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The War Lawyers 

A Genealogy of Targeted Killing in Palestine, Iraq and Afghanistan 

1. Overview & research questions 
The purpose of my dissertation is to examine the role that military lawyers play in the 
planning and conduct of lethal targeting operations, known as ‘targeted killing’. The research 
focuses on the targeting protocols and legal principles used by three air forces in three 
theaters of conflict. The first theater is the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) 
mission in Afghanistan: the focus here will be on aerial strikes carried out by the U.S. Air 
Force (USAF) and the Royal Air Force (RAF). The second theater is Iraq and targeted 
killings conducted, again, by U.S. and British air forces as part of the coalition, Multi-
National Force Iraq (MNF-I) since 2003. The third site is Palestine – primarily Gaza, but 
also the West Bank - and the targeted killings conducted by the Israeli Air Force (IAF). I will 
be interviewing former military lawyers whose role is to give legal advice on operational and 
international law to military commanders in the planning and execution of targeted killing 
operations.   
 
As I show below, my research draws on and makes a number of contributions to the field of 
political geography and engages directly with conversations on the ‘politics of verticality’ 
(Graham 2003, 2010; Weizman 2002, 2008; Virilo 1989, 2002) and the notion of ‘space as 
volume’ (Elden 2013). Additionally, I engage critical geopolitical and bio-political 
theorizations of war, violence, state and law to help me think through operational law as a 
transnational and mobile process. The proposed work is a multi-site genealogy of targeted 
killing that pays special attention to the figure of the military lawyer within the broader 
targeting apparatus. One of the key aims is to better understand the decidedly transnational 
character of targeting law/yers and their travels between and across advanced militaries in 
late-modern war. The military lawyer is empirically interesting, as I show below, but s/he 
also provides a unique lens through which to interrogate the relationship between war, law 
and space.  
 
One of the distinguishing features of ‘late modern war’ (Gregory 2010; 2011) is that it 
increasingly requires a legal armature to secure its legitimacy and organize its conduct. My 
study seeks to understand the work of the military lawyer at the intersection of war, law and 
the political exigencies of legitimacy. It does so spatially and genealogically, rather than 
comparatively. Where a comparative study might focus on the similarities and differences 
between three policies and practices of targeted killing, a genealogical and spatial approach 
resists the temptation to think of these as separate entities in the first place. Rather, I 
endeavor to show that; i) targeted killing has many historical precedents out of which 
contemporary practice has emerged; ii) the contemporary use of law as weapon of war, 
although unparalleled in sophistication, has its historic antecedents in the colonial encounter 
and origins of (international) law; iii) in spite of ostensibly significant differences in the 
approaches taken to targeted killing by the USAF, RAF and IAF, the policies actually 
emerged from the same discursive moment and thus borrow - ethically, politically, legally 
and ideologically – from one another. They are, in a sense, transnational variations of the 
same policy, but these variations – iterations with differences – are important too and 
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provoke many questions concerning how targeting policies, laws and practices travel from 
one military, territory and state to another.  
I should point out from the start that my research is not a platform for thinking about what 
has become popularly known as ‘drone warfare’. While my research cannot but avoid the 
debates about the use of drones (indeed they form an important backdrop to my work), I 
think it would be an analytical mistake to make them a primary focus. The war that 
commentators seem to have in mind when they talk about ‘drone warfare’ is a war saturated 
by the use of robots, but it is important to remember that very often drones do not do the 
killing, even if they are used in the surveillance and reconnaissance missions which aide it. At 
present at least, it is still humans who pull the trigger (and thus who make the choice to kill) 
and equally as important is the fact that machines other than drones – sniper rifles and 
conventional aircraft – remain common killing tools. Moreover, conventional piloted aircraft 
are equipped with the exact same missiles – “Hellfires” and “JDAM’s” – as their unmanned 
counterparts, which complicates the narrative that drone warfare heralds a new era of 
“precision targeting” (see Gregory 2011; Beier 2006; Garlasco 2009; c.f. McNeal 2011). The 
crucial point remains that targeting – and precision (or lack thereof) – is not unique to 
drones. Examining the practice of targeted killing avoids slipping into technological-
determinism, but it also has the double benefit of opening a space from where we might 
better examine the historical precursors and legal prerequisites of what is a decidedly late-
modern version of ‘drone warfare’.  
 
