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‘Hybrid warfare’ as an academic fashion
Chiara Libiseller

Institute for History, Leiden University, Leiden, Netherlands

ABSTRACT

The ‘hybrid warfare’ concept had been coined years earlier, but became fash-
ionable only when it was adopted and adapted by NATO in 2014, after which
academic interest suddenly sky-rocketed. Academics often adopted NATO's
understanding of the concept, took for granted its fit for Russian actions, and
imported its political assumptions into the academic debate. The fashionability
of the term also led to bandwagoning and thus superficial engagement with
both the concept and the phenomenon it was applied to. This article outlines
this process and its implications for the field of Strategic Studies.

KEYWORDS Hybrid warfare; hybrid war; fashion; academic knowledge production; politicisation;
strategic studies

Introduction

‘Hybrid warfare’ does not seem to need much introduction, and yet it does."
Developed around 2007 by the U.S. Marine Corps, the concept made its
‘breakthrough’ on the international stage only when NATO used it in refer-
ence to Russia’s annexation of Crimea and involvement in civil war in Eastern
Ukraine in 2014. Since then, the concept has become a constant feature of
academic and practitioners’ publications and debates related to Russia and/or
the future of war and warfare. Through this widespread use, the concept’s
meaning has become increasingly vague and ambiguous. Today, it seems one
cannot use the term without first having to clarify its history and changes in
meaning.? While the concept remains popular with academics and political

CONTACT Chiara Libiseller 8 chiara.libiseller@outlook.com @ Institute for History, Leiden University,
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"The literature tends to use the terms ‘hybrid warfare’, ‘hybrid war’, and ‘hybrid threats’ largely
synonymously. In order to not overwhelm the reader, | will stick to ‘hybrid warfare’ as umbrella term
to refer to the concept captured by these labels. There are different definitions of this concept, but
these do not correlate with the use of different labels. Hence, | take a semasiological approach to
tracing the concept; cf. Jan Ifversen, ‘About Key Concepts and How to Study Them’, Contributions to the
History of Concepts 6/1 (2011), 70.

25ee, for example, Guilong Yan, ‘The Impact of Artificial Intelligence on Hybrid Warfare’, Small Wars and
Insurgencies 31/4 (2020), 898-917; Katri Pynnoniemi and Minna Jokela, ‘Perceptions of Hybrid War in
Russia: Means, Targets and Objectives Identified in the Russian Debate’, Cambridge Review of
International Affairs 33/6 (2020), 828-845; Vladimir Rauta and Sean Monaghan, ‘Global Britain in the
Grey Zone: Between Stagecraft and Statecraft’, Contemporary Security Policy 42/4 (2021), 475-497.
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and military practitioners, it has faced increasing criticism, and can be con-
sidered past its peak in popularity.> Some might link this to the initiation of
Putin’s war of aggression against Ukraine: having become increasingly
focused on non-military elements of conflict, ‘hybrid warfare’ now seems
less relevant to capture Russia’s approach to war, despite the fact that
Russia’s actions in Ukraine from 2014 to 2021 had been treated as the
prototype of ‘hybrid warfare’. However, the concept’'s decline had already
started earlier and can be explained largely based on its internal dynamics.

As this article argues, the 'hybrid warfare’ concept can be considered
a fashion - a powerful and wide-reaching, yet transitory phenomenon.
While it may never completely vanish from academic debates, the concept
has certainly lost much of its power and attraction. Yet, this does not mean
that we should move on and forget about this episode. Rather, the intense
embrace of an arguably flawed concept should encourage us to reflect on
concept formation and use in Strategic Studies. Understanding why this
concept has become so popular and how this popularity has affected
research might allow us to draw broader conclusions on the value and role
of concepts in the field. The case of ‘hybrid warfare’ is especially useful to
understand when concepts become fashionable: even though the concept
had been coined around 2007, academics had essentially no interest in it
before 2014. Yet, after NATO used the concept to narrate Russia’s actions in
Ukraine, references to the term increased exponentially. Almost overnight,
the concept became the way to refer to Russia’s actions in Ukraine and its
foreign policy more generally.” Thereafter, it also served as departure for
speculations about scenarios of future Russian interventions elsewhere and
the future of warfare more generally.

This article, therefore, specifically looks at this moment in 2014 when
‘hybrid warfare’ became fashionable and its effects. It first outlines what
I mean by fashionable concepts and why | consider them worthy of investiga-
tion. The second section discusses the concept’s origins and NATO’s 2014
adaptation. The third section looks in detail at how this reconceptualization

3See, for example, Samuel Charap, ‘The Ghost of Hybrid War', Survival 57/6 (2015), 51-58; Mark Galeotti,
‘Hybrid, Ambiguous, and Non-Linear? How New is Russia’s “New Way of War"?" Small Wars &
Insurgencies 27/2 (2016), 282-301; Bettina Renz, ‘Russia and “Hybrid Warfare™, Contemporary Politics
22/3 (2016), 283-300; Robert Johnson, ‘Hybrid War and its Countermeasures: A Critique of the
Literature’, Small Wars & Insurgencies 29/1 (2018), 141-163; Stephen Biddle, ‘The Determinants of
Nonstate Military Methods’, The Pacific Review 31/6 (2018), 714-739; Paul B. Rich, ‘The Snowball
Phenomenon: The US Marine Corps, Military Mythology and the Spread of Hybrid Warfare Theory’,
Defense & Security Analysis 35/4 (2019), 430-446; Murat Caliskan, ‘Hybrid Warfare through the Lens of
Strategic Theory’, Defense and Security Analysis 35/1 (2019), 40-58.

“Renz, ‘Russia and “Hybrid Warfare™.

5See, for example, Richard D. Hooker Jr., ‘Operation Baltic Fortress, 2016', The RUSI Journal 160/3 (2015),
26-36; Kristian Atland, ‘North European Security After the Ukraine Conflict’, Defense & Security Analysis
32/2 (2016), 163-176; Gary Schaub Jr., Martin Murphy, and Frank G. Hoffman, ‘Hybrid Maritime
Warfare’, The RUSI Journal 162/1 (2017), 32-40; Viljar Veebel, ‘NATO Options and Dilemmas for
Deterring Russia in the Baltic States’, Defence Studies 18/2 (2018), 229-251.
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affected academic research, approximated through journal articles published
from 2014 to 2021. It argues that the fashionability of ‘hybrid warfare’ led to
the politicisation of academic research and discouraged in-depth engage-
ment with both the concept and the phenomenon it was applied to.
Importantly, this section shows how the concept itself became powerful.
The fashion perspective thus allows us to understand the widespread use
of a concept based on internal dynamics rather than (just) as a function of
funding. The final section of the article reflects on implications of this argu-
ment for concept formation and use in Strategic Studies more generally.

