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The current definitions of civil war and intra-state war employed by the major war typologies, such as Correlates of War (COW) and Upsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP), suffer from a flaw. As demonstrated during the Donbas war, once an intervening state recruits, coopts, militarizes and installs local collaborators as “non-state actors” within an enemy state, a de-facto interstate war can be categorized as “civil war” or “internationalized civil war.” In the fog of plausible deniability and disinformation, identifying “the primary combatant” leading “a bulk of fighting” on the battlefield,  as proposed by the COW, is not methodologically easy for researchers. To separate spurious “separatists” and “non-state actors,” this paper suggest that scholars look into the issue of political agency of seemingly indigenous entities, by asking how and by whom they are constituted, and whether they are affiliated with local political parties and movements.
Non-State Actors in War Typologies  
Since 2014 the Donbas war in eastern Ukraine has claimed over 13 thousand lives including civilians, with 1.5 million people internally displaced, becoming one of the largest wars in the post-WWII Europe as well as in the post-Soviet space. Nevertheless, there have been competing interpretations in academia on the nature of this war. Some scholars prefer describing it “civil war”, focusing on indigenous movements in the Donbas, while others see less internal process, characterizing it as a conflict artificially created and supported by Moscow. [footnoteRef:1]  [1:  For the most recent collection of works and an attempt to bridge the gap between two different views on this war - civil war or interstate war, see Hauter 2021b and his edited volume. Also, although there is a view that annexation of Ukraine’s Crimea and the war in Eastern Ukraine can constitute a single international armed conflict (Merezhko 2018, 114), in this paper I focus on the more controversial part of this conflict in the interpretation of scholars – the war in Eastern Ukraine, or the Donbas war. ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk77621732]The vast experience of the Correlates of War project (COW), the largest dataset covering wars over two centuries, shows that war phenomena do not always fall into a single typology: some wars may seem to have traits of both "civil war" and  "interstate war" typologies. To cope with this problem, the COW puts an emphasis on identifying the “primary combatant,” who leads “the bulk of the fighting” among the participants, causing the greatest number of battle deaths to the enemy. Using two separate verifiable sources, a volunteer OSINT group InformNapalm’s data collection on Russian military personnel identified in Ukraine, and another volunteer project “Book of Memory of the Fallen for Ukraine” on the Ukrainian soldiers died during the war, Hosaka (2021) demonstrates a positive correlation between the losses of the Ukrainian side and the activeness of Russian military units in the Donbas. At least in Summer 2014, the bulk of fighting was taken over by Russia’s regular Armed Forces, the observation renders the war interstate according to the COW’s typology. 
This, however,  does not mean that an initial “civil war” between Ukraine on one side and the so-called “Donetsk People’s Republic” (DPR) and “Lugansk People’s Republic” (LPR) on the other later transformed into the Russia-Ukraine interstate war.[footnoteRef:2] Hosaka (2021) notes the problem of spurious “non-state actors,”  arguing for the necessity for thorough examination of origin of local actors in the wars claiming to be "civil wars." The COW’s typology allows various non-state actors fighting over local issues to be recognized as parties to civil wars. [footnoteRef:3] The main empirical problem is that the so-called hybrid warfare, which obfuscates the participants as well as the boundary between peace and war, makes it hard for researchers to characterize the nature of local actors, and its relationship with a third country externally supporting or controlling them. COW Intra-State War Data (v5.1) updated in 2020 reflects this confusing, positioning  "Donbas War of 2014-present" as "Civil war over local issues," in which  "Ukraine and Russia" (Side A) are fighting with "Separatists" (Side B) (COW 2020).[footnoteRef:4] [2:  Hauter (2021, 160) also argues that Russia played the determining role by introducing its regular armed forces in August 2014, while leaving open for discussion “whether Russia’s role as the primary conflict driver was limited to this final episode of the war’s escalation sequence”.]  [3:  According to the revised COW typology, wars that are not fought between members of the international system and take place predominantly within the recognized territory of a state fall under the newly established category of “intrastate wars.” They are further subdivided into “civil wars,” “regional internal wars,” and “intercommunal wars,” depending on the type of the combatants. Civil wars can be initiated “for control of the central government” or “over local issues” (Sarkees 2010b, 2), and fought between the national government as one side and a non-state actor as the other. Non state actor includes “regional geopolitical units” and  “nonterritorial entities” which are “nonstate armed groups” with no defined territorial base (Sarkees 2010b, 3; see also Table 1 in this paper). Since the Donbas war seems to have taken place between Ukraine government and the DPR and LPR, which are, prima facie, non-state entities, within the boundaries of Ukraine over what seems to be the issue of secession of these non-state entities, the war may be categorize into “civil war” (Hosaka 2021; see also Table 2 in this paper).]  [4:  COW has not updated “Inter-State War data set,” thus leaving the classification of the war in Eastern Ukraine pending.] 

