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The course of history has been marked 
by wars waged by collective actors, referred 
to as states or ‘warring parties’, often causing 
significant collateral damage to civilian 
populations. However, the conduct of war 
is evolving, away from a practice dominated 
by groups to one that is becoming more 
individualised. “The two main factors driving 
this are normative and technological,” says 
Professor Jennifer Welsh. “They stem from 
the increased prominence of human rights 
norms, which has led some to argue that 
war no longer has its ‘own’ law and morality, 
but rather should be guided by our broader 
‘ordinary’ morality that is built on the rights 
of individuals. In addition, individualisation 
arises from changes to technology that allow 
those who wage war to be more precise in 
their targeting.”

On the one hand, this technological 
innovation enables actors to be morally 
progressive, in that precision technology 
helps to reduce collateral harms. But on the 
other hand, as Professor Welsh explains, 
individualisation is changing the nature 
of risk in war. “A weapon can now be fired 
from a location far from the actual theatre 
of conflict and precisely targeted at specific 
individuals, so it might not be necessary to 
commit large numbers of troops to achieve a 
strategic objective,” she points out. 

 
IOW project
Based at the European University 
Institute in Florence, Professor Welsh 
is the Principal Investigator of the IOW 
project, an ERC-backed initiative bringing 
together researchers from different 
disciplines to analyse the impact of these 
changes. Researchers in the project aim to 
investigate the impact of the shift towards 
individualisation on different actors in war, 
focusing on the post cold-war period. These 
actors include the militaries of nation states, 
international and security organisations, and 
humanitarian actors. “We’re investigating 

the behaviour of these actors in response 
to different aspects of individualisation. For 
example, if there is an imperative to elevate 
the individual, how does this change the 
reasons for going to war, and how war is 
conducted? Does individualisation affect 
how militaries are trained, how they’re 
deployed, and what risks they take?” 

outlines Professor Welsh. Humanitarian 
actors are also affected by the trend towards 
individualisation claims Professor Welsh, 
often making it harder for them to “carve out 
a neutral space in the context of war.”

In addition to mapping out the different 
ways individualisation plays out in 
contemporary armed conflict, a second 
dimension of the project’s research centres 
around the dilemmas that arise as a result of 
individualisation. Professor Welsh points to 
the changing role of peace-keeping forces 
as an example. “Peace-keeping was, for a 
long time, the practice of inserting armed 
but purely defensive forces between warring 
parties to monitor a ceasefire. Now, peace-
keeping forces are sometimes inserted 
when armed conflict is still raging,” she 
explains. Moreover they may have a much 
more robust mandate and a fundamentally 
different role. “In many cases their mandate 
is not primarily to keep warring parties apart 
– it also includes the imperative to protect 
particular civilians from an imminent threat.”

One result of this shift, suggests Professor 
Welsh, “is that peace-keeping operations 
may be negatively perceived by their host 
states as having abandoned impartiality. 
The claim could be made that peace-keeping 

forces are now either helping one side, 
penalising one side, or helping some civilians 
and not others.” Peace-keepers are therefore 
faced with a difficult balance: acting in ways 
that protect individual rights, while at the 
same time maintaining the support of the 
host state, whose consent is a necessary 
precondition for them to operate effectively. 

Peace and justice?
The on-going conflict in Syria offers an 
additional example of the dilemmas created by 
individualisation. In this case, the imperative 
to hold individual perpetrators of international 
crimes accountable – which stems from post 
Cold War advances in international criminal 
law – seemingly clashes with the objective 
of negotiating a peace to end the bloodshed. 
How does this ‘peace vs. justice’ dilemma get 
resolved by actors in armed conflict? “One 
of the key objects of study in the project,” 
Professor Welsh explains, “are the different 
ways in which tensions are addressed. In some 
cases, the solutions are ad hoc and case-by-
case. In others, we see concrete institutional 
reforms that try to avoid the tensions or to 
minimise their impact. And, in other cases, 
there are efforts to reconcile two apparently 
conflicting goals by developing one overarching 
priority or concept. This latter strategy we 
often see used by international legal scholars 
or judiciaries.”

