Are there any acts of war that should always be prohibited?

How we conduct warfare has long been a study of moral and legal philosophy. The ways in which wars are conducted has changed greatly throughout the millennia, from skirmishes and raids with primitive weapons to the advent of nuclear power and unseen warfare. Yet the question remains whether some acts of war should always be prohibited. In the contemporary era international law and global humanitarian organisations and principles have attempted have introduced regulations for war that aim to protect noncombatants as well as reduce overall suffering. We will be discussing just war theory, specifically Jus ad bellum and Jus in Bello, this provides a framework we will use to judge actions relating to war. Then I will give several examples of rules that are in place to prevent some of these acts, giving examples of their actual uses in conflicts. Finally, we will discuss the possible exceptions that have arisen over time.
The aim of this essay is to discuss why certain acts should be prohibited in war, using just war theory as a guide. I will be arguing that certain acts of war, especially the targeting of noncombatants, the use of weapons that are evil in themselves and mistreatment of Prisoners of War, should always be prohibited, even with justification. This is because they fundamentally violate our ideas and beliefs on human life and dignity. 
To understand whether certain acts of war should always be prohibited we should first discuss and reflect upon our framework for what the classification of a just war is, as this will ensure later questions can be answered more easily. The Just war theory gives us several principles that can help guide our decisions on the morality of starting, acting in and ending a war. Jus ad bellum (justice before war) encompasses the conditions we must meet before engaging in a war. Thomas Aquinas states that a war is only just if it’s started for a good cause, such as the defence of common good or to restore peace and justice. He also states that war must be declared by a legitimate authority (Aquinas, 1912, pp. 500-503). Nagel expands on this with the last resort principle (Nagel, 1972), suggesting that war should only be chosen as an option when all other diplomatic and peaceful means have failed. If suffering can be avoided, then we should aim to take that route before any others. These principles seem to still apply today, with states sovereignty supposedly protected by international law that also intend to ensure wars are waged with just intention rather than vengeance or conquest.
Once war has been declared, we’ll look to jus in bello for the principles that will restrict our actions during the conflict. The main aims for these principles are to protect those who are not involved as well as to prevent the overall destruction caused by the actions. One of the reasons for having these principles is that, if you treat your enemy correctly under these rules, then it’s much more likely that they will also keep mostly to the rules, so by following the rules, you also help yourself and your side. I will now outline seven key principles and explain why we’ll be using them: Discrimination, Proportionality, Military necessity, fair treatment of Prisoners of War (PoW), No use of inherently evil weapons, Prohibition of Reprisals and Responsibility for action.
Discrimination: all combatants must make the distinction between combatants and civilians. You can only target legitimate military targets, not civilians or civilian infrastructure. The reasoning for this is based in our belief that life is a right for all people (European Court of Human Rights, 2013). The reason combatants would be excluded from this right is firstly due to the right to self defence and defence of others, we could classify two soldiers fighting as each defending themselves and their countries interest. Secondly, in modern warfare a large majority of forces within countries are based on people who have chosen to join the armed forces, arguably meaning that they consent to putting their own life at risk. This may not apply, however, to examples of forced conscription, which again raises the question of consent.
Proportionality: The force that is used must be proportionate to the military objective. If a target is legitimate, if your action against it would cause excessive harm to civilians or the environment, it can not be justifiable for a lesser, military gain. This is due to importance of moral equivalency, specifically a utilitarian view of it. Henry Sidgick (The Elements of Politics, 1919) argues for a proportionality of the belligerents gains to the victims suffering.
Military necessity: Actions must be to achieve a legitimate military purpose. Random acts of destruction and violence are forbidden. This would include any acts that are revenge focussed. As we do not usually want destruction, we should try to reduce the amount that comes about, especially if not necessary.
Fair treatment of PoWs: Any combatants that are captured must be treated humanely, not tortured, executed or mistreated (ICRC, 2020). Their basic human rights should still apply. As PoWs would no longer be a threat, how can it be morally just to treat them poorly, just as we wouldn’t treat civilians poorly.
No use of inherently evil weapons: No weapons that are ‘evil’ weapons. Could include rape, genocide, chemical/biological weapons. They are banned even if it gives you a disadvantage. War is already violent and brutal; we should aim to reduce the extent of this damage as well as any other effects war has.
Prohibition of Reprisals: just because the enemy has violated the rules, does not legitimise your use of it. Our own morals should not be affected by our opponents lack of them.
Responsibility: Soldiers and commanders are responsible for their actions. Following orders is not an excuse. Both giving and acting on orders that would break another rule is morally wrong, even a threat on your own life should not make you commit atrocities.
These rules are put in place so that we may have a war that is as constrained as possible, if war is necessary then we should be trying to ensure that human dignity is still respected, harm and suffering is lessened, human rights are protected and that we still follow shared international morality.
Now we will go through specific acts of war that should be prohibited, including examples in the real world of these acts and how morally reprehensible they can be. I will also highlight which of the seven principles it breaks.
