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Aim and Research Questions

To compare how public interna<onal legal terminology, especially nominal expressions related to warfare and conflict— 

is adopted and framed in the Polish media discourse during the Ukrainian-Russian conflict. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

1. How are key interna<onal legal terms framed in Polish and Romanian media coverage? 

2. What similari<es and differences exist in their use and editorial treatment? 

3. What are the implica<ons for public percep<on, media literacy, and interna<onal legal norms? 

4. How does the use of legal terminology influence criminalisa<on or normalisa<on of conflict ac<ons?



Scope of Terminology Analyzed:

Terms within the seman<c domain of warfare and interna<onal law, including: 

• War (Pol. wojna) 

• Armed conflict (Pol. konflikt zbrojny) 

• Armed invasion (Pol. zbrojna inwazja) 

• Hos<li<es (Pol. działania zbrojne) 

• Military opera<ons (Pol. operacje wojskowe) 

• Aggression (Pol. agresja) 

• Mar<al law (Pol. stan wojenny) 

• War crime (Pol. zbrodnia wojenna)



Data
• Source: Opinion-forming online news outlets in Poland and Romania
• Timeframe: February 24, 2022 – March 2024
• Corpus construction methodology detailed at:
•  https://grants.ulbsibiu.ro/corecon/corpus-compilation-and-data-annotation-protocols-in-corecon/

https://grants.ulbsibiu.ro/corecon/corpus-compilation-and-data-annotation-protocols-in-corecon/


Method and Expected Contribution

• Tool: Sketch Engine 

• Analy<cal steps: 

1. Iden<fica<on of key legal terms in the corpus 

2. Frequency analysis in both languages 

3. Colloca<on analysis to detect typical usage 

4. Seman<c frame analysis to interpret contextual meanings 

To enhance understanding of how media in different na<onal contexts engage with interna<onal legal language during armed 

conflict, influencing public opinion, legal awareness, and the percep<on of legi<macy or illegi<macy of war-related ac<ons.



War as a Multidimensional Concept

• Conceptual Scope: War is both qualita<vely and quan<ta<vely defined across disciplines (e.g., poli<cal science, history, 
sociology, philosophy). 

• Philosophical vs. Legal Approaches: From Hobbesian no<ons of insecurity to SIPRI’s metric-based defini<ons (>1,000 
deaths/year). 



Prohibition of Force

 UN Charter ArTcle 2(4): 

• Prohibits the threat or use of force against the territorial integrity or poli<cal 
independence of any state. 

• Recognised as a peremptory norm (ius cogens). 

• Reflects the interna<onal community’s commitment to peace and security. 



Lack of a Singular Legal Definition

• Lack of a Singular Legal Defini<on: 

• Interna<onal law does not offer a universally recognised defini<on of „war". 

• The concept is interpreted through a combina<on of: 

◦ TreaTes (e.g., UN Charter), 

◦ Customary internaTonal law, and 

◦ General legal principles.



Classical Legal Definition

• Oppenheim (1952): 
“A conten<on between two or more States through their armed forces for the purpose of 
overpowering each other and imposing such condi<ons of peace as the victor pleases.” 

• Emphasises formal state conflict, but excludes non-tradi<onal warfare (e.g., guerrilla tac<cs, 
insurgencies).



Formal Declaration of War –  

Historical and Legal Function

• Defined in Hague ConvenTon III, ArTcle 1: 

◦ A unilateral act marking the transi<on from law of peace to ius in bello. 

◦ Triggers legal consequences: 

▪ DiplomaTc severance, 

▪ Neutrality enforcement, 

▪ Humanitarian law applicability.



Decline in Formal Declarations:

• Rare in 21st-century conflicts. 

• Notable excepTons: 

Georgia (2008) against Russia (South Osse<a), 

Israel (2023) against Hamas. 

•Most contemporary wars begin without formal declaraTon.



Case Study – Russia and Ukraine

• No formal war declaraTons by either state. 

• Russia’s narraTve: 

◦ Jus<fied as a “special military opera;on” under UN Charter ArTcle 51. 

◦ Claimed defensive intent to protect Donbas popula<on. 

◦ Reinforced by Criminal Code ArTcle 207.3 banning contradic<ng narra<ves. 

• Ukraine’s response: 

◦ Denounced as aggression, 

◦ Imposed marTal law, but did not declare war. 



Martial Law

• DomesTc measure, but subject to interna<onal constraints: 

◦ ICCPR Art. 4, ECHR Art. 15 – allow deroga<ons during emergencies. 

◦ Must meet standards of necessity, proporTonality, non-discriminaTon, temporariness, and judicial oversight.



Armed Conflict

• Geneva ConvenTons (1949), ArTcle 2: Establish "armed conflict" as an umbrella term, applicable regardless of 
formal war declara<on. 

• Typology: 

◦ IAC – between states. 