Studying concepts as fashions

Concepts are mental constructs through which we ‘make sense of a messy
reality by reducing its complexity and naming and giving meaning to its
features'.® A concept can be considered to consist of a label, its definition or
characteristics (intension), and its associated material instantiations
(extension).” Research in cognitive science has shown that human categor-
isation does not happen based on necessary and sufficient conditions, but is
more complex than this three-element definition would suggest.® Yet, as
tools to understand reality, academic concepts have to have a basic level of
coherence; they need to have a (temporarily fixed) essence to be useful, even
if their material manifestations will take different forms and their meaning
might change over the long haul. Moreover, they must be operationalizable.
Without such common ground, the theoretical and practical benefit of
a concept will get lost.”

As Colin Gray argued, ‘[s]trategic concepts are not dictated to us; rather,
we choose them and decide how they can serve as building blocks for the
edifice of theory we prefer’.'® This quote conveys two important messages for
students of strategy: first, we choose our concepts. Some concepts might fit
a situation better than others; but the perception of such a fit depends on the
aspects of the situation that are relevant to the conceptualiser. A concept
never captures the entire situation, but by necessity highlights some aspects
while backgrounding others."" Developing or choosing a concept is about

SFelix Berenskoetter, ‘Unpacking Concepts’, in ibid. (ed.), Concepts in World Politics (Los Angeles: SAGE
Publications 2016), 1.

’Giovanni Sartori, ‘Concept Misformation in Comparative Politics’, American Political Science Review 64/4
(1970), 1041.

8George Lakoff, Women, Fire, and Dangerous Things: What Categories Reveal About the Mind (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press 1987), 6.

°Cf. John Gerring, ‘What Makes a Concept Good? A Criterial Framework for Understanding Concept
Formation in the Social Sciences’, Polity 31/3 (Spring, 1999), 357-393.

°Colin S. Gray, Categorical Confusion? The Strategic Implications of Recognizing Challenges either as
Irregular or Traditional (Carlisle: Strategic Studies Institute 2012), vii.

Cf. George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago, London: The University of Chicago
Press 1980), 10.



THE JOURNAL OF STRATEGIC STUDIES . 861

‘deciding what is important about an entity’.'* Second, we choose concepts
for a certain aim. Since concepts can never fully reflect reality, they cannot be
true or false, but only more or less useful for said aim. Within academia, this
aim broadly relates to understanding and explanation, in some traditions also
prediction. Strategic Studies specifically focuses on understanding and
explaining the ‘threat, use, and control of military force’,”® in order to enrich
strategic theory and practice.'®

The term ‘fashion’ refers to a dynamic: the sudden, widespread, intense, but
also transitory embrace of an idea, a behaviour, or an item that grants attractive
and coercive power to it. Though short-lived, its duration can vary from weeks to
years. The concept cycle differs from the fashion cycle, and the concept and the
fashion thereof are not necessarily the same. Fashion is about the dynamics of
how the concept is engaged with. If a concept becomes fashionable, it is engaged
with superficially and partially, with a high sense of urgency and emotion.'” Yet,
the concept may exist before and after its period of fashionability.

Importantly, fashion is about power. The fashion cycle usually starts off when
the concept is granted authority, for example, by a person or institution with
authority and power; soon the fashionable concept develops power by itself and
cannot be controlled by the original conceptualiser (which, in the case of ‘hybrid
warfare’, is Frank Hoffman) or the initial granter of authority (NATO). This power is
both attractive and coercive. It attracts the interest of scholars, for example, by
creating new avenues for research and demand for publications. But it might also
coerce people into using the term, for example, to signal their awareness of the
ongoing debate. The power of fashionable concepts thus leads to bandwagon-
ing, a diffusion process in which scholars adopt a term not because they view it as
useful for analytical purposes, but simply because many other scholars or relevant
institutions have adopted it.'® To perform this signalling role, no deeper engage-
ment with the concept is necessary. Bandwagoning thus encourages superficial
engagement. Moreover, it necessarily leads to vagueness and ambiguity.'” As
more and more people use a concept, its definitions and understandings will vary.
The attractive power of the concept might encourage scholars to hook their topic
of interest to it, even if there is no direct connection. Bandwagoning, however,
does not necessarily include only favourable uses of the term: critical discussions
of the concept, too, will benefit from the interest in a fashionable concept. Yet,

‘zGarry Goertz, Social Science Concepts: A User’s Guide (Princeton: Princeton UP 2006), 27.

13Stephen M. Walt, ‘The Renaissance of Security Studies’, International Studies Quarterly 35/2 (1991), 212.

MColin S. Gray, Strategy for Chaos: Revolutions in Military Affairs and the Evidence of History (London: Frank
Cass Publishers 2002), 17.

'5sandy Edward Green Jr., ‘A Rhetorical Theory of Diffusion’, The Academy of Management Review 29/4
(2004), 653-669.

'8Cf. Eric Abrahamson and Lori Rosenkopf, ‘Institutional and Competitive Bandwagons: Using
Mathematical Modeling as a Tool to Explore Innovation Diffusion’, The Academy of Management
Review 18/3 (1993), 488.

Hélene Giroux, “It Was Such a Handy Term”: Management Fashions and Pragmatic Ambiguity’, Journal
of Management Studies 43/6 (2006), 1227-1260.
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irrespective of the content, bandwagoning is a self-reinforcing process through
which a fashion becomes ever more powerful while alternative views are
marginalised.'® Due to these dynamics, fashionable concepts may have negative
effects on research.

How ‘hybrid warfare’ became powerful

Although the first discussion of ‘hybrid warfare’ goes back to at least 2002, it was
Frank Hoffman’s publications that introduced the concept to a wider audience. In
a 2007 paper, which many consider the foundational text for the concept,
Hoffman argued that ‘Hybrid Wars incorporate a range of different modes of
warfare, including conventional capabilities, irregular tactics and formations, terror-
ist acts including indiscriminate violence and coercion, and criminal disorder 2 For
Hoffman, the essence of ‘hybrid warfare’ was the blurring, or convergence, of
different modes of warfare and different actors. In ‘hybrid wars’, regular and
irregular forces are ‘operationally integrated and tactically fused’; they are part
of ‘the same force in the same battlespace’.”’

