most general terms, an ungoverned area is “a place where the state or the central government is unable or unwilling to extend control, effectively govern, or influence the local population, and where a provincial, local, tribal, or autonomous government does not fully or effectively govern” (16). These ungoverned areas give rise to safe havens, where illicit actors can operate. Ungoverned areas can arise in rural or urban environments, as well as at sea and in virtual domains like the Internet. They may even “merge not in places per se but in situations or environments…such as communication networks and social networks” (Ibid.).


Moreover, ungoverned areas are classifiable into degrees of ungoverned-ness, and can variously can labeled “ungoverned,” “under-governed,” “misgoverned,” “contested,” or “exploitable” (19). These categories form a spectrum of state control and functionality. While in truly “ungoverned” regions, the state performs none of its governance functions effectively, some functions may be present in an “under-governed” area, and more in an “exploitable” area. But these categories are somewhat fungible. In all but strictly ungoverned places, some state capacity is present. Assigning these various locales to the categories created by the framework requires a judgment as to what degree this capacity is recognized or approved. As will be discussed in greater detail below, this judgment is dependent on subjective perceptions of who “the state” is in a given location and of that state’s developmental progress and strategic motives—whether in carrying out or neglecting their governance functions they provide “freedom of action” to illicit actors (19).


The framework thus assigns two divergent definitions to the term “ungoverned area.” Narrowly speaking, only areas that lack all governance structures are truly “ungoverned.” But the term almost always functions as a blanket for any “potential safe haven”—any region that could be sorted into one of the five labels listed above. This is an exceptionally broad definition. Even states that perform “all or most governance functions effectively” can be potential safe havens, if  “illicit actors are able to exploit” the area (19).


The criteria that designate ungoverned areas and safe havens are even more diverse, and may be arranged into three broad ranks of descending empiricity. Most observably, different geographies generate different terrains of illicit action. Rural border regions, distant archipelagos, “feral cities,” and opaque virtual networks all provide their own potential hiding places—isolation in the first two instances, anonymity in the second two. The availability of resources, including funds, personnel, and transportation, also structures the governance of a particular area. The incentives encouraging state actors to deal with safe havens (termed “political will”), and the capacity and motivation of the state apparatus to penetrate, observe, and regulate its territory form a second level of political factors. The indices of governance most subject to interpretation (and in many cases, most salient in the final determination) are those that attempt to define the “governability” of a certain society—that is, the degree of “loyalty” the people feel for a government, as well as the effects of any “social grievances” or “cultural affinities” with illicit actors (30, 32). 


Much of this notion of “governability” is drawn from a recent monograph by the RAND Corporation. As in the UGA/SH framework, ungoverned areas exist “along a continuum of state control” (Rabasa 2007, 1). The framework’s authors acknowledge that because few areas are truly ungoverned, “the pertinent question is not ‘Does the state govern the area?’ but ‘Who is governing the area?’” (Lamb 2008, 18). Under the framework, a lack of central governance or the presence of non-state authorities does not necessarily mean that an area is un- or under-governed. The authors of the RAND study, however, dispense with this nuance altogether, saying that the “first attribute of an ungoverned territory is the lack of penetration by state institutions into the general society” (Rabasa 2007, 7).


This state penetration is measured by the presence of physical infrastructure and economic development, the state’s monopoly on the use of force, and the prevention of external interference in domestic affairs. These measures, however, are in many ways proxies for “social and cultural resistance” to the state, which the authors view as the general condition that defines ungovernability. In ungoverned areas, “the state is not the primary source of authority,” instead existing “within an ecosystem” of more or less respected social, cultural, and political institutions (Ibid., 8). The implicit preference for state penetration that undergirds this notion of “governability” also guides the recommendations of the UGA/SH framework. It is assumed that “the appropriate United States government policy for UGA/SH is to encourage and enable the host state to carry out the responsibility” (Lamb 2008, 5). In the final analysis, the preference for state presence often overwhelms other considerations.


The recommendations of the framework contain little in the way of bold action or agenda-setting. They mainly advocate for dissemination of the UGA/SH framework to all relevant military divisions, greater influence of the framework on decision-making, and further research. But, as shown above, the framework does effectively stake out the general posture of the United States towards areas designated as ungoverned: to strengthen the existing state apparatus in order to subsume the ungoverned region under central authority.


