
  

  

Abstract— This abstract seeks to answer the question if the 
use of autonomous UAVs without human supervising or 
presence on the battlefield is contrary to the success of the war. 

I. INTRODUCTION 

From the Paleolithic spear-thrower, the crossbow and the 
canon until today’s UAVs (unmanned air vehicles) man 
hasn’t but endeavoured to increase the range of its weapons. 
The greater the firing range the more one hopes to escape the 
enemy’s riposte. Today’s UAV Predators are piloted from 
Arkansas. They participate in contact actions in Afghanistan, 
a.o. In increasing the distance between the operators and the 
battlefield one hopes to reduce the number of casualties in 
one’s ranks. To reduce risks even more and gain in efficiency, 
why should the UAVs not become autonomous? Would 
deployment of autonomous UAVs make the western myth of 
zero casualties possible? Even if they can help win battles, 
can autonomous UAVs lose the war? 

II. PRELIMINARY ISSUES 

Some points could raise doubts about the UAV’s ability to 
lead alone and efficiently the war to its reasonable term: 
peace. Are autonomous combat UAVs adapted to the context 
of asymmetric wars, to terrorist actions, to guerrilla warfare? 
Would an element of surprise not be more important on a 
UAV, admittedly autonomous but obeying a determined 
programme, than on an officer able to improvise on the spot? 

And what if the success of a mission would require 
disobeying part of the orders implemented in the UAV’s 
programme? Would it not be more beneficial that a human 
officer be present to take this kind of decision? Blind 
obedience is not always a virtue, as Lord Fisher summarized 
when speaking about Admiral Jellicoe having missed the 
opportunity to destroy the German fleet at the battle of 
Jutland in 1916: “he has all Nelson’s qualities but one: he 
doesn’t know how to disobey”. 

A UAV is supposed to process more information in a 
more limited time than a human being, and this, without 
tiredness, without anger nor fright. One expects that an 
autonomous UAV supported by more exhaustive information 
takes better decisions than an officer. On this point it is 
doubtful that the machine could collect the totality of 
available data. In this sense absolute exhaustiveness is 
impossible and a total loss of time. Clausewitz said that 
“waiting to be totally informed to take a decision is choosing 
the manoeuvre a posteriori, the one which leaves the enemy 
with the total freedom of action” 

 
MdN. Ruffo is with Université Paris-Sorbonne (Paris IV), Paris, France 

and FUNDP (Facultés Universitaires Notre-Dame de la Paix, Namur, 
Belgique (e-mail : marie.ruffo@ fundp.ac.be). 

And even if the robot would have at its disposal the most 
complete information, would this not imply that one forgets 
that rather than be based on the whole of the available 
information, any decision making process requires 
distinguishing the non-essentials from the essentials? This 
ability is fundamental in the carrying out of a command: how 
should this be taught to a robot? Similarly, how teach a robot 
to identify itself a target without blunder? 

Can these technological objects help to “win the battle of 
the hearts and the minds of the people” as recommended for 
Afghanistan by General McChrystal? Would they be able to 
“feel” the local population’s reactions efficiently and 
delicately? Or would they not more probably self provoke 
hostility even more than a soldier in uniform who still 
remains a fellow creature? Would one once be able to win a 
war or maintain peace without setting a (human) foot in the 
country? Would one once be able to conclude a sustainable 
peace with those who had to struggle against robots and not 
against conventional opponents? What kind of respect would 
there be towards the nation and culture of a hidden opponent?  

The ill effects of technology are numerous. Let’s mention 
amongst others the increase of speed whilst immediacy of 
response does not ascertain its quality. Or also the problem of 
the economy of the financial powers: whilst the western 
nations support important development (and purchase) costs 
of new technologies Irakian computer hackers could make use 
of the videos of the American UAVs using a software 
programme worth 26 dollars,…etc.  

III. CONCLUSION 
Be it the warfare daze, the persistence of uncertainty, the 

“friction” due to time constraint, the population’s reaction… 
there are unchanging principles that even the great 
technological revolution cannot erase. The risk would be to 
forget their existence, fascinated that we are by the novelty 
and the prospects of its advancement whilst disowning 
human experience. If robotics can be a vehicle for future, one 
should not keep it separate from a concrete cooperation with 
the human element. The success of war, i.e. peace, could be 
at this price… 
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