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ABSTRACT 

The nature of contemporary conflict has undergone a fundamental 

transformation, as state and non-state actors increasingly resort to hybrid warfare 

strategies that deliberately blur the boundaries between war and peace. 

Traditional frameworks of interstate conflict, grounded in formal declarations and 

conventional military engagements, have proven inadequate in addressing the 

complex, multi-domain threats posed by hybrid warfare. This study examines the 

conceptual evolution of hybrid warfare and its operational manifestations in 

modern conflict environments, with particular emphasis on the integration of 

conventional military force, irregular tactics, cyber operations, information 

warfare, and economic coercion as instruments of strategic competition. Drawing 

on qualitative analysis and comparative case studies of Russia-Ukraine, Chinese 

gray zone operations in the South China Sea, and Iranian proxy network strategy 

in the Middle East, this research identifies the core characteristics of hybrid 

warfare strategies and evaluates their implications for international security 

norms, deterrence theory, and state responses. The findings reveal that hybrid 

warfare exploits institutional ambiguity, undermines collective defense 

mechanisms, and erodes the normative foundations of the international order by 

operating below the threshold of formal armed conflict. Furthermore, the study 

argues that existing multilateral frameworks and conventional deterrence models 

are structurally ill-equipped to counter the adaptive and asymmetric nature of 

hybrid threats. The paper concludes that effective responses to hybrid warfare 

require a comprehensive reconceptualization of security doctrine, enhanced inter-

agency coordination, and the development of resilient governance frameworks 

capable of addressing threats that transcend traditional military and diplomatic 

boundaries. 
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Introduction 

The conduct of warfare has never been static. Throughout history, states and non-state 

actors have continuously adapted their strategies, tactics, and instruments of coercion in 

response to shifting political objectives, technological advancements, and evolving 

security environments. Yet the contemporary era presents a particularly profound 

transformation in the character of conflict, one that defies conventional categorization 

and challenges the foundational assumptions upon which modern international security 

architecture has been constructed. The emergence of hybrid warfare as a dominant 

strategic paradigm in the twenty-first century represents not merely an evolution in 
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military tactics, but a fundamental reconceptualization of how power is projected, how 

adversaries are coerced, and how conflicts are initiated, sustained, and concluded without 

formal declaration or legal acknowledgment. 

Hybrid warfare, broadly understood, refers to the coordinated employment of 

conventional military force alongside irregular tactics, cyber operations, information and 

psychological warfare, economic coercion, proxy actors, and political subversion to 

achieve strategic objectives while deliberately maintaining ambiguity regarding the 

identity, intent, and culpability of the aggressor (Hoffman, 2007; Mattis & Hoffman, 

2005). As Hoffman (2007, p. 14) argued in his foundational study, hybrid adversaries 

"simultaneously and adaptively employ a fused mix of conventional weapons, irregular 

tactics, terrorism, and criminal behavior in the battle space to obtain their political 

objectives." Unlike traditional warfare, which operates within a broadly recognizable 

legal and strategic framework, hybrid warfare is specifically designed to exploit the 

thresholds and institutional gaps that exist between peace and war, between legality and 

illegality, and between military and non-military domains of statecraft. 

The growing prevalence of hybrid warfare strategies in contemporary geopolitics is well 

documented. Russia's annexation of Crimea in 2014 and its sustained campaign in 

eastern Ukraine demonstrated with remarkable clarity how conventional military 

pressure, information operations, cyber attacks, and the mobilization of proxy forces 

could be seamlessly integrated into a coherent coercive strategy that denied the adversary 

a clear threshold for response (Galeotti, 2016; Renz, 2016). Similarly, gray zone 

operations conducted by China in the South China Sea, employing maritime militia, 

economic inducements, and incremental territorial encroachment, illustrate how hybrid 

strategies can be deployed to reshape the strategic landscape without triggering the 

collective defense mechanisms of opposing alliances (Mazarr, 2015). In the Middle East, 

Iran's extensive use of proxy networks, asymmetric warfare, and information campaigns 

across Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and Yemen further demonstrates the global reach and 

adaptability of hybrid warfare as a strategic instrument. 