With these background considerations in mind, my study is driven by three research 
questions:  

1. What is the role of the military lawyer in targeted killing operations? What are the 
effects of his/her work, especially in relation to: i) the practice and conduct of 
targeted killing, ii) its legality, iii) its legitimacy; 
 

2. How has the role of the military lawyer changed from World War One to the present 
day, and how does it change across and between the USAF, RAF and IAF?; 
  

3. What role has the military lawyer played, and does s/he continue to play in the 
transfer, mobility and mutability of targeted killing law and policy in the U.S., U.K., 
and Israel? Tentatively, this allows me to ask: how does (targeted killing) law travel; 
by and for whom does it travel, and with what effects?  

 
4. How do plural legal regimes – operational, domestic, and international – work in and 

through the practice of targeted killing, and what might this this tell us about the 
geo-legalities of transnationalism and sovereignty in the putative era of the 
‘everywhere war’ (Gregory 2011)? 

 

2. Background & conceptual framework 

2.1. Kil l ing in the warzone:  recal ibrat ing pol i t i ca l -his tor i ca l  geographies 
The efficacy, morality and legality of targeted killing have been fiercely contested in the 
military, academy, and the media. Understandably, it is the covert CIA strikes and specifically 
strikes outside of warzones - in places like Pakistan, Yemen and Somalia - which have been in 
the spotlight. The lack of transparency in these kinds of operations has raised suspicions on 
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multiple fronts: as such, disclosure and accountability have been framed as the deus ex machina 
to the problem of targeted killing (e.g. Alston 2011, c.f. Tahir 2012). Yet while our gaze has 
been fixed on the spaces outside of the warzone, it seems to have been forgotten that 
targeted killing also happens inside the warzone and has for a long time. In fact, recent 
statistics suggest that it is Afghanistan (and not Pakistan) that is the "epicentre of the drone 
war", and as Noam Shachtman detailed, in the closing months 2012, "the U.S. military is 
now launching more drone strikes — an average of 33 per month — than at any moment in 
the 11 years of the Afghan conflict." The uncoordinated - and likely unintended - effect of 
all this is that covert operations are, by virtue of their very covertness, deemed illegitimate 
while overt military operations, presumably because they are transparent, are secured as 
legitimate. My research aims squarely at problematising this schematic by focusing primarily 
on targeted killings inside the warzone: hence the focus on Iraq and Afghanistan and Gaza 
(Palestine).  
 
The proposed work foregrounds the last decade because it was during this period that a new 
approach toward targeted killing emerged. From 2000 it was no longer conducted in the 
shadows, but was brought to public attention with an explicit admission that this form of 
killing had become a matter of state policy. It is also over the last decade or so, and especially 
since the Second Intifada and the 9/11 terror attacks that the U.S. begins to approach 
targeted killing from a decidedly (one might even say predominantly) legalistic point of view, 
a move that – as Eyal Weizman (2011; 2012) has noted – is not without problems. As legal 
discourses proliferate, targeted killing is reduced to a technical-legal exercise, with the effect 
that other registers – political and ethical, for example – are marginalized.  
 
My aim is to trace the emergence of this late-modern approach to targeted killing, but also to 
historicise it. When Israel first officially admitted to conducting these operations in May 
2000, the U.S. spoke out against the use of targeted killing, but soon after 9/11 and for 
obvious reasons the discourse was completely reversed. In late 2001 the U.S. sent 
delegations to Israel in order to ‘learn lessons’ about how the Israeli military approached the 
joint problems of terrorism and international law (interview with Daniel Reisner – Feb 
2013). The U.S. learnt fast and with help from U.K. and NATO forces began its own policy 
of targeting known individuals in Afghanistan from 2001 and in Iraq from 2003. The same 
period also saw the expansion of killing suspected terrorists beyond the warzone, and what 
began with the assassination of al-Harithi (killed in Yemen by CIA/USAF in 2002) soon 
spread to Pakistan and Somalia. All of this, I realize, is very schematic and it will need to be 
excavated in depth if it is to have any meaning at all. But what distinguishes my study from 
the many accounts of what has been popularly dubbed ‘drone warfare’ is that I am interested 
also in how various legal, military and technological histories – grounded and aerial  – inform 
and animate contemporary targeted killing practice.  
 