In the case of Syria, Professor Welsh 
observes that “the UN Security Council’s 
power to refer situations to the International 
Criminal Court has not been acted upon. In 
May 2014, there was a veto on a resolution 
to do just that.”

War has historically been waged by collective actors, yet the nature of armed conflict is 
changing, as normative and technological changes result in individuals playing an 
increasingly prominent role. Researchers in the IOW project are investigating the wider 
impact of this shift, as Professor Jennifer Welsh explains

Path breaking research on the role of the individual in war

Individualisation is changing the nature of risk 
in war. A weapon can now be fired from a location far from 
the actual theatre of conflict and precisely targeted at 
specific individuals, so it might not be necessary to commit 
large numbers of troops to achieve a strategic objective
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Project Objectives
The research of our interdisciplinary team is 
directed at two main outcomes:
• the first integrated conceptual framework 
for understanding individualisation (how it 
is manifest and the dilemmas/tensions to 
which it is giving rise); and
• concrete recommendations for policy 
actors - both on how to respond to 
particular ethical, legal, or political 
challenges that arise from individualisation 
and on the likely longer term trajectory of 
individualisation.

Project Funding
The research leading to these results 
has received funding from the European 
Research Council under the European 
Union’s Seventh Framework Programme 
(FP/2007-2013) / ERC Grant Agreement n. 
[340956]. The European Commission funded 
the project through an Advanced Grant  for 
the period 1 May 2014 to 30 April 2019. 

Project Partners
The project is hosted at the European 
University Institute in Florence, with 
the University of Oxford as project 
partner and beneficiary, and assembles 
an international research team under the 
scientific guidance of Prof Jennifer Welsh.
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Professor Jennifer M. Welsh

This path-breaking interdisciplinary project 
critically analyses the impact of the increased prominence of the individual in the theory and practice of armed conflict.

One of the core reasons was that certain 
Council members believed it would be 
counter-productive to indict members 
of the Syrian administration, and that in 
fact it would be a barrier to resolving the 
crisis. Other states took a different view, 
and worked within the General Assembly 
to create the International, Impartial and 
Independent Mechanism (Triple I-M) to 
investigate possible prosecutions for war 
crimes. “It’s not going to deliver justice 
immediately,” Professor Welsh argues, “but 
the claim is that it might do over the longer 
term.”

While the individual is playing an 
increasingly prominent role in armed 
conflict, collectives still matter, creating 
dilemmas that Professor Welsh and her 
colleagues are investigating. “What are the 
political ways of resolving these dilemmas, 
and what are the institutional and legal 
ways?” she asks. The project is devoting 
considerable attention to the jurisprudence 
that has developed over the last 15-20 years, 
that seeks to accommodate individuals’ 
claims for human rights – most notably 
detainees and soldiers – with the regime of 
international humanitarian law that applies 
in situations of armed conflict.

Courts are grappling with the challenge 
of how to reconcile these two bodies of 
law, which has arisen as a consequence 
of this process of individualisation. This 

demonstrates that individualisation is 
having an impact not just in the world of 
academia, generating debates among moral 
philosophers, legal scholars, and political 
scientists, but also affects ‘real world’ 
decision-making.

A final dimension of the IOW project is 
an examination of how individualisation 
is being contested, and what shape this 
process might take going forward. “Not 
all theorists of armed conflict, and not all 
actors involved in armed conflict, believe 
that individualisation is a progressive move,” 
Professor Welsh argues.

More specifically, the human rights 
norms that underpin significant aspects 
of individualisation are being challenged 
in multiple ways, as a result both of 
geopolitical shifts that see liberal states 
declining in their relative strength, 
and of push-back against attempts to 
elevate human rights in armed conflict. 
Professor Welsh and her team also observe 
contestation of the effects of technological 
innovation, particularly with respect to the 
increased use of ‘drones’ (unmanned aerial 
vehicles). “Technology has always been 
part of the changing character of war. But 
while that change has in some ways helped 
to reduce the severity of war, it has also 
arguably made the resort to the use of force 
easier and less costly. We are debating the 
pros and cons of that reality.”
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