These developments have exposed significant vulnerabilities in the existing frameworks 

of international security governance. The United Nations Charter, the laws of armed 

conflict, and collective defense arrangements such as NATO's Article 5 were 

fundamentally designed to address conventional interstate aggression characterized by 

identifiable actors, clear thresholds of armed attack, and definable theaters of military 

operation. Hybrid warfare systematically exploits the ambiguities inherent in these 

frameworks, operating in spaces where attribution is contested, legal classification is 

uncertain, and coordinated multilateral response is structurally difficult to mobilize 

(Bachmann & Gunneriusson, 2015). The result is a strategic environment in which 

aggressors enjoy significant advantages of initiative, deniability, and escalation control, 

while targeted states and their allies struggle to formulate timely, proportionate, and 

legally defensible responses. 

The academic literature on hybrid warfare has expanded considerably since Hoffman's 

foundational conceptualization in the mid-2000s, yet significant theoretical and empirical 

gaps remain. Much of the existing scholarship focuses predominantly on the European 

security context, particularly in relation to Russian hybrid strategies, leaving 

underexplored the application and implications of hybrid warfare in other geopolitical 

theatres including South Asia, the Indo-Pacific, and the Middle East. Furthermore, the 

theoretical literature has not sufficiently engaged with the implications of hybrid warfare 

for deterrence theory, which continues to rely heavily on assumptions of rational state 

actors, identifiable red lines, and credible escalatory threats that hybrid strategies are 
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specifically designed to undermine. 

This study seeks to address these gaps by providing a systematic and theoretically 

grounded analysis of hybrid warfare strategies and their transformative impact on the 

character of modern conflict and international security. The paper pursues four 

interrelated objectives: (i) tracing the conceptual evolution of hybrid warfare; (ii) 

examining the structural characteristics that distinguish hybrid warfare from conventional 

and irregular conflict; (iii) evaluating the implications for existing deterrence 

frameworks, international legal norms, and multilateral security institutions; and (iv) 

developing policy-relevant recommendations for states and international institutions 

seeking to enhance resilience and response capacity in the face of evolving hybrid 

threats. 

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. Section two provides a 

comprehensive review of the existing literature. Section three elaborates the conceptual 

framework and methodological approach. Section four presents a comparative analysis of 

hybrid warfare strategies across selected case studies. Section five examines the 

implications for deterrence theory and international security governance. Section six 

offers policy recommendations and directions for future research. 

 

Literature Review 

Conceptual Origins and Definitional Debates 

The conceptual foundations of hybrid warfare are rooted in a broader intellectual 

tradition within strategic studies that has long grappled with the problem of classifying 

conflicts that resist neat categorization along the conventional-unconventional spectrum. 

Early theoretical contributions by Liddell Hart (1929) on indirect strategy and Mao 

Zedong's doctrine of protracted people's war established foundational insights into the 

utility of combining multiple modes of conflict to offset asymmetries in conventional 

military power. However, the explicit theorization of hybrid warfare as a distinct 

strategic concept emerged most prominently in the early twenty-first century, largely in 

response to the operational experiences of the United States military in Iraq and 

Afghanistan. 

Frank Hoffman's seminal work Conflict in the 21st Century: The Rise of Hybrid Wars 

(2007) is widely regarded as the foundational text of contemporary hybrid warfare 

theory. Hoffman provided the following widely cited definition: 

"Hybrid Wars incorporate a range of different modes of warfare including conventional 

capabilities, irregular tactics and formations, terrorist acts including indiscriminate 

violence and coercion, and criminal disorder. These multi-modal activities can be 

conducted by separate units, or even by the same unit, but are generally operationally and 

tactically directed and coordinated within the main battle space to achieve synergistic 

effects." (Hoffman, 2007, p. 8) 

This definition introduced the concept of simultaneity and multi-domain integration as 

defining characteristics of hybrid strategy, distinguishing it from earlier forms of 

irregular or asymmetric warfare that operated predominantly within a single domain. 

