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similar systems design (Hancké 2009, 61; Simons 2014, 465; Levy 2009, 75)26; that is, I select 

two wars in which wars recurred and two in which they did not, despite having similar 

conditions on a range of dimensions.  

Table 1.1: Overview of Case Selection 

 Chechnya  
(1999-2009) 

Kosovo      
(1999) 

Liberia        
(1999-2003) 

Congo        
(1998-2003) 

Type of war Intra-State War Inter-State and 
Intra-State War 

Intra-State war Inter-State and 
Intra State war 

Type of peace 
agreement 

Negotiated 
Settlement,  
Military Victory 
for Russia 

Negotiated 
Settlement, 
Military Victory 
for NATO 

Negotiated 
Settlement, 
Military Victory 
for LRD, 
MODEL 

Negotiated 
Settlement 
No military 
victory 

Duration 10 Years 11 Weeks 4 Years 5 years 
Number of 
conflict parties 

At least 3: 
Russia, 
Chechnya, 
Islamic 
Militants 

At least 3: 
Serbia, Kosovo, 
NATO 

At least 3: 
Liberia, LURD, 
MODEL 

At least 3: 
Kabila, 
Rwanda/Ugand
a, Zimbabwe/ 
Angola 

Economic 
development 

Underdeveloped Underdeveloped Underdeveloped  Underdeveloped 

Opposition 
fragmentation 

Yes  Yes, but limited Yes, but limited Yes 

Identity 
conflict 

Yes Yes Yes  Yes 

Foreign 
intervention 

Yes (Global 
Islamist 
Networks) 

Yes (NATO) Yes (UN) Yes (UN) 

Recurrent? Yes (weak) Middle No Yes (strong) 
 

The majority of cases are intra-state wars, meaning that the dominant conflict parties 

are present within the state. Of course, each war is unique and comparing wars is only possible 

at the abstract level. The four wars that have been selected are similar in a wide variety of 

conditions (see table 1.1) that were central for previous studies (see section 1.1): they are 

                                                 
26 This method of case selection builds up on John Stuart Mill´s famous method of agreement, but takes into 
account that the criteria of case selection for Mill are too strict to be met in the social world (Anckar 2008). The 
crucial advancement in this approach was made by Przeworski and Tuene (1970).  
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the new forms of warfare, it is more likely that they are more relevant to current conflicts, 

particularly those that appear to have become permanent. 

1.5 Roadmap of the Project 

The argument of my project is presented in six further chapters. In the following chapter, I put 

forth a theory of war recurrence. Here, I proceed in a twofold manner. Firstly, in order to 

understand war recurrence from a Luhmannian perspective, war needs to be conceptualized as 

a system. Therefore, I identify the building blocks of MST and elaborate on the core concepts 

of this theory, namely the theory of functional differentiation, communication, and social 

evolution. Moreover, within this framework, I develop the concept of war as a special kind of 

system and elaborate on the expected relationship between war and society. Secondly, I position 

the war system in relation to functional systems. Specifically, I show how a functionally 

differentiated world is theorized to operate and specify how a conflict forms in this context. 

While conflicts form within different systems, they actually become their own system. 

Consequently, it is necessary to elaborate on the relationship between the war system and other 

systems. Alongside this positioning, I address the question of steering from the outside and the 

problem of war termination by other systems. Connected to this, I demonstrate that a war system 

that is structurally coupled to its environment is more likely to recur than one that is only 

temporally so.  

Chapter 3 provides the methodological framework of the project. Here I elaborate on 

the method of Qualitative Content Analysis (QCA) to study the four characteristics of a war 

system as outlined above. Moreover, I address the issue of how the political, economic, media, 

and juridical systems can be observed and what data sources are used to trace their observations. 

Based on Luhmann´s work, I justify the recourse to newspaper articles and QCA to draw 

inferences about the workings of the war system. Here I also articulate the main limitations of 

the choice of method (e.g. newspapers reproduce power structures and, consequently, reaffirm 
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based on the theoretical framework of this project, the war with Daesh is likely to continue and 

any termination thereof to be only short-lived. Secondly, the temporal limitation of this project 

is challenged. In other words, the question becomes how a research strategy would look like 

that tries to encompass war recurrence during the Cold War. As I argue, the changes are 

fundamental and presupposed by a completely different hierarchy of functional systems. 

