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Abstract:;

This article studies war from an integrated perspective, starting from the idea that if you
desire peace, you must know war. The theoretical framework explores the political
conception of war, as well as reflects on power as the center of social or armed conflicts.
Subsequently, | will provide a brief comment on the Tigray War that serves as a reflection
of the theory imparted. The reconfiguration of the ecosystem of power, the escalation of
the ethnic conflict, the weaponizing of social media and the humanitarian consequences

are the object of study.
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Polemological approach

Throughout history, war events have been preserved through the narratives of the people.
A practice that forms a historiographic study, and a disguised traumatic capacity to heal
in the people. In the 19th century, historical practices are professionalized as an area of
academic investigation, and war as a part of it, evidencing its indivisible relation with
national States and its political practice. This took place in a moment of disintegration,
when the Enlightenment and Revolution were destroying the legitimacy of the once
divinely ordained hierarchical dynastic kingdom?. The Nation is shown as a guarantee of
freedom and patriotic fervor as an engine of mobilization in a moment of Napoleonic wars.
Nationalism was the aggregator factor of an inequal society, but pacified by national
lullabies, in the shape of heroes and martyrs, channels of love for the homeland.

Due to the simultaneous development of Darwinist’s theories applied to the area of human
relations, war was conceived as something desirable, a law of life, in which inferior nations
or dying empires crumbled?. Carl Von Clausewitz captured an idea in an aphorism, “war
is the mere continuation of politics through other means”. The first nation-states perceived
war as a tool to achieve their political goals in case that less radical measures were not
successful. Over time, and the two devastating worldwide wars, that war conception
changed. There was a concern for understanding peace, not as an assumption but as a
necessity. The atrocities of war made almost everyone avert their gazes. However,
Gaston Bouthoul confronted those ghosts under the slogan “si tu veux paix, connais la

guerre”

Bouthoul, proposes the scientific study of war as a phenomenon susceptible to
observation, and ultimately as a way to study peace. War studies take into consideration
Clausewitz’s aphorism: they observe that the purpose of war is peace, understanding this
as the new political situation after conflict®. Within this framework of thought, which
subordinates violences to an instrument, and war to politics, we redefine politics as the
rational administration of collective interest of a nation, and war is the temporary

suspension of a certain balance and harmony that are taken as assumptions and aspired

1 Alcaraz, B, “Poder y Estado”, Conicet 1-1 (2017).
2 Aznar, F. “Filosofia de la guerra”, Cultura de la defensa. (2014): 190.
3 idem
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to as higher goals®. This struggle for the triumph of the most violent peace®, military and
society are also swallowed up by political maelstrom.

Globalization dynamics have provoked the readjustment of relation between social
groups, adding a supplementary vision, violence®. Transforming war into a social
regulator of national and international relations, elevating as another institution of the
international political system. It is now an undesired evil, but regulated, a forbidden activity

but used and normalized by international humanitarian law.

Thoughts on strength, power and governability

Clausewitz understood war as an act of strength to impose the will of a group into another,
through the wear and tear of the second, in which exercise its probable that no limits were
contemplated. Nevertheless, strength is confused with power, whereas strength is the
execution of the action with effort, in opposition to resistance, power is amorphous, and
therefore influential despite resistance. Its problem resides in its liquidity because it falls
out the hands as sand between fingers and its maintenance will undoubtedly be a joy,
especially for a prince, to bring together all the good qualities but as our nature does not

have such great perfection’.

Precisely, it is because of its liquidity that power is not exchanged but exercised; it only
exists as in action and is a producer of knowledge and truth8. We refer to the interaction
between governed and governor as governability, and it is the set of institutions, tactics
and thoughts that consider population as an object, the political economy as the way of
knowing and security devices as technical instruments®. Power management exercises a
discourse made up by a minority, which is transformed through political power into a

legitimate element.

Foucault goes further in the understanding power, developing what he calls the inversion
of Clausewitz’s aphorism “politics are the mere continuation of war by other means”. He
recognizes a change in the perception of social life by placing conflict and not the

4 Tonkonoff, S. “Notas sobre el fin de la violencia”, Conicet (2015).

5 Aznar, F. La Guerra: Teoria para comprender los conflictos del siglo XXI. (El viejo topo, 2024).

6 idem

7 Maquiavelo, N. El principe. (EDAF, 2024).

8 Aznar, F. La Guerra: Teoria para comprender los conflictos del siglo XXI. (El viejo Topo, 2024), pp.8.
9 Lopez, P. “Biopolitica, liberalismo y neoliberalismo”, Docta Complutense. (2010), pp.2.
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harmony as its way of being, which defines any socio-political order as the effect of the
domination of certain social forces on others®. Contrary to Clausewitz, who considers
war as an exceptional form of politics, he proposes that conflict does not end with the end
of war since politics is the mechanism through which the tensions that led to war are
managed, and the tool which defines the new political situation after the conflict. This
inversion of the aphorism enables the understanding of politics as the political, cultural
and ideological background creating tool, by which war is conceived as reasonable.
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Illustration 1.0wn creation. Conceptual map of war.

