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WARS 

AND WARRING

WHAT IS WAR?

0ne way to define war is to 

say that it is legalised violence. 

Traditionally it occurs when the 

people of one country fight against 

the people of another country; 

or, in the case of civil war, when 

groups within a country fight 

each other. Actions that would 

be criminal offences in peacetime 

are considered acceptable – even 

courageous – during a war.

It is not easy to say when a skirmish 

or fighting becomes a war. War is not 

something that has a clear definition 

but it is usually ‘declared’ by a political 

leader who has power and authority, 

and is a state of affairs that is recognised 

by both sides and by other countries. 

These soldiers 

are taking part 

in a military 

parade in Kyiv, 

Ukraine in 2021.
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In modern wars it has become increasingly 

difficult to recognise who the opposing 

forces are because many conflicts now 

take place within countries and often 

involve criminal gangs. The fighting 

may be intense, but if war is not 

officially declared, soldiers and 

civilians cannot benefit from 

the protection of the various 

international conventions that 

exist. Their actions are then 

seen as acts of terrorism and 

are considered illegal. In these 

circumstances it is also more difficult 

to end a war as either side may refuse 

to accept peace treaties and carry 

on fighting.

Even though war legalises various 

acts of violence, acts against 

civilians and violent acts of 

unnecessary brutality are 

ruled to be crimes 

by international 

courts.

Countries often display 

their military might in 

ceremonies and parades. 

Here, new military officers 

in South Korea attend 

a ceremony at a military 

parade site.

FACTFACT

WORLDWIDE 

THERE ARE ALMOST 

28 MILLION SOLDIERS. 

NORTH KOREA HAS MOST PER 

HEAD OF POPULATION WITH 

50 FOR EVERY 1,000 CITIZENS; 

THE USA HAS 4.2, FRANCE 

HAS 3.1, AUSTRALIA 

HAS 2.5 AND BRITAIN 

HAS 2.1.
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF WAR

People have been fighting wars 

for as long as history has been 

recorded. The earliest known wars 

were fought for food and land 

on a very small scale between 

hunters and farmers. As civilisation 

has developed, so too has war 

and the reasons why people fight 

have become more complex. 

In the nineteenth century, wars

were fought by industrial nations 

using the power of science and 

technology to make rifles, machine 

guns and artillery on a huge scale. 

Using these weapons and fleets of

warships, European countries were 

able to dominate land and trade around 

the world and establish their empires.

Empires brought great 

wealth to countries such 

as Britain and Germany.

By 1914, these imperial powers 

had formed two huge alliances that 

fought each other in the First World 

War. Soldiers fought hand- to-hand 

in the trenches. By the outbreak 

of the Second World War in 1939, 

bombing from the air and long-range 

artillery kept armies further apart 

and distant from the destruction 

and death their weapons caused, 

resulting in a huge increase in the 

number of civilian casualties.

Soldiers leaving 

the trenches to fight 

on the Western 

Front during the 

First World War.
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During the second half of the twentieth 

century the threat of weapons of mass 

destruction, particularly the nuclear 

bomb, led to a stand-off between the 

main superpowers – the United States 

and the Soviet Union. Each embarked 

on an ‘arms race’, investing more 

and more money in the development 

of destructive weapons, but without 

ever actually going to war. This period 

was known as the ‘Cold War’. It came 

to an end in the 1990s when political 

tension between the superpowers 

lessened after the break-up of the Soviet 

Union. Treaties were signed agreeing to reduce 

the stockpile of weapons in the world.

The May Day 

parade in Red Square, 

Moscow was when 

the Soviet Union 

displayed its 

military might.

FACTFACT

IN 1986, THE 

GLOBAL STOCKPILE 

OF NUCLEAR WARHEADS 

PEAKED AT 69, 490. TODAY, 

IT STANDS AT 

AROUND 12,700.
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