I lack the space here to do more than outline the relationship of this official discourse of ungoverned areas to the treatment of the FATA in the American press. News articles about the provinces, and specifically about the drone campaign, often juxtapose the “wild frontier” of the FATA (Marwat 2008)— “a land stuck in the past,” too “violent and ungovernable” to be redeemed (Ghosh and Thompson 2009; Iqbal 2009)—with the “future of warfare” and “sophisticated killing machines” that have come to define the Pakistani mission (Ghosh and Thompson 2009). News reports from the region often sound troublingly Orientalistic, as when they allusively describe the “medieval landscape” of the region, the “wilds” and “rugged no-man’s-land” quality of the territories (Gardi 2007). These descriptions defamiliarize the FATA, creating around them a myth of violence and atavism. This unfamiliarity indirectly legitimates the official discourse, since governmental experts appear even more credible when the public has little knowledge against which to judge their statements.


These narratives of “ungovernability” and lawlessness often take the FATA as the “prototypical ungoverned area” (Rabasa 2007, 23). Indeed, it is plausible that the recent rise in official treatments of ungoverned areas derives primarily from increasing frustration with the Afghan war. The FATA’s rurality, historical intractability, and cultural difference make them an ideal subject for discourse of this sort. For these reasons, the application of these reports to the drone war in Pakistan will provide the optimal testing ground of the efficacy and functionality of the UGA/SH framework and the discourse of which it partakes. Simply put, if these frameworks don’t effectively explain or justify American actions in Pakistan, it is unlikely they will hold much promise elsewhere.

The Functions and Dysfunctions of “Ungoverned Areas”

The UGA/SH framework is intended to bring clarity and rationality to policymaking around ungoverned areas. But its terminology, the assumptions and omissions that structure its findings, and its interaction with the spaces it seeks to regulate all contain weaknesses and deficiencies. In this section, I will explore six of the problems posed by the framework: its arbitrary application, state-centrism, claims of novelty, exclusionary function, self-legitimation, and lack of explanatory power in the archetypical case of the FATA.

UGA/SH is applied arbitrarily

The definitions and criteria by which ungoverned areas can be identified are exceptionally broad. Geographically, they “range in scale from a neighborhood, up through the city or village level, all the way to a province, a country, and in some cases a region encompassing parts of multiple countries” (Lamb 2008, 22). The ocean is in many ways one large ungoverned area, as is the Internet. The framework even claims that “belief systems” can serve as a kind of ungoverned area, when they are manipulated to create “ideological havens” (Ibid.). Such spaces can exist “not only in underdeveloped foreign countries…but also in strongly governed countries, including Western liberal democracies” (Ibid., 16). That is, there are no locales that are essentially governed or ungoverned—all have the potential to be either. 


“Ungoverned-ness,” then, depends on the sorts of people that inhabit a particular area. When the individuals in a certain place are “illicit actors” that attempt to “operate with impunity or evade detection,” that place would almost certainly be considered “ungoverned.” But who are illicit actors and what defines them as such? The UGA/SH framework describes an illicit actor as “a nonstate group or individual who uses or incites armed violence...for political or private gain in ways that threaten the United States” (Ibid., 15). The use of violence alone does not make one an illicit actor, not even political violence—it’s obvious that state-sanctioned violence, whether in the form of warfare or policing, aims for political gain. Rather, it appears that the very fact of non-state status that designates a group as “illicit” and its environment, by extension, as ungoverned.

It would be a trivial task to find parts of the United States—in rural Montana, say, or in the most impoverished neighborhoods of Chicago’s South Side—that meet all of these criteria: chaotic or isolated areas, abandoned or unreachable by the central government, in which nonstate actors could potentially (or in actuality do) advocate and employ violent means for political and social gain. Indeed, brief ungoverned spaces open and close constantly. At any given moment, much of the territory of the United States—and every other nation—is under no direct surveillance or immediate state control. If the UGA/SH criteria were applied uniformly around the world, we would find ourselves blanketed by ungoverned areas of all magnitudes. The framework is so broadly defined as to be rendered useless if enforced without discretion.

The framework, of course, is not enforced uniformly. Only a few of the thousands of potentially ungoverned areas are defined as such, and even fewer receive significant governmental attention. This suggests that the framework, despite its weaknesses, serves some strategic or functional purposes in certain cases that justify and sustain its existence. Some of these functions will be discussed below.

UGA/SH is state-centric

The entire notion of “ungoverned areas” as conceived in the UGA/SH framework assumes the existence of a dominant state-based world order. As has been mentioned, ungoverned areas exist “along a continuum of state control” (Rabasa 2007, 1). The primary dimension of ungovernability is the absence or illegitimacy of state authorities. When the central state apparatus withdraws, or when groups or individuals begin to confront the state directly or undermine its influence, an ungoverned area arises. The framework does imply that there could be types of nonstate-centric governance that prevent the generation of an ungoverned area. That is, “local-level governance in competition with central governance is not, by itself, problematic” (Ibid., 18). But under the UGA/SH framework, the state is the only form of governance always assumed to be legitimate; other actors must justify themselves to a degree not expected of state entities.