My dissertation thus contains an important historical dimension that, I hope, will serve as a 
corrective to many of the ahistorical accounts which seem to suggest that drone warfare and 
targeted killing are radically new inventions (and which must be opposed precisely on the 
basis of their alleged novelty) (e.g. Sharky 2010, 2012; Cole el al 2010). Targeted killing, inside 
and outside of the warzone is not new; it has various precursors. Of course, a form of 
targeted killing was conducted from the air (in the form of strategic bombing in WWII and 
more 'precision' bombing in the First Gulf War and Kosovo etc.) long before armed drones 
were on the scene, and conventional aircraft, especially helicopters, continue to be used and 
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are often preferred over drones. This underscores an important point glossed over when we 
talk about drone warfare: very often drones do not do the killing, even if they are used in 
surveillance and reconnaissance. The first point then is that it isn’t’ only drones which ‘do’ 
the killing, but as important is the fact that ‘drone wars’ are not conducted by drones alone; 
their very flight (let alone their lethal potential) is enabled by, and is part of a complicated 
techno-cultural assemblage (See Gregory 2011). Moreover, forms of targeted killing (though 
they were never called that) have and continue to be conducted not from the air, but on the 
ground; long range marksmen in World War One setting precedents for the ‘sharpshooters’ of 
World War Two – who, in-turn, were professionalized during the second half of the Twenty-
First Century into modern sniper combat units which have recently made a resurgence in the 
conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq (Michaels 2012; Kyle 2012; Sexton 2012). 
 
The purpose of historicizing targeted killing is not, however, to write a comprehensive 
account of this method and its various inflections. Rather, through archival research and 
using secondary sources I visit key programs and policies that were significant in shaping the 
imaginary and practice of what I identify as a distinctly late-modern approach to targeted 
killing, indeed to targeting and killing in war. The aim is to trace an historical arc which 
shows how targeted killing has moved from the ground to the air – but also to complicate 
this narrative by demonstrating the interdependence of aerial and land-based killing 
operations. To borrow from Stephen Graham (2012), targeted killing has gotten ‘off the 
ground’, but the vertical axis that so characterizes the optics of the Predator and Reaper 
drone relies profoundly on the horizontal axes of grounded – though sometimes tragically 
unfounded – ‘intelligence’, information networks, tip-offs and localized ‘ground truths’.  
With the aim of being demonstrative rather than exhaustive I examine the following historical 
chapters: the First and Second World Wars, where long-range snipers and skilled marksmen 
were first deployed en masse (see Hesketh-Prichard 2004; Plaster 2008; Pegler 2001; the 
Vietnam War, and especially Operation Phoenix where assassination/targeted killing was 
first officially incorporated into U.S. war strategy as a matter of policy (Andrede 1990; Appy 
2004; Lanning 1998); the First Gulf War (where lawyers were used operationally for the first 
time) and the Iraq and Afghanistan wars (for reasons outlined above).  
 