Hoffman, who wrote this paper while a research fellow at the Marine Corps’
Center for Emerging Threats and Opportunities (CETO), aimed at preparing the
Marine Corps for the future conflict environment. His conceptualisation of ‘hybrid
warfare’ has to be understood not only against the backdrop of the 2006 war
between Hezbollah and Israel (which he discussed as prototype case), but also as
aresponse to the rigid conceptual distinction between conventional and irregular
war(fare) in US strategic thought and practice. Warning against the assumption of
a given link between the nature of actors and their preference for means,
Hoffman argued that actors would see different means as a ‘menu’ from which
to choose flexibly according to their aims and culture.?? Judged against this
background, his intervention seems useful for the purpose of spurring more
creative and flexible thinking when assessing the future security environment
from the perspective of a US military institution.

Hoffman made a concerted effort to diffuse his concept through publica-
tions and briefings.”? It was debated in military circles,?* featured in several

'8¢t Jeffrey H. Michaels, The Discourse Trap and the US Military: From the War on Terror to the Surge
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan 2013), 10.

"William J. Nemeth, Future War and Chechnya: A Case for Hybrid Warfare (Monterey, CA: Naval
Postgraduate School 2002).

2%Frank G. Hoffman, Conflict in the 21st Century: The Rise of Hybrid Wars (Arlington, VA: Potomac Institute
for Policy Studies 2007), 14; italics in original.

ZTbid., 29.

2bid,, 27.

ZMichael S. Swetnam, ‘Foreword’ in Hoffman, War in the 21st Century, 5.

2t is worth noting that in this debate the concept was most often understood to refer to war waged by
non-state actors, even though this was not Hoffman’s intention. See, for example, David E. Johnson,
Hard Fighting: Israel in Lebanon and Gaza (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation 2011); John J. McCuen,
‘Hybrid Wars', Military Review (March-April 2008), 107-113.
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US doctrinal documents,® and a few senior US officials picked up the term.%®
NATO, too, started using the concept - though preferred the label ‘hybrid
threats'—as a way to frame the future security environment.?” This might
have been spurred by Jim Mattis, who had co-authored a paper on ‘hybrid
warfare’ with Hoffman in 2005,%® and became NATO Supreme Allied
Commander Transformation in November 2007. NATO’s use of the term
started from Hoffman’s definition but also specifically mentioned attacks on
NATO'’s values and on international law as well as the use of narratives as
‘typical’ means of ‘hybrid warfare’. It thus broadened the concept, while side-
lining Hoffman’s focus on battlefield integration.29 Yet, at this time, the
concept still got little traction within NATO.?° Similarly, academia barely
took notice of it.

This changed in 2014, when Russia took advantage of political instability in
Ukraine to seize and annex the Crimean Peninsula and somewhat secretly
send fighters and weapons to support violent protests in Eastern Ukraine. For
many, Russia’s annexation of Crimea represented a caesura, ‘a wake-up call
for European security’.?' NATO's latest Strategic Concept, dating from 2010,
considered ‘the threat of conventional attack against NATO territory very
low’;*> NATO's focus had thus been on enlargement rather than territorial
defence. It had been cooperating with Russia through the permanent NATO-
Russia Council since 2002. Russia’s annexation of Crimea brought this coop-
eration to a sudden halt, and NATO to the realisation of Putin’s differing aims.
What was at stake, according to NATO, was its members’ ‘freedom and ...
shared values of individual liberty, human rights, democracy, and the rule of
law’.?*> Both NATO and the EU started to reassess their security
environments.>*

ZFor example, James T. Conway et al., ‘A Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century Seapower’, Naval War
College Review 61/1 (2008); Department of the Army, ADP 3-0 Unified Land Operations, October 2011;
US Department of Defense, Quadrennial Defense Review Report (Washington, DC: US Government
Printing Office 2010).

ZMichele A. Flournoy and Shawn Brimley, ‘The Defense Inheritance: Challenges and Choices for the Next
Pentagon Team’, Washington Quarterly 31/4 (2008), 59-76; Robert M. Gates, ‘A Balanced Strategy:
Reprogramming the Pentagon for a New Age’, Foreign Affairs 88/1 (2009), 28-40.

¥Indeed, Hoffman used ‘hybrid war’, ‘hybrid warfare’ and ‘hybrid threat’ essentially synonymously in his
2007 publication.

% James N. Mattis and Frank Hoffman, ‘Future Warfare: The Rise of Hybrid Wars', Proceedings Magazine
131/11/1,233 (2005).

2NATO Allied Command Transformation, Multiple Futures Project: Navigating towards 2030, Final Report
(April 2009); SACEUR and SACT, Bi-SC Input to a New NATO Capstone Concept for the Military
Contribution to Countering Hybrid Threats, 2010.

300fer Fridman, Russian ‘Hybrid Warfare”: Resurgence and Politicisation (Oxford: Oxford UP 2018), 101.

3Guillaume Lasconjarias and Jeffrey A. Larsen, ‘Introduction: A New Way of Warfare’, in ibid. (eds.),
NATO’s Response to Hybrid Threats (Rome: NATO Defense College 2015), 7.

32NATO, Active Engagement, Modern Defence: Strategic Concept for the Defence and Security of the
Members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (2010), 10.

3NATO, Wales Summit Declaration, para 2.

*Ibid.; European Commission, ‘Joint Framework on Countering Hybrid Threats: A European Union
Response’, Joint Communication to the European Parliament and the Council, 2016.



864 (&) C.LIBISELLER

At the 2014 NATO Summit in Wales, the ‘hybrid threats’ concept was used
to frame events in Ukraine. The Summit Declaration defined ‘hybrid warfare
threats’ as situations ‘where a wide range of overt and covert military, para-
military, and civilian measures are employed in a highly integrated design’.>
While this definition resembled Hoffman'’s ideas, succeeding NATO publica-
tions offered different views that were shaped by Russian actions in Ukraine.
A NATO Defense College publication on NATO’s Response to Hybrid Threats
argued that ‘hybrid wars’ ‘use a wide array of means to convey a political or
ideological message from the battlefield to the world without regard for
international laws or norms, and without even necessarily proposing an
alternative model’.3® Sorin Dumitru Ducaru, NATO Assistant Secretary
General for Emerging Security Challenges, argued that ‘the HW approach
aims to ... generate surprise, ... seize the initiative, ... generate deception
and ambiguity, ... avoid attribution of action; [and] maximize deniability of
responsibility for aggressive actions’.>” He continued to maintain that ‘hybrid
warfare’ is ‘directed at an adversary’s vulnerabilities, focused on complicating
decision making’.>® A NATO Defence College research paper defined ‘hybrid
warfare’ as ‘an effective and sometimes surprising mix of military and non-
military, conventional and irregular components, [that] can include all kinds
of instruments such as cyber and information operations’.> It further outlined
that ‘[nJone of the single components is new; it is the combination and
orchestration of different actions that achieves a surprise effect and creates
ambiguity, making an adequate reaction extremely difficult, especially for
multinational organizations that operate on the principle of consensus’.*