Mattis and Hoffman (2005, p. 18) had earlier argued that "future adversaries, whether 

states, sponsored proxies, or non-state actors, will exploit all available political, 

economic, informational, and military instruments" to challenge United States interests, 

blurring the distinctions between conventional and unconventional warfare in ways that 

would challenge existing military doctrines and institutional frameworks. 

Despite its widespread adoption in policy and academic discourse, Hoffman's 

conceptualization has not been without criticism. Williamson Murray and Peter Mansoor 
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(2012) questioned the analytical utility of the hybrid warfare concept, arguing that the 

blending of conventional and unconventional methods has historically characterized 

nearly all major conflicts and that designating such combinations as a novel strategic 

phenomenon risks obscuring rather than clarifying the nature of contemporary threats. 

Similarly, Peter Burgess (2014) cautioned against the conceptual inflation of hybrid 

warfare, suggesting that its definitional elasticity allows it to encompass virtually any 

form of complex conflict, thereby reducing its analytical precision and policy utility. 

These critiques have generated productive theoretical debate regarding the appropriate 

boundaries and definitional criteria of hybrid warfare, debates that continue to animate 

the scholarly literature. 

 

Gray Zone Conflicts and Strategic Ambiguity 

Closely related to but analytically distinct from hybrid warfare, the concept of gray zone 

conflict has emerged as an important theoretical framework for understanding 

contemporary strategic competition. Mazarr (2015, p. 1) defined gray zone conflicts as: 

"competitive interactions among and within states falling between the 

traditional war and peace duality, characterized by ambiguity about the nature 

of the conflict, the actors involved, whether international norms are being 

violated, and whether and how to respond." (Mazarr, 2015, p. 1) 

Where hybrid warfare theory focuses primarily on the integration of diverse military and 

non-military instruments, gray zone theory emphasizes the deliberate exploitation of 

strategic ambiguity as a coercive tool, enabling revisionist actors to pursue incremental 

territorial or political gains without crossing the thresholds that would activate opposing 

alliance commitments or legitimize armed response. Brands (2016, p. 3) argued that gray 

zone strategies are characterized by their "ambiguity about whether war is occurring at 

all," which systematically undermines the ability of status quo powers to formulate 

coherent and timely responses. 

Kapusta (2015, p. 20) further contributed to the theoretical development of gray zone 

analysis by examining the role of plausible deniability, arguing that "the deliberate 

obfuscation of state involvement in coercive activities enables aggressors to achieve 

strategic objectives while minimizing the risk of escalation or international censure." 

Geltzer and Lamothe (2016) argued that the cumulative effect of gray zone operations is 

not merely the achievement of specific tactical or territorial objectives but the gradual 

normalization of coercive behavior below the threshold of armed conflict, which 

progressively weakens the normative foundations of the international order and reduces 

the credibility of deterrent commitments. Kello (2017) examined how cyber operations 

conducted in the gray zone have created new ambiguities in the application of 

international humanitarian law and the laws of armed conflict, generating significant 

governance deficits that state and non-state actors have been quick to exploit. 

 

Theoretical Frameworks in International Relations 

The study of hybrid warfare and gray zone conflicts intersects with several major 

theoretical traditions within international relations, each offering distinct analytical 

insights and explanatory frameworks. Realist theory, particularly in its offensive and 

structural variants, provides perhaps the most intuitive framework for understanding the 

strategic logic of hybrid warfare. As Mearsheimer (2001, p. 2) observed, great powers 

"are always searching for opportunities to gain power over their rivals, with hegemony as 

their final goal." Hybrid warfare represents a rational adaptation by states seeking to 

maximize relative power gains and territorial control in an anarchic international system 
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while minimizing the costs and risks associated with conventional military confrontation 

(Waltz, 1979). The deliberate exploitation of ambiguity and deniability in hybrid 

strategies can be understood as a sophisticated mechanism for managing escalation risks 

while pursuing revisionist objectives. 

