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Reconsidering the Legal Basis for Military 
Actions Against Non-State Actors 

 

Letizia Lo Giacco* 
 
 
The question of whether or not States may lawfully resort to actions in 

self-defence against non-State actors (NSA) is prompted by two elements: i) 
the emerging practice of States1 resorting to force in self-defence against ter-
rorist groups including the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL); and 
ii) United Nations Security Council (UNSC) resolutions seemingly legiti-
mising self-defence against NSA (i.e. UNSC Res. 1368 [2001]; UNSC Res. 
2249 [2015]). From a scholarly viewpoint, such developments would entail 
interpreting Art. 51 of the Charter of the United Nations (UN Charter) in a 
manner such as to encompass armed attacks carried out by states and NSA 
alike.2 

The UN Charter envisages two exceptions to the prohibition on the use 
of force codified in Art. 2 (4) UN Charter: self-defence against an armed 
attack; and enforcement measures implying the use of force decided by the 
UNSC pursuant to Art. 42. In considering the adoption of military 
measures in response to threats and breaches of international peace and se-
curity, one may observe that Art. 42 UN Charter may actually serve as an 
appropriate legal basis for the adoption of military measures against ISIL, 
and has in fact the merit of preserving the system of collective security as it 
has been envisaged by the drafters of the UN Charter. In contrast, broaden-
ing the scope of Art. 51 UN Charter to grant states the right to self-defence 
against NSA is premised upon somewhat slippery bases. 

This contribution intends to shed light on the shortcomings of invoking 
Art. 51 as a legal basis for military measures against ISIL, and presents the 
advantages of invoking Art. 42 instead. This would lead to: 

 
1. no Pindaric interpretation of Art. 51 (stretched to the point of applying 

the “unwilling or unable state” doctrine);  

                                                        
*  LL. D. Candidate in International Law, Lund University, Faculty of Law. 
1  E.g. the US claimed that the Operation Enduring Freedom against Afghanistan was 

grounded on Art. 51 UN Charter. 
2  The present contribution focusses on Art. 51 UN Charter. The author is aware that self-

defence under customary international law may not fully coincide in scope with Art. 51 UN 
Charter. 
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2. compliance of Art. 51 interpretation with Art. 2 (4), which speaks about 

inter-state relations (Art. 51 would as a consequence be understood as an 

exception to use of force in inter-state relations, hence against an armed at-

tack of another state); and 

3. safeguards against abusive powers of states in determining actions in self-

defence when an armed attack occurs. 
 
The discourse surrounding Art. 51 triggers questions of a revisionary na-

ture. Self-defence, qua a circumstance precluding wrongfulness, entails the 
existence of a wrongful act in the first place. Hence, it would in principle 
compel construing NSA as subjects of international law and, as such, bear-
ers of the obligation to refrain from using armed force under public interna-
tional law.3 This conceptual hurdle has been questionably overcome by re-
sorting to the “unwilling or unable state” doctrine, in order to satisfy the 
attributability-test of the NSA armed attack to the state where the NSA op-
erates. Alternatively, the consent of the State hit by measures in self-defence 
has been considered determinant to exclude wrongfulness of such measures. 

Although the term “armed attack” in Art. 51 does not specifically refer to 
a state armed attack, the joint reading of Arts. 51 and 2 (4) UN Charter is 
conducive to interpret self-defence within an inter-state dimension.4 

Similarly, the temporal scope of self-defence, in particular in its anticipa-
tory variant against ISIL’s threats to commit new attacks, poses questions of 
conformity with Art. 51 UN Charter insofar as it only concerns cases in 
which “an armed attack occurs”. 

Remarkably, the UN collective security system is centred around the role 
of the UNSC in countering armed attacks. This is supported by the word-
ing of Art. 51 which, while recognising the inherent right of states to self-
defence, reaffirms the pivotal role of the UNSC in the resort to military 
force in the expression “until the Security Council has taken the measures 
necessary to maintain international peace and security”. 