The aspects of surprise and ambiguity were not part of either Hoffman'’s or
NATO's pre-2014 understanding of the concept. Similarly, some means that
were now considered ‘typical’ for ‘hybrid warfare’ had not featured in earlier
conceptualizations. Indeed, in July 2014, Hoffman pointed out that his origi-
nal concept ‘[except for criminal acts] completely fails to capture other non-
violent actions. Thus, it does not address instruments including economic and
financial acts, subversive political acts like creating or covertly exploiting
trade unions and NGOs as fronts, or information operations using false
websites and planted newspaper articles’.*' But NATO’s aim was not analy-
tical fit. As Murat Caliskan and Michel Liégeois have demonstrated, NATO
officials appreciate the ‘hybrid warfare’ concept largely for its ability to draw

35NATO, Wales Summit Declaration, para 13.

L asconjarias and Larsen, ‘Introduction’, 3.

*’Sorin Dumitru Ducaru, ‘Framing NATO'S Approach to Hybrid Warfare’, in N. lancu et al. (eds.),

, Countering Hybrid Threats: Lessons Learned from Ukraine (10S Press, Incorporated 2016), 4.

81 :
Ibid.

39Heidi Reisinger and Alexandr Golts, ‘Russia’s Hybrid Warfare: Waging War Below the Radar of
Traditional Collective Defence’, Research Paper, NATO Defense College, November 2014.

40 }.:
Ibid., 3.

“TFrank Hoffman, ‘On Not-So-New Warfare: Political Warfare vs Hybrid Threats’, War on the Rocks,
28 July 2014.
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attention to the necessity of a capability review.*? Based on interviews with
NATO officials, they concluded ‘that the term hybrid warfare is a label or a tool
that is used for internal purposes at NATO such as “to wake the system up”,
“to put a debate on the table”, “to increase awareness”, “to review capabil-
ities” and “to secure the defence budget” rather than a concept which
postulates a framework of principles on how to engage in modern
warfare’.*® Other scholars have identified additional functions of the concept
for practitioners, such as the justification for the West's limited reaction or as
source of identity and relevance.** The specific definitions brought forward
by NATO publications support these conclusions. Rather than discussing the
essence of this hybrid approach to warfare, they include the specificities of
the Russian case, such as the effect of surprise, the apparent ambiguity of
Russian means and aims, or Russia’s disregard for international law. In many
ways, these definitions reflect NATO's perceptions and emotions rather than
Russian actions. With this reconceptualization, ‘hybrid warfare’ turned from
an operational concept into a political narrative that attributed aims to
Russia’s actions based on the effects of those actions as perceived by NATO.
Originally focused on operational aspects, the concept now captured the
entire spectrum of military and non-military means, with an increasing focus
on the latter.

Impact on the academic debate

Scholars in Strategic Studies only really got interested in ‘hybrid warfare’ after
2014, when references to the concept increased exponentially. NATO did not
simply use the term to frame a key event in European security, but also
elevated ‘hybrid warfare’ to the top of its agenda. Similarly, senior EU and
national politicians frequently referred to Russia’s ‘hybrid warfare’ threat.
Together, NATO and the EU founded the European Centre of Excellence for
Countering Hybrid Threats.*® These aspects, of course, made the topic very
attractive to scholars who wanted to offer policy-relevant contributions,
a sought-after output in today’s academic institutions. Figure 1 summarises
the results of a search for the terms ‘hybrid war’ and ‘hybrid warfare’ in
academic journals relevant to Strategic Studies.*® To better understand how
and why the concept was used in these articles, the remainder of this section

“2Murat Caliskan and Michel Liégeois, ‘The Concept of “Hybrid Warfare” Undermines NATO's Strategic

43Thinking: Insights from Interviews with NATO Officials’, Small Wars & Insurgencies 32/2 (2021), 295-319.
Ibid., 307.

“See respectively Tomasz Paszewski, ‘Can Poland Defend Itself?’, Survival 58/2 (2016), 119, and Maria
Malksoo, ‘Countering Hybrid Warfare as Ontological Security Management: The Emerging Practices of
the EU and NATOQ’, European Security 27/3 (2018), 382.

“3See Fridman, Russian ‘Hybrid Warfare’, Chapter 6, for a more detailed discussion of NATO and the EU.

“SThis search was carried out on the Web of Science database and the Taylor & Francis website. Since
many relevant journals are published by the latter, | consulted this website directly.
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Figure 1. Number of journal articles mentioning ‘hybrid war’ or ‘hybrid warfare’ in their
title, abstract, or keywords (black column) or anywhere else in their full text (grey)*’.

zooms in on articles that engage in some depth with ‘hybrid warfare’ (i.e.,
invoke it in their title, abstract, or keywords) and use the concept to make
sense of Russia’s behaviour and/or of current and future modes of warfare.
By 2014, the concept had already been inherently linked to Russia and
reconceptualised based on this case; both its extension and intension had
changed so much that all it had in common with Hoffman'’s version was the
label. While academics still acknowledged the concept’s origins, those who
used the concept approvingly tended to replicate NATO'’s narrative; some
even used NATO’s definition of the term to guide their academic analysis.*®
This section of the academic literature took for granted that Russia success-
fully used ‘hybrid warfare’ in Ukraine.** Here too, NATO's perception of the

“Included journals: Adelphi Series; Armed Forces & Society*; Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists; Cambridge
Review of International Affairs; Civil Wars; Comparative Strategy; Contemporary Politics; Contemporary
Security Policy; Cooperation and Conflict*; Defence Studies; Defense & Security Analysis; Diplomacy &
Statecraft; Ethics & International Affairs*; European Security; Geopolitics; Global Affairs; Global Change,
Peace & Security; Intelligence and National Security; International Affairs*; International Peacekeeping;
Journal of Military Ethics; Journal of Strategic Studies; Security Studies; Small Wars & Insurgencies;
Studies in Conflict & Terrorism; Survival; Terrorism and Political Violence; The Journal of Slavic Military
Studies; The Nonproliferation Review; The Pacific Review; The RUSI Journal; The Washington Quarterly;
War & Society; Whitehall Papers. Asterisk marks those journals not published by T&F.

“BFor example, lan Bowers, ‘The Use and Utility of Hybrid Warfare on the Korean Peninsula’, The Pacific
Review 31/6 (2018), 764; Alessio Patalano, ‘When Strategy is “Hybrid” and not “Grey”: Reviewing
Chinese Military and Constabulary Coercion at Sea’, The Pacific Review 31/6 (2018), 811-839.