Constructivist scholarship has offered important complementary perspectives by drawing 

attention to the role of norms, identity, and social context in shaping both the conduct 

and the interpretation of hybrid warfare. Katzenstein (1996) and Wendt (1999) 

established foundational constructivist arguments regarding the socially constructed 

nature of security threats and the role of normative frameworks in regulating state 

behavior. Applied to hybrid warfare, constructivist analysis highlights how the deliberate 

ambiguity of hybrid strategies is not merely a tactical convenience but a normative 

strategy designed to contest and reshape the social meanings attached to concepts such as 

aggression, sovereignty, and legitimate use of force. Thomas (2001, p. 1) extended this 

argument by examining how information warfare and narrative manipulation are 

deployed not only to achieve tactical objectives but to "construct alternative 

interpretations of conflict that undermine the normative consensus upon which 

international order depends." 

Liberal institutionalist perspectives have focused predominantly on the inadequacies of 

existing multilateral frameworks in addressing hybrid threats. Keohane (1984) and Nye 

(2004) emphasized the role of international institutions and norms in constraining state 

behavior and facilitating cooperative responses to shared security challenges. However, 

as Ringsmose and Rynning (2017, p. 130) have argued, "Russia's hybrid warfare 

strategies have systematically exploited the institutional gaps and procedural constraints 

of NATO and the European Union, which were designed primarily to address 

conventional interstate aggression rather than the ambiguous, multi-domain threats 

characteristic of hybrid conflict." The resulting institutional paralysis has raised 

fundamental questions about the continued effectiveness of liberal security architectures 

in the contemporary strategic environment. 

 

Hybrid Warfare and Deterrence Theory 

One of the most significant theoretical contributions of the hybrid warfare literature has 

been its challenge to conventional deterrence theory. Classical deterrence theory, 

developed primarily during the Cold War, rests on core assumptions regarding rational 

state behaviour and identifiable thresholds. As Schelling (1960, p. 3) argued, deterrence 

depends fundamentally on "the power to hurt" — the ability to threaten credible 

consequences that outweigh any potential gain from aggression. Similarly, Morgan 

(1977, p. 43) defined deterrence as persuading "an opponent that the costs and/or risks of 

a given course of action he might take outweigh its benefits." Hybrid warfare strategies 

are specifically designed to undermine each of these assumptions, operating in spaces 

where red lines are deliberately obscured, attribution is contested, and the incremental 

nature of coercive actions makes it difficult to identify a single threshold that would 

justify escalatory response. 

Gerson (2009, p. 35) examined the specific mechanisms through which hybrid strategies 

complicate deterrence, arguing that "the combination of ambiguity, deniability, and 

incrementalism creates a structural deterrence deficit in which targeted states face a 

fundamental dilemma between accepting incremental losses and risking disproportionate 

escalation." Cimbala (2017) extended this analysis by examining how nuclear deterrence 

relationships are affected by hybrid warfare strategies, demonstrating that the deliberate 

ambiguity of hybrid operations can create dangerous uncertainty regarding the intentions 
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and capabilities of nuclear-armed adversaries, potentially undermining strategic stability 

in ways that increase the risk of miscalculation and inadvertent escalation. These insights 

have important implications for contemporary security debates, particularly in regions 

such as South Asia and Eastern Europe where hybrid warfare strategies intersect with 

nuclear deterrence dynamics. 

