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WHAT ARE WAR 

AND CONFLICT?

The news is often full of stories of war and conflict around 

the world. We see pictures of damaged towns and cities, 

and crowds of people forced to leave their homes to avoid 

the violence. In this book we will look at the reasons for war 

and conflict, their impact on people, and what we can do to 

try and prevent them in the future.

Defining our terms

First, we should define 

what we mean by war 

and conflict. War is a 

state of violent hostility 

between nations 

or military groups. 

Conflict is a dispute 

between nations or 

groups, though not 

necessarily a violent 

one. Conflicts can 

often lead to war. The 

Arab-Israeli conflict 

(1948-present day),  

for example, has led  

to several wars. 

War and conflict has 

been a part of the 

human experience since 

ancient times. This relief 

shows warriors from 

Dacia, a Roman province 

from 106 to 271 or 275 CE.
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Different kinds of war

Wars take many different forms. 

They can last years, or be over 

in hours. Not all wars even result 

in human death. In the 1859 Pig 

War between the United States 

and the United Kingdom, the only 

casualty was a pig.

Some wars are between two 

or more different nations. 

Others, known as civil wars, are 

between groups within one 

nation. These groups sometimes 

form unofficial armies called 

paramilitary forces or militias. 

These militias sometimes fight 

wars with more powerful national 

armies. This is called asymmetric 

warfare, or guerilla warfare. 

War can occasionally bring about positive 

changes for those involved. In 1791, 

enslaved peoples in the French colony of 

Saint-Domingue (modern Haiti) in the 

Caribbean, rose up against their rulers. Their 

twelve-year struggle was the only successful 

revolt by enslaved peoples in history. The 

war resulted in the establishment of the 

independent state of Haiti, and helped 

inspire movements to abolish slavery.

THE HAITIAN 

REVOLUTION

US Army soldiers carry 

an American casualty 

to hospital following 

an insurgent explosion 

during the Iraq War in 

September 2007.
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HOW WARS 

BREAK OUT

Just as people sometimes argue, so do nations. They – or their 

leaders – may argue about which of them owns a piece of land, 

about their rights to valuable resources, such as water or oil,  

or about religion. Mostly, these arguments lead to a lot of  

angry words. Sometimes, though, the leaders decide that  

the only way to get what they want is by going to war.

Attacks on nations

Wars can also start because 

one nation, without warning, 

decides to attack another. 

An unpopular leader may 

decide to start a war to 

gain their people’s support. 

A powerful nation may 

wish to take over a weaker 

neighbour to make use 

of their resources. Or a 

nation may go to war out 

of revenge for a previous 

attack on them. Sometimes 

one nation will attack another 

because they see it as a 

threat, or fear it will attack 

them in the future. 
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Following Russia’s 

invasion of Ukraine in 

February 2022, Russian 

forces bombarded 

Ukrainian cities. A 

rocket attack on this 

shopping complex in 

Izium left eight dead.








Civil war

Civil wars often begin because 

of anger against a government, 

or because two groups within 

a country attack one another. 

Sometimes, one of the opposing 

groups may wish to break away 

from the nation and form their 

own independent state. The 

ongoing Syrian civil war, for 

example, was triggered by anger 

against the Syrian government. 
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A pro-democracy 

demonstration 

against the Assad 

government in 

Damascus, Syria,  

in April 2011.

Sometimes war can bring benefits 

to a country or region. Yugoslavia 

was a nation containing a number of 

ethnic groups with different histories, 

beliefs and identities, creating serious 

political tension. When Yugoslavia 

broke up in 1991-2, several wars 

broke out. These ultimately led to the 

establishment of stable independent 

states, such as Croatia and Bosnia, 

each with their own ethnic identity.

THE BREAK-UP 

OF YUGOSLAVIA
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