Finally, the role of agents in MST and the study of war is discussed. Whilst this project is based 

on the observation of the media system, a supplementary study could focus on observing 

participants during war and how they perceive the enemy. I conclude this project with policy 

advice based on the theoretical framework. Significantly, the termination of a conflict can only 

occur, if one war party and the violence within this war becomes isolated. Furthermore, the 

dominant theme of this project is to advise from a position of modesty when planning to find 

ways to permanently terminate a war.  
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occurrence in war, but can also be part of the strategic calculations of warring sides (Foran and 

Goodwin 1993). In short, the undermining of stable expectations means that group cohesion 

can only be achieved at considerable costs, fragmentation becomes the norm, mistrust on the 

actions and intentions of others grow, while the ever-present danger of betrayal forces one 

towards treachery. Under these circumstances, any kind of social contract dissolves and reality 

comes to resemble the Hobbesian state of nature.  

To conclude, at this point, war as a system in the tradition of MST has been 

conceptualized. I have discussed the function of war in relation to other systems, on what basis 

it observes reality, and what kind of structures are created by it. In the second section of this 

chapter, the focus shifts now to the environment of the war system; or in other words, in what 

kind of setting the war system is embedded, from where and how it originates, and finally, how 

it interacts with functional systems. Put differently, the discussion shifts from conceptualizing 

the war system to explicating the ways in which this system shapes its environment to make 

war recurrence more likely.  

2.2 The Position of War 

To be more specific, in this section I address three issues. Firstly, I introduce a four-step model 

of the formation of war within the modern world society. Here, I offer an additional justification 

for the allocation of the friend/enemy distinction as the communicative code of the war system. 

This model is of particular importance, as it is multi-directional. A conflict can move between 

different stages and as I shall demonstrate, the distance between an issue or identity conflict 

towards subordination conflict are different and impact on the likelihood of war recurrence. 

Secondly, I examine the position between the designed war system and other functional 

systems. I conclude by emphasizing the difficulty of (permanently) terminating the processes 

of the war system externally in such a way that a recurrent war is avoided. Indeed, because wars 

are not subsystems of other systems, they are outside steering capabilities by other systems. 
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the war system and its environment. Moreover, the theory accepts many fundamental premises 

and constructions of MST, while advancing the idea of conflict/war. The next chapter provides 

the methodological means of studying war recurrence. There, the question is how a war system 

actually looks like, and based on what data one can study it in line with the ontological and 

epistemological premises of Luhmannian systems theory. In contrast, this chapter has 

formulated a theory of war, which is able to capture the formation, processes, and termination 

of war on both social and temporal dimensions. The inclusion of the social and society has 

served to highlight the limited extent of influencing a war from the outside, the risks of 

unpredicted and undesirable consequences, and the need for an unassuming approach to conflict 

resolution. From a theoretical point of view, it has explained how difficult it is for wars to end 

and why it is easy for wars to recur. The remainder of this project is dedicated to illustrating 

these claims. Before this step, three concluding remarks in this section need to be made.  

I have argued that MST provides the tools for addressing the workings of the war system 

and the recurrence thereof. Whilst the aim of this chapter was to demonstrate the above, it 

should be emphasized that Luhmann did not write about it specifically; in consequence, this is 

one possibility of introducing war into the workings of Luhmann. While I believe this to be the 

most convincing approach, it came about by basically questioning three premises of MST, 

namely the separation between modern societies and war, the hierarchy of functional systems, 

and also specific mechanisms of the conditioning conflicts. Once war has formed, it appears to 

structurally couple with other functional systems, in order to draw on their resources, alternate 

(if not undermine) their structures, and consequently, establish itself as the dominant system. 