See, for example, Rod Thornton, ‘The Changing Nature of Modern Warfare’, The RUSI Journal 160/4
(2015), 42; Hooker, ‘Operation Baltic Fortress, 2016’, 27; James Stavridis, ‘VI. The United States, the
North Atlantic and Maritime Hybrid Warfare’, Whitehall Papers 87/1 (2016), 93.
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effects of Russian actions in Ukraine were incorporated into the concept.
Lanoszka claimed that

... hybrid warfare exploits the vulnerability of targets at yet lower levels of violence,
whereby the belligerent can plausibly deny that it is even engaging in aggression.
The belligerent could thus deter its target from undertaking escalatory measures. It
also denies adversaries a clear, compelling rationale for military intervention by
obfuscating the nature of local crises fomented from without.>

For Stavridis,

The fundamental goal of hybrid warfare is to find the space short of obvious
military action that nevertheless has direct and recognisable tactical, opera-
tional and strategic impact, and to compress hostile activities into a zone
characterised by sufficient ambiguity to give an aggressor a better chance of
accomplishing an objective without full-blown, overt offensive action.®'

Mélksoo argued that

Hybrid warfare exposes collective actors to the fundamental existential ques-
tions about the continuity of their external environment as they know it and
their own finitude, with the related anxiety about the difficulties of concretising
unknown and indeterminate threats .. ..>2

What is especially interesting is that Lanoszka and Malksoo treat ‘hybrid
warfare’ as the actor. It is supposedly ‘hybrid warfare’ itself that offers certain
benefits, independent of the situation. As Renz has argued, this ignores the
‘extremely favourable circumstances’ that made Russia’s success in Crimea
possible and ‘are unlikely to work in a different scenario’.>® Indeed, there is
a pattern in articles that use the concept approvingly to generalise from the
Russian case to a broader conception of ‘hybrid warfare’. Rather than
acknowledging that their understanding of ‘hybrid warfare’ is derived solely
from the Russian case, authors tend to portray ‘hybrid warfare’ as a general
approach to war that had already existed and was ably applied by Russia.
Thus, authors could claim, for example, that ‘hybrid warfare’ ‘can bestow the
advantage of surprise’,54 while it was, of course, Russia who was able to create
this moment of surprise, largely benefitting from Western ignorance. By
claiming that the ‘hybrid warfare’ approach is powerful by itself, commenta-
tors not only inflated its threat potential, but also depoliticised and destrate-
gised the approach by decoupling it from Russia’s political and military aims.

Throughout most of the literature, the fit of the ‘hybrid warfare’ concept as
well as Russia’s success were taken for granted, which meant that

50Alexander Lanoszka, ‘Russian Hybrid Warfare and Extended Deterrence in Eastern Europe’, International
Affairs 92/1 (2016), 175-195.

51Stavridis, 'VI. The United States'.

*2Milksoo, ‘Countering Hybrid Warfare’, 378.

*3Renz, ‘Russia and “Hybrid Warfare™, 284.

54Stavridis, ‘VI. The United States’, 95.
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developments in Ukraine were not explored in depth. Russia’s annexation of
Crimea and engagement in Eastern Ukraine were usually invoked together as
if they were the same event. ‘Hybrid warfare’ supposedly captured both
operations equally. Not only were different contexts and conflict dynamics
ignored; the fact that Crimea was taken essentially unopposed whereas the
Donbas was experiencing war was not acknowledged. What is remarkable is
also how little engagement there is with the essence of ‘hybrid warfare’ both
as a strategy and a concept. If ‘hybrid warfare’ did indeed constitute or refer
to a new kind of warfare, one might expect comprehensive engagement with
events for the purpose of understanding how the combination of different
means led to success. But the articles analysed here never established how
exactly the hybridity of 'hybrid warfare’ mattered. Instead, the concept and
practice were described through an enumeration of different means, creating
a list to which ever more means were added as scholars bandwagoned on the
concept. This vagueness is both a requirement and an effect of fashionability:
it made it easy for scholars to link their research interests to the topic of
the day, which in turn made ‘hybrid warfare’ yet more visible and powerful.

Relatedly, there was a lack of engagement with Russia’s aims, which is arguably
necessary to make any conclusions about the extent of Russia’s success. Rather than
trying to understand these aims, authors extrapolated supposed aims from the
effects of means. One consequence of that was, as noted above, that ‘hybrid warfare’
was seen as the actor, as a powerful tool that offers immense opportunities. Actors’
intentions and agency were largely ignored, and the conflict dynamics were depo-
liticised. Having extrapolated aims from effects, the literature then moved on to draw
future scenarios of Russian 'hybrid warfare’ interventions, which typically took place in
the Baltics.>® Not only did this inflate the threat coming from the supposed practice of
‘hybrid warfare’, making the idea more powerful; it also imposed a Western inter-
pretation on Russia’s actions that ignored or misunderstood Russian strategic
thought.® It is telling that those who engaged with events in more depth do not
find the concept particularly useful.”’

As the concept diffused, its vagueness and ambiguity increased.
Already in Hoffman’s 2007 publication, the labels ‘hybrid warfare’,
‘hybrid war’, and ‘hybrid threat’ were used almost interchangeably,

55See, for example, Rod Thornton and Manos Karagiannis, ‘The Russian Threat to the Baltic States: The
Problems of Shaping Local Defense Mechanisms’, The Journal of Slavic Military Studies 29/3 (2016), 331—
351; Schaub et al. ‘Hybrid Maritime Warfare’; Clive Blount, ‘Useful for the Next Hundred Years?
Maintaining the Future Utility of Airpower’, The RUSI Journal 163/3 (2018), 44-51; Mihail Naydenov,
‘The Subversion of the Bulgarian Defence System — the Russian Way', Defense and Security Analysis 34/1
(2018), 93-112; Veebel ‘NATO Options and Dilemmas’, 291.

6Renz, ‘Russia and “Hybrid Warfare™; Galeotti, ‘Hybrid, Ambiguous, and Non-Linear?’

