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International Humanitarian Law

International Humanitarian Law refers to the set of rules that aim to mitigate the effects of armed conflict
on people and the environment. It is a branch of international law that regulates the conduct of war and
seeks to protect those who are not participating in hostilities, such as civilians, prisoners of war, and the
wounded. The primary goal of International Humanitarian Law is to limit the suffering caused by war and to
promote respect for human life and dignity.

The term humanitarian in this context refers to the principles of humanity, distinction, and proportionality.
Humanity means that parties to a conflict must distinguish between military targets and civilians, and that
they must take all feasible precautions to avoid or minimize harm to civilians and civilian objects. The
principle of distinction requires that parties to a conflict distinguish between military targets and civilians,
and that they only attack military targets. The principle of proportionality means that parties to a conflict
must ensure that the harm caused to civilians and civilian objects is not excessive in relation to the
anticipated military advantage.

International Humanitarian Law is composed of two main branches: The law of The Hague and the law of
Geneva. The law of The Hague refers to the rules that regulate the conduct of war, such as the use of
weapons and the treatment of prisoners of war. The law of Geneva refers to the rules that protect victims of
war, such as the wounded, sick, and shipwrecked. The law of Geneva also establishes the principles for the
protection of civilians, including the prohibition of attacks on civilian objects, such as hospitals, schools, and
cultural property.

One of the key terms in International Humanitarian Law is armed conflict. Armed conflict refers to a
situation where there is a resort to armed force between states or between states and non-state actors, or
between non-state actors. Armed conflict can be international, meaning that it involves two or more states,
or non-international, meaning that it involves a state and a non-state actor, or two or more non-state
actors. The characterization of a situation as an armed conflict is important because it triggers the
application of International Humanitarian Law.

Another important concept in International Humanitarian Law is the notion of parties to a conflict. Parties to
a conflict refer to the states or non-state actors that are engaged in an armed conflict. Parties to a conflict
have obligations under International Humanitarian Law, such as the obligation to distinguish between
military targets and civilians, and to take all feasible precautions to avoid or minimize harm to civilians and
civilian objects. Non-state actors, such as armed groups, can also be considered parties to a conflict if they
exercise control over a territory or a population, or if they have the ability to carry out sustained and
concerted military operations.

The term combatant refers to a person who takes a direct part in hostilities. Combatants can be members of
the armed forces of a state or non-state actors, such as armed groups. Combatants are entitled to prisoner-

Read online: https://certificates.lsba.org.uk/guides/3921250/
international-humanitarian-law

London School of Business and Administration · 22 Jun 2026



G U I D E

of-war status if they are captured by the enemy, and they are subject to the rules of International
Humanitarian Law. Non-combatants, on the other hand, are persons who do not take a direct part in
hostilities, such as civilians, prisoners of war, and the wounded. Non-combatants are protected under
International Humanitarian Law and must be treated with respect and dignity.

International Humanitarian Law also regulates the use of weapons in armed conflict. The use of weapons is
subject to the principles of distinction, proportionality, and precaution. Parties to a conflict must ensure that
the weapons they use are not indiscriminate, meaning that they do not affect both military targets and
civilians without distinction. For example, the use of landmines, cluster bombs, and other explosive weapons
in populated areas is prohibited because they can cause harm to civilians and civilian objects.

The protection of civilians is a fundamental principle of International Humanitarian Law. Civilians are
persons who are not members of the armed forces and who do not take a direct part in hostilities. Civilians
must be respected and protected, and parties to a conflict must take all feasible precautions to avoid or
minimize harm to them. The protection of civilians includes the prohibition of attacks on civilian objects,
such as hospitals, schools, and cultural property. It also includes the obligation to provide humanitarian
assistance to civilians in need, such as food, water, shelter, and medical care.

The concept of proportionality is also crucial in International Humanitarian Law. Proportionality means that
the harm caused to civilians and civilian objects must not be excessive in relation to the anticipated military
advantage. For example, if a party to a conflict is attacking a military target, such as a command center, and
the attack is likely to cause harm to civilians, the party must ensure that the harm caused to civilians is not
excessive in relation to the anticipated military advantage.