However, in this conception, wars form out of rejections which are processes happening within 

specific functional systems and are, mostly, positive, frequent occurrences. Because of this 

duality between the destructiveness and the productive powers of war, finding the right balance 

to regulate them is an extremely difficult endeavor and prone to misjudgment and unexpected 

consequences.  
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Another expression is the occurrence of unintended effects, in which the attempt to resolve a 

conflict (like an international tribunal convicting a dictator) actually worsens it.  

The establishment of the war system and the success of structural coupling are closely 

linked to two additional factors. Firstly, the number of enemies (and friends) should increase 

over time.52 This can happen in the sense that different (social) groups are targeted by military 

action or that more actors are encompassed in the alliance. At the same time, existent alliances 

experience fragmentation over time, as discontent over lack of success, different opinions 

regarding the strategies employed, increased costs of prolongation of the war, and other sources 

of discontent, like domestic constituencies, will increase. Indeed, possibly, new alliances will 

form or old allies will shift their position to become new enemies. Finally, for some war 

participants it can be more profitable to defy peace agreements negotiated by their commander 

and subsequently defect, effectively prolonging the confrontation. Evidently, a war which 

always produces new war parties is more difficult to terminate and has a higher propensity to 

return than one, in which a war party can be isolated by a coherent and lasting coalition of war 

actors. Secondly, wars intensify over time. This intensification can take various forms. On the 

one hand, more weapons and vehicles can be used to pressure the opponent into submission or 

more fighters sent in to engage in the hostilities; on the other hand, the range of targets can 

                                                 
52 There is no mathematical equation here regarding how much time is enough. Rather, it indicates a general trend. 
The longer a war lasts the more likely is it that it will differentiate into several sub-systems.  

Figure 3.2: Overview of War Recurrence Expectations 
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increase, both by widening the territory affected and by allowing for the bombing of more 

people and buildings in the affected territory. However, intensification can take a linear (e.g. it 

intensifies proportionately over time) or nonlinear form (e.g. violence disperses). The latter 

form includes wars, in which the classical battlefront disappears and attacks can potentially 

happen everywhere at any time. This is accompanied usually with the widening of affected 

territory. For instance, the Chechen campaign by Russia resulted in a form of guerilla warfare, 

in which the attacks (against particularly the civilian population) were carried on inside Russia 

proper. By the ability to hide in the mountainous terrain and attack unexpectedly, it became all 

the more difficult for Russia to militarily defeat its enemies.  

Table 3.1: Overview of Expectations of the War System  

Manifestation Observation 
1)  War sites revert to state of 

nature  
Atrocities, human rights abuses, systematic killing of 
civilians.  

2)  Parasitical impact of war system Coupling of war from other systems, loss of control 
over war. 

3)  Fragmentation of actors More people affected by war. Weakening of alliance 
structures. 

4)  Intensification of war Increase in use of weapons. Number of fighters 
increases. Expansion of territory affected.  

 

This account leads to a new set of questions centered on the possibility of actually 

studying wars (see table 3.1 for an overview). Can these manifestations be observed, and if so, 

how? What data can be used, particularly considering the radical constructivist ontologically of 

MST? And if we are able to obtain data, what methods are most useful for the purposes of the 

study? These questions are the other side to the answer of the research questions raised in this 

project. If so far I have concentrated on the theoretical engagement, I turn in this chapter to the 

methodological and empirical part of it. In short, I argue for the use of newspaper articles to 

illuminate the processes of the war systems. The method chosen for the study of these articles 

is a variation of Qualitative Content Analysis (QCA). Using the Nvivo software, I coded articles 
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analyst to deconstruct these ideas by placing discourses, or in this case newspaper articles, into 

the context of societal practices. This method allows us to answer questions regarding actors, 

how they are portrayed and how they interact. Moreover, it allows us to interpret texts or other 

sources based on what is being said as well as what is not being said, the silenced part of the 

discourse. One possibility to understand it lies in the comparison to content analysis: while CA 

deals with reducing the amount of information by assigning text to categories, DA increases 

complexity, by adding context to text. This method, however, does not fit the purpose of this 

study. To reiterate, the goal of this project is not to deconstruct power relations within mass 

media representations, but to demonstrate the functioning of the war system based on media 

information. Consequently, for the empirical investigation of this project, both CA and DA are 

inappropriate.  