This assumption, and the recommendations it produces, further normalize and strengthen the state-based system. The further this state-centrism is entrenched, the more difficult it becomes to think anything outside of the state. In this way, the problem posed by ungoverned areas undergoes a shift. Instead of locating the danger of these spaces in their propensity for inadequate provision of resources and protection of human rights, the danger lies in the fact that “individuals may look to warlords, mullahs, or tribal leaders rather than state entities for judicial processes” (Ibid., 7). The discourse around ungoverned areas closes the field of emancipatory possibility by positing the existence and strength of the state as the benchmark of legitimate governance.

In many cases, this preference for state governance—meaning a preference for the existing state structure—legitimates authoritarian, imperial, or iniquitous state entities. This is arguably the case in Pakistan. As was noted above, the FATA have always been governed under a repressive, undemocratic regime that denies them a substantive voice in their governance. The British used the territories as a shield for their own economic interests, introducing the FCR to maintain a bare minimum of political order in the regions. And though Pakistan has become politically independent and militarily potent, the FATA languish under the same regime to which they have been subjected for more than one hundred and fifty years—not merely the same type of regime, but literally the same legislation. By facilitating greater state control, rather than advocating for more equitable modes of control, whether state-based or not, the UGA/SH framework entrenches oppressive political systems.

UGA/SH claims that “ungoverned areas” are extraordinary


Of course, it would be foolish to argue that UGA/SH has been the most significant factor in the rise of state hegemony. Assumptions of the legitimacy of the state are as old as the state itself, and were deeply ingrained by the time “ungoverned areas” became a concern. In fact, the durability of the state system allows UGA/SH to present “ungoverned areas” as a novel and extraordinary threat. “Until recently, ungoverned territories were of little interest to the U.S. national security community” (Ibid., 1). The recent proliferation of officially designated “ungoverned spaces” is attributed to two contemporary historical trends—the “apparent emergence following the Cold War of politically disordered territories” (Clunan and Trinkunas 2010, 17), and the rise of international terrorism.


The alleged novelty of ungoverned areas has not led to a corresponding novelty in the strategy around them; the appropriate policy is still “to encourage and enable the host state” to carry out its governance responsibilities (Lamb 2008, 5). Indeed, the novelty of the threat may reinforce the perceived correctness of the state system. And of course, the resort to violence as a means of governance in the FATA is largely continuous with the British regime in the region. But extraordinary threats can justify extraordinary military tactics. In this way, the drone campaign in Pakistan represents the first test of a novel tactical response to a security threat believed to be novel as well.

UGA/SH is exclusionary


Taken together, these three aspects of UGA/SH—the arbitrariness of its application, its state-centrism, and its claim that the threat it describes is extraordinary and in some ways existential—allow it to be wielded in a discriminatory fashion, against some groups and areas but not others. It is a classificatory tool, dividing the world into proper, state-based, “governed” areas and dangerous, decentralized, “ungoverned” areas. In this way, “governability” can be included in the family of exclusionary, Eurocentric historical standards of “barbarity,” “civilization,” “progress,” and more recently, “development” (Ferguson 1994).


Standards such as these date to attempts by 19th century theorists to make sense of the dramatic social and cultural differences between Europeans and the natives of colonized territories. These concepts confirm the superiority of the colonizers and thereby justify the colonizing project by defining the colonized as hopelessly violent, dangerous, and backward, or alternatively in need of moral and cultural education and development that can only be provided by Europeans (Bowden 2009).


The work of John Stuart Mill provides a classic statement of the differences between “civilized” and “savage” populations. Savage societies are characterized by: “a handful of individuals, wandering or thinly scattered over a vast tract of country,” a lack of visible wealth, “little or no law, or administration of justice,” and most importantly, “incapacity of co-operation” (Mill 1984, 120, 122). This schema assumes that rurality is inherently inferior to urban life, and privileges systems of law and society that are recognizably European; that is, the only governance structures that are intelligible to Mill are those that resemble that with which he is familiar. 

Uncivilized peoples lack the proper social and political norms of reciprocity and cooperation—norms that are defined in the context of European tradition and assume the superiority and universality of that tradition. A civilized government “cannot help having barbarous neighbors,” and as a result of their antagonism will eventually “find itself obliged to conquer them” (Mill 1977, 119). In this way, the mere presence of “uncivilized” (read: non-European) peoples justifies violent intervention.


This notion of barbarity bears a striking similarity to descriptions of the FATA. Caricatures of the region’s rural economy as a “wilderness,” the dismissal of long-standing Pashtun practices of self-governance as signs of “ungovernability,” and the Western interpretation of resistance to imperialism as hostility to modernity as such are all congruent with Mill’s civilizational standard.