 

Gaps in Existing Literature 

Despite the substantial body of scholarship reviewed above, several significant gaps 

remain in the existing literature on hybrid warfare and gray zone conflicts. First, the 

geographic scope of existing research remains heavily concentrated on the European 

security environment and Russian hybrid strategies, with comparatively limited attention 

devoted to hybrid warfare dynamics in South Asia, the Indo-Pacific, and sub-Saharan 

Africa. Second, the existing literature has not sufficiently examined the transformative 

impact of emerging technologies, particularly artificial intelligence, autonomous 

weapons systems, and advanced cyber capabilities, on the operational dimensions and 

strategic implications of hybrid warfare. Third, theoretical engagement with the domestic 

political dimensions of hybrid warfare — specifically the ways in which hybrid strategies 

exploit internal political divisions, social media ecosystems, and identity-based 

grievances within target societies — remains underdeveloped. This study seeks to 

contribute to addressing these gaps through a theoretically grounded and empirically 

comprehensive analysis. 

 

Conceptual Framework and Methodology 

Conceptual Framework 

The analytical architecture of this study is constructed upon three interrelated theoretical 

pillars: the Hybrid Threat Spectrum Model, the Strategic Ambiguity Framework, and the 

Deterrence Deficit Thesis. Together, these pillars constitute a coherent and 

comprehensive conceptual architecture capable of accommodating the complexity and 

diversity of hybrid warfare phenomena across different geopolitical contexts while 

maintaining the theoretical rigor and analytical consistency required for scholarly 

research publication. 

 

The Hybrid Threat Spectrum Model 
The first conceptual pillar draws upon and extends Hoffman's (2007) foundational 

Hybrid Threat Spectrum Model, which conceptualizes hybrid warfare not as a binary 

category but as a dynamic continuum of conflict modalities ranging from conventional 

military operations at one end to irregular warfare, terrorism, criminal activity, and 

information operations at the other. The defining characteristic of hybrid warfare within 

this model is the simultaneous and coordinated employment of multiple modalities across 

this spectrum, orchestrated by a unified command structure to generate synergistic 

effects that exceed the sum of individual tactical components. As Hoffman (2007, p. 28) 

notes, "the distinction between the categories of warfare is becoming increasingly 

artificial" as adversaries blend modes of conflict to exploit asymmetric advantages. This 

study extends Hoffman's original formulation by incorporating the cyber and cognitive 

domains as distinct and increasingly central dimensions of the hybrid threat spectrum. 

 

The Strategic Ambiguity Framework 
The second conceptual pillar is the Strategic Ambiguity Framework, developed primarily 

from the gray zone conflict literature of Mazarr (2015), Brands (2016), and Kapusta 

http://www.thedssr.com/


 

Dialogue Social Science Review (DSSR) 
www.thedssr.com 
 
ISSN Online: 3007-3154 
ISSN Print: 3007-3146 
 

Vol. 4 No. 6 (Jun) (2026)  

28  

(2015). This framework posits that the deliberate cultivation and exploitation of strategic 

ambiguity constitutes the defining operational logic of hybrid warfare and gray zone 

conflict, distinguishing these forms of competition from both conventional interstate 

warfare and classical irregular conflict. Strategic ambiguity operates across three 

analytically distinct dimensions: (i) actor ambiguity — the deliberate obfuscation of state 

involvement through proxy forces, deniable operatives, and plausibly civilian entities; 

(ii) intent ambiguity — the cultivation of uncertainty regarding the ultimate political and 

strategic objectives of coercive actions; and (iii) domain ambiguity — the deliberate 

blurring of boundaries between military and non-military instruments of coercion in 

ways that complicate the application of existing legal and institutional frameworks. As 

Brands (2016, p. 5) observes, gray zone strategies "achieve their effects primarily 

through the cumulative effect of many small actions, none of which individually 

constitutes an act of war or otherwise triggers a forceful response." 

 

The Deterrence Deficit Thesis 
The third conceptual pillar is the Deterrence Deficit Thesis, synthesized from the 

contributions of Gerson (2009), Cimbala (2017), and Ringsmose and Rynning (2017). 

This thesis argues that hybrid warfare strategies generate a structural deficit in 

conventional deterrence by systematically undermining the foundational assumptions 

upon which classical deterrence theory rests. Hybrid warfare strategies are specifically 

engineered to subvert the requirements for clear red lines, credible threat communication, 

rational and identifiable adversaries, and unambiguous thresholds of unacceptable 

behavior, creating a deterrence environment characterized by persistent ambiguity, 

contested attribution, incremental coercion, and institutional paralysis. 