In contrast to these two approaches, QCA is situated in-between both methods, as it 

acknowledges the need to contextualize the text and create categories that are open to 

interpretation (Schreier 2012). The attribute of qualitative highlights the move away from word 

frequency studies that are more closely related to quantitative methods and establishes this 

method firmly at the intersection of both (Prior 2014, 370). Accordingly, the emphasis of the 

study moves beyond interpreting word frequency, while at the same time not adding 

information that is not observable. A clear, convincing, and transparent definition of the core 

concepts are necessary in order to provide a study that is replicable and provides a solid basis 

for future discussions (Elo and Kyngäs 2008). Like in any kind of operationalization, it is 

necessary to identify the core concepts of the theory and address how they relate to each other, 

and consequently make the process of interpretation as transparent as possible (G. King, 

Keohane, and Verba 1994, 26). Before I establish the representations of the political, media, 

judicial, and economic system, it should be noted that the units of analysis are not words or 

grammatical structures, but sentences (either single or multiple) and dependent on the content 
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observation within a functional system (Ahlemeyer 1997); in other words, how a system of 

meaning creates meaning.  

Through the means elaborated above (QCA), and based on primary data composed of 

newspaper articles, the manifestations and developments of the war system are traced in the 

next chapters on four war systems: the Kosovo war (1999), the Second Russo-Chechen War 

(1999-2009), the Liberian War (1999-2003) and the Second Congolese War (1998-2003). The 

goal is, however, not to primarily produce new empirical data, but rather to illustrate the 

applicability of the theoretical framework that has been articulated in chapter 2. As I expand 

upon in the final chapter of this project, the need for more empirical testing is a task for future 

research.  
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This brings me to the final note of this chapter. The focus of this project lies in war 

recurrence, not on the functioning of the resulting systems. As indicated in the introduction to 

this chapter, the state resulting from the war in Kosovo, despite its declaration of independence 

and sovereignty, cannot be considered to be a functioning one. The implication is that the 

recurrence of war and the building of statehood are two separate issues, even though they are 

evidently connected. The analysis above has only demonstrated that the impact of war on 

functional systems took the form of undermining their operations; not in subverting them in 

order to continue its operations. To put it in another way, the systems that emerged after the 

termination of the conflict did not need the continuation or recurrence of war in order to 

function. In the next chapter though, this was not the case.  
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air and artillery forces, the occupied Dagestanian villages managed to drive out the Islamists. 

In retaliation, Chechen separatists allegedly planted bombs at several residential buildings in 

Moscow, which prompted a reaction from the Putin administration in the form of a declaration 

of war on August 26, 1999. Russian troops then entered into Chechnya in a war that would, by 

most accounts, last for 10 years until April 15, 2009 (Steele 2008; M. Schwirtz 2009b).  

5.3 Observing the War System 

Having established the initial parameters of the Russo-Chechen conflict, the remainder of this 

chapter contrasts the development of this war system with the manifestations outlined in 

chapters 2 and 3. Based on the analysis of a stratified sample of the entire collection of NYT 

articles that were published during the period of war, a total number of 1,678 (sample size was 

above 800), I demonstrate that the empirical record overwhelmingly confirms the expectations 

of a recurrent war system. In short, the war was more than parasitical on the societal total and 

on individual functional systems, as it formed structural couplings with functional systems. 

Regarding the latter, the continuation of the operations of functional systems became much 

more dependent on the continuation of the war than was the case in Kosovo. Operations within 

the war system reinforced this development, as the fragmentation of actors circumvented the 

isolation of one actor group, and the intensification denied a decisive (military) outcome. 

Consequently, the war in Chechnya was never fully terminated. I consider each manifestation 

now in turn.  

