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LEGITIMATE TARGETS OF ATTACKS
UNDER INTERNATIONAL HUMANITARIAN LAW
By Marco Sassòli1
I. The basic principle of distinction
According to an uncontroversial principle of customary international humanitarian law
(IHL), parties to an armed conflict must distinguish between the civilian population and
combatants and between civilian objects and military objectives. In order to spare
civilians and the civilian population from hostilities and their effects, it is essential to
define who and what may be attacked. The first rule regarding attacks (by acts of
violence2) is that the intended target must be a military objective. Once a military
objective is the target, under additional rules, which are not discussed here, the attack
may nevertheless become illegal if excessive collateral damage affecting civilians or
civilian objects must be expected. Furthermore, even when attacking a lawful target,
precautionary measures to spare civilians have to be taken.
While the main aim of the law is to protect persons, it is appropriate to discuss first what
objects may be attacked. This permits to clarify the criteria, which make targets
legitimate. In addition, attacks on objects involve the greatest danger for persons who are
beyond any doubt civilians.
II. Objects which may be targeted
1. The definition of military objectives
With the historical shift from the prohibition of attacks on undefended towns and villages
(Cf. Art. 25 of the Hague Regulations) as the focus of the law on the conduct of
1
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hostilities to the rule that only military objectives may be attacked, the need to define the
latter has become imperative. The principle of distinction is practically worthless without
a definition of at least one of the categories between which the attacker has to distinguish.
From the point of view of the philosophy of IHL it would have been more satisfactory to
define civilian objects. However, as it is not due to its intrinsic character, but according to
its use by the enemy or potential use for the attacker that an object becomes a military
objective, military objectives had to be defined. Indeed, every object other than those
benefiting from special protection3 may become a legitimate object of attack. For this
same reason it has neither been possible to formulate an exhaustive list of military
objectives, although such a list would have greatly simplified the rule’s practical
implementation. Most definitions are therefore abstract but provide a list of examples.
Protocol I provides a definition (Cf. Art. 52 (2) of Protocol I) with an open list of
examples of civilian objects which are presumed not to be military objectives (Cf. Art. 52
(3) of Protocol I).
Only a material, tangible thing can be a target.4 Immaterial objectives, e.g. victory,
cannot be attacked, but only achieved. Article 52 (2) of Protocol I provides for a
definition of military objectives which is considered as reflecting customary international
law, including by the U.S. which opposes Protocol I for other reasons.5 Under that
definition, an object must cumulatively fulfil two criteria to be a military objective. First,
the object has to contribute effectively to the military action of the enemy. This is
3
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exemplified by an object’s "nature, location, purpose or use", which clarifies that not only
objects of a military nature are military objectives. Second, its destruction, capture, or
neutralization has to offer a definite military advantage for the other side. Characterizing
the contribution as "effective" and the advantage as "definite", as stipulated in article 52
(2) of Protocol I, the drafters tried to avoid too large an interpretation of what constitutes
a military objective, in effect excluding indirect contributions and possible advantages.
Without this restriction, the limitation to "military" objectives could be too easily
undermined. Both criteria must be fulfilled "in the circumstances ruling at the time":
Without this limitation to the actual situation at hand, the principle of distinction would
be void, as every object could in abstracto, under possible future developments, e.g., if
used by enemy troops, become a military objective. Several States have clarified, when
ratifying Protocol I, their understanding that a specific area of land may be a military
objective if its total or partial destruction, capture or neutralisation in the circumstances
ruling at the time offers a definite military advantage. According to additional
declarations of understanding, the military advantage anticipated from an attack is
intended to refer to the advantage anticipated from the attack considered as a whole and
not only from isolated or particular parts of the attack. An attack as a whole must
however be a finite event, not to be confused with the entire war.6
2. The rationale behind the limitation of attacks to military objectives
The rule that only military objectives may be attacked is based on the principle that,
while the aim of a conflict is to prevail politically, acts of violence for that purpose may
only aim at overcoming the military forces of the enemy (Cf. Preambular para. 2 of the
Declaration of St. Petersburg of 1868). Acts of violence against persons or objects of
political, economic or psychological importance may sometimes be more efficient to
overcome the enemy, but are never necessary, because every enemy can be overcome by
weakening sufficiently its military forces. Once its military forces are neutralized, even
the politically, psychologically or economically strongest enemy can no longer resist.
