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Extended Abstract 

Introduction 

The events of June 2025 represent an unprecedented turning point in the 

history of regional conflicts and the application of International Humanitarian 

Law (IHL). In this coordinated operation, carried out over several days in 

various cities across Iran, a number of Iran's most prominent nuclear scientists 

and engineers were targeted and assassinated using sophisticated methods. 

The Israeli regime not only claimed responsibility for this action but explicitly 

declared it a necessary step in its “extraterritorial deterrence strategy” to 

neutralize what it termed the “existential threat of Iran's military nuclear 

program”. This event, carried out by Israel in the June 2025 operations, has 

created unprecedented legal challenges in the interpretation of the fundamental 

principles of IHL. This action, justified by invoking the concept of direct 

participation in hostilities, challenges the boundaries of civilian protection in 

armed conflicts . 

The aim of this article is to provide a precise and structured legal analysis 

of this event in light of existing IHL rules. The article answers the central 

research question: “Is the targeted assassination of Iranian nuclear scientists 

in the June 2025 operation compatible with the fundamental principles of 

humanitarian law and the law of armed conflict, including the principle of 

distinction between military and civilian objectives, the Principle of 

Distinguishing the Placement of Military Harware from the Vicinity of 

Civilian Objects, and the principle of proportionality, as defined in treaties 

and customary law”. 
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Research Problem 

The significance of this research can be assessed at both theoretical and 

practical levels. Theoretically, this analysis contributes to clarifying and 

potentially redefining the boundaries of the concept of direct participation in 

hostilities in the era of complex, technology-driven warfare. Practically, its 

findings can provide a basis for strengthening accountability and deterrent 

mechanisms within the international system, including revitalizing the role 

of judicial bodies such as the International Criminal Court (ICC), implementing 

targeted sanctions, or strengthening universal jurisdiction, thereby preventing 

the normalization and repetition of such actions in the future . 

 

Methodology 

This article employs a descriptive-analytical method, examining the subject 

by relying on authoritative legal sources including international jurisprudence, 

legal doctrines, and documents from international organizations . 

 

Key Findings 

From the perspective of international law, the targeted assassination of Iranian 

nuclear scientists in the June 2025 operation goes beyond a conventional 

violation; it signifies a deeper structural challenge to the entire legal system 

governing armed conflicts. At the heart of this challenge lies a fundamental 

conflict between a broad, unilateral interpretation of “preventive security 

necessity” on one hand, and the multilateral, rule-based framework of 

humanitarian law on the other. This action systematically and simultaneously 

violates the fundamental peremptory norms (jus cogens) of humanitarian law . 

 

Contribution to the Field 

This research demonstrates that the assassination of Iranian nuclear scientists 

is not only a gross violation of IHL, but also a serious threat to the stability 

of the international system. As emphasized by international law scholars, 

“the development of international law in this field must strike a balance 

between national security and the protection of civilians.” 

 

Implications and Applications 

According to this research, an effective, decisive, and multilateral legal 

response—encompassing judicial, monitoring, and political mechanisms—is 

not a choice but a vital necessity for preserving the credibility and efficacy 

of the international legal system itself in the face of the complex security 

challenges of the twenty-first century. Silence or inability in this regard means 

encouraging the rule of might over right and threatening the foundations of a 

rules-based order . 
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Conclusion 

Based on this article, it is concluded that the assassination of Iranian nuclear 

scientists is not only a gross violation of IHL but also a serious threat to the 

stability of the international system. From the perspective of international 

law, the targeted assassination of Iranian nuclear scientists in the June 2025 

operation goes beyond a conventional violation; it signifies a deeper structural 

challenge to the entire legal system governing humanitarian law and the law 

of armed conflict. At the heart of this challenge lies a fundamental conflict 

between a broad, unilateral interpretation of “preventive security necessity” 

on one hand, and the multilateral, rules-based framework of humanitarian 

law on the other . 

 

Keywords 

Customary International Law, Principle of Distinction, Targeted Killing, Nuclear 

Scientists, Military Necessity, Proportionality, International Responsibility, Laws 

of Armed Conflict, Jus Cogens (Peremptory Norms). 

 

 

Bibliography 

- Books 

1. Boothby, William H. The Law of Targeting. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2016. 

2. Cryer, Robert, Darryl Robinson, and Sergey Vasiliev. An Introduction to 

International Criminal Law and Procedure. 4th ed. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2019. 

3. Dinstein, Yoram. The Conduct of Hostilities under the Law of International 

Armed Conflict. 3rd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016 .  