Similarly, a dataset of Upsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP) defines a series of events in Eastern Ukraine as three different “internationalized intrastate conflicts” between the Government of Ukraine and “DPR”(2014-present), “LPR”(2014-present), and “United Armed Forces of Novorossiya”(2014-15) respectively, with Russia playing the role of “secondary warring party” only supporting these local rebel formations  (UCDP 2021). In some descriptive data, the  UCDP does not view Russia as a party of the conflict and project the DPR/LPR as if independent actors that only receive support from Russia – entailing criticism from the Ukrainian expert community (Brik 2021, 209-214).  In this regard, Hauter (2019) brings to attention the difference of third-party intervention and third-party delegation. Developing the arguments by Idean Salehyan and the Nicaragua Judgement of the ICJ,  Hauter introduces “delegated intrastate conflict” -- as a new category in the UCDP coding to describe the war in eastern Ukraine, arguing that  “separatist militias are not an autonomous rebel force but, in fact, an organ of the Russian state, waging a delegated war on the Kremlin’s behalf”(Hauter 2019, 100). 
In conflicts, in which military, political and informational capabilities and restraints are distributed asymmetrically among participants, certain “causers” predict the escalation better than other actors (Hosaka 2019b),  thus manipulating and obfuscating the very “causes” of the conflict observers are investigating. Thus, identifying genuine political actors hiding behind the spurious non-state actors, such as the DPR/LPR, has been another empirical challenge for scholars, often requiring the perspectives for covert intelligence operation (Hosaka 2018; Hosaka 2019c; Shandra&Seely 2019). 
Data availability and Limitation of Scholarly Characterization of Conflicts
As noted earlier, an important instrument of the COW classification is to identify the “primary combatant” leading “the bulk of the fighting” among multiple participants including non-state entities. However, as Sarkees (2010a, 19-20) admits, the determination of which party was causing the greatest number of battle-deaths to the other side is more difficult than the simple  count of casualties. 
The problem researchers face is the availability of reliable information on active combat contingent and equipment inflicting great loss to the enemy. It is more likely that intervening states make all possible efforts to deny or obscure their direct participation in the war to avoid their legal and other responsibilities. Secrecy of operations of external interference make it difficult to establish the nature of the relationships between rebels and the third country (Hauter 2019, 92).  For example, Russia not only denied its participation in the Donbas war, but also presented the invasion in August 2014 as attacks prepared by the DPR. Moscow made DPR “Prime-Minister,” Aleksandr Zakharchenko mention the reorganization of the DPR “militia” into “a regular army” prior to the Russian invasion. Moreover, Zakharchenko announced the start of DPR counteroffensives while Moscow deployed regular Russian troops to the Donbas (Hosaka 2019b, 340-341).  Also, official pronouncements and fatalities figures are not much helpful, or at least require corroboration with other data, because states may either minimize their own battle losses to protect themselves from criticism for failures, or, on the contrary, inflate the figure to garner international sympathy (Sarkees 2010a, 16).
A possible solution is to utilize open-source intelligence (OSINT) analysis as a basis for tracing and establishing an array of basic facts (Hosaka 2021; Hauter 2021a). In case of the war in Eastern Ukraine,  non-governmental initiatives such as InformNaplam, Forensic Architecture Ilovaisk Project, “Book of Memory of the Fallen for Ukraine” offer unique insights into the conflict by analyzing a great deal of photos and video materials uploaded by the Russian soldiers and local residents on the internet. These datasets are useful for researchers to estimate the actual scale of Russian Armed Forces units participating in the military operations in Ukraine, time and locations of their activities, connecting them with the loss of Ukrainian combatants. However, this kind of quality OSCINT analysis is not always available in other similar conflicts. In the absence of such data, the shift of attention from the combat field to political agency of non-state actors may facilitate the sound judgement of the main actors in the conflict.     
Political Agency of “Non-State Actors”
