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Of Drones and the 
Environmental Crisis  
in the Year of 2020 

Teresa Castro

As coronavirus lockdowns left the world’s cities 
deserted, drone footage of empty towns made its 
appearance on video-sharing platforms. Across the 
globe, observers insisted on the melancholic feelings 
that such “post-apocalyptic” images aroused. This 
essay proposes to read these images against the back-
ground of our current ecological crisis, highlighting 
their connections to drone footage of anti-racist pro-
tests and to footage of wild animals taking over lock-
down cities around the world. Attention will be drawn 
to their problematic aestheticization of politics, in 
particular when it comes to ecological thinking.

 
AsIwritethistext,inJune2020,GeorgeFloyd’sbodyhasjustbeenputtorest.
Acrosstheglobe,peoplehavetakentothestreets,protestingagainstracial
discrimination and toppling statues of slave traders and colonialist rulers. 
Inmid-March,whentheworldwasprogressivelybroughttoastandstillby
abewilderingpandemic,itwashardtoimaginethattheyear2020would
be remembered for anything else than Covid-19,acunningvirusstrainthat
spilled over from bats to humans and is still taking lives. But our current and 
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elusive enemy has brutally exposed a world fraught with economic and racial 
inequalities. 

What do anti-racist protests have to do with coronavirus drone footage? 
Ibringthemupfortworeasons.First,becausethistextisanimmediate
reactiontothepoliticalquestionsraisedbysuchfootage,andassuch,a
response deeply embedded in the present moment. We’ve had little time 
toreflectonthemassiveamountofimagesinspiredbytheoutbreak.Ifthe
history of aerial imagery can help us to better grasp some of the issues at 
stake,someoftheseproblemsstrikemeasintimatelyrelatedtothenature
ofourtimes.Inthissense,thepowerfulGeorgeFloydproteststhatweare
witnessing are part of the equation: they’re all the more relevant as enormous 
crowdsfilledthestreets,shortlyafterviruslockdownsacrossallcontinents
leftthemdeserted.Againsttherisingspecterofsurveillancesocieties,drone
flyoversofsuchmassivedemonstrations—andthisismysecondpoint—have
become inseparable from aerial views of cities transformed into ghost towns. 
TheuncanninessofLosAngeles’seerilyquietstreets,shotonMarch20th,
appears even more staggering when compared to the extraordinary images 
ofHollywoodBoulevardswarmingwithprotestersonJune8th(fig.1).1 My dis-
cussion of coronavirus drone footage will keep these images in mind—as it will 
summonverydifferentpicturesmadeduringthepandemic,suchasfootage
of wild animals taking over lockdown cities around the world. By juxtaposing 
theseapparentlydisparateelements,Iwishtohighlighttheirunderground
connection.Ontheonehand,theyallevokethepolicingandmonitoringof
humanandnon-humanbodies,aswellasthebeliefthatsomelivesaremore
valuablethanothers.Ontheotherhand,theyrefertoaproblematic“aes-
theticizationofpolitics,”inparticularwhenitcomestoecologicalthinking.

[Figure1a–b]LosAngelesonMarch20th and Los Angeles on June 8th, 2020. 

1 Seehttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O51LOuQzROI,postedbyThe Washington Post 
onYouTubeonMarch20th,aswellasRonKurokawa’sviraldronefootage,documenting
amarchorganizedbyBlackLivesMatterBLD,PWRandlocalLArapperYG :https://www.
instagram.com/p/CBKLOkAhGEV/,postedonInstagramonJune8th.AllaccessedJune11,
2020.

https://www.instagram.com/p/CBKLOkAhGEV/
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Coronavirus Drone Footage
“Uncanniness”isagoodstartingpoint.Asdronefootageofunusuallydes-
olatecitiespoppeduponvideo-sharingplatforms,thewords“awe-inspiring”
and“post-apocalyptic”cameupalmostimmediately.InearlyFebruary,an
evocativeassemblageofdronesequencescapturedinthecityofWuhan,then
understrictlockdown,waswidelyrelayed.2Somequalifieditas“haunting,”
mentioning“scenesreminiscentofapost-apocalypticmovie”(O’Brian2020);
othersevokeda“spectralsituation”(Anonymous2020).Asthepandemic
spreadtomorethan200countriesandaerialfootageofothercitiesunder
lockdownwasbroadlycirculated,observersinsistedonthe“eeriebeauty”
ofsuchoncefamiliarandnow“ghostlytowns,”aswellasonthemelancholic
feelings they aroused. 