Evolution from social conflicts to armed conflicts

Politics, theréfore, is an organizing mechanism of social conflicts. War as armed conflict,
would be the maximum expression of politics, the nakedness of force relations??.
However, what is conflict, a social conflict and an armed conflict? How does a social
conflict escalate to an armed conflict? The interaction between individuals occasionally
generates incompatibility or divergency with their objectives, an opposition that translates

into tension, like a slipknot. Its resolution could be agreed or competitive depending on

10 Tonkonoff, S. “Notas sobre el fin de la violencia”, Conicet (2015).
11 Tonkonoff, S. “Notas sobre el fin de la violencia”, Conicet (2015), pp.6.
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how power and result are distributed. During the competition hostility appears, and the
conflict arises. Hostility, therefore, is the link between aggressiveness and aggression, as
a form of desire to harm others, to bend their will through violence.

The inability to self-manage, filled with emotional burden, turns their positions
unyielding'?. Now competitors are enemies, and hostility is imposed as the only way of
communication. The conflict escalation and the crossing of accepted violent values,
catalyzes violence, by exhorting one another to increase negative consequences for the
other side. Social conflict therefore is the opposition between groups of people with
different interests in the same territorial space (State). Since conflicts between states
contain more than one social conflict, even if the group strives to present it as the only
one in its discourse®®. Finally, armed conflicts are social conflicts, in which a conflicting
group, organized and following a plan, acts through the use of weapons against the

opposition in order to reach the objective from which the opposition arises**.

Opposing political aspirations usually call for changes in the established political
structure, actors with fewer mechanisms for reform through legitimate means may use
conflict as a tool. When relative deprivation is covered with injustice perception, the
subordinate group manifests endo group favoritism and hostility toward the dominant
group®. The breeding ground of opposition is articulated through the enemy discourse,
exploiting their differences. The more a group perceives a threat to its identity, the more
its members are motivated to reach a consensus on the definition of the situation, and
the degree of freedom of its members to choose what to do, think or feel decreases,
resulting in collective definitions®. Dynamiting the gap between groups, and to
exacerbate the differences contributes to the radicalization of the enemy’s discourse and
legitimates the armed conflict as long as it drains the previous ways, and it presents them
as inevitable solutions. The combination of discourse and antagonism is bipolarization

that will act as a catalyst for the evolutionary process of conflict.

12 santé, J.S “Conflictos sociales: hacia la evaluacion del riesgo”, (Tesis doctoral, Ministerio de defensa, 2017).

13 [dem

14 idem

15 Brown en idem

16 vanderberg, R.J. “Framing Violent Extremism: Terrorism and Narratives of Meaning”, (Tesis doctoral, Ohio State
University, 2020).
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lllustration 2.0wn creation based on Santé, 2017. Exacerbation cycle of social conflict.

Cultural-criminological conception of the legitimization of war

In the work field of cultural criminology, culture, violence and war are linked, recognizing
the role of psychocultural factors. It considers that the violence is not only a product of
attacks by giants on dwarves, but coincides with the enormous expansion of weapons
and the increasing structural violence of a global class war that has resulted in growing
inequality?’. Stating that war is maintained through vertical ideological domination, with
public opinion and its conditioning being the key factor to understand ideological

legitimation.

Clausewitz’s Trinity recognizes three actors; people, government and military, from which
it is interpreted that the power of all three depends on the ability of the commanders to
communicate and the ability of rulers to reinforce the union between nature, purpose and

conduction of war'8. People are generally influenced by national psychologies that

17 Pinker, visto en Klein, J. “Toward a cultural criminology of war”, Social Justice (2011): pp, 86-103.
18 Rueda, R. “¢Son apropiados los aportes teéricos de Clausewitz para analizar los conflictos armados de los Ultimos
tiempos?”, Estudios en seguridad y defensa (2007).
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activate meanings and remote cultures, under certain circumstances, persuading the

community into believing that such meanings and cultures are under threat, so they
should be defended or restored®®.