In the framework of Chapter VII, Art. 42 has been designed as a provi-
sion of last resort, in case of a failure of measures not implying the use of 
force pursuant to Arts. 40 and 41 UN Charter. This is consistent with the 

                                                        
3  In this respect, questions as to the capability of NSA (arguably, this umbrella-term en-

compasses a spectrum of actors with diverse capabilities) to actually launch an armed attack 
against a State for it to resort to self-defence incidentally arise. 

4  Art. 2 (4) reads: “All Members shall refrain in their international relations from the 
threat or use of force against the territorial integrity or political independence of any state 
(…).” (emphasis added) 
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purposes of the UN enumerated in Art. 1 UN Charter, in particular with 
maintaining international peace and security (Art. 1 (1) UN Charter). 

Notoriously, the practice of the UNSC has already developed towards 
imposing Chapter VII-measures against NSA (including individuals, groups 
of individuals, and legal entities)5 and it would be no surprise if those actors 
were made the target of military actions agreed upon by the UNSC. Hence, 
the application ratione personae of Art. 42 would not raise the same contro-
versies of Art. 51. Having an enforcement character, Art. 42-measures do 
not require the consent of the targeted state,6 unlike – as mentioned earlier – 
cases of self-defence against NSA would require. Most importantly, Art. 42-
measures may be resorted to in case of breaches of the peace (armed attack 
or lower threshold violations of the non-use of force) and threats to the 
peace alike, thus encompassing a broader spectrum of situations than Art. 
51. This is noteworthy as state military actions against ISIL are arguably 
resorted to against threats of future attacks. Further, if the use of force is 
authorised pursuant to Art. 42 UN Charter, the UNSC is to determine the 
scope of the mandate, including a temporal delimitation for the resort to 
such measures. 

The claim of an emerging practice corroborating the existence of a right 
to self-defence against NSA may prove appealing and perilous insofar as it 
would allow defensive actions against ISIL’s “attacks” but would decentral-
ise the use of force to the extent that States qualifying themselves as victims 
of an NSA’s armed attack may resort to military force.7 

                                                        
5  E.g. UNSC Res. 1267 (1999); 1373 (2001); 1618 (2005); 2083 (2012); 2170 (2014). 
6   See B. Simma/H. Mosler/A. Randelzhofer/C. Tomuschat/R. Wolfrum/A. Paulus/E. 

Chaitobu (eds.), The Charter of the United Nations – A Commentary, Vol. 1, 2002, 754 et 
seq. 

7  Israel sustained this position against NSA in the occupied Palestinian territories. UNSC 
Res. 2249 (2015) questionably expands States’ powers to resort to military measures at discre-
tion. 



 

 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile ()
  /CalCMYKProfile ()
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
    /StempelGaramondCE-Roman
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth 8
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth 8
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly true
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <>
    /CHT <>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV <>
    /HUN <>
    /ITA (Utilizzare queste impostazioni per creare documenti Adobe PDF che devono essere conformi o verificati in base a PDF/X-1a:2001, uno standard ISO per lo scambio di contenuto grafico. Per ulteriori informazioni sulla creazione di documenti PDF compatibili con PDF/X-1a, consultare la Guida dell'utente di Acrobat. I documenti PDF creati possono essere aperti con Acrobat e Adobe Reader 4.0 e versioni successive.)
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die moeten worden gecontroleerd of moeten voldoen aan PDF/X-1a:2001, een ISO-standaard voor het uitwisselen van grafische gegevens. Raadpleeg de gebruikershandleiding van Acrobat voor meer informatie over het maken van PDF-documenten die compatibel zijn met PDF/X-1a. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 4.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents that are to be checked or must conform to PDF/X-1a:2001, an ISO standard for graphic content exchange.  For more information on creating PDF/X-1a compliant PDF documents, please refer to the Acrobat User Guide.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 4.0 and later.)
    /DEU (Nomos-Druck \(05.12.2008\))
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.276 841.890]
>> setpagedevice