3. Would attacks on non-military objectives not be more effective in contemporary armed
conflicts?
Particularly in contemporary conflicts, some question the philosophy behind the
limitation to military objectives, pointing out that the aim of the conflict is the
capitulation of a (dictatorial) government or modifying its decisions. It is true that the aim
of every armed conflict is to defeat the enemy’s will. Acquiring a non-military advantage
over the enemy can more effectively accomplish that aim.7 Under the widely used theory
of “effects based targeting”, the desired aim will result from the effects of attacking
specific links, nodes or objects.8 In our view, this theory does not necessarily imply that
6
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this desired aim may go beyond the weakening of the military forces of the enemy or that
the physical effects must go beyond the military. It is true that if the enemy is seen as a
system, attacks upon certain targets, which politically, financially or psychologically
sustain an enemy regime, may have a greater impact, than attacks that affect military
operations.9 In many countries the centre of gravity is not in the armed forces. To aim at
an impact on persons other than the armed forces may appear particularly indicated if
those attacking are not prepared to occupy the enemy country, if there is no fighting on
land. In such a situation, aerial bombardment may “run out of military targets”, while the
enemy government is not yet ready to give in.10
During the Kosovo air campaign NATO listed government ministries among the
legitimate military objectives, independently of their contribution to military action.11
The attack against the Belgrade radio and TV station was justified by some claiming that
the transmitters were integrated into the military communications network,12 while
others, including official NATO statements mentioned generically the media among the
legitimate objectives of attacks.13 The latter interpretation inherently challenged the
concept of military objectives. It was pointed out that the targets were an essential part of
the propaganda machinery of the regime.14 Others suggest that at the least, media inciting
to commit war crimes or other international crimes are legitimate targets.15 They however
do not explain why objects contributing to violations of ius in bello (the humanitarian
rules to be respected in warfare) should be treated more harshly that objects contributing
to violations of ius ad bellum (the rules on the legality of the use of force). Proponents of
some contemporary strategic theories go as far as suggesting that the civilian support for
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the enemy war effort is a legitimate objective of attacks.16 Others seem to consider
everything used to prolong the war as a military objective.17 It may furthermore be
argued that the limitation to military objectives obliges belligerents to give hypocritical
justifications for their attacks.18 When they interrupt the power supply to show the
civilian population that it will live in the dark as long as it does not get rid of a regime,
they have to claim that the power stations also produce power for the military. When they
attack a radio station because it maintains the morale of the population, they have to
claim that the station also serves as a military communications relay station. When they
attack factories belonging to a decision-maker to show him that he too will be personally
affected if he does not give in, they have to claim that cigarette factories support the
military effort.
First, however, according to the basic distinction and absolute separation between ius ad
bellum and ius in bello, the rules applying to those fighting for a just cause and to their
enemies must be the same. From a practical point of view, the respect of IHL could
otherwise not be obtained, as, at least between the belligerents, it is always controversial
which belligerent is resorting to force in conformity with the ius ad bellum and which
violates the ius contra bellum. From a humanitarian point of view, the victims of the
conflict on both sides need the same protection, and they are not necessarily responsible
for the violation of the ius ad bellum committed by "their" party. Second, for similar
reasons, the same rules must apply in fighting dictatorial and democratic regimes. Third,
the experience of the Second World War has shown that extensive aerial bombardment
affecting the civilian population did not succeed in undermining neither popular support
to the regime nor in sufficiently disrupting the economy. In addition, it has been argued
that targeting infrastructure benefiting also to the civilian population in the Federal
Republic of Yugoslavia and Iraq has increased rather than decreased popular support for
Presidents Milosevic and Saddam Hussein in their respective countries. Fourth and most
importantly, no one has come forward with criteria, other than the direct contribution to
military action, which could guarantee a minimum of humanity in an armed conflict and
yet be assessed objectively and applied independently of the causes attributed to the
parties and the nature of the regimes involved. The Commentary to the German military
manual in our view correctly concludes: "If the intention directly to influence the enemy
population’s determination to fight were recognized as a legitimate objective for military
force, then no limit to warfare would remain."19
The aforementioned objections must also be raised against the government’s
determination to fight as the decisive criteria. It is in addition difficult to determine what
16
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influences a government. Experts and officials admit, e.g., that they ignore what made