PEOPLE
PASSION

FEEDBACK

: CONDITIONING
Resources and protection

CLAUSEWITZ Public Opinion

TRINITY

ARMED FORCES GOVERNMENT
AZAR R » RATIONAL
SUBORDINATION

Political interests

lllustration 3. Own creation based on Rueda, 2007. Clausewitz Trinity.

We turn to Krammer & Michalowski State-corporate crime Theory, which de-legitimizes
state action as the preferred provider of security, and points out its capacity, along with
large institutions to be involved in criminal acts (including war) and its necessary exercise

of legitimation through the vertical generation of cultural influence over individuals.

19 Klein, J. “Toward a cultural criminology of war”, Social Justice (2011): pp, 86-103.

ieee.es Documento de Opinion 18/2025 7

Instituto Espafiol de Estudios Estratégicos
— —



ieee es How to legitimize war: A commentary on the Tigray War
|

Instituto Espafiol de Estudios Estratégicos Daniel Maldonado Rodn’guez
r /\

4 POLITICAL ELITE

Political and economic dimension

/ \

WAR INSTITUTIONS IDEOLOGY
LEGITIMATION Meaning and ideology dimension TRANSMISSION
GENERAL PUBLIC
Individual dimension v

Illustration 4. Own creation based on Klein, 2021. Corporate-state legitimation of war.

Political-economic dimension

In this dimension, we examine the macro factors that study the interests underlying war.
According to Clausewitz, no one starts a war, or rather, nobody in their right mind does it,
without keeping in mind what is trying to achieve with that war and how to do it. Therefore,
each war has its own theory?°. Moreover, each war has its own political authority, with the
task of managing information, condensing it into a discourse and, through political power,
transforming it into legitimacy. In the context of post-modernity, when events belong to a
time in which truth has become insignificant or irrelevant?. Ignoring that truth (rigorous
or not), has the ability to build reality, understood as the contested social and cultural
processes, through which situations are defined, individuals and groups categorized, and
human consequences are understood?2. This scenario leads to societies, concepts and
liquid objectives, in the context of de-monopolization of the state as a producer of shared
truths. Generating a vacuum that has resulted in an open competitive market to control

truth, with actors such as states, terrorists, corporation and oligarchs.

20 Rueda, R. “¢,Son apropiados los aportes teéricos de Clausewitz para analizar los conflictos armados de los Ultimos
tiempos?”, Estudios en seguridad y defensa (2007), pp.44.

21 Bartra en Aznar, F. “El mundo de la posverdad” en Cuaderno de Estrategia IEEE (2018): 197 pp. 21-79

22 Ferrel, J. “Cultural criminology and the politics of meaning”. Critical Criminology. (2013), pp, 259.
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Institutional dimension

War when expressed, branches out, and one of its more important branches, coinciding
with the people element of Clausewitz’s Trinity, is public opinion. In previous conflicts such
as the Rwanda Genocide, the Hutu broadcaster Radio Télévision Libre des Mille Collines,
played an essential role in legitimizing the Rwandan genocide, promoting an ethnic
framework, and accused of spreading rumours under the “kill or be killed” discursive
frame against Tutsis, and how to do it?3. The media’s impact on the conflict along with its
enormous capacity to influence millions of people has turned media into another war

asset.

News encloses within themselves, as a pill of reality, the image of a conflict and its
motives, management and development, that at times proves to be more transcendent
than reality itself?4. If national, ethnic and religious exaltation is the militarization of daily
life, public opinion is the weaponizing of civilians. With the rise of the information society,
the latter gushed out of the wounds of the world, and its vulnerability caused institutions
of interest to play with the truth and the manifestly false, in a voluntary exercise of
infoxication as appropriate. With greater incidence in social networks, which have
dethroned the traditional media from their monopoly of information, also falling into the

logic of power.

The media, therefore, assumes the duty to amuse, entertain, inform and install values
and believes that will facilitate their integration into society?®. Using framing, which is the
selection of information and rhetorical devices, with which the sender could explain a
political problem and designate solutions?6. When applied to war, it generates narratives
that open up spaces in reality, where everyone can use violence without restraint. An
interpretative framing that has been associated with warmongering, tribal patriotism, or
ethnic nationalism; they relate closely to chauvinism, imply belligerence, and ideologically
assist aggressive warfare?’. Finally, public opinion is molded in a circle that closes the

legitimation process, in a top-down to down-top process enabling war as we know it.

23 Kellow, C. “The role of radio in the Rwanda Genocide”, Oxford Academic (2007): 48, pp. 107-128.
24 Aznar, F. “El mundo de la posverdad” en Cuaderno de Estrategia IEEE (2018): 197 pp. 21-79.