2.2. Mili tary lawyers  
Each air/defense force has its own legal division (often called a legal Corps) and the role of 
military lawyers within these divisions is, inter alia, to give advice to military commanders on 
operational and international law. The task necessitates that military lawyers be present in the 
‘war room’ alongside military commanders, soldiers and drone pilots during the planning and 
often also the execution of targeted killing operations. Military lawyers are qualified legal 
experts, but they are also trained in military operational procedures, which mean that they 
also have expertise in matters of military importance, such as weapons technologies, ballistics 
and knowledge of the combat environment. Such expertise has made military lawyers very 
important assets to the USAF, RAF and IAF over the last decade. So important have they 
become that they personally review every pre-planned strike and have near full access to 
what is known as the ‘target bank’. There are several interesting points to make about the 
figure of the military lawyer, the first being her/his relationship to the military and, more 
specifically, to the military commander. The decision to strike – or not to strike – remains 
the sole preserve of the commander in charge of the operation, and yet the legal opinion 
given to the commander by the military lawyer carries so much weight that it has become 
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imprudent for the commander not to follow what is formally called ‘advice’, but what really 
amounts to a legal order. Military commanders require black and white answers and the 
lawyers help in the distillation of the so-called ‘gray areas’ (Feldman & Blau 2009). It is not 
difficult to imagine, therefore, that military lawyers have acquired the effective – if not formal – 
authority to decide whether or not a strike goes ahead. The military lawyer is therefore tied 
intimately to the fate of faraway Others. But (and this is the second point): the direct 
operational role of military lawyers is relatively new, emerging for the first time in the First 
Gulf War in 1991 and becoming standard practice in the new millennium. Military lawyers 
and their Corps are as old as the armies and air forces in my study, yet historically their work 
was much more mundane and bureaucratic, involving court-martials procedures, 
administrative and marital law (JAG Corps 1975; Keeva 1991; Gent 1999; Myrow (1996). 
 
The military lawyer undoubtedly fulfills an important function in targeted killing operations 
(Cohen 2011), but precisely what this role entails, and where responsibilities begin and end is 
not known. Also unexplored is the question of why, how and with what effects has the 
military lawyer come to inhabit this new ‘hands-on’ role at the seat of targeted killing 
operations. I know of only three studies that examine the work of the military lawyer (Cohen 
2011; Craig 2011; Dickenson 2010), but the first two are limited to the Israeli context and 
the latter to U.S. military operations that have little to do with targeting; furthermore, none 
of these studies approach the issue from a genealogical or comparative perspective.  

3. Methodology 
My study uses a mixed method approach that combines interviews, archival research, 
discourse analysis and attending specialist courses. This approach lends itself well to my 
particular study, not least because I want to emphasize the historical and contemporary 
dimensions of targeting.  Targeting and targeting law are at once textual, visual and corporeal 
and only by using these different methods will I be able to generate material that is as rich as 
the topic at hand. Because my study is multi-sited, and because the topic is also highly 
sensitive (and sometimes even secret), I have elected for a flexible methodology that will 
allow me to react to the specificities and constraints of each context. In places that are too 
dangerous to travel, for example, I rely on reports or accounts of those who are/were there, 
or where information is protected under national security considerations, I look to 
declassified or leaked documents, or talk to retired or former personnel. Another 
consideration with a study such as mine is that it can be painfully contemporary, by which I 
mean that events and debates move at such a fast pace. In this way, daily news and a vast 
electronic literature – ranging from blogs and social media to government statements and 
NGO reports – are vital sources that quickly become a kind of living archive unto 
themselves. Alongside the historical archival work outlined below, I will also therefore be 
drawing from and developing a series of up-to-date working files about each of my case 
studies. 
 
The military lawyer and other military and legal experts are the most important parts of my 
research and I will therefore be placing a lot of emphasis on conducting interviews. The 
primary focus is former and currently serving military lawyers in the legal corps of the 
USAF, IAF and RAF (known respectively as the Judge Advocate General Corps; Military 
Advocate General Corps and the Directorate of Legal Services). Over the next 12 months I 
will be travelling to Israel, the U.K. and the U.S., and to the headquarters of these Corps 
specifically, in order to carry out interviews in person. I have already carried out 
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approximately 15 interviews in Israel and have so far been able to gain access to the most 
relevant and important military lawyers (all of whom spoke on the record and agreed to be 
recorded). It turns out that these lawyers form relatively small, though impressively 
transnational epistemic communities, and Israeli lawyers have been instrumental in opening 
doors and directing me toward their best and the brightest counterparts in the USAF and 
RAF: the next stops on my research trip starting in summer 2013. Of particular importance 
will be my visit to the Judge Advocate General's Legal Centre & School (Charlottseville, 
VA), because apart from interviewing resident military-lawyers I will also be able to gain 
insight into how they are trained and schooled. I am currently pursuing the possibility of 
participating in some of the classes that would add a participant-observation element that 
could prove very fruitful in my endeavor to understand the sociality and embodied nature of 
the targeting apparatus.  
 