International Humanitarian Law also establishes the principles for the protection of prisoners of war.
Prisoners of war are persons who are captured by the enemy while taking a direct part in hostilities.
Prisoners of war must be treated with respect and dignity, and they are entitled to certain rights, such as the
right to food, water, shelter, and medical care. Prisoners of war must also be protected from torture, cruel
treatment, and outrages upon personal dignity.

The protection of humanitarian workers is also an important aspect of International Humanitarian Law.
Humanitarian workers, such as aid workers and medical personnel, play a crucial role in providing
humanitarian assistance to civilians in need. Humanitarian workers must be respected and protected, and
parties to a conflict must ensure that they are not attacked or harmed.

International Humanitarian Law also regulates the use of private military companies. Private military
companies are companies that provide military services, such as security and logistics, to states or non-state
actors. Private military companies must comply with International Humanitarian Law, and they must ensure
that their personnel are trained in the rules of International Humanitarian Law.

The enforcement of International Humanitarian Law is a challenge. International Humanitarian Law is
enforced through a variety of mechanisms, such as international courts and tribunals, national courts, and
international organizations. The International Committee of the Red Cross plays a crucial role in promoting
respect for International Humanitarian Law, and it provides humanitarian assistance to victims of war.
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In practice, International Humanitarian Law faces several challenges. One of the main challenges is the
complexity of modern conflicts. Modern conflicts often involve multiple parties, including states and non-
state actors, and they can be characterized by a high degree of fragmentation and chaos. This complexity
can make it difficult to apply International Humanitarian Law, particularly in situations where there is no
clear distinction between military targets and civilians.

Another challenge facing International Humanitarian Law is the lack of respect for its rules. Despite the
importance of International Humanitarian Law, many parties to conflict fail to respect its rules, and they
engage in conduct that is prohibited under International Humanitarian Law, such as attacks on civilians and
civilian objects. This lack of respect for International Humanitarian Law can have devastating consequences,
including the loss of life, injury, and displacement of civilians.

The role of non-state actors is also a challenge for International Humanitarian Law. Non-state actors, such
as armed groups, can play a significant role in armed conflicts, and they can be responsible for serious
violations of International Humanitarian Law. However, non-state actors are not always bound by the same
rules as states, and this can create challenges for the enforcement of International Humanitarian Law.

In addition to these challenges, International Humanitarian Law also faces the challenge of new
technologies. New technologies, such as drones and cyber warfare, can create new challenges for the
application of International Humanitarian Law. For example, the use of drones can raise questions about the
principles of distinction and proportionality, particularly in situations where the drone is used to attack a
military target in a populated area.

Despite these challenges, International Humanitarian Law remains an essential tool for promoting respect
for human life and dignity in armed conflict. Its rules and principles provide a framework for regulating the
conduct of war and for protecting those who are not participating in hostilities. The enforcement of
International Humanitarian Law is crucial for ensuring that parties to conflict respect its rules and principles,
and for promoting accountability for serious violations of International Humanitarian Law.

In terms of practical applications, International Humanitarian Law has been applied in a variety of contexts,
including international and non-international armed conflicts. For example, during the conflict in Syria,
International Humanitarian Law has been applied to regulate the conduct of parties to the conflict,
including the use of force, the treatment of prisoners of war, and the protection of civilians.

International Humanitarian Law has also been applied in the context of peacekeeping operations.
Peacekeeping operations are authorized by the United Nations to maintain or restore international peace
and security. In the context of peacekeeping operations, International Humanitarian Law applies to the
conduct of peacekeeping forces, including the use of force, the treatment of prisoners of war, and the
protection of civilians.

The application of International Humanitarian Law in the context of counter-terrorism operations is also an
important area of practice. Counter-terrorism operations are operations that are conducted to prevent or
respond to terrorist attacks. In the context of counter-terrorism operations, International Humanitarian Law
applies to the conduct of states and non-state actors, including the use of force, the treatment of prisoners
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of war, and the protection of civilians.

In addition to these areas of practice, International Humanitarian Law has also been applied in the context
of humanitarian assistance. Humanitarian assistance refers to the provision of aid, such as food, water,
shelter, and medical care, to civilians in need. In the context of humanitarian assistance, International
Humanitarian Law applies to the conduct of humanitarian workers, including the protection of humanitarian
workers, the provision of humanitarian assistance, and the respect for the principles of humanity, distinction,
and proportionality.

