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Why AI Cannot (and Must Not) Decide War  

 

The accelerating development of Artificial Intelligence (AI) has introduced scenarios where delegating 
decision-making - particularly in high-pressure military contexts - appears inevitable. AI systems offer 

unprecedented analytical capabilities, processing vast datasets in real time and surpassing the limits of 
human cognition, fatigue, and emotional bias. However, when the decision involves the use of lethal force, a 

fundamental ethical, legal, and philosophical boundary is reached: responsibility for killing cannot be 
automated. Delegating the ultimate military decision to AI is not an evolution of warfare; it is an evasion of 

the deepest ethical responsibility inherent in the human condition. 

 

Preserving the Commander as Ethical 
Subject 

AI is optimal for Decision Support, not Decision 
Replacement. It can provide a commander with 
500 tactical scenarios in seconds, reducing 
uncertainty. However, the "final act" - the decision 
to take a life - must remain human. 

Only a human being can bear the moral weight and 
responsibility for the trauma of war. The 
commander must remain the sovereign authority, 
ensuring that military action complies with IHL and 
the public conscience. Delegating this to a machine 

is not progress; it is an escape from the burden of 
moral agency. 

The Ethical Framework: Significant Human 

Control (SHC) 

The international debate on Lethal Autonomous 
Weapon Systems (LAWS) revolves around the 
principle of Significant Human Control (SHC). 
This standard ensures that human beings retain 
meaningful authority and accountability over any 
decision that results in death. SHC is not merely 
"human in the loop" (pressing a button) or "human 
on the loop" (passive monitoring); it defines the 
quality of intervention required to maintain 
compliance with International Humanitarian Law 
(IHL). 

The Four Pillars of Human Oversight 

• Moral Understanding: The operator must 
understand the system’s potential impact and 
the moral weight of the decision to ensure 
accountability. 

• Contextual Judgment: Humans must apply 
the IHL principles of Distinction (combatant 
vs. civilian) and Proportionality (balancing 
harm against military gain). These are ethical 
evaluations that cannot be reduced to simple 
pattern recognition. 

• Predictability and Intervenability: Systems 
must be transparent enough - avoiding "black-
box" models - for humans to modify or abort an 
operation in real-time. 

• Operational Limits: Humans must define 
constraints on targets, geography, and 
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duration to prevent uncontrolled escalation 
driven by algorithmic logic. 

Without these pillars, lethal errors create an 
Accountability Gap, where no human can be held 
morally or legally responsible for death or 
destruction. 

Human Intuition vs. the "Symbolic" 

Machine 

The push for military AI is often founded on the 
illusion of Absolute Knowledge - the belief that a 
machine processing all data can achieve the 
"optimal" strategic outcome. The question of 
whether AI can decide on a war touches upon the 
structural gap between the Symbolic and the Real: 
we must distinguish between probabilistic 
calculation and the ethical Act. 

AI and the Symbolic Order (The Domain of 
Calculation):  

AI exists entirely within the Symbolic. It is a system 
of signs, codes, and syntax. 

• The Function: AI can "conclude" or "deduce" 
based on big data. It can optimize a conflict, 
identifying the most efficient path to a 
predefined goal (e.g., "neutralize the enemy 
with 98% certainty"). 

• The Lacanian Limit: In this sense, AI does not 
"decide"; it merely calculates the necessity of 
the Symbolic chain. It lacks the "Subjectivity" 
required to face the consequences of its 
output. It operates without Anguish, which for 
Lacan is the only sign that one is truly facing 
the Real of a situation. 

The Human and the "Act" (The Encounter with 
the Real): A war is not merely a technical problem; 
it is an eruption of the Real, the realm of death, 
trauma, and that which escapes language. 

• The Ethical Act: For a speaking being, a 
decision is an Act. An Act is never fully justified 
by the data; it involves a "leap" where the 
subject assumes full responsibility for the 
unpredictable. 

• The Human Prerogative: Only a human can 
perform a "Non-Act": for instance, a 
commander choosing not to fire despite the 
algorithm's recommendation for victory. This 
"No" is a manifestation of the Barred Subject, 
who possesses a conscience that the machine, 
as a seamless Symbolic loop, cannot replicate 

The Divided Subject 

The human commander is a divided subject, split 
between logic and conscience, protocol and 
emotion. It is precisely this "ethical faultline" that 
creates the space for genuine moral judgment. An 

AI, as a closed and purely rational system, 
eliminates this fissure, replacing the tragedy of 
human choice with the fatality of calculation. 

Feature Artificial Intelligence 
(The Symbolic) 

Human Intelligence 
(The Real) 

Primary 

Strength 

Pattern Recognition 

& Speed: Processes 
millions of data 
points and 
recognizes known 
patterns in 
milliseconds. 

Ethical Judgment & 

Meaning: Evaluates 
the significance of an 
action beyond its 
statistical probability. 

Data 

Interaction 

Closed System: 

Reliant on training 
data. Struggles with 
"Black Swan" events 
or scenarios never 
seen before. 