Interviewing only military lawyers, however, makes little sense and I have quickly realized 
that lawyers are but one, albeit important, part of a much broader targeting apparatus that 
involves and entrains a host of other subjects and specialists. Since the role of the military 
lawyer is to advise the military commander, it also makes sense to interview some of the 
commanders involved, at least formerly, in targeting operations. Additionally, and as one 
former U.S. military lawyer kindly pointed out to me, I probably cannot fully understand 
the relationships between the military lawyer and the commander until I first gets a good 
sense of the broader targeting process, which in turn will involve a familiarity with the work 
of targeteers (personnel who specialize in targeting analysis), and what and how they are 
taught. For this part of the research I am going (at the very least) to Maxwell Air Force Base 
(AL), first because it is a strategically important Combined Air and Space Operations Centre 
(CAOC), and second because it has an Air War College section where the most relevant 
courses on targeting are taught. (In the U.K. I am taking a more academically oriented 
course on targeting taught by the RAF’s most celebrated and renowned retired lawyer, 
William Boothby1.) My supervisor, Derek Gregory, and I are also in the process of applying 
for a visit to Al Udeid Air Base Qatar, a logistics, command, and basing hub for U.S. (and 
RAF) operations in Afghanistan and Iraq. The purpose of this visit, aside from interviews 
with currently-serving lawyers, commanders and targeteers would, in a sense, be to get as 
close to operations and the machinations of targeting as is possible without being embedded 
with the U.S. military in a forward operating base (FOB) in the warzone. We expect that we 
will be given access to non-sensitive sites where we will witness, in person, the physicality of 
the targeting apparatus, its technologies, divisions of labour and its personnel. 
 
Lastly, archival work will be especially useful for researching: a) the historical role of the 
military-lawyer and targeteer; b) the history of each of the three legal-corps and air forces in 
my study and; c) specific operations and programs within the wars that most interest me: 
sniping in the world wars; Operation Pheonix in Vietnam; the widespread deployment of 
lawyers in the First Gulf War. This research necessitates visits to the following archives 
(where digitized material has not been made available): a) the Centre for Legal and Military 
Operations (CLAMO) library at the U.S. Judge Advocate General's Legal Centre & School 
and the Centre for Air Power Studies (RAF, London) (the Israeli MAG has a small online 
archive available in English and more usefully I have gathered some secondary sources on 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Not incidentally Boothby served as head of the Directorate of Legal Services of the RAF for over thirty years, 
and saw operational service from the Falklands to Iraq and Afghanistan and most British wars between 



Craig	  Jones	   	   PGSG-‐DEA	  PhD	  Proposal	  	  

	  6	  

file); b) The USAF Library Information Program (D.C.); Royal Air Force Museum Library 
(London); and c) the National Security Archives at George Washington University Library 
(pre-45) and the National Archives at College Park, Maryland. I am currently in the process 
of contacting these libraries to ensure that they have the material most relevant to my study. 
 

4. Theoretical issues & relevance to political geography 

   4.1   Vert i ca l i ty ,  vo lume & geopol i t i c s   
My research is situated at the intersection of three broad but related bodies of literature: first, 
debates within political theory and political geography regarding the politics of the ‘vertical’ 
and the notion of ‘securing the volume’, second, debates within and outside political 
geography on the ontology and biopolitics of war, and third, post-colonial theories of 
colonialism and international law, including work on the war/law/space nexus. 
 
In a call for an understanding of what he called ‘the politics of verticality’, Eyal Weizman 
drew attention to the fact that we must grasp the fractured spaces of the West Bank as three-
dimensional, with tunnels, bridges, hilltops, and airspace central to understanding the 
conflict, as much as land, terrain, and walls (2002; 2007). Using Weizman’s work as well as 
the work of Virilio (2002) and Peters (1996), Graham (2004) put forward the idea of ‘vertical 
geopolitics’, a geopolitics which attends to the ‘geo’ not as a flat surface, but as a 
multidimensional and layered space that reaches high into the sky and deep into the 
substrate. More recently, Graham and Hewitt have called for an explicitly vertical sensibility 
to shape ongoing research, especially in urban geography (Graham & Hewitt 2012). Other 
geographers have taken the vertical into account in important ways (see Elden 2013 for an 
overview).  
 
