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1. INTRODUCTION

Armed conflict in the twenty-first century has undergone significant transformations in its duration, strategic objectives, and
humanitarian consequences. Many contemporary conflicts no longer seek rapid decisive victories but instead evolve into prolonged
struggles aimed at exhausting the adversary’ military, economic, and societal capacity. These conflicts are commonly described as
wars of attrition, where sustained pressure and resource depletion become central strategic tools.

These transformations have significant implications not only for military strategy but also for the safety and resilience of civilian
populations.

Attrition warfare refers to a strategic approach in which belligerents seek to weaken their adversary through sustained military,
economic, and logistical pressure rather than through rapid decisive victories.

While attrition warfare has historically been associated with large-scale industrial conflicts such as the First World War, its
contemporary manifestations reveal new dynamics. Modern conflicts increasingly unfold within urban environments and affect
critical infrastructure systems that sustain civilian life. As a result, the consequences of warfare extend beyond military actors to
include widespread civilian vulnerability.

The humanitarian consequences of prolonged armed conflicts have emerged as a major challenge for global security. In numerous
conflict-affected regions, rising civilian casualties, large-scale displacement, and widespread infrastructure destruction have
intensified the severity of humanitarian crises. Millions of individuals have been displaced due to sustained violence, while essential
services such as healthcare, food systems, and education have been severely disrupted.

At the same time, contemporary warfare increasingly targets or indirectly disrupts economic systems and resource networks that
sustain civilian populations. Attacks on energy infrastructure, transportation networks, and agricultural systems can produce
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cascading humanitarian effects that extend far beyond the battlefield. The dynamics demonstrate that contemporary conflicts
increasingly erode the traditional distinction between military operations and civilian spaces.
This article contributes to the literature by linking strategic analyses of attrition warfare with the humanitarian framework of human
security, highlighting how prolonged military strategies systematically generate civilian vulnerability. By focusing on the case of
Ukraine, Syria, and Gaza, the study analyzes how sustained hostilities shape patterns of civilian harm, displacement, and societal
disruption.
By examining the cases of Ukraine, Syria, and Gaza, this study explores how prolonged hostilities reshape patterns of civilian
vulnerability and humanitarian crises.
The transformation of contemporary warfare has attracted growing attention within the fields of security studies, international
relations, and humanitarian research. Scholars increasingly emphasize that modern conflicts differ significantly from traditional
interstate wars in their duration, strategic dynamics, and humanitarian consequences. In particular, the resurgence of prolonged
conflicts characterized by attritional dynamics has raised important questions regarding the relationship between military strategy
and civilian vulnerability.
Attrition warfare traditionally refers to a strategy aimed at weakening an opponent through sustained losses in personnel, resources,
and logistical capacity rather than achieving rapid battlefield victories. Classical examples include industrial warfare during the First
World War, where prolonged trench warfare resulted in massive casualties and limited territorial gains. However, recent scholarship
suggests that attritional dynamics remain highly relevant in contemporary conflicts, particularly where decisive military victories
are difficult to achieve.
Freedman (2013) argues that attrition remains a fundamental component of strategic competition, especially in conflicts involving
relatively balanced military capabilities or complex geopolitical constraints. In such contexts, belligerents often rely on sustained
pressure over time in order to exhaust the adversary’s economic and societal resilience.
At the same time, scholars examining modern civil wars emphasize the complex relationship between violence and civilian
populations. Kalyvas (2006) demonstrates that patterns of violence in civil wars often extend beyond conventional battlefield
engagements and frequently involve civilian communities in contested territories. Similarly, research by Blattman and Miguel (2010)
highlights how prolonged conflicts generate long-term economic disruption, institutional weakening, and widespread humanitarian
crises.
Kaldor's (2012) theory of “new wars” further suggests that contemporary conflicts increasingly blur the boundaries between military
and civilian spheres. According to this perspective, modern warfare often targets social and economic structures that sustain societies
rather than focusing exclusively on conventional military objectives.
Another important theoretical framework relevant to this discussion is the concept of human security, which shifts the focus of
security analysis from the protection of state sovereignty to the protection of individuals and communities. First articulated in the
United Nations Development Programme’s Human Development Report (UNDP, 1994), the human security framework highlights
threats such as violence, displacement, poverty, and institutional instability affecting civilian populations. Subsequent academic
debates further developed this perspective, examining how contemporary conflicts generate broader societal and humanitarian
consequences (Paris, 2001; Newman, 2010).
Despite the growing body of research on modern warfare and civilian protection, the relationship between attrition warfare and
civilian security remains relatively underexplored. A significant portion of the existing scholarship examines military strategy and
humanitarian outcomes separately, rarely integrating these two perspectives into a unified analytical framework.
This study addresses this gap by examining how prolonged conflicts characterized by attritional strategies influence patterns of
civilian vulnerability across multiple humanitarian dimensions.
Drawing on the theoretical perspectives discussed above, the next section presents the methodological framework employed to
analyze the humanitarian impacts of attrition warfare in contemporary conflicts.
Research Questions
To explore the humanitarian implications of attrition warfare more systematically, the present study focuses on the following research
questions:

1) How do wars of attrition affect civilian security in contemporary armed conflicts?

2) What mechanism increase civilian vulnerability in prolonged conflict environments characterized by attritional strategies?

3) How do prolonged conflicts reshape humanitarian crises through displacement, infrastructure destruction, and social

disruption?

By addressing these questions, the article aims to connect strategic analyses of modern warfare with the human security framework,
highlighting the mechanism through which prolonged armed conflicts generate cumulative humanitarian consequences.
The paper is divided into several sections that sequentially outline the theoretical background, methodology, and analysis. The next
section reviews the relevant academic literature on attrition warfare and civilian security. This is followed by the methodology and
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analytical framework, after which the empirical analysis the humanitarian consequences of attrition warfare in selected
contemporary conflicts.

The following section reviews the relevant academic literature on attrition warfare, human security, and civilian protection in
contemporary armed conflicts.

II. METHOD
This study adopts a qualitative comparative research design to examine the relationship between attrition warfare and civilian
security in contemporary armed conflicts. The research focuses on identifying recurring patterns through which prolonged military
strategies affect civilian populations.
The research examines three major conflicts that illustrate the dynamics of prolonged attrition warfare and its humanitarian
implications:

1) the war in Ukraine;

2) the Syrian civil war;

3) the conflict in Gaza.
These cases were selected because they illustrate different geopolitical contexts while sharing key characteristics of attrition warfare,
including sustained military operations, repeated attacks on infrastructure, and significant civilian exposure to violence.
The analysis relies on information collected from several complementary sources in order to enhance the reliability of the findings.
Global conflict datasets also provide important empirical insights into patterns of organized violence in contemporary conflicts
(Pettersson & Oberg, 2020). The sources include:

e conflict event datasets such as ACLED,

e humanitarian reports from United Nations agencies,

e analytical reports and documentation issued by international organizations such as Human Rights Watch and the

International Committee of the Red Cross;

e academic literature on modern warfare and humanitarian crises.
The study examines four dimensions of civilian vulnerability:

1) Civilian exposure to explosive violence,

2) Forced displacement infrastructure and food systems;

3) Disruption of critical infrastructure and food systems;

4) Psychological and Social Effects of Prolonged Conflict.
This analytical framework allows the research to exposure how attrition warfare generates cumulative humanitarian consequences
that affect both immediate civilian safety and long-term societal stability.

The research adopts a qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) approach in order to identify recurring patterns across the

selected conflicts cases.

Research Framework

The conceptual framework shown in Figure 1 demonstrates these relationships and outlines the mechanism through which prolonged
conflicts produce humanitarian impacts.

Figure 1. Conceptual Model: Attrition Warfare and Civilian Security
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Figure 1 illustrate the conceptual framework of the study, showing how attrition warfare generates cumulative humanitarian
consequences that ultimately undermine civilian security and societal resilience.

The framework assumes that attrition warfare operates through a series of interconnected mechanisms that gradually increase civilian
vulnerability. Sustained military operations and attacks on infrastructure generate direct exposure to violence, while economic
disruption and resource scarcity amplify humanitarian pressures.

These processes interact to produce cascading effects such as displacement, institutional weakening, and long-term social instability.
Over time, these cumulative pressures contribute to boarder human security crises that affect entire societies.

III. RESULTS

The empirical findings of this study reveal several mechanisms through which attrition warfare increase civilian vulnerability in
prolonged conflict environments.

I11.1. Civilian Exposure to Explosive Violence

One of the most visible humanitarian consequences of attrition warfare is the sustained exposure of civilian populations to explosive
violence. Unlike conventional conflicts characterized by rapid maneuvers and decisive battles, war of attrition often involve
prolonged bombardments, artillery exchanges, and missile strikes that continue over extended periods. These dynamics significantly
increase the risk of civilian casualties, particularly in densely populated urban environments.