President Milosevic finally accept NATO’s demands.20
4. When is a target still military?
Under Protocol I, a target is military if it makes an effective contribution to military
action. Some commentators argue that this does not imply the need for a target’s direct
connection with specific combat operations.21 A military manual substitutes "warfighting or war-sustaining capability" for military action and includes targets that
“indirectly but effectively support and sustain the enemy’s war-fighting capability”.22
However, to include "war-sustaining capability" means to abandon the limitation to
military objectives, and to admit attacks on political, financial (e.g. the main export
industry, the stock market or taxation authorities) and psychological targets, as long as
they influence the possibility or the decision (which are two different things) of the
enemy to continue the war. Those who suggest a large interpretation of the concept of
military objectives mention that targeting of bank accounts, financial institutions, shops
and entertainment sites may prove in the long run more destructive than attacks on dualuse targets.23 If this argument was decisive, in some societies it may be hospital maternity
wards, kindergartens, religious shrines or homes for the elderly whose destruction would
most affect the willingness of the military or of the government to continue the war.
Some favour a flexible definition allowing the concept of military objectives to expand or
contract according to the intensity, duration, subjects and location of the conflict.24 It is
thus suggested to restrict the number of legitimate targets in "interventional kinds of
armed conflicts", such as peace enforcement operations conducted on behalf of the
international community, as long as the enemy does not launch counter-attacks.25 Others
suggest that more severe restraints should apply when the declared purpose is to promote
the cause of human rights.26 The main difficulty of such approaches lays in defining the
scope of application of such special rules and in abandoning the traditional equality of
belligerents before IHL.
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Taken literally, the separate requirement that the attack must offer a definite military
advantage means that even an attack on an objective of a military nature would not be
lawful, if its main purpose is to affect the morale of the civilian population and not to
reduce the military strength of the enemy.27
5. Dual-use objects
A dual-use object serves both civilian and military purposes. Particularly in times of war,
the military uses civilian infrastructure, telecommunications and logistics also for
military purposes. In industrialized countries power-generating stations are crucial for
civilian access to clean water, but they also provide power to war industries – and in an
integrated power grid all stations provide power to both.28 In the era of high technology,
the construction of computer hardware and software may be essential for military
purposes, while it may be nearly impossible to identify that technology actually destined
or useful for military purposes.29 When a certain object is used for both military and
civilian purposes, it may be held that even a secondary military use turns it into a military
objective. However, if the effects on the civilian use of the object imply excessive
damages to civilians, an attack on such a dual-use object may nevertheless be unlawful
under the proportionality rule. In practice, it may admittedly be extremely difficult to
determine the importance of the military use and of the military advantage in destroying
the object, in particular if the military has priority access to all remaining infrastructure.
Under the wording of Protocol I, an attack on a dual-use object is in any event unlawful if
the effect on the civilian aspect is intended, but the respect of that particular rule is
impossible to assess in the heat of the battle.30
6. Infrastructure potentially useful for the military
The civilian power grid may in the future be used for military purposes even if a separate
military grid exists. Factories producing agricultural machines or toys may be converted
into tank and ammunition factories. In the case of lines of communication, the question is
even more important whether their destruction is justified before they are actually used
for military purposes, simply because they could be used so. Are all bridges and railway
lines of a country military objectives from the very first day of a war, independently of
where fighting erupts and where troops have to move to and fro? Some authors answer in
the affirmative.31 NATO mentioned bridges generically as military objectives during the
Kosovo air campaign.32 Some authors include at least bridges which could replace those
27
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situated on the supply lines among the military objectives, while still others are of the
opinion that bridges may only be attacked if supplies destined to the front must pass over
them.33 This question is particularly acute when a party declares to limit itself to aerial
bombardments. What is, in such a situation, the definite military advantage in hindering
the movement of enemy ground troops?34 However, if bridges were not considered as
military objectives in such a situation, why would tanks still be legitimate targets?