 

5.3.1 The Disintegration of Chechnya´s Social Order  

In the Chechen case, we can distinguish between multiple manifestations of the dissolution of 

the social fabric, namely the removal of large parts of the population along with the physical 

representation of Chechen culture, the increase of violence directed at Chechen and Russian 

populations, both inside and outside of Chechnya, in the forms of sexual harassment, the 
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widespread use of torture and kidnappings, and a kind of psychological trauma experienced by 

both the civil population and the fighting forces. The aim of this chapter is not to assign blame 

to Russia and make it responsible for the events that occurred in Chechnya, because the reality 

is far too complex than that. One example is the presence of foreign Jihadist fighters in the 

ranks of some Chechen rebels, who tried to impose a religiously zealous social order on a 

population against its will. In the remainder of this section, I provide a short overview of the 

corresponding evidence. 

As was mentioned earlier, the Russian incursion into Chechnya involved the destruction 

of whole villages (Bohlen 1999a) and leveling Groznyy to the ground. This strategy continued 

to affect the civil population well into the later years of the campaign (Kramer 2008). Moreover, 

that civilians, both ethnically Chechen and Russian living in Chechnya, would be physically 

affected was basically ignored by the Russian military (The New York Times 1999s). The 

killing of civilians by Russians was a common occurrence during this war. Moreover, this 

happened during all phases of the war. Particularly at the onset of the campaign, civilians would 

often voice the mistreatment at the hands of Russian officers (Bohlen 1999f; Gall 1999g; Tyler 

2001c, 4). It was rather bad preparation of a counterinsurgency campaign than malcontent 

which often drew Russian forces into several ambushes (Gordon 1999t; M. Schwirtz and Philips 

2006). Equally, Russian civilians were targeted by Chechen groups, like a terrorist attack on a 

Moscow apartment complex (Wines 1999b), a raid at a Moscow theater (Myers 2003b) or the 

Beslan school massacre (Reuters 2004). Indeed, it appears that if anything, violence had been 

increasing over time with the aim of raising the costs of warfare for the Russian regime, while 

the Russian violence remained constant (if not even in decline). In Chechnya, this led to the 

expulsion of civilians from the territory and the destruction of historical, cultural, and religious 

artifacts. In many ways, one can claim that the destruction of cultural treasures like landmarks 

and museums (Kishkovsky 2002b) was part of the larger campaign of ridding Chechnya from 

the Chechens (if not people then history, culture, and, more broadly, identity) and impart on the 
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In conclusion, it has become evident how the different sopping-mechanisms of the war 

in Chechnya failed, while certain options in every system had been open to end the war earlier. 

However, in every case, the war system proved itself dominant (as long as a physical enemy 

remained) and gave rise to a new political system both in Russia and Chechnya, a new war 

economy, the abuse of a judicial system, as also the dismantling of a free press in the classical 

sense of being in favor of an entity which can be described as a misinformation apparatus. In 

the next two sections, two dynamics of the war system that supported this development are 

investigated.  

 

5.3.3 Fragmentation of Actors during the Second Russo-Chechen War 

To begin this subsection, it is important to reiterate the main tenets of this manifestation. In 

short, it is expected that there are more and smaller groups of war participants the longer the 

conflict lasts, for the simple reason that both the costs of maintaining alliances is high and more 

people will be exposed to war, particularly if the war is expansive. The empirical record of the 

Second Russo-Chechen War shows that this was the case; in contrast to Kosovo, however, 

without the isolation of one conflict group. I have selected four time periods which were 

reflected in the publication of newspaper articles (see figure 5.1). It goes without saying that 

they confirm a broad trend and give sufficient empirical material for this study. In fact, giving 

a detailed account of all the information coded here would exceed the limitation of space 

(detailed tables of all four periods can be found in the appendix).  

In the entire period, a total of 59 actors are identified, which stand in 114 constellations 

towards each other. In contrast to the previous case study, it is not possible to identify one 

specific relationship that remains dominant over time, but rather certain actors which remain 

central in the configuration. The most central actor is Russia, which either fought Chechen 

Warlords, Islamic militants operating in Chechnya, or the whole of Chechnya itself. At the same 

time, the international arena is represented by the political West generally, and by the US 
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