In the war in Ukraine, the extensive use of artillery systems, long-range missiles, and drone strikes has played a central role in
shaping patterns of civilian vulnerability. Cities located near front-line positions have experienced repeated bombardments, resulting
in significant damage to residential areas, hospitals, and energy infrastructure. The prolonged nature of these attacks reflects the
strategic logic of attrition warfare, where sustained pressure is applied to weaken the adversary’s capacity to maintain resistance.

A comparable pattern is visible in the Syrian civil war. Over more than a decade of conflict. Aerial bombardment, artillery strikes,
and urban fighting have caused widespread destruction across multiple cities. Civilian populations trapped in contested areas have
faced continuous exposure to violence, often with limited access to humanitarian assistance or evacuation routes.

In Gaza, the impact of explosive weapons in further intensified by extremely high population density. Military operations involving
air strikes, artillery fire, and rocket attacks frequently occur within close proximity to civilian neighborhoods. As a result, even
limited military engagements may produce substantial humanitarian consequences.

Across these cases, the use of explosive weapons in populated areas emerges as a key mechanism through which attrition warfare
generates civilian harm. In addition to causing immediate casualties, repeated attacks often result in long-term damage to
infrastructure, electricity, and water provision.

IIL.2. Forced Displacement

Another major consequence of prolonged conflicts in the large-scale displacement of civilian populations. When violence persists
over extended periods, many individuals and families are forced to abandon their homes in search of safety. As a result, attrition-
based conflicts often lead to both internal displacement and cross-border refugee flows.

The ongoing conflict in Ukraine has led to an extensive displacement crisis, marking one of the largest population movements in
Europe since the end of the Second World War. Global displacement statistics further illustrate the growing scale of forced migration
generated by prolonged armed conflicts (UNHCR, 2023). Millions of civilians have been forced to leave their homes due to active
hostilities, destruction of residential areas, and deteriorating economic conditions. Many individuals have sought refuge in
neighboring countries, while others remain internally displaced within Ukraine.

The Syrian conflict continues one of longest-lasting displacement crises in recent decades. Throughout the course of the war, millions
of Syrians have sought refuge abroad, while many others continue to live as internally displaced persons. The persistence of violence
and fragmented territorial control has made return of displaced populations extremely difficult.

In Gaza, displacement often occurs during repeated cycles of military escalations. During periods of intensified violence, large
segments of the population may be forced to relocate temporarily to shelters, schools, or humanitarian facilities. However, limited
geographic space and restrictions on movement significantly constrain civilian mobility.

The displacement patterns highlight the profound social and demographic consequences or attrition warfare. Prolonged displacement
disrupts family structures, weakens community networks, and undermines economic livelihoods. In many cases, displaced
populations remain vulnerable for extended periods, facing difficulties related to employment, education, and legal status.

I11.3. Food Security and Infrastructure

In conflicts characterized by attritional strategies, access to essential resources often becomes a critical dimension of warfare. Rather
than targeting only military forces, combatants may indirectly weaken an opponent by disrupting infrastructure systems that support
civilian life.
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Within the Ukrainian conflict, strikes targeting energy infrastructure have significantly influenced humanitarian conditions. Missile
and drone strikes targeting power plants, electricity grids, and heating systems have disrupted essential services for millions of
civilians. These disruptions not only affect daily but also limit the functioning of hospitals, water supply systems, and communication
networks.

Food security has also emerged as a strategic concern in prolonged conflicts. Agricultural production may decline due a damaged
farmland, disrupted labor markets, and restricted access to transportations networks. Because Ukraine is one of the world’s major
grain exporters, disruptions to agricultural exports have also generated global food security concerns.

In Syria, more than a decade of conflict has severely damaged irrigation systems, agricultural land, and food distribution networks.
Combined with economic collapse and sanctions, these disruptions have contributed to widespread food insecurity and humanitarian
dependence.

In Gaza, restrictions on trade and repeated infrastructure destruction have created persistent economic challenges. Limited access to
agricultural land, water resources, and external markets has significantly constrained economic development and food availability.
These examples illustrate how attrition warfare increasingly affects economic systems and infrastructure networks that sustain
civilian populations. Over time, such disruptions produce cumulative humanitarian consequences that deepen poverty, increase
vulnerability, and undermine long-term societal resilience.

II1.4. Psychological and Social Consequences

Beyond physical destruction and economic disruption, prolonged exposure to conflict generates profound psychological and social
consequences. Communities living under sustained conditions of violence and insecurity often experience long-term trauma, social
fragmentation, and declining trust in institutions.

