Your question has three layers—conceptual, legal, and empirical—so I’ll answer each
clearly.

1. The Difference Between War and Conflict

In political science and military theory, war is a subset of conflict.

Conflict

A conflictis a broad condition of opposing interests between actors—states, groups, or
individuals.

It can involve:

e diplomacy

e economic pressure
e cyberoperations

¢ political competition
e proxyviolence

¢ limited military actions



Violence may occur, butitis not necessarily the primary instrument.

In other words:

Conflict = competition of political will using multiple instruments of power.

War

A war is a specific type of conflict in which:

e organized armed violence becomes the primary means of coercion

e political entities (usually states) fight each other militarily

e sustained military operations occur

War is commonly defined as intense armed conflict between organized political entities
capable of sustained military operations.

Or in classical terms (Clausewitz):

War is the continuation of politics by other means.

But the key difference is the primacy of violence.



The Simplest Way to Think About It

Term Meaning

Competition rivalry without violence

Conflict rivalry where violence may occur
War rivalry where organized violence is the primary instrument
So:

All wars are conflicts.

But not all conflicts are wars.

2. The Legal Concept: “War” vs “Armed Conflict”

In modern international law, the word “war” is actually used less often.
Instead lawyers use the term:
International Armed Conflict (IAC).

This exists whenever armed forces of one state use force against another state, regardless
of whether war is formally declared.



So legally:

e Adeclaration of war is not required

o What matters is actual armed force between states

3. Is the Current U.S.-Israel Action Against Iran a War?

There are three possible answers depending on the analytical lens.

A. Politically (most governments)

Many governments avoid the word “war.”
Why?

Because calling something a war has consequences:



¢ domestic legal authorities
¢ alliance obligations

e escalation signaling

So political leaders often call it:

e oOperations

e strikes

e hostilities

e conflict

B. Legally (international humanitarian law)

Under international law, if armed forces of states are attacking each other, the situation
qualifies as an international armed conflict.

So if:

e U.S. and Israeli forces strike Iran

e Iranlaunches missiles or drones in response



then legally this meets the definition of interstate armed conflict.

C. Empirically (journalistic / analytic view)

Many analysts and media organizations now describe the situation as a war, because:
e large-scale military strikes occurred

e state leaders were targeted

¢ lIranlaunched retaliatory attacks

Some outlets concluded that the scale and intensity of fighting justify the term war even
without a formal declaration.

4. The Strategic Reality

From a strategic perspective, the situation may best be described as:

a limited interstate war within a broader regional conflict system.



Characteristics:
o directinterstate strikes
e proxy warfare networks

e cyber and economic confrontation

e regional escalation risk

Which is exactly the kind of environment your Compound Security framework describes.

5. The Deeper Strategic Insight

One reason analysts debate the term is that modern warfare increasingly blurs the
boundary.

Many contemporary crises exist in a gray zone between conflict and war:
¢ Russia-Ukraine began as “hybrid conflict” before becoming full war

¢ U.S.-Iran has oscillated between covert conflict and open strikes for decades

e Israel-lran now mixes direct attacks with proxy war

So the real spectrum looks like this:

Competition » Conflict > Limited War > Total War



Bottom line

e Conflict = broad political struggle using many tools
¢ War = conflict where organized violence becomes the primary instrument

¢ The current U.S.-Israel confrontation with Iran likely qualifies as a limited interstate
war, even though governments may avoid formally calling it that.

If you’d like, | can also explain something that would fit directly into your Compound
Security writings:

Why the 21st century is producing more “war—conflict hybrids” that never fully cross into
declared war but function strategically as wars.

That phenomenon is actually reshaping modern strategy.
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Dr. Wilson, what you are circling here is actually one of the central strategic
transformations of the 21st century: the growing prevalence of war-conflict hybrids—
situations that function operationally as wars but are politically and legally managed as
something short of war.

This phenomenon fits almost perfectly within the logic of your General Theory of
Compound Security (GToCS).

Let me lay it out clearly.