This literature on the vertical connects in important ways to my present work and to the 
above discussion on how targeted killing has moved from a predominantly ground-based 
tactic to an aerial one (although each contains the other). I will trace this movement, which is 
both spatial and historical, to show that while flat ontologies of space certainly do not ‘get us 
off the ground’ (Graham 2013), we also have to be careful not to fetishize the extreme 
height of the vertical axis. ‘has moved from a predominantly ground-based tactic to an aerial 
one (although each contains the other This is linked, in important ways to Elden’s brilliant 
and recent intervention in the literature on verticality where he points out: “we all-too-often 
think of the spaces of geography as areas, not volumes. Territories are bordered, divided and 
demarcated, but not understood in terms of height and depth.” (2013: 1). Elden is critical of 
the fact that many geographers have either ‘looked up’ or else looked critically at those 
‘looking down from up there’, because, according to him it has meant that very few 
(Geographers) have looked beneath. His other point though, and the one that is more relevant 
here, is that we need to think more seriously about the multi-dimensionality of space and the 
links between those multiple planes within a volumetric space. This would mean attending to 
the ways in which the vertical is potentially also a steep horizontal plane, or, in other words, 
that each surface, plane and axis is constitutive of all of the others. Such ideas resonate in an 
analysis of targeted killing because even the most distant aerial killing (of which drones are 
an extreme form) involves a series of complex communication networks and connections 
between the ground and the air, between ‘here’ (at Creech Air Force Base, Nevada, or RAF 
Waddington, UK) and ‘there’ (in Afghanistan, Iraq or Palestine), and between ground crews, 
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local operational commanders and the pilot or sniper who pulls the trigger. These brief 
examples, I think, speak volumes. 
But it is Elden’s provocation that volume – both as an operator of power, and as a space of 
power - must be secured and constantly re-secured that makes the vertical and the volume so 
important to my own work. Unfortunately, he does not identify how volume is to be secured 
and by whom. It strikes me that if indeed it makes sense to talk about "securing the volume" 
then the active verb  - to secure - surely requires a consideration of (among other things) the 
legal dimensions of power and geopolitics, and specifically the operational dimensions of how 
things, people and power are secured. However, with some exceptions (see, for example, 
Jeffrey 2009; Dodds, 2010; Elden 2010), critical geopolitics has given scant attention to law, 
even though the persistent intersections of international law and politics would seem to 
underscore the need for what we might call a “critical legal geopolitics.” I am not sure, 
however, that we can grasp the geopolitics of war - or targeted killing - without analyzing 
their constitutive legal dimensions, or what Michael Smith (2012) has called the ‘geolegalities’ 
of war.  
 
Operations law is a subset of military law and intersects with its other components—military 
justice, for example, and military administration—but it also blurs the boundary between 
national and international law (or at least, national interpretations of international law).  Its 
hybrid content reflects the multi-faceted nature of contemporary military operations, but 
also the intersections of geolegality with geopolitics (status of forces agreements, counter-
terrorism, security assistance). The key point is that geolegality, and specifically operational 
law, plays a crucial - and under-examined - role in the practice of war and its perpetuation by 
other (geo)political means. Applying this directly to targeted killing, the practice of legal 
advice never happens in the realm of the abstract, at the level, for example of ‘constitutional’ 
or ‘international’ law: it is operational decisions that matter, and therefore it is ‘standard 
operating procedures’ and operational law that come to matter. Targets, and the volumetric 
space of the target matrix are secured on the ground through specific, detailed and intricate 
operational legal consideration by the military lawyer and the commander s/he advises. 