◦ NIAC – within a state, per Tadić case (ICTY, 1995). 

• SIPRI ClassificaTon: Quan<ta<ve threshold (≥1,000 deaths = war).



Hostilities and Military Operations

• HosTliTes: Dynamic form of armed conflict; includes acts of violence (offensive/defensive). 

◦ Regulated by Hague ConvenTon IV and ICRC’s InterpreTve Guidance (2009). 

• Military OperaTons: 

◦ Encompass maneuvers, offensives, bombardments. 

◦ Governed by IHL, especially Geneva ConvenTons and AddiTonal Protocols. 

◦ Emphasize disTncTon, proporTonality, and civilian protecTon.



Aggression and Armed Invasion

• Aggression: 

◦ Defined in Rome Statute Art. 8 bis and UNGA Res. 3314 (1974). 

◦ Encompasses planning and execuTon by poli<cal/military leaders. 

◦ Acts include invasion, bombardment, blockade. 

◦ Key legal references: 

▪ ICJ (2022) – Ukraine v. Russia. 

▪ ECHR (2022) – frames Russia's ac<ons as aggression. 

▪ ICC – lacks jurisdic<on but Ukraine urges prosecu<on. 

• Armed Invasion: 

◦ Subset of aggression; violates UN Charter Art. 2(4). 

◦ Legally enables self-defence (Art. 51) and IHL applicability.



Term Legal 
Domain Specificity Short Description Primary Legal 

Framework Example Use

armed 
aggression

Jus ad 
bellum instantaneous

focuses on initiation of war 

(a grave, unlawful use of 
force by one state against 

another)

UN Charter (Art. 51), 
UNGA Res. 3314

full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine (2022)

armed 
conflict Jus in bello continuing

focuses on conduct of war 

(sustained armed violence 

between parties)

Geneva Conventions 
(Common Arts. 2 & 3), 

ICTY Tadić case

Syrian Civil War, 
Russia-Ukraine 

conflict

armed 
invasion

Jus ad 
bellum initiatory violation of  sovereignty UN Charter (Art. 2(4)), 

UNGA Res. 3314
Russia entering Crimea 

(2014)

hostilities Jus in bello episodic
broad combat activities, 

signal the start or existence 
of armed conflict

Geneva Conventions, AP I 
& II

from cyber attacks to 
artillery exchanges

martial 
law domestic emergency domestic emergency and 

suspension of civil law national laws Ukraine's declaration 
after 2022 invasion

military 
operations Jus in bello strategic types of tactical maneuvers Geneva Conventions, IHL

airstrikes, sieges, 
military deployments, 

cross-border 
skirmishes, shelling

war Jus ad 
bellum declarative requires formal declaration 

of the state
customary international 
law, Hague Conventions WWII, Iran-Iraq War



Quantitative Analysis of Legal Terminology in Polish Media Discourse on the Ukrainian-

Russian Conflict

Dominance of the term wojna ("war"): 

• Appears 5,187 Tmes (over 90% of war-related legal terms). 

• Func<ons as the primary narra<ve frame. 

• Frequently intensified with adjec<ves like brutalna ("brutal"), pełnoskalowa ("full-scale"), 
and totalna ("total"). 

• Commonly collocates with ac<on verbs (rozpocząć, trwać, wygrać) and <me markers 
(pierwszy dzień wojny, rok wojny). 

• Serves both descripTve and affecTve/mobilising roles.



Quantitative Analysis of Legal Terminology in Polish Media Discourse on the Ukrainian-

Russian Conflict

Other terms (frequency in corpus): 

• Agresja ("aggression"): 454 <mes (~8%), <ed to blame arribu<on (e.g., rosyjska agresja). 

• Zbrodnia wojenna ("war crime"): 58 <mes, linked to legal accountability, e.g. Międzynarodowy Trybunał Karny. 

• Konflikt zbrojny ("armed conflict"): 29 <mes, typically used in ins<tu<onal/legal discourse. 

• Operacje wojskowe ("military opera<ons"): 29 <mes, with neutral/technical tone. 

• Stan wojenny ("mar<al law"): 21 <mes, in contexts of legal mechanisms and na<onal security. 

• Działania zbrojne ("hos<li<es"): 9 <mes, used in factual summaries. 

• Zbrojna inwazja ("armed invasion"): 6 <mes, surprisingly rare despite legal relevance.



Media Preference: 

• Clear preference for wojna and agresja, which amplify emoTonal and legal framing. 

• More formal/legal terms (e.g., konflikt zbrojny, operacje wojskowe) are used in insTtuTonal, technical, or bureaucraTc contexts. 

• This suggests a strategic lexical emphasis on illegality, brutality, and existenTal threat.

Discourse Patterns & Framing: 



Discursive Roles: 

• Wojna appears widely in headlines, leads, and summaries, shaping public interpreta<on. 