In many conflict zones, civilians face repeated cycles of violence, displacement, and uncertainty. The unpredictability of military
operations and the destruction of homes and infrastructure create persistent psychological stress. Studies on conflict-related trauma
indicate increased levels of anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder among affected populations.

These effects tend to affect children and younger populations more severely. Disruptions to education systems, forced displacement,
and exposure to violence can significantly affect cognitive development and social integration. Schools are frequently damaged or
repurposed as shelters, limiting educational opportunities for younger generations.

Prolonged conflict may also weaken social cohesion. Communities experiencing sustained instability often face declining trust in
political institutions, increased social polarization, and the breakdown of traditional social networks.

In Ukraine, continuous air raid alerts and prolonged insecurity have created persistent psychological stress for many civilians. In
Syria, the extended duration of the conflict has contributed to social fragmentation and the loss of educational opportunities for an
entire generation. In Gaza, repeated cycles of violence combined with economic hardship have generated widespread psychological
distress.

The psychological and social consequences illustrate that attrition warfare affects not only immediate humanitarian conditions but
also the long-term social fabric of affected societies.

Taken together, these findings demonstrate how prolonged attrition-based conflicts generate cumulative humanitarian consequences
that extend well beyond immediate battlefield dynamics.

IV. DISCUSSION

The findings of this research shed light on the relationship between attrition warfare and civilian security in contemporary armed
conflicts. Recent analyses of modern warfare, particularly in relation to the war in Ukraine, further emphasize the increasing
exposure of civilian populations to prolonged military operations and urban warfare dynamics (Crawford, 2023; Watling &
Reynolds, 2022). While traditional military analysis often focuses on battlefield dynamics and strategic outcomes, the results
presented in this article demonstrate that attritional strategies generate profound humanitarian consequences that extend far beyond
the immediate scope of military operations.

One of the most important observations emerging from the analysis is that wars of attrition gradually expand the arenas in which
warfare is conducted. Instead of remaining confined to conventional battlefields, modern conflicts increasingly affect urban
environments, infrastructure networks, and economic systems that sustain civilian populations. As demonstrated in the cases of
Ukraine, Syria, and Gaza, prolonged hostilities often expose civilians to sustained violence, repeated displacement, and the
destruction of essential services.

Contemporary conflict research also highlights the importance of integrating humanitarian perspectives into broader frameworks of
conflict analysis and resolution (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse & Miall, 2011).

The study also highlights the cumulative nature of humanitarian harm in prolonged conflicts. Rather than producing a single
catastrophic event, attrition warfare generates continuous pressure over time. Repeated bombardments, economic disruption, and
infrastructure damage gradually erode the resilience of civilian communities. This process often leads to long-term humanitarian
crises characterized by displacement, poverty, and social fragmentation.
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Another important finding concerns the growing role of infrastructure and resource systems in modern warfare. Attacks on energy
networks, transportation systems, and agricultural production can significantly affect civilian survival. These dynamics blur the
boundaries between military and civilian spheres creating significant challenges for the implementation of international
humanitarian law.

Furthermore, the analysis demonstrates that prolonged warfare produces lasting psychological and social consequences. Civilian
populations exposed to continuous insecurity often experience collective trauma, declining institutional trust, and long-tern
developmental challenges. These effects may persist for decades and complicate post-conflict reconstruction efforts.

By connecting strategic analyses of attrition warfare with the human security framework, this study contributes to a more
comprehensive understanding of the humanitarian consequences of modern conflicts.

Recent global security assessments also emphasize the persistence of prolonged armed conflicts and their implications for
international stability (SIPRI, 2023).

Policy Implications

The results of this study also generate several important implications for international security policy and humanitarian governance.
First, international organizations should enhance monitoring mechanisms addressing attacks on civilian infrastructure and the
deployment of explosive weapons in densely populated areas. Improved documentation of such incidents can support accountability
mechanisms and contribute to the enforcement of international humanitarian law.

Second, humanitarian organizations and development agencies should increasingly address the long-term socio-economic
consequences of prolonged conflicts. Attrition warfare often disrupts food systems, energy infrastructure, and education networks,
creating structural vulnerabilities that persist long after the cessation of hostilities.

Third, international policy responses should place greater emphasis on protecting displaced populations. Wars of attrition frequently
generate large-scale refugee movements and prolonged internal displacement, requiring sustainable international frameworks for
refugee protection and integration.