Open Context: 

Capable of 
integrating subtle 
cues (hesitation, 
atmosphere, "gut 
feel") that lack data 
points. 

Handling 
Ambiguity 

Confidence Scores: 
Assigns a 
mathematical 
probability to 
outcomes. High 
precision but zero 
understanding. 

Doubt & Restraint: 
Capable of stopping 
an action because it 
"feels wrong" despite 
what the data 
suggests. 

Accountability The Moral Vacuum: 
No machine can be 
held responsible; 
errors result in 
"system failure," not 
guilt. 

Sovereign 
Responsibility: The 
commander bears 
the lifelong 
psychological and 
legal burden of the 
choice. 

Outcome 

Focus 

Optimization: Aims 

for the most 
"efficient" result 
based on 
programmed 
objectives (e.g., kill 
lists). 

Proportionality: 

Constantly weighs 
military gain against 
the inherent value of 
human life. 

 

Decision-Making Comparison: The 

Symbolic vs. The Real 

The table visualizes why AI excels as a 

"Decision Support" tool but fails as a "Decision 

Maker." AI operates entirely within the 

Symbolic Order - a world of rules, codes, and 

data. Humans, however, must confront The 

Real - the unpredictable, traumatic, and high-

stakes dimension of war that exists beyond the 

reach of patterns. 
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Analysis of the Gap 

As the table illustrates, the strength of AI is also its 
greatest weakness in war. Because AI is "full" of 
language and code, it lacks the "lack" (the 
conscience or the void) that forces a human to 
pause. 

• The Symbolic Trap: An AI targets a person 
because they fit the symbols of a combatant 
(carrying a rifle, being in a specific zone). 

• The Encounter with the Real: A human pilot 
might notice that the "combatant" is actually a 
child playing with a toy, or a civilian scavenging 
for food - a distinction of intent that symbols 
alone cannot convey. 

By maintaining Significant Human Control, we 
ensure that war - no matter how technologically 
advanced - remains anchored in the human 
capacity for restraint and moral subjectivity. 

The Danger: The AI as the "Big Other" 

The true risk is not that AI will "rebel," but that 
humans will use AI as a Big Other to displace their 
own guilt. 

• By claiming "the algorithm decided the strike," 
the human subject attempts to suture their own 
"barr" (their division and doubt). They turn the 
AI into an infallible authority to avoid the trauma 
of responsibility. 

• In this scenario, war becomes a "technical 
administration of death" rather than a political 
and ethical choice. 

The Evidence of Failure: Case Studies in 

Algorithmic Errors 

Decades of military history show that even 
sophisticated automated systems produce 
catastrophic errors when trusted without critical 
human scrutiny. 

Incident Technology/ 
Error 

Consequence 

Patriot Missile 
(2003) 

Automated 
Classification 
Error: The 
system 
misidentified two 
friendly aircraft (a 
British Tornado 
and a US F/A-18) 
as enemy 
missiles. 

Both aircraft were 
destroyed, and 
three crew 
members died. 
Operator over-
reliance on the 
software was a 
primary factor. 

The Lavender 
System 
(2023) 

Algorithmic 
Targeting/Bias: 
Reports indicate 
AI compiled "kill 
lists" with a 10% 
error rate in 
distinguishing 
targets. 

Minimal human 
oversight led to 
strikes on 
residential homes 
and significant 
mass civilian 
casualties. 

Facial 
Recognition 
Bias 

Data Bias: 
Recognition AI 
has shown error 
rates up to 35% 
for specific 
demographics 
(e.g., women of 
color). 

In a military 
context, this 
translates to 
inherently 
discriminatory 
targeting based 
on flawed training 
data. 

The Human Firewall: Examples of 

Correction and Restraint 

The most compelling argument for human control 
lies in historical "near-misses" where human 
intuition prevented global catastrophe. 

• The Stanislav Petrov Incident (1983): A 
Soviet early-warning system misidentified 
sunlight reflections off clouds as five incoming 
US missiles. Colonel Petrov overruled the 
system, correctly identifying a computer error. 
His intuition and doubt prevented a nuclear 
counter-strike. 

• The Norwegian Rocket Incident (1995): 
When Russian radar misidentified a scientific 
rocket as a nuclear threat, human leaders 
cross-referenced data and exercised restraint, 
ultimately calling off a retaliatory strike that an 
automated protocol would have likely 
triggered. 

These cases demonstrate that human intuition 
- a form of accelerated pattern recognition 
shaped by experience and cultural awareness - 
integrates cues (hesitation, silence, 
atmosphere) that no algorithm can process. 

Why AI Cannot … 

Can AI decide a war? In technical terms, yes; in 
ethical terms, never.  

AI can provide the coordinates of the conflict, but 
the "Decision" remains an ontological weight that 
only a human can carry. To let a machine decide a 
war is to abandon the position of the Subject and 
treat the Real of human life as a mere variable in a 
spreadsheet. 

Ultimately, the function of deciding war is "proper to 
the human" because only the human can be guilty. 
A machine can be "broken" or "mis calibrated," but 
it can never be "responsible." 
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