As vehicles that have access to humanly impossible movements and points of 
view,dronesareuncannybynature.Soaretheimagestheyproduce:Harun
Farocki’sexpression,“subjectivephantomimages,”evokessuchuncanniness
well(Farocki2004).Policesurveillancedronesgeneratedmuchofthisfootage,
destinedfirstandforemostforhumansandmachinestomonitorandthere-
fore inseparable from disciplinary power structures.3 Despite this (whether 
shotbythepolice,civiliansormajornewsorganizations,coronavirusdrone
footageisstronglyembeddedinthesurveillancesociety),suchpictures
cannotbedescribedasfully“operative,”thatis,asimagesmadebymachines
formachines,“neithertoentertainnortoinform”(Farocki2004,17).While
illustratinganiterationoflogisticalimages,coronavirusdronefootagedoesn’t
totallyexcludethehumaneye.Itshorizonmightbefullautomation,but
humanintermediariesarestillpresent.Moreover,astheyenterthemaelstrom
ofvisualculture,suchimagesescapetheirpurelyinstrumentaldestinyand
becomeaestheticobjectsofferedtothecontemplationoftheiranxious,con-
finedspectators.Dronefootageofcitiesunderlockdownevokesthelonger
historyofurbancinematicviews(Castro2017).Thefeelingofflight,aswell
astheextraordinarymobilityoftheirpointofview,was(andis)asimportant

2 TheNewYorkTimes.2020.“DroneFootageshowsWuhanunderlockdown.”The New 
York Times,February4.AccessedJune11,2020.https://www.nytimes.com/video/world/
asia/100000006960506/wuhan-coronavirus-drone.html. The footage was shot by a 
Chinese photojournalist and edited by The New York Times.

3 See,forinstance,https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bpe-ARGSi-w (drone and time-
lapsefootageofParisbeforeandunderlockdown,puttogetherbytheFrenchpolice
andpostedonlineonMarch28th2020,accessedJune112020)andhttps://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=ND1EIf7s2d4 (drone footage from the Barcelona lockdown shot by the 
Catalonian“Mossosdeesquadra,”postedonlineofApril20,2020,accessedJune11,
2020).Iwillnotaddressotherfeaturesoftheseso-called“pandemicdrones”inthis
essay,which,beyondmonitoringsocialdistanceandquarantinedindividuals,claimto
remotelypickuptheheartrateandtemperatureofpeople,ortoknowifthey’rewearing
amask.Notealsothattalkingdronesequippedwithspeakerswereusedindifferent
countriesduringlockdown,fromChinatoPortugal.

https://www.nytimes.com/video/world/asia/100000006960506/wuhan-coronavirus-drone.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ND1EIf7s2d4
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as the enjoyment experienced in observing the city from an unusual point of 
view. The pleasure inherent to coronavirus drone footage equally lies in this 
oscillationbetweenvisualandkinaestheticperception,referringtocultural
practices of looking that go beyond the military expediency of drones.4  

Likesomeoftheseearlierviews,coronavirusdronefootagehasastrong
affectivedimension.Evensequencesdocumentingdesertedtouristhot-
spots,invitingtheirviewerstoexperienceentertainingvirtualtoursfromthe
safetyoftheirhomes,seemshroudedinanelegiacveil,oftenreinforcedby
atmospheric soundtracks.5 A clip entitled The Silence of Rome is absolutely 
exemplary.6Whilethevideo’saestheticsperfectlyillustratesthecorporate,
promotionallookinwhichitsmakerspecializes,theambientsoundtrack
encourages contemplation.7Inoneofthefirstpiecesoncoronavirusdrone
footage,PatriciaZimmermanandCarenKaplanhavepointedoutthe
melancholic,almostmournfulnostalgia,ofsuchaerialimages(Kaplanand
Zimmermann2020). Despitetheirinnocuousappearance,suchreactionsare
deeplypolitical.AsZimmermanobserves,“theaffectiveresponse…seemslike
a form of romanticism available only to the privileged with time to meditate on 
emptinessandrevelinit”(KaplanandZimmerman2020).Indeed,coronavirus
dronefootageillustratesinmanywaysaworryingaestheticizationofpolitics,
and not only because it primarily speaks to the world’s privileged.