25 Pineda, A. “El modelo de propaganda de Noam Chomsky”, IDUS (2001): 6, pp. 191-210.

26 Entman, in Mawere & Van Reisen, The hysteresis of war (Langaa, 2024)

27 Klein, J. “Toward a cultural criminology of war”, Social Justice (2011): pp, 86-103, pp.88
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The Tigray War
Geopolitical analysis of the conflict

Ethiopia is a complex country, located between Somalia, Yibuti, Sudan, South Sudan,
and Kenia. It is the oldest country in Africa, and the second one most populated, with
more than 115 million people that conform a wide variety of ethnic groups, languages,
and majoritarian religions. However, when the ecosystem is disrupted, it takes a toll in the
form of ethnic conflicts and social discontent. The social pacification model, in theory, is
solved by an ethnic federalism, in which everyone has the same value and representation,
where each region, based on ethnic criteria, enjoys a wide autonomy that grants them
their own government and judicial system?®. Nevertheless, as in every other power
ecosystem, when harmony is fractured, white blood cells attacks and destroy the
troublemaker organisms. In this case, the hotspot of political infection was placed in the
far north of Ethiopia, in Tigray where around six million people live with their own language
and culture. Tigray's region is one of the nine ethnic-federal states, called Kililoch,

according to the political-administrative regulation of the country in 1995 2°.

28 Mora, J. “Conflicto en Tigray (Etiopia)” en Panorama geopolitico de los conflictos. (IEEE, 2021).
29 palacian, B. “El hambre como arma de Guerra: Tigray (Etiopia)” Boletin IEEE (2022): 27.
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lllustration 4. Source and creation, r/Ethiopia, Ethnicity map of Ethiopia.

Once we land in this part of the world, we address the background. On May 28, 1991, the
Ethiopian’s People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF), with the control of the
Tigray’s Peoples Liberation Front (TPLF) came to power and created a new transitory
government, leading to a Federal Republic in 1995. After years of political stagnation, in
2018 Abiy Ahmed, a member of the Oromo Ethnic was elected as the Prime Minister of
Ethiopia, in a context of social movements and violent protests against Hailemariam
Desalegn in the Oromia region®°. Ahmed led to a reform based on economic liberalization
and political aperture, defying the former Ethiopian model and restructuring the
distribution of power. This led to the foundation of the Prosperity Party and its consequent

fusion of two of the majoritarian ethnics and elites Oromo and Amhara.

Ahmed operates under the philosophical-political perspective of Medemer, which consists
in unifying the social differences with the aim of constructing an unique nation, the great
Ethiopia. A bet on a multiparty democracy, which contradicted the regional model of the
Ethiopian Constitution of 1994, what meant the loss of political capital of the Tigrayan
group, since the former distribution favoured the representation of a non-majoritarian

ethnic, at the same time it strategically placed the group in the centre of power avoiding

30 Molfino, S. “Claves para entender el conflicto del Tigray”, Cuadernos de politica exterior Argentina, (2021):134, pp.
93-101.
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the opposition rising3. The forementioned conflict of interests rose after the disobedience
of TPLF to carry out regional elections in 2020. Elections that had already been
postponed by COVID-19 crisis. After these incidents, there was an exchange of hostilities,
firstly the Tigray’s budget funds were frozen, declaring its legislative cabinet illegal and
unconstitutional, secondly, the TPLF did not recognise the Ahmed administration. All of
this led to a Tigrayan attack to one Ethiopian military base, resulting in a military response
driven by the central government, which also led to the beginning of war on 4" November
of 2020.

This operation driven by the central government was articulated through the Ethiopian
National Defences Forces (ENDF) and the Eritrean Defence Forces (EDF), against the
Tigray Defence Forces (TDF) led by TPLF. During the conflict, the central government
coalition had to deal with Tigrayan insurgency, massive recruitment of Tigrayan citizens
as a consequence of the atrocities committed by Ethiopian and Eritrean forces, and the
alliances between Tigrayans and other antigovernmental insurgents in the Oromia
region®2. Finally, on November 2, 2022, a peace agreement was signed in Pretoria, South

Africa, between the Ethiopian government and TPLF.

Weaponizing the traditional and social media

In the fifth century Sun Tzu said that every war is based on deception, and since then this
has become an observable phenomenon of military strategy. In Ethiopia, the media has
traditionally been a tool of power, dominated by the state and its governmental party,
except for a number of private channels in the capital®3.Ahmed’s reformist air brought
hope for press freedom, since he deregulated the media sector and freed imprisoned
journalists. However, that policy resulted in a media system segmented into ethnic lines,

provoking the rise of media that fueled polarization and intensified ethnic breaches34.