 

Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative research design grounded in the interpretive tradition of 

social science inquiry. Qualitative methodology is particularly well suited to the study of 

hybrid warfare and gray zone conflicts, which are inherently complex, context-

dependent, and resistant to quantitative operationalization. The study employs an 

explanatory research approach operationalized through the process tracing method, 

which Beach and Pedersen (2013, p. 1) define as "a systematic examination of the causal 

chain linking independent variables to outcomes through the identification of observable 

empirical implications at each stage of the causal process." 

The empirical component is structured around a comparative case study analysis of three 

principal cases: Russia's hybrid campaign in Ukraine, China's gray zone operations in the 

South China Sea, and Iran's regional proxy network strategy across the Middle East. The 

comparative case study method follows the structured focused comparison approach 

developed by George and Bennett (2005, p. 67), which "involves asking the same set of 

theoretically derived analytical questions of each case in order to facilitate systematic 

comparison and theory development." Data was collected through a systematic review of 

primary and secondary sources including official government documents, military 

doctrines, policy statements, peer-reviewed academic journal articles, scholarly 

monographs, and think tank publications. 

 

Ethical Considerations 
This study relies exclusively on publicly available primary and secondary sources and 

does not involve human subjects research, fieldwork, or the collection of sensitive 

personal data. All sources are appropriately cited in accordance with APA 7th edition 
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referencing conventions. The researcher acknowledges the inherent limitations of 

qualitative case study research, including the potential for confirmation bias in source 

selection and analytical interpretation, and has sought to mitigate these limitations 

through the systematic application of a clearly defined theoretical framework and the 

deliberate inclusion of diverse and competing scholarly perspectives. 

 

Case Study Analysis: Hybrid Warfare Strategies in Practice 

Case One: Russia's Hybrid Campaign in Ukraine 

Strategic Context and Objectives 
Russia's hybrid campaign in Ukraine, initiated with the annexation of Crimea in February 

2014, constitutes perhaps the most comprehensively documented and analytically 

significant case of contemporary hybrid warfare. As Renz (2016, p. 283) observed, 

Russia's approach demonstrated "how conventional military pressure, information 

operations, and the mobilization of proxy forces could be seamlessly integrated into a 

coherent coercive strategy." The form of warfare Russia employed in Ukraine has been 

described by analysts as aimed at "defeating the target country by breaking its ability to 

resist without actually launching a full-scale military attack" (Galeotti, 2016, p. 284). The 

strategic context is rooted in the Kremlin's broader revisionist agenda of reasserting 

Russian influence over the post-Soviet space and preventing the further eastward 

expansion of NATO and the European Union, which Moscow perceives as existential 

threats to its regional hegemony and regime security (Mearsheimer, 2014). 

Russia's hybrid warfare strategy against Ukraine, as Galeotti (2016) notes, predates the 

2014 annexation of Crimea. Pre-2014, Russia waged a hybrid campaign that combined 

economic coercion and information warfare to maintain influence and derail Ukraine's 

move toward European integration. Russia repeatedly manipulated energy supplies, most 

notably during the 2006 and 2009 gas disputes, and imposed customs restrictions and 

import bans on Ukrainian goods — measures that intensified in 2013 as Ukraine 

prepared to sign an Association Agreement with the European Union, sending a clear 

signal about the economic costs of pivoting westward (Galeotti, 2016; Renz, 2016). 

Russia's strategic objectives in Ukraine operated at multiple levels simultaneously, 

including the demonstration of Russian military and political resolve to domestic and 

international audiences, the establishment of a precedent for the use of hybrid strategies 

to achieve territorial revision without triggering NATO collective defense mechanisms, 

and the imposition of sufficient costs on Ukraine and its Western partners to deter further 

NATO enlargement (Galeotti, 2016). 