4. Henckaerts, Jean-Marie, and Louise Doswald-Beck. Customary 

International Humanitarian Law. Volume 1, Rules. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2005 . 

5. Melzer, Nils. Targeted Killing in International Law. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2008. 

6. Weston, Jonathan Crowe, and [Shober]. The Essentials of International 

Humanitarian Law. Translated by Reza Musazadeh, Ahmadreza 

Azarpendar, and Ali Akbar Maleki. 1st ed. Tehran: Nashr-e Mizan, 1399 

[2020/2021 (Iin Persian)]. 

7. Ziaei Bigdeli, Mohammad Reza. International Humanitarian Law. 6th 

ed. Tehran: Ganj-e Danesh. (In Persian). 

 

- Articles 

1. Goodman, Ryan, “The Power to Kill or Capture Enemy Combatants”. 

European Journal of International Law 24, no. 2 (2013). 

2. Parks, W. H, “Air War and the Law of War”. Air Force Law Review 32, 



International Law Review, Volume 43 Issue 81, Spring 2026, pp. 203-207 ❖ 206 
 ـ  ــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــ

no. 1 (1990). 

3. Salehi, Mohammad Khalil, and Mohammad Salmani Farahmand. 

“Analyzing the Assassination of Iran's Nuclear Scientists from the 

Perspective of Domestic and International Law”. Tamaddon-e Hoquqi 

4, no. 9 (1400 [2021/2022]) (In Persian) . 

4. Schmitt, Michael N., “The Interpretive Guidance on the Notion of 

Direct Participation in Hostilities: A Critical Analysis”. Harvard National 

Security Journal 1, no. 1 (2010) . 

5. Schmitt, Michael N., “The Principle of Distinction in 21st Century Warfare”. 

Yale Human Rights & Development Law Journal 15 (2012) . 

 

- Cases 

1. Case Concerning Military and Paramilitary Activities in and against 

Nicaragua (Nicaragua v. United States of America). Judgment of 27 June 

1986. I.C.J. Reports 1986, p. 14. 

2. ICC, Prosecutor v. Thomas Lubanga Dyilo, Case No. ICC-01/04-01/06. 

Judgment pursuant to Article 74 of the Statute. Int’l Crim. Ct. March 14, 

2012.  

 

- Instruments 

1. International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 16 December 1966. 

999 U.N.T.S. 171. Accessed October 30, 2025. https://treaties.un.org/doc/ 

publication/unts/volume%20999/volume-999-i-14668-english.pdf. 

2. Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, and 

relating to the Protection of Victims of International Armed Conflicts 

(Protocol I). 8 June 1977. Accessed October 30, 2025. https://ihl-databases.  

icrc.org/ihl/385ec082b509e76c41256739003e636d/6756482d86146898

c125641e004aa3c5. 

3. Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court. 17 July 1998. Accessed 

October 30, 2025. https://www.icc-cpi.int/sites/default/files/RS-Eng.pdf. 

 

- Documents  

1. International Atomic Energy Agency. Report on Iran’s Nuclear Program. 

Vienna: IAEA Board of Governors, 2025. 

2. International Committee of the Red Cross. Interpretive Guidance on the 

Notion of Direct Participation in Hostilities. Geneva: ICRC, 2009. 

3. U.S. Department of Defense. Department of Defense Law of War Manual. 

Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Defense, 2016. Accessed January 

15, 2025. https://www.hsdl.org/?view&did=797480. 

4. United Nations Human Rights Committee. “General Comment No. 36 

(2018) on Article 6 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights, on the Right to Life”. CCPR/C/GC/36. October 30, 2018. Accessed 

October 30, 2025. https://undocs.org/CCPR/C/GC/36. 

https://treaties.un.org/doc/%20publication/unts/volume%20999/volume-999-i-14668-english.pdf
https://treaties.un.org/doc/%20publication/unts/volume%20999/volume-999-i-14668-english.pdf
https://www.icc-cpi.int/sites/default/files/RS-Eng.pdf
https://www.hsdl.org/?view&did=797480
https://undocs.org/CCPR/C/GC/36


207  ❖ Shahram Zarneshan  / Targeted Assassination of Nuclear Scientists … 

 ـ  ــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــــ

- Online Resource 

1. Schmitt, Michael N. "Attacking Scientists and the Law of Armed Conflict." 

Lieber Institute West Point. June 18, 2025. https://lieber.westpoint.edu/ 

attacking-scientists-law-armed-conflict  /.  

 

https://lieber.westpoint.edu/%20attacking-scientists-law-armed-conflict/
https://lieber.westpoint.edu/%20attacking-scientists-law-armed-conflict/