Consciously choosing to target and attack civilians is a tactic that has been used throughout history, usually in order to bring fear to a populus, reduce moral and incite uprisings. This should always be prohibited as we know from the first rule, discrimination: civilians are not legitimate targets. For example, the bombing campaigns during World War Two, generally targeted cities where civilians lived, the civilian death toll on both sides of the war from these was high and surely cannot be justified by war (UK Parliament). Another example of this is within the Srebrenica massacre, in which civilian men and boys were separated and executed (UN General Assemby, 1999), again a horrifying example of why these rules are necessary.
Chemical and biological weapons are an example of weapons that are evil by their own existence. We will discuss them under two categories, Immediate and Long term. Poison gas has been used, large scale, since the first world war (The National WW1 Museum and Memorial). Firstly, it’s effects are already more brutal than other weapons, some are able of causing immense pain and slowly dissolving your body, this is already a good reason not to use them as they affect the soldier’s human dignity. Furthermore, poison gasses as well as other chemical and biological weapons also run the risk of not only affecting combatants, but also non-combatants. For example, the gas could be carried via the wind to a nearby city or town, endangering civilians. A biological weapon carries a similar risk, if a disease is manufactured then spread to soldiers, it runs the risk the disease will spread to local civilian populus’ and kill many of them. Furthermore, certain weapons have long term effects as well as the immediate ones, some weapons could be developed or used to target agricultural hubs or farms, meaning that both the opposing combatants but also civilians would starve. These weapons are even more egregious, as they will have effects after the war has con concluded, meaning increased suffering and destruction.
Another example of an action that should be prohibited is torture and inhumane treatment of PoWs. It violates the rule on fair treatment of PoWs, and furthermore, on the basis on equal treatment, if we don’t want our own combatants to be treated poorly when captured, then we should ensure our PoWs are treated well as to give a good example and to ensure no reprisals are possible. One example of why this rule is necessary is the Bataan Death March. From the Tenth of April 1942 78,000 American and Filipino PoWs were gathered to march up the coast of Bataan in the middle of the day with no sustenance, resulting in many deaths (Tokudome, 2008).
Medical and humanitarian targets are another example of restrictions we need to place upon war. Any strike that targets these destroy safe spaces for the wounded and sick, again not only is this a lack of discrimination, as medics and humanitarians are considered noncombatants (ICRC, 1949) but also, as mentioned before, if you don’t want your medics shot, don’t shoot the enemies. Furthermore, targeting certain medical infrastructure will have a negative effect on the civilian populus at large. If they have no hospital to go to and no doctors to see them, any small injury now becomes a massive issue, and any disease outbreak becomes a lot more dangerous as it cannot be treated and the spread can not be prevented as easily. In the Israeli Palestinian conflict, Israel has been found to be targeting and attacking hospitals, this has been directly affecting the local populus, removing the majority of medical support that was readily available to them (Mahase, 2025).
Whilst we might agree that these rules should always be held, there are some arguments that oppose this and argue for certain exceptions to these rules. We will firstly discuss arguments relating to self defence and collateral damage. Aquinas suggests that there is a moral doctrine of double effect (Aquinas, 1912), arguing that an act that causes harm can be morally permissible as long as the harm was not intended and that the act was a side effect of a legitimate goal. This, in war, could apply to collateral damage: If an objective is legitimate and the force used is proportionate then harm to civilians that was not intended would be morally ok. Self defence could also be used as an excuse, one could argue that if multiple enemy combatants are using civilian infrastructure to hide and launch attacks from, it may be morally permissible to then attack and destroy that infrastructure including any human shields they may be using. Such a defence has been used by Israel in the aforementioned conflict (McArthur, 2024). However, this cannot be allowed as an excuse, even in these situations. If we allow uses of this even under specific circumstances, it not only leads to noncombatant deaths, but also it can be used multiple times and it is more difficult to ascertain if the target was proportionate to the use of force, especially when it is blown up.
Another challenge to the jus in bello framework comes from a realist perspective. This is focused on the interests of the state or groups in general. Machiavelli argues for the preservation of society and politics, even when it may raise moral questions in war (Machiavelli, 1532). This is somewhat based in social contract theory (Hobbes, 1651) that suggests society should be based on a theoretical contract between the state and the citizens, we join society to be protected from others and contribute to the state as well as it follow its laws. If this is true, then another society, that I have no contract with, would not be held to the same standard of morality I would treat my fellow citizens with. So therefore, if an action in war is for my and the societies benefit, it must be just. However, this may not work so well anymore, as we are part of an international society and are all subject to its laws, as well as benefits. As well as this, the approach doesn’t take into account human empathy, that seems to exist in the real world as well as the theoretical one.
Certain acts of war, such as targeting noncombatants, using weapons that are inherently evil and mistreating PoWs, should always be prohibited. They fundamentally violate our moral beliefs of what is acceptable in the course of war, causing unnecessary suffering and undermine the idea of a just war. Through historical and contemporary examples, such as the Bataan death march and the current genocide of Gaza, we can see that it is necessary to have these laws on war to prevent such horrific tragedies from occurring. Even when the arguments of realists, collateral damage and self defence come in they can still not be accepted due to the harm they still cause. In conclusion, whilst wars may sometimes be necessary, their must be laws and restrictions placed upon the acts within war. Recognising and enforcing these laws is necessary to not only to protect innocents and humanity in general, but to also preserve our own moral integrity.
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