4 Inadditiontothis,itshouldbepointedoutthatdespiteitsmilitaryorigins,drone
technology is sometimes used in order to undermine the same power regime that 
producedthem.See,forinstance,thewayinwhichtheNoDakotaAccessPipeline
movement used drones in order to monitor police activities. See https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=uXWw0y44xaM(postedonYouTubeDecember2,2016).

5 See,amongcountlessexamples,dronefootageofquarantinedSanFrancisco,https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=yQky8qARcwc(postedonYouTubeApril2,2020),Chicago
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-8Ia03Ve1fc(postedonYouTubeApril11th2020),
Florencehttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zTJvE7BIZTo(postedonYouTubeMarch28,
2020)orLisbonhttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VSsarnHMXbA(postedonYouTube
April3,2020).AllaccessedJune11,2020.TheplatformAirvūz,“thepremiereonlinevideo
sharingcommunityfortheemergingDroneAge,”compilesalargenumberofdronelock-
downfootageshotall-overtheworld(seehttps://www.airvuz.com/).DroneDJ,awebsite
specializedinthedroneindustry,alsomadecompilationsofcoronavirusdronefootage.
Seehttps://dronedj.com/2020/04/01/ultimate-coronavirus-drone-footage-roundup-usa-
china-italy-spain-and-more/(postedonApril1st2020,accessedJune11,2020).

6 ThevideowasshotbyshotbyacertainLuigiPalumbo,aprofessionaldroneoperator.
SeeIlSilenziodiRoma,postedbyInvidiosrl,April7,2020.AccessedJune11,2020.https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=kFGZKUxJwkM.  

7 Someoftheviewers’responses,leftonthecommentssection,areworthquoting:
“beautifulandsad”or“wonderfulandtrulymovingvideoclip,poeticallybeautifulRome,
woundedintheheartbythesirensintheirsadsilence,inordertorescuelivesfromthe
virus”(“Stupendovideoclipdavverocommovente,Romapoeticamentemeravigliosa,
feritaalcuoredallesirenenelsuotristesilenzio,perstrapparevitealvirus”).Onthe
author’sInstagramaccount,anaerialphotographofVictorEmmanuelIIMonumentis
accompaniedbythecommentmalatemporacurrunt(“badtimesareuponus”).See
https://www.instagram.com/p/CBIMIZQh8TU/,postedJune8,2020.AccessedJune11,
2020.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uXWw0y44xaM
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Drones and the Aestheticization of  
Ecological Politics

Theexpression“aestheticizationofpolitics”wasfirstusedbyWalterBenjamin
inordertoaddressfascism’s“glorificationofwar”(Benjamin2008,41).Sieg-
friedKracauer’sdiscussionofthemassornament(andaerialviews),illustrates
well what the aestheticization of political life meant during those gloomy inter-
waryears(Kracauer1995;Castro2013).Iwillusethisideainadifferentway.
Itseemstomethatthepleasurableandaffectivedimensionsofcoronavirus
dronefootage—theirinherentlyaestheticfeatures—induce,inthepublic
sphere,aworryingvictoryofspectacleovercriticism.Thisisparticularly
evident when it comes to ecological thought—an aspect otherwise dis-
regarded by discussions on the automation of vision. As a human-made crisis 
(notbecausetheviruswasfabricatedinalab,butbecauseitsspill-overwas
drivenbyhumanactivities),thecurrentpandemiclinksexplicitlytoecology
andtoourtroubledrelationshipwiththe“natural”world.Asgovernments
imposedmoreorlessstrictsocialdistancingregulations,commentatorswere
quicktosuggestthatthiswasthefirstmajorcrisisoftheAnthropocene(Tooze
2020).Discussionsonthepositiveandnegativeenvironmentaloutcomesof
the outbreak thrived: the most optimistic anticipated a new era of ecological 
consciousness.Assatelliteimagesrevealedsignificantdropsinairpollution
acrosstheplanet,dronefootageofemptiedcitiescametoembody,forsome,
whattheworldwouldlooklikewithouthumans—or,atleast,withconsid-
erably fewer humans. Images (many of them fake) of wild animals returning to 
human-desertedmetropoliseswerewidelyshared(fig.2).8 In the UK and some 
partsofEurope,falseExtinctionRebellion(XR)stickersproclaimed:“Corona
isthecure,humansarethedisease”(fig.3).XRquicklydismissedthem:they
werethecreationoffar-rightactivists,whonotonlywishedtodiscreditthe
group,buttopromote“eco-fascism”(Manavis2020).