Though the authors of the UGA/SH framework readily admit that ungoverned spaces occur in all states, even Western liberal democracies, the only areas to which the framework has been applied are non-Western nations that have historically been deemed uncivilized or undeveloped. Though regions of the West could very well benefit from the consideration of alternative governance structures, such consideration—and superficial consideration at that—has so far been restricted to peoples that have been on the receiving end of every previous civilizing scheme and development project.

UGA/SH is self-legitimating


As shown above, the UGA/SH framework exhibits many problematic functionalities and deficiencies, including internal and external inconsistencies, state-centrism, spurious allegations of novelty, and a tendency towards exclusion and Eurocentrism. But these concerns are compounded by the format and genre of the document in which they are embedded. The framework’s status as a strategic document and an official statement of American policy ensures its survival and continued authority as a source of justification. The imprimatur of the state has ensconced it in the collection of reasonings that may be employed to justify proposed military operations. Despite the lacunae in the framework that are described above, its endorsement by the larger American defense apparatus normalizes its contents and fixes its structure in place. 

UGA/SH lacks explanatory power

Even leaving aside all of these critiques, the simple fact remains that the specific findings and provisions of the UGA/SH framework bear no direct relationship to what is being done in Pakistan. The use of military force can certainly be justified in dealing with an ungoverned area, but the current campaign of secret, invasive, targeted killings cannot. And the framework would not condone the strikes for the simple reason that they are deeply unpopular in the region (Bergen and Doherty 2010), and it may very well be the case that they do more to weaken the Pakistani government by inflaming local anger and fueling support for the militants (just as the Pakistanis argue publicly). It is troubling, to say the least, that this painstakingly constructed doctrine bears so little relation to the reality on the ground of the paradigmatic ungoverned area.

Conclusion: Secrecy and Discourse

Despite the ostensible link between the recent attention to ungoverned areas and the ongoing drone campaign in Pakistan, it may seem that these two things—and consequently, the foregoing attempt to analyze them—function on entirely different levels. The clandestine, unanswerable, omnipotent violence of the UAVs is difficult to reconcile with the rationalization and formalization of the UGA/SH framework. Though the two have developed simultaneously, and around the same geographic areas, the drone strikes are decidedly not a putting-into-practice of the principles or recommendations of the framework.


That drones were used offensively prior to the formation of the Ungoverned Areas Project suggests that they would still have been used even in the absence of an official doctrine. This may very well be the case. The long and checkered history of the CIA demonstrates that institutional prerogative and a layer of secrecy can smooth the way for all kinds of unauthorized, illicit, reckless, and counterproductive actions. The drone campaign may eventually be renounced as an unfortunate and unjustified blunder on the path to a more sensitive, inclusive, and pragmatic treatment of the individuals and areas that remain outside of the international state system. But the reverse may be true as well; the UGA/SH framework may just as easily be dismissed in the future as a naïve, inadequate, and insufficiently aggressive approach.


It would be nearly impossible to argue that the UGA/SH framework has had no influence whatsoever on the operations in the FATA—it is difficult to imagine that the strategic and tactical responses to the same geographic region would be so thoroughly segregated. But it may also be true that the CIA would have carried out the same strikes and caused the same number of deaths had the applicable doctrinal framework not exhibited any of the deficiencies identified above in the UGA/SH. It may be the case that the intelligence agency has so liberated itself from the traditional institutional strictures that it would flout any framework supplied for engagement in the FATA. These are concerns that can be addressed neither within the scope of this paper nor with the information about the CIA’s operations that is currently available to the public.


In the absence of answers to these concerns, it is incumbent that scholars and advocates make use of what is available. The UGA/SH framework is the official military doctrine for regions of weakened state influence, and therefore should be the perspective through which intervention in the FATA is formulated and justified. The internal weaknesses of the framework and its categorical failure to explain the current situation in Pakistan are important initial findings that demand further attention. Without a robust and reliable theoretical foundation, it will be impossible to correct the excesses, injustices, and illegalities of the drone campaign.
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� All statistics in the following pages on the number of drone strikes and resulting casualties are taken from Berger and Tiedemann 2010.


� The bulk of this expansion was driven by a more fervent pursuit of the Taliban in general and Baitullah Mehsud (the leader of a coalition of pro-Taliban groups known as Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan) in particular. In 2009, fifteen assaults were aimed at Mr. Mehsud, compared to one in 2008. He was eventually killed in a strike in August of that year.


� Unless otherwise noted, all quotations on this section come from Lamb 2008.
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