5"For example, Lawrence Freedman, ‘Ukraine and the Art of Crisis Management’, Survival 56/3 (2014), 7-
42; idem., ‘Ukraine and the Art of Limited War’, Survival 56/6 (2014), 7-38. Charap, ‘The Ghost of Hybrid
War’; Galeotti, ‘Hybrid, Ambiguous, and Non-Linear?’; Renz, ‘Russia and “Hybrid Warfare™; Robert Seely,
‘Defining Contemporary Russian Warfare’, The RUSI Journal 162/1 (2017), 50-59; Andrea Beccaro,
‘Russia, Syria and Hybrid Warfare: A Critical Assessment’, Comparative Strategy 40/5 (2021), 482-498.
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and this trend continued as the concept was used more widely. The
synonymous use of ‘war’ and ‘warfare’ is not distinct to commentators
on ‘hybrid warfare’, but can be detected with many popular concepts
such as ‘information war/fare’ or ‘cyber war/fare’.>® War and warfare are
not the same, however; whereas ‘warfare’ refers to the actual fighting,
‘war’ refers to the overall phenomenon that goes beyond fighting but
might (temporarily) also exist without any ongoing fighting. The fact
that commentators in the field pay little attention to the distinction of
these basic concepts is problematic and an indication of the lack of
conceptual awareness and robustness.

In addition to this, the focus of the concept quickly moved from the
combination of military and non-military means to only the latter. It was this
aspect of the Russian approach to Ukraine (and its supposed success) that
particularly captured Western imagination. This is obvious from NATO publica-
tions: the Strategic Communications Hybrid Threats Toolkit, for example, identi-
fies ‘13 key types of hybrid threat’, only two of which include the use of force.*®
In the academic articles analysed for this research, the increasing focus on non-
military means led to serious confusion about what war is. Even though fight-
ing was taking place in Eastern Ukraine, many considered Russian ‘hybrid
warfare' directed towards the West. Indeed, Russia did target different
Western countries with disinformation campaigns; however, the use of force
(or threat thereof) was restricted to Ukraine. Considering Russia’s actions as
warfare against the West is thus misleading, at the very least.®® The concept’s
focus on non-military means was further foregrounded through its connection
to the concept of the ‘grey zone’, which refers to a supposedly ambiguous
space between war and peace, where competition takes place ‘primarily below
the threshold of armed conflict’®' Around 2017, the ‘grey zone’ and ‘hybrid
warfare’ had become almost synonymous in both academic and practitioners’
publications.®® The ‘hybrid warfare’ concept, therefore, mostly implicitly rather
than well-argued, challenged the field’s central understanding of war.%®

*8See Samuel Zilincik and Isabelle Duyvesteyn, ‘Strategic Studies and Cyber Warfare’ in this issue.

*NATO Strategic Communications Centre of Excellence, Strategic Communications Hybrid Threats Toolkit:
Applying the Principles of NATO Strategic Communications to Understand and Counter Grey-Zone Threats
(2021), 9.

60Cf. Charap, ‘The Ghost of Hybrid War’, 52.

SLyle J. Morris et al., Gaining Competitive Advantage in the Gray Zone: Response Options for Coercive
Aggression Below the Threshold of Major War (Santa Monica: RAND Corporation 2019), iii.

625ee, for example, Chiyuki Aoi, Madoka Futamura and Alessio Patalano, ‘Hybrid Warfare in Asia: Its
Meaning and Shape’, The Pacific Review 31/6 (2018), 693-713; Jan Almdng, ‘War, Vagueness and Hybrid
War', Defence Studies 19/2 (2019), 189-204; Scott H. Englund, ‘A Dangerous Middle-Ground: Terrorists,
Counter-Terrorists, and Gray-Zone Conflict’, Global Affairs 5/4-5 (2019), 389-404; Wendell B. Leimbach,
Jr. and Susan D. Levine, ‘Winning the Gray Zone: The Importance of Intermediate Force Capabilities in
Implementing the National Defense Strategy’, Comparative Strategy 40/3 (2021), 223-234; Rauta and
Monaghan, ‘Global Britain in the Grey Zone'.

S3Chiara Libiseller and Lukas Milevski, ‘War and Peace: Reaffirming the Distinction’, Survival 61/1 (2021),
101-112.
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In general, ‘hybrid warfare's’ delineation to existing concepts was often
unclear, as the following examples illustrate:

Hybrid—also known as nonlinear or sub-conventional—warfare ...

Sometimes also called ‘new-generation warfare,” ‘non-linear war,’ ‘ambiguous
war,’ or ‘gray-zone conflict,” hybrid war is perhaps best illustrated by the Russian
government’s efforts to undermine the government of Ukraine ...%

Emerging strategies that seek to act in this manner, such as those employed by
Russia in Ukraine, use all the levers of power available to decision-makers and
have become known as ‘grey zone' or ‘hybrid’ strategies.®®

Two interventions might be useful here. First, if these concepts were referring
to the same phenomenon as these quotes suggest, why add another one?
However, second, as experts on Russian strategic thought have repeatedly
argued, these concepts do not mean the same thing.®’

As outlined above, ‘fashion’ refers to a dynamic: the sudden and intense
embrace that creates attractive and coercive power. In academia, the ‘hybrid
warfare’ concept became fashionable around 2014, i.e., after NATO had recon-
ceptualised it to reflect its impression of the Russian intervention in Ukraine.
Importantly, it was also because NATO used the concept for this purpose that
academics became interested in it. It was thus NATO’s post-2014 version of the
concept that diffused in the academic literature; and, indeed, the similarities
between NATO and academic discourses are astonishing. NATO’s use of the
concept as a frame to understand Russia’s actions in Ukraine led to its politicisa-
tion, i.e, its instrumentalization to push political and institutional interests. It
created a specific interpretation that served other functions than analytical clarity:
a tool to refer to the military ‘revival’ of Russia, a communicative warning signal
within NATO and the EU. Even in academia, it seems the term was often used for
this communicative function rather than as analytical tool. The fact that Russia’s
successful use of ‘hybrid warfare’ was taken for granted gave the concept
immense power and relevance that attracted further interest and encouraged
commentators to speculate about the future use of ‘hybrid warfare’. This power
increased the pace and urgency of the debate. It encouraged bandwagoning on
the dominant narrative and discouraged in-depth engagements with events in
Ukraine or the concept and its relation to existing concepts and strategic theory.
As the number of articles exercising the concept increased, so did its vagueness
and ambiguity.

%4Michael Carl Haas and Sophie-Charlotte Fischer, ‘The Evolution of Targeted Killing Practices:
Autonomous Weapons, Future Conflict, and the International Order’, Contemporary Security Policy
38/2 (2017), 294.

55)John Mecklin, ‘Introduction: The Evolving Threat of Hybrid War’, Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 73/5
(2017), 298.

56Blount, ‘Useful for the Next Hundred Years?' 48.