     4.2.     Biopolitics & war 
Late modern war is wired to a series of simultaneously economic, social and political 
transformations, but according to a certain French philosopher it is also invested in 
something that he called 'biopolitics'. In a course of lectures given in 1976, Michael Foucault 
outlined the emergence, in the 18th Century, of a form of power and politics identifiable as 
'biopower' and 'biopolitics'. Biopolitics, according to Foucault, is that which "deals with the 
population, with the population as political problem, as a problem that is at once scientific 
and political, as a biological problem and as power's problem" (Foucault 2003: 245). 
Biopower, therefore, is a form of power concerned with life. This theory of biopower is very 
important to understanding the workings of war and violence today, because it shows us that 
war is not always and only about death and killing, but also concerns 'life' and the living as 
well. Foucault prompts us to look for war in places we might not traditionally expect it, at 
the very centre of our most cherished institutes of 'peace', for example. A telling example of 
war-as-biopolitics today might be targeted killing; a war conducted upon one group 
(terrorists) to save another (the West). Targeted killing may be thought of as a lethal power - 
'making die' - but it also involves a process Foucault called 'making live'.  
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Foucault's (2003) claim that war has become the pervasive backdrop against which society 
and life is constituted was no doubt prescient. The biopolitical dimensions of society that he 
outlined were revealed with unusual clarity in the U.S.-led war on terror.  Brad Evans has 
even gone so far as to claim that we are witnessing a Foucauldian "renaissance" (Evans 2010: 
413), where his ideas are perhaps more salient than ever before. Scholars from various 
disciplines have adopted Foucault's notions of biopower and biopolitics, using them to 
examine a broad range of questions and topics including: war (Butler 2006, 2009; Gregory 
2008, 2011), liberalism (Dillon and Reid 2009; Evans 2011), exception and emergency 
(Agamben 1999, 2005; Bakker et al 2005 ) security and securitisation (Dillon 2008; Neocleous 
2008; de Goede 2008), occupation (Ophir et al 2009; Gordon 2008), environmental change 
(Dalby 2010; Grove 2010; Cupples 2012) and development (Duffield 2008, 2007; Gidwani 
2008). Little doubt then, that Foucault's concepts of biopower and biopolitics have travelled 
far, but what interests me in my dissertation is how the concept has travelled specifically in 
relation to war, and secondly how much purchase it has in analysing and describing 
contemporary war.  
 
I consider the Political Science 'liberal war' literature and especially Dillon & Reid's (2009) 
canonical book, 'The liberal way of war: killing to make life live'. This body of work extends 
Foucault' ideas on war-as-biopolitics into the present, and applies them to liberal societies 
(something which Foucault did not do). While productive and illuminating, the liberal war 
literature tends to present war in problematic ways. It's main proponents never really define 
war, and consequently, war appears throughout their work as something abstract in that it is 
unqualified historically and geographically. As a result, war appears disembodied, and it were as 
if war itself were merely a technical exercise devoid of human planning, participation and 
suffering. Finally, in focusing on ambiguous concepts of war - 'permanent war'; 'total war' 
and 'liberal war' - the actual practice of warfare - how the thing is conducted - seems to disappear. 
When we put these observations together, we are left with a remarkably 'clean' account of 
war. This happens, I think, because the liberal war literature never seems to touch the messy 
geographies and materialities that war necessarily entails; something my dissertation hopes 
very much to do.  
 
By engaging with the concept of biopolitics and the liberal war literature, I seek to better 
explain the life-death function of targeted killing in a way that emphasises the embodied 
nature of the ways in which war is practiced. By paying attention to specific actors - lawyers, 
targeteers and commanders - and through conceptualising these actors as existing within a 
complex techno-cultural assemblage, I believe that the targeting kill-chain is one way in 
which the liberal war thesis can be grounded and thus more fully explored. Of course, any 
conclusions at this point would be premature but at this stage I am convinced that the 
intricacies of targeting and targeting law will be a useful site for thinking through and 
refining the relevance of biopolitics in late modern war.  
 