8 See,amongothers,“CoronavirusOutbreak:AnimalsTaketoStreetsamongLockdown,”
posted by India TodayonYouTube,April10,2020.AccessedJune11,2020.https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=_DSLP95CR2k;and“6ThingsthatprovethattheEarthisHealing,”
postedonYouTubebyCurlyTales,March23,2020.AccessedJune11,2020.https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=R3M908TJG9M. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_DSLP95CR2k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R3M908TJG9M
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[Figure2]TwoducksinfrontoftherestaurantTourd’Argent,Paris.Photographpostedon

Twitterby@sisyphe007onMarch31,2020.

[Figure3]FalseExtinctionRebellionsticker:“Coronaisthecure,humansarethedisease.”

Inwhatfeelslikealongtimeago,inthefar-awaygalaxyofourpre-pandemic
world,self-proclaimedeco-fascistsmurderedasignificantnumberofpeople
inElPasoandChristchurch(Darby2019).Eco-fascismcertainlyprecedesthe
outbreak(Gardiner2020).Butasdronefootageofemptiedcitiessuggested
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that the world had turned into a nuclear-disaster exclusion zone where 
“nature”wasregainingitsrights,eco-fascistsseizedtheoccasion.Theircredo:
to preserve the planet over certainlives,inparticularblack,indigenousand
otherminorityethniclives.Theveryideathat“humansarethevirus”—a
memetweetedandrelayedcountlesstimesduringlockdown,andsomewhat
inseparable from drone footage and satellite images—is inherently problem-
atic.Whilehumanactivitiesarecertainlybehindtheenvironmentalcrisis,
thegenocidalviewaccordingtowhichCOVID-19istheplanet’sanswertothe
“humanvirus”isuntenable.Inpracticalterms,thosebeing“sacrificed”arethe
frailestintermsofhealth,age,andeconomicposition:thepoor,thehomeless,
theincarcerated,thedisplaced,themarginalized,etc.Ifdronefootage
ofemptiedcitiesand“cute”imagesofwildanimalsexploringtheworld’s
metropolisesservethe“humansarethevirus”credo,environmentalpoliticsis
neutralized (if not aestheticized): the real reasons behind our current crisis are 
notaddressed,theybecomeaspectacle.

The link between racial justice and the environmental crisis must be 
acknowledged. Racial (and gender) inequality and environmental destruction 
gohandinhand(Ferdinand2019).Inthiscontext,thehumanandnon-human
bodies absent or present in drone footage of lockdown (and post-lockdown) 
citiesaresignificant.Whiletherealimpactofthecrisisonenvironmental
consciousnessstillneedstobeseen,thepandemicfeelslikeanoccasionto 
land on Earth(Latour2018and2020).9 According to French sociologist Bruno 
Latour,themodernprojecthasbeen“inflight,”detachedfromthesoil,plants,
animals,life.Butwecannotescapetheecologicalurgencyanymore:thereality
of anthropogenic climate change is making the planet uninhabitable and 
now begs for a terrestrial politics. Latour’s argument appears as particularly 
relevant for a discussion on aerial imagery: if the disjunction between the 
world we live in and the world we live from is at the heart of our current 
environmentalcrisis,pointsofviewmatter.Inotherwords,fromwheredo
weseetheworld?Inthiscontext,themappingandsurveyingoftheplanet
from an aerial perspective undoubtedly contributed to our remoteness from 
it. Beyond the general feeling of mastery and control over space that maps 
procure,cartographyhasplayed(andstillplays)adecisiveroleintheprocess
of extracting natural resources from the Earth. Maps have helped to trans-
form“nature”intoanentitytobemasteredandexploited.Transitioningfrom
whatwecouldcallacartographictoanecologicalreasonmeans,amongother
things,adjustingourstandpointstomoresmall-scaleandnon-objectifying
pointsofview,imaginingcounter-mappings.Inordertotrulyinhabitthe

9 InadditiontoBrunoLatour’sideathatpoliticsshouldberedefinedaswhatleads
towardstheEarth(andnottheglobalorthenational—the“ethnonational”accordingto
eco-fascism),“landing”shouldpotentiallybeawaytothinkaboutthenecessaryarticu-
lationbetweena“cartographic”andan“ecological”reason.Formoreorlessobvious
reasons,aerialviewsplayanimportantroleinthisconundrum.
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planetandtomakeitaworldworthlivingin,weneedtotackleitsproblems.
Asfarasenvironmentalpoliticsisconcerned,solongdronehoveringand
detached views: we need to put our feet back on Earth.
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