A possible solution may be to allow attacks on objects of a military nature even before
they have an impact on military operations,35 while objects that are military because of
their location, purpose or use could only be attacked at the moment they actually provide
an effective contribution to military action.36 If an objective is military simply because it
could be converted into something useful for the military, 37 nothing remains as civilian
and therefore as protected.38 For some authors, it is sufficient that the likelihood of
military use is reasonable and not remote.39 According to the text of Protocol I, the object
must however “make” (in the present tense) an effective contribution to military action.
Admittedly, as the purpose can turn an objective into a military one, an intended future
use may be sufficient,40 but not a possible future use. In any case, even apart from the
presumptions foreseen by the treaty law41, there can be no presumption that something is
a military objective, and those wishing to attack it have therefore first to ascertain that it
actually is.
In this context a misunderstanding should be avoided. Article 8 (1) (b) of the 1954 Hague
Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict
mentions that cultural property placed under special protection must be situated at an
adequate distance “from any important military objective constituting a vulnerable point,
such as, for example, an aerodrome, broadcasting station, establishment engaged upon
work of national defence, a port or railway station of relative importance or a main line of
communication”. Some authors mention this rule as evidence that all mentioned
infrastructure, e.g. broadcasting stations, are military objectives.42 However, the purpose
of the article is to ensure that specially protected cultural property must be placed away
from any location which could become a military objective, as it would be impossible to
remove it in the midst of an actual conflict.
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III. Persons who may be targeted
Combatants are military objectives. Police officers are combatants if they are
incorporated into the armed forces. Civilians, including police officers not incorporated
into the armed forces, who unlawfully take a direct part in hostilities, lose their protection
against attacks, as long as they directly participate. Everyone else who is not a combatant
is a civilian benefiting from the protection provided for by the law on the conduct of
hostilities. Together, the categories of civilians and combatants are mutually exclusive
and in complement to one another, which is very important for the completeness and
effectiveness of IHL, in effect avoiding circumstances where some people may fight but
may not be fought against or where others may be attacked but may not – and do not defend themselves. Such privilege or disadvantage, respectively, would never be
respected and would undermine the whole fabric of IHL in a given conflict.
Under IHL there may be no category of "quasi-combatants", i.e., of civilians contributing
so fundamentally to the military effort or the war effort (e.g., workers in ammunition
factories) that they lose their civilian status although not directly participating in
hostilities.43 If the civilian population shall be protected, only one distinction is
practicable: The distinction between those who (may) directly participate in hostilities, on
the one hand, and all others, on the other hand, who do not, may not, and cannot hinder
the enemy militarily from obtaining control over their country in the form of a complete
military occupation - regardless of whatever their contribution to the war effort may be
otherwise. To allow attacks on persons other than combatants would violate the principle
of necessity, because victory can be achieved by overcoming only the combatants of a
country - however efficient its armament producers and however genial its scientists and
politicians may be. The suggestion that some civilians may be targeted because of their
fundamental contribution to the war effort, although they do not directly participate in
hostilities, may be based on a misunderstanding or a failure to distinguish between
objectives that may be attacked and persons who may be the target of an attack. Military
objectives, such as armament factories, may be attacked, and, subject to the principle of
proportionality, the attack on a military objective does not become unlawful because of
the risk that a civilian who works or is otherwise present in a military objective may be
harmed by such an attack. There is therefore no military necessity that the armament
worker or the weapons development scientist might be targeted individually, e.g. through
aerial bombardment of the residential area where he lives or by enemy ground forces
capturing his factory. In the latter example the question would furthermore arise as to
how he could “surrender”? To allow such attacks would furthermore put the rest of the
civilian population at risk. Similar thoughts must be expressed concerning politicians,
civil servants, scientists and propaganda officials.44 In addition, it would be very difficult
to draw a line. Why should, e.g., international law professors who justify the legitimacy
of a war (or of violations of IHL) be less legitimate targets than foreign ministry officials
43
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or TV speakers? In both World Wars, German and British men could not have been
incorporated so extensively into the armed forces if they had not been replaced by women
in their functions essential for the society and the continuation of the war. Were those
women all quasi-combatants?
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