Cunningham, Gleditsch, and Salehyan (2013), introducing the Non-State Actors in Armed Conflict Dataset to the UCDP Dyadic Dataset, propose a series of variables characterizing and differentiating the nature of non-state actors, e.g., affiliation with political organizations, the number of troops, mobilization capacity, arms procurement, command structure, type and degree of external assistance etc. However, it is reasonable to assume that non-state actors are not willing to disclose military-related information that might lead to the exposure of their combat capabilities and vulnerabilities. On the other, since non-state actors are fighting to achieve certain political goals, they try to legitimize their resistance in the eyes of domestic and international audiences. “Rebels” fight for political causes, rights, independence, and so do “separatists” who have ideological, political and economic claims for a certain territory (Tsybulenko &  Francis 2018, 129). Separatist movements are more linked to political claims, which was triggered by discrimination of ethnic groups and formation of active ethnic elite (Matsiyevsky 2021, 169-170). Thus, among the variables listed above, it is relatively easy to find political claims of rebels, which are based on their political wings and aimed at rectifying the systematic discrimination of their collective rights. An illustration of such a relationship is a close association between the Irish Republican Army and Sinn Fein party (Cunningham, Gleditsch & Salehyan 2013). 
In case of Ukraine, it is worth examining the affiliated political organizations and the endogeneity of Donbas “separatists.” As investigations show, what makes the Donbas “civil war” different from other civil wars is that the DPR/LPR, often seen as non-state actors, are in fact artificial, state-run entities. From the beginning, the “governments” and “parliaments” of the DPR/LPR had few experienced local politicians except a few communists (Matsuzato 2017, 190-191).[footnoteRef:5] Most of indigenous politicians, including former Party of Regions deputies – contrary to the stereotype that they were “pro-Russians,” most of them were “deadly afraid of any presence of Russia” (Hosaka 2019c, 757) --  left the occupied region after the escalation of the conflict, having chosen to work in the Ukraine government-controlled areas, while those who appeared as leaders of the rebellion, including those sent by Russia such as Aleksandr Borodai and Igor Girkin, had almost no track record of public politics, using violence and threats as a primary means to solve political issues (Mitrokhin 2015, 221-222).  Some of “local leaders,” such as “people’s governor” Pavel Gubarev were trained by “Coordinator of Donbas” Konstantin Goloskokov, alleged GRU officer, and their “uprisings“ were orchestrated by Sergei Glazyev, Russian curator in charge of Ukraine (Hosaka 2019c, 755-758). The Kremlin considered and decided on the candidacy of Alexander Zakharchenko, a Donetsk local, known to have engaged in “smuggling of goods on the border of the Luhansk region and the Russian Federation” (see his CV circulated in the Kremlin in July 2014) to the position of “prime minister of DPR” to succeed the Russian political technologist Borodai, who left Donetsk in August 2014.[footnoteRef:6]  The creators of these “rebels” sit back in armchairs in the capital of the neighboring state, giving detailed instructions to the hired “separatist” leaders (JIT 2019). The Kremlin not only controls human, financial, and media resources in the “People’s Republics,” but goes as far as helping them invent “separatist” ideologies and myths and writing political declarations for them (Hosaka 2019c). As argued by Tsybulenko &  Francis (2018, 131-132), in light of international law, Russia exercises effective, overall control over local collaborators, therefore the conflict should not be classified non-international armed conflict. Giving Russian collaborators in Eastern Ukraine alternative definitions such as “rebels” and “separatists” leads to the Russia-created narrative on “civil war.”  [5:  in Donetsk, as Matsuzato describes, even under the ultimatum of the so-called “coordinating council” supposedly convened by protesters after the arrest of Gubarev, most of the Donetsk oblast council deputies, except three communists, did not appear in the session on April 7 to adopt a resolution requesting the federalization of Ukraine (Hosaka 2019c, 757).]  [6:  kurika@mail.ru, e-mail to boris.ra@mail.ru, b_ra@mail.ru, “zakharchenko,” 2014-07-29, 21:45:17 +0400  https://ordilo.org/damp-e-mail-boris-ramail-ru-yakyi-nalezhyt-b-rapoportu-p/ ] 

