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Autonomous Weapons for Humanity:  
Lessons from the Russo-Ukrainian War 

 

 

Abstract 

Though autonomous weapon systems (AWS) fulfill a number of critical 
combat roles, and have done so for decades, ethical and legal worries 
have been raised in relation to recent advances in artificial intelligence (AI) 
and the possibility for more open-ended or versatile deployments of these 
systems. In particular, the potential for AWS to be used in anti-personnel 
roles is argued by many to present especially difficult issues ranging from 
concerns over the dignity of those targeted by such systems to practical 
worries that AWS will be incapable of making the nuanced judgments re-
quired for distinguishing combatants from civilians. However, the ongoing 
Russo-Ukrainian War highlights a potential response to these objections, 
namely that autonomous weapons may be deployed in order to further hu-
manitarian aims by providing a means for would-be interveners to create 
humanitarian corridors for fleeing civilians. The argument focuses on one 
of the most objectionable forms of AWS, namely explicitly anti-personnel 
systems which aim to kill combatants, and argues that even rudimentary 
AWS with limited abilities of distinction could be used to bolster humani-
tarian aims while adding only a minimal risk to civilians. This is because 
object recognition in computer systems has reached a level where such 
systems would be able to rather reliably determine whether an individual 
is armed or not (and these capabilities are continually improving), and 
based on this criterion alone AWS could be deployed to create safe cor-
ridors of retreat for fleeing civilians. Such corridors could be marked to 
all sides in a conflict, their locations communicated to civilians seeking 
refuge, and the AWS programmed to lethally engage anyone entering 
the designated corridor who is armed. As the purpose of humanitarian 
corridors is to enable civilians to safely exit a combat zone, there is no 
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good reason for armed units of either side to enter such a space, and so 
targeting based solely on whether or not one is armed could also be used 
as a means to show resolve in furthering humanitarian aims while taking 
a decidedly neutral position in the conflict itself. AWS deployed for such 
purposes could thus engage armed units with far less discrimination, 

and the securing of such corridors through wholly unmanned systems 
has the added benefit that it risks no lives of would-be interveners, mak-
ing participation more likely. The general simplicity of the targeting pa-
rameters for AWS deployed to such tasks (if armed, engage, otherwise, 
not) would furthermore ensure that the interveners could only be utiliz-
ing their autonomous weapons for purely humanitarian aims rather than 
as a cover for bolstering the position of one side in a conflict. The ar-
guments further highlight a potential use-case for what is widely consid-
ered one of the most objectionable forms of AWS, presenting a coun-
terpoint to claims. 

Keywords: Autonomous Weapon Systems, International Humanitarian Law, 
Distinction, Humanitarian Intervention 
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1 See, e.g., Asaro (2012); Human Rights Watch (2012); Sparrow (2016). 
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2 Wood (2023b); Wood (unpublished manuscript ). 
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3 See Wood (2023a) for a defense of the need for definitional clarity. 
4 Williams (2015); Boothby (2016); Altmann and Sauer (2017); Caron (2020); Taddeo and 
Blanchard (2022); Oimann (2023) all provide useful exploration of varying definitions. See 
also Wood (2023a). 
5 5US Department of Defense (2023), pp. 21. See also International Committee of the Red 
Cross (2014), p. 5 and International Committee of the Red Cross (2021), p. 1. 
6 See, e.g., Asaro (2019); Human Rights Watch (2020), p. 2; Stop Killer Robots (2022), p. 
6. 
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7 It is likely infeasible for civilians to be evacuated before hostilities commence at all, and it 
is likewise often tactically problematic to provide warning too far in advance. However, 
there are many cases where civilians can and should be removed, such as during prolonged 
sieges of urban areas, or in combat where combatants have dug in to such an extent that 
significant destruction and use of less accurate munitions is expected during the course of 
fighting. 
8 This is not to be taken as an exhaustive list of the necessary components, but rathera 
sketch of the broad elements needed. 



 

205 
 

 

 



 

206 
 

 

 

 

9

 

 
9 This requirement is qualified as HCs are apt to always present at least some passing ad-
vantage to one side in a conflict. The critical point is that the advantage not be great 
enough, or favor one side often enough, that it undermines the general respect for the HC 
by all sides. 
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10 Winter (2020) provides useful discussion of object recognition capabilities in AWS. See 
also Scharre and Sayler (2016) and Scharre (2023) for more in-depth discussion of AI ca-
pabilities relevant to this task. 
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11  
//en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/67843. 
12 Pifer (2023). 
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13 To the latter point, there would ideally be weapon collection points, where civilians can 
register their name and weapon with intervener forces so that they could collect their 
weapons at a later time. Such collection points would moreover provide clear reference 
points for where the edge of the corridor lays. 
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rgeting parameters, the 
exact location of the corridor, the ways in which one can safely enter and 
exit it, and the times and places when the corridor will be opened for com-
bat units passing through all show how such corridors may moreover be 
established to be properly neutral and maximally non-escalatory. Removing 
civilians from combat zones moreover reduces the overall civilian harms 
which may be suffered in war, lowering the total grievances a party may 
have, and increasing the chances of a lasting peace being secured as quickly 
as possible. 

 
14 See, e.g., Wong et al. (2020). 
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In closing, it is worth stating clearly that the presence of a use case for anti-
personnel autonomous weapons does not indicate that these would in gen-
eral be permissible to deploy. The capabilities of a particular system and its 
particular context of use will greatly impact on its overall permissibility 
(moral or legal) in discrete scenarios. The critical lesson to be taken away is 
that we ought not search for overarching arguments for or against (classes 
of) systems, but instead craft rules and best practices for how systems are 
used across an array of contexts. This is especially so, given that even the 
most seemingly morally objectionable types of platform  lethal anti-per-
sonnel off-the-loop autonomous weapons  may be used in an ethical and 
legal manner, and for the purposes of protecting humanity and bolstering 
the laws of war. 
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