Finally, policymakers should integrate human security perspectives more systematically into conflict analysis. While traditional
security frameworks emphasize military and geopolitical considerations, the humanitarian consequences of prolonged conflict
increasingly shape regional stability and long-term development outcomes.

Limitations of the Study

Despite providing important insights into humanitarian consequences of attrition warfare, this study has several limitations.

First, the research relies primarily on secondary data sources, including international reports, conflict databases, and academic
literature. While these sources provide valuable information, they may not fully capture local-level dynamics within conflict
environments.

Second, the comparative analysis focuses on three conflict cases — Ukraine, Syria, and Gaza. Although these cases illustrate key
patterns of attrition warfare, they cannot represent the full diversity of contemporary conflicts.

Third, the complexity and fluidity of conflict environments may affect data reliability. In many war zones, limited access for
researchers and humanitarian organizations may result in incomplete reporting of civilian casualties and humanitarian conditions.
Future research could expand the comparative scope of analysis by examining additional conflicts and integrating more detailed
field-based evidence.

Despite these limitations, the study offers a useful analytical framework for understanding the humanitarian consequences of attrition
warfare and provides a foundation for future research on civilian security in prolonged conflicts.

V. CONCLUSION

This study examined the relationship between attrition warfare and civilian security in contemporary armed conflicts. By analyzing
the cases Ukraine, Syria, and Gaza, the research explored how prolonged military strategies influence patterns of civilian exposure
to violence, forced displacement, infrastructure disruption, and long-term societal consequences. The findings demonstrate that wars
of attrition extend the impact of armed conflict far beyond the battlefield, increasingly shaping the everyday and resilience of civilian
populations.

One of the central conclusions of the study is the humanitarian consequences of attrition warfare are cumulative in nature. Rather
than producing a single catastrophic event, prolonged conflicts generate sustained pressures that gradually erode the social,
economic, and institutional foundations of civilian life. Continuous military operations, repeated bombardments, and disruptions to
critical infrastructure systems weaken the capacity of communities to maintain essential services and social stability. As several
scholars have argued, contemporary conflicts increasingly blur the boundaries between military and civilian spheres, intensifying
the vulnerability of civilian populations (Kaldor, 2012).

The analysis also highlights the strong connection between prolonged conflict and large-scale population displacement. As violence
persists and living conditions deteriorate, civilians are frequently compelled to abandon their homes in search of safety. These
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displacement patterns create long-term humanitarian challenges for both conflict-affected societies and host communities. In many
cases, displaced populations face prolonged uncertainty regarding access to employment, education, and basic services.

Another key finding concerns the strategic role of infrastructure and resource systems in modern warfare. Attrition strategies often
extend beyond direct military engagement and indirectly affect civilian populations through the disruption of energy networks,
agricultural production, transportation systems, and food supply chain. Such dynamics reflect the broader transformation of modern
warfare, where sustained pressure on societal systems becomes an important strategic mechanism (Freedman, 2013).

Beyond physical destruction and economic disruption, prolonged warfare also generates significant psychological and social
consequences. Communities living under prolonged insecurity often experience psychological trauma, social fragmentation, and
weakening confidence in institutions. These effects are particularly visible among younger generations whose education and social
development are disrupted by prolonged conflict environments. As humanitarian scholars emphasize, protecting civilian populations
therefore requires not only legal norms but also sustained international commitment to humanitarian principles (Slim, 2016).
Taken together, these humanitarian governance and international security policy. Traditional security frameworks that prioritize
military outcomes often underestimate the broader societal impacts of prolonged conflict. A more comprehensive approach is
therefore required — one that integrates strategic analysis with human security perspectives and prioritizes the protection of civilian
populations.

Future studies could further investigate how military strategies influence humanitarian outcomes in contexts of prolonged conflict.
Expanding comparative analysis to additional cases and incorporating interdisciplinary perspectives from political science,
sociology, and humanitarian studies could provide deeper insights into the mechanisms through which attrition warfare reshapes
civilian vulnerability.

Contemporary conflicts demonstrate that wars of attrition generate humanitarian consequences that extend far beyond the battlefield.
Sustained violence, infrastructure destruction, and prolonged displacement gradually erode the social and institutional foundations
of civilian life. Addressing these dynamics requires a broader understanding of security that places civilian protection and human
security at the center of conflict analysis. Strengthening international cooperation, reinforcing humanitarian norms, and improving
mechanisms for protecting civilians are therefore essential steps toward mitigating the long-term societal impacts of prolonged
warfare and promoting more sustainable pathways to peace.
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