• Agresja supports legal and moral evalua<on, oten explicitly linking Russia to criminal responsibility. 

• Zbrodnia wojenna aligns with internaTonal humanitarian law discourse and moral condemna<on. 

• Technical terms are fact-oriented and largely excluded from editorial or emoTve framing.

Discourse Patterns & Framing: 



Polish media overwhelmingly frame the conflict as a full-scale war, with strong emphasis on legality, aggression, and 

vic<misa<on. Less emo<ve, technical terminology remains marginal. This parern reflects a deliberate alignment with 

interna<onal legal norms and a rejec<on of euphemis<c or neutral language, distancing Polish coverage from 

narra<ves typical of authoritarian or state-controlled propaganda.

Conclusions:



1. Genre-Based Terminological VariaTon: 

• Hard News & Wire Reports: 

◦ Use neutral, technocraTc terms like działania zbrojne (“hos<li<es”) and operacje wojskowe 
(“military opera<ons”). 

◦ Appear in low-emoTon contexts (troop movements, logis<cs). 

◦ Oten in passive voice, projec<ng impar<ality. 

◦ Konflikt zbrojny (“armed conflict”) occurs in legal/expert-driven ar<cles, linked to internaTonal law 
frameworks.

Genre-Specific Use and Rhetorical Functions of 

International Legal Terminology in Polish Media Discourse



Opinion Genres (columns, editorials, features): 

• Rely on emoTonally and normaTvely charged terms: wojna (“war”), agresja (“aggression”), zbrodnia wojenna(“war crime”). 

• These func<on as framing devices, not mere descriptors. 

• Oten <ed to metaphor, historical analogy, or calls for solidarity. 

• Stan wojenny (“mar<al law”) appears in specula<ve na<onal security contexts. 

• Zbrojna inwazja and konflikt zbrojny appear mainly in early or legalis<c coverage.

Genre-Specific Use and Rhetorical Functions of 

International Legal Terminology in Polish Media Discourse



2. Ideological Convergence and Discursive Alignment: 

• Cross-ideological consistency: 

◦ Both let- and right-wing media use wojna, agresja, and zbrodnia wojenna prominently. 

◦ Suggests a shared naTonal lexicon framing the conflict in legal-moral terms. 

◦ Reflects par<cipa<on in internaTonal norm diffusion, not neutral repor<ng. 

• Contrast with Russian State Media: 

◦ Specjalna operacja wojskowa (“special military opera<on”) appears only 42 Tmes, mostly in quotaTon marks or ironic 
contexts. 

◦ Polish media reject euphemisTc language used in Kremlin propaganda.

Genre-Specific Use and Rhetorical Functions of 

International Legal Terminology in Polish Media Discourse



3. Legal and NormaTve Framing FuncTons: 

• Wojna (“war”): 

◦ Central term, used to signal unlawful aggression and invoke internaTonal humanitarian law. 

◦ Conveys urgency and scale, suppor<ng Western diplomaTc narraTves. 

• Agresja (“aggression”): 

◦ Reflects UN Charter ArTcle 2(4) and UNGA ResoluTon 3314 (1974). 

◦ Oten paired with Rosja (“Russia”), arribu<ng legal and moral responsibility. 

• Zbrodnia wojenna (“war crime”): 

◦ Aligns with internaTonal criminal jusTce, notably The Hague and ICC. 

◦ Emphasises civilian harm and jus in bello viola<ons.

Genre-Specific Use and Rhetorical Functions of 

International Legal Terminology in Polish Media Discourse



• Konflikt zbrojny, działania zbrojne, operacje wojskowe: 

◦ More neutral/legalis<c. 

◦ Found in reports referencing UN, OSCE, or Geneva ConvenTons. 

◦ Signal legal thresholds for humanitarian law applicability. 

• Stan wojenny (“marTal law”): 

◦ Discussed within Ukrainian domesTc law and emergency protocols. 

◦ Reflects ICCPR/ECHR standards on civil liber<es during crises. 

• Zbrojna inwazja (“armed invasion”): 

◦ Legally precise (per UNGA ResoluTon 3314, Art. 3(a)), but rare. 

◦ Suggests preference for morally resonant alternaTves like wojna and agresja.

Genre-Specific Use and Rhetorical Functions of 

International Legal Terminology in Polish Media Discourse



Polish media display a strategic adopTon of internaTonal legal terminology, tailored to genre and rhetorical 

func<on. Rather than repor<ng neutrally, the media par<cipate in norm diffusion, shaping public opinion in ways 

aligned with Western legal and moral frameworks. The lexicon underscores legal clarity, accountability, and moral 

urgency, in contrast to authoritarian euphemisms. This confirms broader theore<cal insights (e.g., Sadat 2013) about 

media’s role in suppor<ng global responses to crimes against humanity

Conclusions:
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