The respect for International Humanitarian Law is also crucial for promoting accountability for serious
violations of International Humanitarian Law. Accountability refers to the process of investigating and
prosecuting serious violations of International Humanitarian Law. The respect for International Humanitarian
Law is essential for promoting accountability, as it provides a framework for investigating and prosecuting
serious violations of International Humanitarian Law.

In terms of challenges, one of the main challenges facing International Humanitarian Law is the lack of
knowledge about its rules and principles. Many parties to conflict, including states and non-state actors,
lack knowledge about the rules and principles of International Humanitarian Law. This lack of knowledge
can lead to serious violations of International Humanitarian Law, including attacks on civilians and civilian
objects.

Another challenge facing International Humanitarian Law is the lack of resources. The enforcement of
International Humanitarian Law requires significant resources, including financial resources, personnel, and
equipment. However, many states and non-state actors lack the resources necessary to enforce
International Humanitarian Law, which can create challenges for the respect for its rules and principles.

The role of international organizations is also crucial for promoting respect for International Humanitarian
Law. International organizations, such as the United Nations, play a significant role in promoting respect for
International Humanitarian Law, including through the provision of humanitarian assistance, the promotion
of accountability, and the development of international law.

In addition to these challenges, International Humanitarian Law also faces the challenge of new threats.
New threats, such as terrorism and piracy, can create new challenges for the application of International
Humanitarian Law. For example, the use of terrorism can raise questions about the principles of distinction
and proportionality, particularly in situations where the terrorist attack is directed against civilians.

In practice, International Humanitarian Law has been applied in a variety of contexts, including international
and non-international armed conflicts. For example, during the conflict in Afghanistan, International
Humanitarian Law has been applied to regulate the conduct of parties to the conflict, including the use of
force, the treatment of prisoners of war, and the protection of civilians.

The application of International Humanitarian Law in the context of peacebuilding is also an important area
of practice. Peacebuilding refers to the process of rebuilding a country or a community after a conflict. In
the context of peacebuilding, International Humanitarian Law applies to the conduct of states and non-state
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actors, including the use of force, the treatment of prisoners of war, and the protection of civilians.

In addition to these areas of practice, International Humanitarian Law has also been applied in the context
of transitional justice. Transitional justice refers to the process of addressing serious violations of human
rights and International Humanitarian Law after a conflict. In the context of transitional justice, International
Humanitarian Law applies to the conduct of states and non-state actors, including the investigation and
prosecution of serious violations of International Humanitarian Law.

The respect for International Humanitarian Law is also crucial for promoting reconciliation after a conflict.
Reconciliation refers to the process of rebuilding relationships between parties to a conflict. The respect for
International Humanitarian Law is essential for promoting reconciliation, as it provides a framework for
addressing serious violations of International Humanitarian Law and for promoting accountability.

In terms of challenges, one of the main challenges facing International Humanitarian Law is the lack of
political will. The enforcement of International Humanitarian Law requires significant political will, including
the willingness to investigate and prosecute serious violations of International Humanitarian Law. However,
many states and non-state actors lack the political will necessary to enforce International Humanitarian Law,
which can create challenges for the respect for its rules and principles.

Another challenge facing International Humanitarian Law is the lack of coordination. The enforcement of
International Humanitarian Law requires significant coordination, including coordination between states,
non-state actors, and international organizations. However, many states and non-state actors lack the
coordination necessary to enforce International Humanitarian Law, which can create challenges for the
respect for its rules and principles.

The role of civil society is also crucial for promoting respect for International Humanitarian Law. Civil society,
including non-governmental organizations and community groups, plays a significant role in promoting
respect for International Humanitarian Law, including through the provision of humanitarian assistance, the
promotion of accountability, and the development of international law.

In addition to these challenges, International Humanitarian Law also faces the challenge of new
technologies. New technologies, such as artificial intelligence and cyber warfare, can create new challenges
for the application of International Humanitarian Law. For example, the use of artificial intelligence can raise
questions about the principles of distinction and proportionality, particularly in situations where the artificial
intelligence is used to attack a military target in a populated area.
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