Group Coherence and Discrimination 
For further examination of agency of the “non-state actors” in Donbas we may refer to discussions by scholars on ethnic conflicts, who see  group coherence and discrimination against minority groups as main factors contributing to ethnopolitical mobilization (Gurr & Harff 1994, 83).[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Factors that trigger open conflicts with the government may be ethnopolitical leadership and cohesion, political environment, use of violence by governments,  external support (Gurr & Harff 1994, 84-92).] 

When it comes to ethnic coherence in Ukraine, a vague notion of “Russians” or “Russia-speaking population” used by scholars (and the Russian government propaganda) is problematic  when researchers try to identify agencies in conflict (Brik 2021, 202). Ethnicity was not a useful category to explain the political scene of post-Soviet Ukraine (Kulyk 2001). In Donbas, self-identified ethnicity was not a determining factor in explaining individuals’ geopolitical orientation. For example, in the 2013 survey in Luhansk, contrary to common wisdom, respondents who saw themselves as both Ukrainian and Russian were more West-oriented than those identifying themselves as only Ukrainian (Gentile 2015). Correlation between ethnicities and historical memories is observed but very weak in Ukraine; there was about 20% of ethnic Ukrainians gravitate towards Soviet–Russian historical memories, while more than 30% of Russians living in Ukraine embrace Ukrainian historical narratives (Hosaka 2019a). Political and cultural identities in Ukraine are not the so-called East-West divide; they are flexible and movable (Kuzyk 2019).
Unlike group identities, which are often subjective or blurred, indicators of political and economic discrimination are largely observable for researchers (Gurr & Harff 1994, 93):[footnoteRef:8] [8:  We can also recall similar criteria used by the old COW typology to judge whether a territory is integrated or part of the metropole (Sarkees 2010a, 6): there were no constitutional provisions denying the population the right to participate in the government; there were no restrictive provisions based on ethnicity, race, or religion; and a national capital or a district under the direct administrative control of a federal government were considered to be integrated regardless of the manner in which they were governed.] 

· Public policies that restrict the economic activities or roles of group members; 
· Low income, poor housing, and high infant mortality rates compared with other groups in the society;
· Limited group access to education, especially higher education;
· Proportionally few group members in commercial, managerial, or professional positions; 
· Public policies that limit the group’s participation in politics and access to political office; 
· Low participation in politics compared with other groups in the society;
· Proportionally few group members in elective offices, civil service, or higher-ranking police and military positions.

Despite historical, linguistic, and economic differences between the Donbas region and the rest of Ukraine, the region has not been systematically subjected to any types of political discrimination or limitations listed above. In the 1991 referendum, 83.9% and 83.86% of voters in Donetsk and Luhansk Oblasts, respectively, supported Ukraine’s independence. In terms of political representation,  Donetsk favorite presidential candidates won four electoral campaigns (17 years in power of the 22 peaceful years),  Luhansk favorites – three campaigns (12 years). Donbas voters preferred the nation-wide political parties established in Kyiv to local parties, and deputies elected from the region fully represented in the Ukrainian parliament. Any political forces supported by the voters of two oblasts did not support separatism nor unification with Russia (Balaban et al. 2017, 25-26)
Not only institutionally but also subjectively there were few manifestations of discrimination against Russians or Russia-speakers in Ukraine. According to the opinion poll conducted by Kyiv International Institute of Sociology in December 2014, only 4.4% of residents of Southern and Eastern oblast feared discrimination based on language and ethnicity. Another similar survey by the International Republican Institute from March 2014 and British NGO showed  the similar results  (Matsiyevsky 2021, 169-170). For the people in the Donbas, language was not a main concern for political mobilization; in the 2005 survey in Donetsk, only 2.2 % of the respondents who voted for Viktor Yanukovych mentioned the status of Russian language as a main motivation of their electoral choice  (Osipian & Osipian 2012, 265). The state language status of the Ukrainian language did not drive out the Russian language, with the predominance of the latter in the media and cultural consumption (Kulyk 2013).  Then, why are scholars susceptive to narratives on the Donbas separatism? 
Theoretical Models Useful?
Scholars tend to apply familiar theoretical models to explain the war in Ukraine and are less concerned about whether these fit the actual data (Brik 2021, 201-202). Notably, Kulyk (2001) warned the danger of applying Brubaker (1996)’s triadic nexus framework to post-Soviet Ukraine – simplified understanding of Ukraine as a nationalizing state, Russians in Ukraine as a national minority and Russia as the external homeland. Although Brubaker was aware of specifics of Ukraine, i.e., the emerging civic nature of “Russians in Ukraine,” a not clearly bounded group who speak Russian but feel rather affiliated with the political Ukrainian nation. This understanding brought him to foresight: “Were this prevailing self-understanding of Russians in Ukraine, there would be no Russian ‘national minority’” (Brubaker 1996, 61). Nevertheless, not a few scholars are primed to see “Russians” or “Russian-speaking” people as the main actor consolidating around their collective identity and struggling for their own political agenda in the events in eastern Ukraine, simplifying the triadic nexus without due account of complicated political realities and elastic ethnic and linguistic identities in Ukraine (e.g., see Clem 2014; Harris 2020). 
Neither is much successful the automatic application of a model in the field of conflict studies -- violence and escalation spirals – to the Donbas war. Schneckener (2021, 27) argues, based on the theory of conflict sociology, that the DPR and LPR emerged as a result of social formations and patterns through the mutual escalation of violence by antagonizing domestic actors – an observation apparently inconsistent with a great amount of empirical evidence that shows Russia’s direct control of these “non-state actors” (Hosaka 2019c; JIT 2019). Although Schneckener recognizes the intervention by Russian armed forces at some point during the conflict escalation process, he does not notice earlier involvement and incitement by Russia of what he sees as a “civil war”.    
A number of scholarly works on the war in Eastern Ukraine suggest that it is not only the Russian propaganda and disinformation that created the image of ”Donbas separatism,” but also   scholar-specific epistemological approaches and awkward application of simplified models to contemporary realities in Ukraine and their disregard of Russian covert influence operations. An effective way to separate fake “non-state actors” is to examine  political agency of these self-proclaiming “local entities”. In addition to the literature review in the academic field, conducting OSINT analysis may help researchers to deal with this new challenge.     
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Table 1. The COW ’s Initial and Revised Typologies of War
	Initial Typology 
	Revised and Expanded Typology