Once the war began, the government promoted a communication blackout. The
inaccessibility of information caused a narrative siege articulated through the official

media and social media, in which both sides tried to distract public opinion from the real

31 idem

32 Mora, J. “Conflicto en Tigray (Etiopia)” en Panorama geopolitico de los conflictos. (IEEE, 2021).
33 Tesfa, D. “Weaponizing the Media” in The hysteresis of war. Mawere & Van Reisen. (2024).

34 idem
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course of events. Government control of narratives trough the blackout, homogenized
public opinion, portraying the Tigrayans as a threat to the unity of Greater Ethiopia,
justifying war as a maintenance of social order3. The labels that once were used in
Rwanda Genocide “cockroach” has been replicated with other words as “hyena, demon,
monster, cancer, ghost, traitor, homosexual and enemy”. A practice that legitimizes the
use of violence against a dehumanized group and facilitates the commission of war
crimes. The professor at the Institute for Peace and Security Studies (IPSS) in Adis
Abeba, Yohannes Buayalew said, “hate is one of the most important factors to win a war

and we should have it"36.

During the course of the war, the government of Ethiopia, obsessed with the control of
information, pushed a state fact-checking platform, under the name “State of Emergency
Fact Check”, working on platforms like X and Facebook. A meta-truths generator, a truth
created through the verification of the created truth. The narrative bastion of the
government was used to increase the national unity, and to emphasize the democratic
legitimacy of the government in contrast to the armed enemy?®’. After the peace

agreement in 2020, the fact-checking platform was dismantled.

Humanitarian implications and International Humanitarian Law violations

The conflict generated a humanitarian crisis, causing food insecurity, displacement, loss
of jobs, and widespread destruction of livelihoods and critical infrastructure. According to
UN data, on August 4, 2021, around 5,32 million people in Tigray (90% of the population
of the region) require emergency assistance to survive, close to the 60% suffer from
alimentary insecurity and around 400.000 people suffer from famine38. Moreover, during
the conflict humanitarian assistance was obstructed, and supported by informative
secrecy, humanitarian law was violated in favor of war interests. UN reported that since
December 15, 2021, the passage of personnel and relief supplies was stopped while the

displacement of the population continues due to the conflict®.

35 jdem

36 Tigray Update. Facebook, 2023.

37 Olivera, S & Otero, A. Estados fact-checkers, Elecciones (2024): 23, pp. 41-76.

38 ONU “El coordinador humanitario califica de desgarradora la situacion en Tigray”, Noticias ONU, 2021.

39 ONU “La ONU urge a las partes en conflicto a permitir el acceso irrestricto de la ayuda humanitaria a Tigray,
Etiopia”, Noticias ONU, 2022.
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Firstly, the central government’s strategy responded to the use of hunger as war weapon,
through the deprivation of food, denial of humanitarian assistance and cutting off
agricultural production. Secondly, the control of information, preventing journalists from
entering, hindering humanitarian assistance and the potential accountability for its acts*°.
The international commission of human rights experts on Ethiopia determined that there
were reasonable motives to consider that every part mentioned (ENDF, EDF, TPLF,
Amharic militias) had violated the Humanitarian International Law, engaging in
indiscriminate attacks, massacres, extrajudicial executions, torture, looting, plundering,
arbitrary detentions and violence against women and children. Nevertheless, any part
recognised their responsibility and rather, they opted to believe in conspirative theories*,
sealing the process of interpersonal crime, under the logic of power, politics and watr, over

the humanitarian logic.

CONCLUSIONS

War studies brings us closer to peace, as they shed light where nobody wants to look.
War has a political nature and is articulated through the management of power: politics.
War is developed in the context of social conflict, existing or not, which functions as the
basis for the escalation to an armed conflict. The legitimation of war in public opinion is a
key factor in military war strategy, generally articulated through traditional media and
social networks. In the case of Tigray’s war, we observe how this logic applies. The conflict
stems from a misalignment of the power ecosystem, once Abiy Ahmed reached power
with reformist intentions. In addition, it shows how exacerbating ethnic conflict is essential
for the escalation to an armed conflict. The government of Adis Abeba proceeded to
weaponize the media in order to exploit the ethnic gap and justify violence. Finally, the
Tigray War demonstrates that every war is born, lives and dies on a political plane but its
expressions live permanently in the lives of all those through whom it passes.

Daniel Maldonado Rodriguez*

40 Palacian, B. “El hambre como arma de Guerra: Tigray (Etiopia)” Boletin IEEE (2022): 27.
41 Mora, J. “Conflicto en Tigray (Etiopia)” en Panorama geopolitico de los conflictos. (IEEE, 2021).
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