 

Hybrid Threat Spectrum Analysis 
Russia's hybrid campaign in Ukraine demonstrated a remarkably sophisticated and 

comprehensive deployment of capabilities across the full hybrid threat spectrum, 

integrating conventional military force, irregular warfare, cyber operations, information 

warfare, economic coercion, and political subversion into a coherent and adaptive 

strategic campaign. The conventional military dimension included the covert deployment 

of Russian special forces — commonly referred to as 'little green men' — in Crimea in 

February 2014, the provision of heavy weapons, armored vehicles, and artillery to 

separatist forces in eastern Ukraine, and the deployment of regular Russian military units 

in support of separatist operations while maintaining official deniability of direct military 

involvement (Renz, 2016). The irregular warfare dimension was operationalized 

primarily through the mobilization of pro-Russian separatist militias in the Donetsk and 

Luhansk regions, supplemented by the deployment of Russian private military 

http://www.thedssr.com/


 

Dialogue Social Science Review (DSSR) 
www.thedssr.com 
 
ISSN Online: 3007-3154 
ISSN Print: 3007-3146 
 

Vol. 4 No. 6 (Jun) (2026)  

30  

contractors, most notably the Wagner Group, whose involvement provided an additional 

layer of operational deniability (Galeotti, 2018). 

The cyber dimension of Russia's hybrid campaign has been extensively documented. 

Greenberg (2019, p. 1) described the December 2015 and December 2016 attacks on 

Ukraine's power grid as "the most significant cyber attacks ever launched against critical 

infrastructure," resulting in widespread electricity outages affecting hundreds of 

thousands of civilians and demonstrating for the first time the capacity of state-sponsored 

cyber operations to produce significant physical effects on critical infrastructure. These 

cyber operations, attributed to the Sandworm group, served multiple strategic functions 

simultaneously, disrupting Ukrainian command and control capabilities, undermining 

public confidence in state institutions, and providing valuable operational intelligence to 

support conventional and irregular military operations. 

The information warfare dimension of Russia's hybrid strategy was perhaps the most 

innovative and consequential aspect of the overall campaign. As Thomas (2014, p. 101) 

observed, Russian information operations pursued "a sophisticated multi-audience 

strategy, deploying different narratives to different target populations simultaneously." 

Domestically within Russia, state-controlled media presented the conflict as a defensive 

response to Western-sponsored aggression and fascist extremism in Ukraine. Within 

Ukraine, Russian information operations sought to exploit ethnic, linguistic, and regional 

divisions. At the international level, Russian information operations pursued a strategy of 

narrative confusion, flooding Western media environments with competing and 

contradictory accounts of events in order to undermine consensus regarding Russian 

culpability and complicate coordinated Western responses (Thomas, 2014). 

 

Strategic Ambiguity Mechanisms 
Russia's hybrid campaign in Ukraine demonstrated sophisticated exploitation of all three 

dimensions of strategic ambiguity identified in the analytical framework. Actor 

ambiguity was maintained through the use of unmarked military personnel, proxy 

separatist forces, and private military contractors, enabling Russia to deny direct military 

involvement in the conflict for an extended period despite overwhelming evidence to the 

contrary. Intent ambiguity was cultivated through deliberate inconsistency in Russian 

official communications, alternating between denial of involvement, justification of 

intervention on humanitarian and self-determination grounds, and implicit threats of 

further escalation. Domain ambiguity was achieved through the seamless integration of 

military, cyber, informational, economic, and political instruments in ways that defied 

classification under existing legal and institutional frameworks, preventing Ukraine and 

its Western partners from identifying a clear threshold that would justify collective 

military response (Bachmann & Gunneriusson, 2015). 