57Fridman, Russian ‘Hybrid Warfare’; Galeotti, ‘Hybrid, Ambiguous, Non-linear?’
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Paradoxically, critical engagement with the concept, too, benefitted from
and contributed to the concept’s popularity. Yet, critical contributions were of
a somewhat different character. First and foremost, it is notable that criticism
mainly came from authoritative and established figures in the field.®®
Inadvertently, their joining the debate might have added more authority to
it. But more interestingly, this might suggest that to go against the authority
of a fashionable concept, the authors themselves need a certain degree of
authority. Secondly, these publications stand apart in their detailed engage-
ment with the concept. While such engagement is obviously necessary for an
effective critique, the same should arguably also hold true for an effective
application of the concept. It is impossible to measure the effect of these
criticisms, but it is clear that ‘hybrid warfare’ was able to withstand them for
some time. Importantly, at the height of the concept’s fashionability, its
promoters barely felt the need to engage with such criticism. This is typical
of a fashionable concept, which, due to its power and taken-for-grantedness,
does not require justification. Indeed, the need to justify the use of a concept
can be correlated with its power and fashionability - it is visible only when
a concept is not yet powerful or when this power is slowly starting to falter.®®

Starting around 2020, this need has increasingly become visible in the case
of 'hybrid warfare’: authors using the concept approvingly had to acknowl-
edge changes in its meaning as well as criticism of it before proceeding to
applying the concept. Another sign of decreasing power is the emergence of
secondary analyses which do not use the concept as a tool to be applied to
a research object, but rather consider the concept itself as their research
object.”® The existence of such analyses suggests that the meaning and
usefulness of the concept are not taken for granted anymore. At the same
time, the term was also increasingly assimilated with the ‘grey zone’ concept,
which, as suggested above, meant a further step away from its original
meaning to an increased focus on the non-military aspects before war. It
also linked ‘hybrid warfare’ to the case of China whose actions in the South
China Sea are seen as the prototype of ‘grey zone’ activities. This can be read
as an attempt to reaffirm the power of ‘hybrid warfare’ by linking it to another
fashionable concept that still was in its prime and to an additional case that
currently attracts much interest in policy and academic circles.

While ‘hybrid warfare’ is still frequently invoked, the ways in which it is
dealt with in academic articles clearly shows that it has lost much of its power.

%85ee footnote 3.

%9Green, ‘A Rhetorical Theory of Diffusion’.

7%See, for example, Jan Daniel and Jakub Eberle, ‘Speaking of Hybrid Warfare: Multiple Narratives and
Differing Expertise in the “Hybrid Warfare” Debate in Czechia’, Cooperation and Conflict 56/4 (2021),
432-453; Caliskan and Liégeois, ‘The Concept of “Hybrid Warfare™; Silvie Janicatova and Petra
Mlejnkovd, ‘The Ambiguity of Hybrid Warfare: A Qualitative Content Analysis of the United
Kingdom's Political-Military Discourse on Russia’s Hostile Activities’, Contemporary Security Policy 42/
3(2021), 312-344.
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In fact, the reasons for its decline are inherently linked to the characteristics
that made it fashionable in the first place: its politicisation, its vagueness, its
focus on one case, and its intense embrace that exaggerated its explanatory
power.

Implications for the field of strategic studies

This discussion has foregrounded two aspects of ‘hybrid warfare’ as an
academic fashion: first, its institutionalisation by NATO which attracted and
shaped academic interest in the concept; second, the concept’s vagueness
and ambiguity and the superficial engagement with the concept and events
that resulted from bandwagoning. This section reflects on what these two
aspects mean for the field and whether fashionable concepts can still be
useful.

NATO's adaptation of the ‘hybrid warfare’ label to narrate its own frustra-
tion with the effect of Russia’s actions led to the politicisation of the concept.
When scholars adopted the concept, they also took on board its underlying
assumptions about Russia’s intentions and success and the West's vulner-
ability to Russia’s ‘hybrid warfare’; the academic debate, thus, became
entangled in this politicisation. ‘Hybrid warfare’ is not special in this regard —
other fashionable concepts in the field, too, originated with the US defence
establishment and/or became fashionable in academia only after they
became popular within said establishment. However, | am not calling for
more ‘neutral’ concepts, as these do not exist. Rather, the issue is that
academics are using a loaded concept while believing it is neutral. Even
critics of the concept have never addressed the question whether
a concept coined originally by the US Marine Corps and then popularized
by NATO is an appropriate and useful tool to guide academic analysis.

Such conceptual cross-pollination is facilitated by the close connection
between scholars and practitioners and the huge influence of current events
on the field’s research agenda.”' Barry Buzan and Lene Hansen have argued
that the field displays a ‘dual ambition’ to create knowledge that advances
our scientific understanding as well as knowledge that can ‘speak to major
political decisions’.”? The debate on ‘hybrid warfare’ offered an opportunity
to produce seemingly policy-relevant contributions. The close connection is
not restricted to ideas, but also includes personal interconnections and
overlaps.”? As a consequence, academics and practitioners almost equally
contribute to the academic debate. Of the articles analysed for this research,

71Cf. Barry Buzan and Lene Hansen, The Evolution of International Security Studies (Cambridge: Cambridge
UP 2009).

7?Ibid., 46.

73For a critical discussion see Isabelle Duyvesteyn and Jeffrey H. Michaels. ‘Revitalizing Strategic Studies
in an Age of Perpetual Conflict’, Orbis 60/1 (2016), 23-35.
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Figure 2. Author affiliations of contributors to the debate. This graph only includes
authors of articles with a hit for ‘hybrid war’ or ‘hybrid warfare’ in the title, abstract, or
keywords.
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just over half of the authors were affiliated with a civilian university, as
Figure 2 shows. | do not want to suggest that this is necessarily problematic;
at the very least, this offers another explanation for why the ‘hybrid warfare’
concept easily entered the academic debate.

Moreover, this links back to my earlier discussion of the aims of concepts,
which argued that different aims guide concept formation and use in different
sectors. Academia, very generally speaking, is geared towards better understand-
ing — in the case of Strategic Studies mainly understanding aspects relating to the
use of force for political purposes. In military organisations, on the other hand,
concepts serve to illustrate how future joint and Army forces may operate,
describe the capabilities required to carry out the range of military operations
against adversaries in the expected operational environment (OE), and explain
how a commander, using military art and science, might employ these capabil-
ities to achieve desired effects and objectives.74 Importantly, for military services,
‘the purpose of a concept is to adapt the force for the future’.”®

As Jan Angstrom has argued, the ‘hybrid warfare’ concept sits (uncomfor-
tably) between analysis and doctrine: it ‘tries to combine the virtues of
analytical concepts insofar as trying to tell us something about the develop-
ment of war, but through stressing change and adaptation, the concept also
includes the elasticity of doctrinal concepts’.”® Doctrinal concepts may be
more ‘amorphous’ as they often serve as tools to ‘debate defense posture and
scare-mongering’.”” For this reason, they might be ‘only distantly related to

74Department of the Army, TRADOC Regulation 71-20: Concept Development, Capabilities Determination,
and Capabilities Integration, 28 June 2013, 1-4 a (1).