	1) International wars
a) Interstate wars
b) Extrasystemic wars
i) Colonial
ii) Imperial
2) Civil wars
	1) Interstate wars (type 1)
2) Extrastate wars
a) Colonial – conflict with colony (type 2)
b) Imperial – state vs. nonstate (type 3)
3) Intrastate wars
a) Civil wars
i) for central control (type 4)
ii) over local issues (type 5)
b) Regional internal (type 6)
c) Intercommunal (type 7)
4) Non-state wars
a) In non-state territory (type 8)
b) Across state borders (type 9)


Source: Adapted from Sarkees (2010a, 10).


Table 2. The Donbas War Against the Criteria of the Revised COW Typology
	Categories
	Key Criteria
	Hypothetical Conditions in the Donbas War 

	1)
Interstate war
	Wars between/among states, and sustained combat involving regular armed forces on both sides and 1,000 battle-related fatalities among all of the states involved. [footnoteRef:9]   [9:   Any state qualified as a war participant either by committing over 1000 troops to the conflict or by suffering 100 battle-deaths. ] 

	Fighting takes place between the regular Armed Forces of Russia and Ukraine. [footnoteRef:10] [10:   Russia denies the participation of its regular armed forces in the war. Information on the number of Russian troops  and their fatalities is unavailable.] 

 

	3) 
Intrastate war
	Wars within the recognized territory of a state 
	Fighting takes place within the boundaries of Ukraine.

	3) a) 
Civil war:
	Wars between a national government and a non-state entity
 
	Fighting takes place between Ukrainian Government Forces on one side and the DPR/LPR on the other. The latter is, at least prima facie, non-state actors.

	 internationalized 
	Other states intervene.[footnoteRef:11] The initial combatants continue doing the bulk of the fighting.[footnoteRef:12]  [11:   Either by committing over 1000 troops to the conflict or by suffering 100 battle-deaths.]  [12:   The bulk of the fighting is defined in terms of which combatant is causing the greatest number of deaths among the opposition.] 

	The Russian Armed Forces join the battle between the Ukraine Forces and the DPR/LPR, while the DPR/LPR continue to do the bulk of the fighting.

	
recategorized into 1) Interstate war
	Other states intervene. A state intervener takes over the bulk of the fighting from one of the original war participants. 
	The Russian Armed Forces join the battle between the Ukraine Forces and the DPR/LPR, taking over the bulk of the fighting from the DPR/LPR.


Source: The author. 
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