
The Appearance of War – War as a (dys-)functional System 

The thesis on the decline of war has received much scholarly attention. At the same time, 
conflicts such as in Ukraine, Gaza, and Iraq (and Syria) point to the rise of non-traditional 
forms of warfare. It is often assumed that these two forms of war are related and a decline 
of old wars can be explained by the shift towards new forms of war. In this paper, I take a 
critical stance towards this line of argument as they rest on troubling ontological and de-
ontological assumptions: whereas some proponents identify economic globalization as the 
underlying cause for the rise of new wars (associated with the marketization of war), other 
emphasize the role of technological developments of warfare or change in the power 
distribution of the international system. This a priori identification of the underlying 
causes, however, leads to a misdiagnoses of these new wars.    

In this paper, I engage with the positions of these camps and reason that both underlie the 
critical assumption of hierarchy of spheres of action. In contrast, I argue that a Modern 
Systems Theoretical understanding of war as a (dys-)functional system is better suited to 
help us understand these diverging trends and open up new venues of research, without 
falling into the same traps. I posit that war, conceptualized as a (dys-)functional system, 
has emancipated itself from other systems. This results in it taking a total character, in 
which rules of warfare as well as societal/moral/traditional bonds are broken with. In war, 
every action and event is assessed in terms of the friend/enemy distinction. Among others, 
this reduces certainty and complexity in a given society, as today´s friend can become 
tomorrow’s enemy.   

In order to make my argument, I conduct a comparative case studies of two wars. The 
Kosovo War (1999), and the Russo-Chechen War (1999-2009) are compared to show the 
fragmentation of actors over time as well as their unhinging from local settings. I conduct 
qualitative content analysis of leading newspaper articles during the entire extent of these 
conflicts. Despite offering striking difference, they exhibit the same three stage set-up. 
First, the rejection of a certain communication reaches the tension of subordination 
conflict; that is, the use of violence between different socially constructed identity groups. 
Second, as war prolongs, the affected parties fragment, leading to the creation of new 
ones as well as new alliance structures. Finally, under new actor constellations, a (fragile) 
peace settlement is reached. The implications are manifold: the seeming decline of war 
might be a statistical anomaly, as the potentials for war have actually increased. 
Furthermore, the actors initiating war and those fighting it in the long run can change. 
Finally, reaching a peaceful settlement is all the more difficult, as the plurality of conflict 
parties needs to be taken into account.  
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