   4.3.    Postco lonial  theory & internat ional law 
Geographers who are interested in questions of war and violence (e.g. Gregory & Pred 2006) 
have paid very little attention to the legal dimensions of conflict. Legal geographers who 
maintain a focus on the law have - somewhat surprisingly, I think - neglected the specifically 
international dimension of law (c.f. Gregory 2006; Reid-Henry 2006; Elden 2009; Barkan 
2011). Meanwhile, lawyers and legal scholars who are well versed in all of the relevant legal 
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dimensions of war and targeted killing, have failed to grasp the geographies and histories 
which animate the changing character of war and law (c.f. Strachan & Scheipers 2011). Legal 
scholars have written whole monographs on targeting, but they tend to be formalistic and 
doctrinal, leaving little room for the analysis of the role of space and power in the formation 
and development of targeting law (see for example Boothby 2012). My thesis aims at 
bridging the disciplinary divide between International Law and Geography, while also 
serving as a clarion call within Geography to think more seriously about the relationship 
between war and (international) law. This thread is not so much a genealogy of the 
international law of war (not least because compelling accounts have already been written: 
see e.g. Kinsella 2011). Rather, I aim to reconstruct a specific genealogy of targeting as it 
relates to, and comes into contact with the embodied and shifting spaces of war and law.   
 
I intend to forward and develop a theory of targeting which re-centers post-colonial critiques 
of international law while also being attentive to the multiple spaces in and through which 
war is fought. A direct line of lineage, I contend, can be traced from the origins of 
international law through to the targeting practices and protocols used by advanced militaries 
today. Gregory (2011) has already shown how the view from the drone re-enacts and re-
inscribes a classic colonial gesture: the scopic regime of the drone is part of a "techno-cultural 
system that renders ‘our’ space familiar" while rendering ‘their’ space "obdurately Other". At 
a very different scale, Rey Chow (2006) has written about what she calls "the age of the 
world target" where she traces a distinctly American imaginary which has been fixed on the 
apprehension of the entire world as a series of targets and targetings. But what I would like 
to do is emphasise the asymmetries inscribed not only within international (targeting) law, 
but between those who have the power to target ‘precisely’ and those who do not. I intent to 
draw upon, but also go further than the brilliant work of Marshall J. Beier (2006) in 
deconstructing the rhetoric of the revolution in military affairs (RMA) and the move toward 
precision weapons. It is not only the case that the discourse of smart wars helps to 'clean' the 
American military imaginary (Gregory 2010): it also produces the opposite effect in what is 
deemed very much an oppositional space, i.e. their space. But the novel thing that I would like to 
point toward is the fact that in its failure to account for the asymmetric power relations that 
all war entails (but particularly late-modern wars), international law ends up reiterating and in 
no small way legitimising the lie that the "western way of war" (Shaw 2005) is the right way of 
war. The very act and practice of targeting, I suggest, is a profoundly colonial gesture and 
when we consider the optical technologies available (mainly and predominantly) to the most 
powerful, the practice of targeting and its inscriptions in law take on an especially potent late-
modern form.  

5. Budget 

This award would make a valuable and appreciated contribution toward the U.K. component 
of my fieldwork, having already gained some financial support for my research in Israel and 
the U.S. The funds would be used toward air-travel to the U.K. in September 2013, where I 
will be spending two to three months conducing research in London and other Royal Air 
Force bases throughout the England & Wales. Estimated cost of return air-fare, based on 
the cheapest airline (Air Transat) is approximately $1200, so all of the award would be used 
against this flight.  
 
This work on the vertical and the volumetric connects in important ways to my own work 
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on targeted killing in the warzone. Flat ontologies make no sense if we are to apprehend the 
multiple and volumetric spaces of war, but perhaps more important is that a horizontal 
geopolitics will always miss the conversations that take place between the air, the surface and 
the substrate. This is not simply about ‘looking up’ or ‘looking down’ though, it is about 
attending to the ways in which the up, down, and across are constituted by and constitute a 
single space. This has an historical dimension with regards to targeted killing because it has 
moved from a predominantly ground-based tactic to an aerial one (although each contains 
the other). But it also has a contemporary dimension which links the command of the air 
with the truths of the ground. Even the most distant aerial killing (of which drones are an 
extreme form) involves a series of complex communication networks and connections 
between the ground and the air, between ‘here’ (at Creech Air Force Base, Nevada, or RAF 
Waddington, UK) and ‘there’ (in Afghanistan, Iraq or Palestine), and between ground crews, 
local operational commanders and the pilot or sniper who pulls the trigger. These brief 
examples, I think, speak volumes. 
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