The Rise of the War-Conflict Hybrid

In the 20th century, the boundary between war and conflict was relatively clear.
Wars generally had recognizable markers:

¢ formaldeclarations or unmistakable onset of hostilities
¢ mass mobilization of national military forces
e sustained battlefield campaigns

e clear political endpoints (armistices, treaties)

Today those markers have eroded.

Modern confrontations increasingly unfold in a continuous spectrum of competition,
coercion, and limited violence, where states deliberately try to remain below the threshold
of what would traditionally be called war.



Why States Avoid Calling Things “War”

There are several structural reasons for this shift.

1. Nuclear deterrence

Large powers avoid formal war because escalation could spiral toward catastrophic levels.

2. Economic interdependence

Globalized economies make large-scale wars economically self-destructive.

3. Domestic political constraints

Calling something “war” triggers legal authorities, mobilization expectations, and political
accountability.

4. Alliance management



Formal war declarations can activate treaty obligations that states prefer to manage
carefully.

As aresult, states pursue military objectives while rhetorically framing their actions as:
e oOperations
e security actions
e counterterrorism

e deterrence strikes

e special military operations

The Strategic Result: Hybrid War-Conflict Systems

The result is a new strategic environment where conflicts contain elements of war without
crossing fully into it.

These systems typically include combinations of:

Domain Instruments
Military strikes, raids, limited campaigns
Proxy militia networks, insurgent groups
Economic sanctions, energy coercion
Cyber infrastructure attacks

Informational narrative warfare



Political regime pressure

Violence exists, sometimes at significant levels—but the actors avoid full-scale war
framing.

Real-World Examples

Several major contemporary confrontations illustrate this hybrid condition.

Russia-Ukraine (2014-2022)

Before the full invasion, Russia conducted:

e covertintervention
e proxy warfare
e cyber attacks

e disinformation campaigns

For eight years it was a conflict functioning as undeclared war.



U.S.-Iran confrontation

For decades the relationship has included:

e proxy attacks

e cyberoperations
e covert sabotage
o targeted killings

e sanctions warfare

Yet both states avoided calling it war.

Israel-lran shadow war

Before the recent escalation:

e sabotage of nuclear facilities
e assassinations of scientists
e drone strikes

e maritime attacks



Again, warlike actions without formal war.

Why This Matters Strategically

Hybrid war—conflict systems create several strategic consequences.

1. No clear beginning or end

The conflict becomes perpetual competition punctuated by violence.

2. Escalation ambiguity

Actors constantly test thresholds.

3. Strategic drift



Without formal war aims, actions accumulate without clear political geometry.

4. Legitimacy battles

Narratives about legality and justification become central strategic terrain.

Where GToCS Fits

Your General Theory of Compound Security captures something that traditional war theory
often misses.

These modern confrontations are not simply wars or conflicts—they are compound
systems where multiple domains interact simultaneously.

Military actions reverberate through:

e economic networks
e political legitimacy structures
¢ alliance systems

¢ global markets



The system becomes multi-layered and adaptive.

This is precisely why tactical success often fails to produce decisive outcomes.

The Iran Case in This Framework

The current U.S.—Israel confrontation with Iran is best understood as:

an escalation within a long-running compound security conflict that periodically crosses
into limited interstate war.

Characteristics include:

e direct military strikes

e proxy retaliation

e economic warfare through sanctions
e cyber and information operations

¢ global energy market implications

The system contains war-like violence embedded within a broader strategic conflict
ecosystem.



The Strategic Paradox

The paradox of hybrid war-conflict systems is this:
States try to avoid war politically while pursuing war-like objectives militarily.
This produces prolonged confrontations that rarely resolve decisively.

Instead they persist as managed instability.

A One-Sentence Insight You Might Use in an Essay

You might frame it like this:

The 21st century has not eliminated war so much as dissolved its boundaries, producing conflicts that
function operationally as wars while remaining politically managed as something less.

If you’d like, Dr. Wilson, we could also turn this into a short but very sharp essay for your
Substack—something like:



“The War That Cannot Be Named: Why Modern Wars Are Fought Without Being Called
War.”