73Greg Fontenot and Kevin Benson, ‘Way of War or the Latest “Fad”? A Critique of AirSea Battle’, Infinity
Journal 2/4 (Fall 2012), 23.

78Jan Angstrom, ‘Escalation, Emulation, and the Failure of Hybrid Warfare in Afghanistan’, Studies in
Conflict & Terrorism 40/10 (2017), 841.

7bid.
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actual changes in warfare’.”® Moreover, Jan Honig reminded us that doc-
trines — military or otherwise — are essentially belief systems; they ‘do not
argue a case’.”® A concept that is suitable for theory-building or understand-
ing war, on the other hand, needs to be precise and operationalizable. The
necessity of introducing a new term as well as its relation to existing ones
should be clearly outlined and justified.?° Based on my discussion above,
‘hybrid warfare’ does not seem to meet any of these criteria.

In addition to aims, practitioners and academics differ in terms of tempo.
Lawrence Freedman has illustrated this aspect:

When a new policy problem emerges - arms control in the 1980s, ethnic conflict
in the 1990s, terrorism in the 2000s, revived great power conflict in the 2010s —
there will be a surge of activity as grants become available, conferences are held
and new ideas for PhD dissertations suggest themselves. But by the time the
call has been made and answered, funds have been allocated and researchers
appointed, the research actually completed and the findings disseminated
years will often have past [!], and the policy community may well have moved
on to the next problem.®

If the field’s research agenda is too focused on the policy debate, the latter’s
pace and urgency are imported into academia. Frequent changes in topic
may drag the field into different directions. One effect of the pronounced
policy focus has been the continuous introduction of ad-hoc concepts into
the existing conceptual system of the field.®? As the discussion on the
increasing vagueness and ambiguity of ‘hybrid warfare’ has shown, the
potentially harmful effects on our ability to make sense of events and even
our own concepts should not be underestimated. The inconsistent use of the
concept in regard to its label, intension, and extension has not only dimin-
ished its usefulness for analytical purposes; it has also unsettled related
concepts and challenged the field’s basic understanding of war.

The answer to the problem of fashionable concepts is, however, not for
academics to detach themselves completely from practitioners; the key con-
cern of my discussion is not whether the field engages with ongoing events
and political debates, but how. The 'hybrid warfare’ debate has brought to
light the need to strengthen and highlight the field’s conceptual foundations,
to improve conceptual resilience,®®> and to encourage a more careful and
explicit engagement with concepts. This might be especially relevant when

78Elié Tenenbaum, ‘Hybrid Warfare in the Strategic Spectrum: An Historical Assessment’, in NATO’s
Response to Hybrid Threats, 95.

7%Jan Willem Honig, ‘The Tyranny of Doctrine and Modern Strategy: Small (and Large) States in a Double
Bind’, Journal of Strategic Studies 39/2 (2016), 268.

80y/ladimir Rauta, ‘A Conceptual Critique of Remote Warfare’, Defence Studies 21/4 (2021), 545-572.

81 awrence Freedman, ‘Academics and Policy-making: Rules of Engagement’, Journal of Strategic Studies
40/1-2, (2017), 264.

82 ibiseller and Milevski, ‘War and Peace’.

83Cf. Lukas Milevski, ‘Conceptual Resilience Versus Social Utility in Strategic Thinking’, The RUSI Journal
167/2, (2022), 62-70.
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concepts are imported from outside of the field, be that from other fields and
disciplines or military discourses. Additionally, the centrality of strategic
theory should be highlighted. As Caliskan has argued, introducing a new
concept was not necessary in order to capture Russia’s actions — existing
strategic theory is a better guide to understand contemporary warfare.®*
This leaves the question whether fashionable concepts can still be useful.
Indeed, in a way, ‘hybrid warfare’ did capture the Zeitgeist of the time in the
sense that great power competition was in fact changing — both Russia and
China were acting more aggressively; especially Russia used comparatively
‘new’ means in this competition. It exploited the strength and breadth that
social media had reached by then, which allowed disinformation campaigns
to spread much more quickly (which does not automatically mean more
successfully); both the use of social media to spread misinformation and
the attacks on computer networks as part of inter-state competition might
have been hitherto undertheorized. The ‘hybrid warfare’ concept did help to
foreground these aspects. This initial benefit, however, was soon lost, for
reasons that have been discussed in detail in this article.®> In sum, the ‘hybrid
warfare’ concept does potentially point to some avenues for future research,
even though it should not be used to guide those research endeavours.

Conclusion

Often, when a new term is introduced in Strategic Studies, the first strand of
criticism, and thus the first phase of the debate, focuses on whether the term
refers to something new. This, however, misses the point; novelty is not what
determines the necessity of a new concept. A practice might be centuries old,
but - for different reasons — not have been considered relevant enough to merit
its own concept. Concepts do not capture what is new but what is important. The
‘hybrid warfare’ concept should, therefore, not be criticised for capturing an old
technique. Rather, the question should be whether it is useful for our purposes. As
this article has aimed to show, the answer to this question depends on where one
sits. For practitioners, it seems to have been useful to some extent to raise
awareness and encourage debate about defence capabilities. But for this pur-
pose, the concept captured feelings and perceptions rather than events. Within
academia, on the other hand, the concept has contributed little to our under-
standing of the supposed use of ‘hybrid warfare’ in Ukraine or its relevance for
future wars. Instead, the introduction of the concept has led to the politicisation of
the debate and superficial engagement with the concept and the phenomenon
in question. It offered a ready-made interpretation of the conflict in Ukraine as

84Caliskan, ‘Hybrid Warfare through the Lens of Strategic Theory'.

85See also Renz, ‘Russia and “Hybrid Warfare™.
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well as Russia’s intentions in and beyond Ukraine, and narrowed what researchers
are looking at and how, and, hence, which conclusions they draw.

A key lesson from the 'hybrid warfare’ fashion should, therefore, be that the
field needs to strengthen its conceptual base and reflect more critically on how
concepts are formed and used. Even though the field is well aware of the power of
language to influence others - as epitomised in the flourishing research area of
Strategic Communications - the impact of its own concepts is poorly understood.
This article has aimed to outline how the fashionability of ‘hybrid warfare’ has
affected research in this area. Fashions are a social phenomenon and can, thus,
not be abolished or suppressed. But the discussion in this article hopefully has
offered reasons why it is still worth resisting them.
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