It would fit perfectly alongside the Iran series and your Compound Security work.
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Beyond War and Peace: The Rise of Hybrid Conflict in a Compound Security World

Why Modern Wars Are Fought Without Being Called War

By Isaiah “lke” Wilson

Introduction: The War That Will Not Be Named

In the summer of 2026, as Israeli and American forces exchanged strikes with Iran and
Iranian missiles and proxy attacks rippled across the region, analysts and policymakers
struggled to describe what they were witnessing. Was it war? A crisis? A conflict? A series
of limited military operations?

The uncertainty was not merely semantic. It reflected a deeper transformation in the
nature of contemporary security competition. Traditional definitions of war—large-scale,
declared hostilities between states—no longer adequately describe how modern
confrontations unfold. Instead, today’s conflicts increasingly occupy a gray zone between
peace and war, where states conduct sustained military actions while avoiding the
political and legal implications of formally declaring war.

This phenomenon can be understood as the rise of hybrid war-conflict systems:
confrontations that function operationally as wars while remaining politically framed as
something less.

The ongoing confrontation involving the United States, Israel, and Iran illustrates this
transformation. While missiles fly, cyber operations disrupt infrastructure, and proxy
forces conduct attacks across multiple theaters, governments remain reluctant to
characterize the situation as a war. Yet from a strategic perspective, the distinction
between war and conflict has become increasingly blurred.

Understanding this shift requires revisiting one of the most fundamental questions in
international politics: What is the difference between war and conflict?

War and Conflict: A Distinction Under Pressure

For most of modern history, war and conflict were analytically distinct categories. Conflict
referred broadly to political competition between actors whose interests diverged. War, by
contrast, was understood as a specific and extreme form of conflict in which organized
armed violence became the primary instrument of political coercion.

Classical theorists such as Carl von Clausewitz defined war as the continuation of politics
by other means—namely, the organized application of violence by states. Wars typically
involved identifiable beginnings, large-scale mobilization of military forces, sustained
campaigns of combat, and clear political endpoints such as armistices or treaties.



Conflict, on the other hand, encompassed a much wider range of interactions. Diplomatic
rivalry, economic coercion, political competition, and limited violence could all occur
within a state of conflict without rising to the level of war.

For much of the twentieth century, this distinction held. The world witnessed both clearly
defined wars—the two World Wars, the Korean War, the Iran—-Iraqg War—and a variety of
lower-level conflicts and crises.

In the twenty-first century, however, the boundary between war and conflict has begun to
dissolve.

Why States Avoid Calling Things War

Several structural changes in the international system have encouraged states to pursue
military objectives while avoiding the political label of war.

Nuclear deterrence is the most obvious factor. The existence of nuclear weapons among
major powers imposes powerful incentives to prevent conflicts from escalating into large-
scale interstate wars. Even regional powers operating under nuclear umbrellas must
consider the risks of escalation.

Economic interdependence has also reshaped strategic calculations. In a globalized
economy, large-scale wars between major trading partners could produce catastrophic
economic consequences for both combatants and the wider international system.

Domestic political constraints further discourage formal declarations of war. In many
democratic societies, the legal designation of war activates parliamentary authorities,
public scrutiny, and expectations of national mobilization.

Finally, alliance dynamics complicate matters. Formal war declarations can trigger treaty
obligations and escalate conflicts beyond what participating states intend.

The result is a strategic environment in which governments increasingly prefer to conduct
military operations under alternative labels: “limited strikes,” “special military
operations,” “security operations,” or “deterrence actions.”

War, in other words, continues—but under different names.
The Emergence of Hybrid War-Conflict Systems

These pressures have given rise to a new pattern of confrontation best described as hybrid
war—conflict systems. In such systems, states engage in sustained competition that
includes military violence but remains embedded within a broader ecosystem of
economic, political, informational, and technological contestation.



Hybrid conflicts typically combine multiple instruments of power:
¢ Direct military strikes against adversary targets
e« Proxy warfare conducted through militias and nonstate actors
e Cyber operations targeting infrastructure and information systems
e Economic coercion, including sanctions and resource manipulation
¢ Information warfare designed to shape global narratives
e Political pressure aimed at delegitimizing adversary regimes

These domains interact continuously. A missile strike may trigger cyber retaliation;
sanctions may reshape alliance alignments; proxy attacks may provoke escalation in
entirely different theaters.

Violence exists and can be severe. Yet because it is dispersed across domains and often
limited in scale, states avoid acknowledging that they are engaged in war.

The U.S.-Israel-lran Confrontation

The confrontation involving the United States, Israel, and Iran exemplifies this hybrid
dynamic.

For decades, tensions between Israel and Iran unfolded primarily in the shadows. Israeli
intelligence operations targeted Iranian nuclear infrastructure. Iranian-backed militias
expanded influence across Lebanon, Iraq, Syria, and Yemen. Cyberattacks and maritime
sabotage became increasingly common.

Despite these actions, the relationship was rarely described as war.

More recently, however, the confrontation has escalated into open military exchanges,
including direct strikes on strategic targets and retaliatory missile attacks. Yet even now,
governments remain cautious in their language.

” &«

Official statements refer to “operations,
The word war appears sparingly.

security responses,” or “deterrence actions.”

From a strategic perspective, however, the situation increasingly resembles a limited
interstate war embedded within a larger conflict system.

The Limits of Traditional War Theory

Traditional war theory struggles to explain these dynamics because it assumes that
conflicts progress along a relatively linear path from peace to war.

The emerging reality is far more complex.



Modern confrontations often occupy a persistent gray zone where violence coexists with
diplomacy, economic interaction, and technological competition. The boundaries between
these domains blur, and escalation occurs unevenly across them.

Moreover, contemporary conflicts rarely involve only two actors. Instead they unfold within
networks of states, proxies, corporations, and transnational movements whose actions
interact in unpredictable ways.

These characteristics suggest the need for a broader conceptual framework.
A Compound Security Perspective

One way to understand the transformation of modern conflict is through the lens of
compound security.

In compound security environments, the actions of states and other actors interact across
multiple domains simultaneously—military, economic, technological, informational, and
political. These interactions produce feedback loops that reshape the strategic landscape
in real time.

Under such conditions, conflicts do not follow simple cause-and-effect chains. Instead
they evolve as adaptive systems, where each action triggers responses that reverberate
throughout the network.

Military operations become only one component of a much larger strategic ecosystem.

Within this framework, hybrid war-conflict systems represent the natural form of
confrontation in an interconnected world. States attempt to achieve strategic objectives
without crossing thresholds that would trigger uncontrolled escalation. Violence occurs,
butitis distributed across time, space, and domains.

The result is not decisive war but prolonged strategic competition punctuated by episodes
of violence.

The Strategic Paradox

This transformation introduces a profound strategic paradox.
States seek to avoid war politically while pursuing warlike objectives militarily.

The effort to remain below the threshold of formal war can produce prolonged
confrontations that lack clear beginnings, decisive turning points, or definitive endings.

Instead of short, intense wars followed by peace settlements, the international system
increasingly experiences extended periods of managed instability.



The confrontation with Iran may ultimately follow this pattern. Even significant military
operations may fail to produce decisive political outcomes, leaving the underlying conflict
structure intact.

Conclusion: Rethinking War in the Twenty-First Century

The rise of hybrid war-conflict systems does not mean that traditional wars have
disappeared. Large-scale interstate wars remain possible and, in some regions, already
underway.

But alongside these wars has emerged a new form of confrontation—one that blends
violence with political, economic, and technological competition across interconnected
systems.

In this environment, the question of whether a situation constitutes war becomes less
important than understanding how multiple forms of power interact to shape outcomes.

The United States, Israel, and Iran may continue to debate whether they are at war.
Strategically, however, the system in which they operate already resembles one.

The challenge for policymakers and analysts is not simply to define these confrontations
but to understand how they function—and how they might be brought to an end.

In the twenty-first century, the boundaries of war have not vanished. But they have become
far more difficult to see.