 

Deterrence Deficit Assessment 
Russia's hybrid campaign in Ukraine exposed profound deterrence deficits in both 

bilateral and multilateral security frameworks. As Gerson (2009, p. 35) argued, "the 

ambiguous nature of Russia's initial intervention in Crimea prevented the formulation of 

a timely and proportionate response, enabling Russia to consolidate its territorial gains 

before Western governments had reached consensus on the appropriate characterization 

of events." NATO's collective defense commitment under Article 5 proved irrelevant 

given Ukraine's non-member status, while the Budapest Memorandum of 1994, under 

which Russia, the United States, and the United Kingdom had provided security 

assurances to Ukraine in exchange for its nuclear disarmament, proved entirely 
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ineffective as a deterrent against Russian aggression. The subsequent imposition of 

economic sanctions, while significant, failed to reverse Russian territorial gains or deter 

the escalation to full-scale invasion in 2022, demonstrating the limited deterrent 

effectiveness of economic instruments against a determined hybrid aggressor willing to 

absorb significant economic costs in pursuit of strategic objectives. 

 

Case Two: China's Gray Zone Operations in the South China Sea 

Strategic Context and Objectives 
China's gray zone operations in the South China Sea represent a paradigmatic case of 

incremental territorial revisionism conducted below the threshold of conventional armed 

conflict. The strategic context is rooted in Beijing's sweeping territorial claims, 

formalized in the nine-dash line demarcation, which assert Chinese sovereignty or 

sovereign rights over approximately ninety percent of the South China Sea, 

encompassing territories claimed by Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia, Brunei, and 

Taiwan (Fravel, 2011). As Mazarr (2015, p. 3) notes, China's South China Sea strategy 

represents a classic gray zone approach: "activities that are ambiguously aggressive, 

exploiting spaces where the ambiguity of their actions complicates attribution, 

undermines alliance cohesion, and imposes disproportionate costs on status quo powers." 

China's strategic objectives operate across material, normative, and reputational 

dimensions simultaneously, including the consolidation of control over hydrocarbon and 

fisheries resources, the erosion of freedom of navigation principles, and the 

demonstration of Chinese resolve and capability to domestic audiences and regional 

neighbors. 

 

Hybrid Threat Spectrum Analysis 
China's gray zone strategy is characterized by a distinctive operational signature that 

differs significantly from the Russian hybrid model. Where Russia's hybrid campaign 

relied heavily on irregular military forces and kinetic operations, China's South China 

Sea strategy has been predominantly non-kinetic, relying primarily on maritime coercion, 

artificial island construction, legal warfare, and economic statecraft. The maritime 

coercion dimension has been operationalized primarily through the deployment of the 

Chinese maritime militia — described by Poling (2019, p. 87) as "a force of nominally 

civilian fishing vessels that operates under the direction of the People's Liberation Army 

Navy to assert Chinese presence in disputed waters" — which has been employed 

extensively in operations around the Spratly Islands, Scarborough Shoal, and the Paracel 

Islands. Between 2013 and 2016, China conducted an unprecedented island construction 

program, dredging approximately 3,200 acres of new land and constructing military 

installations on seven artificial features in the Spratly archipelago (Cronin et al., 2017). 

The lawfare dimension of China's gray zone strategy reflects Beijing's sophisticated and 

selective use of international legal mechanisms. As Kello (2017) observed, China has 

consistently invoked historical rights arguments, domestic legislation, and administrative 

measures to legitimize its territorial claims, while simultaneously rejecting the 

jurisdiction of the Permanent Court of Arbitration in the case brought by the Philippines 

and refusing to recognize the tribunal's 2016 ruling, which found China's nine-dash line 

claims to be inconsistent with the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea. 

This demonstrates "a selective and instrumental approach to international law designed to 

maximize the legitimating functions of legal frameworks while minimizing their 

constraining effects" (Kello, 2017, p. 143). 
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Strategic Ambiguity and Deterrence Deficit Assessment 
China's gray zone strategy demonstrates particularly sophisticated exploitation of actor 

and domain ambiguity. As Brands (2016, p. 3) observed, Chinese gray zone activities 

"achieve their effects through the cumulative weight of many individually ambiguous 

actions," none of which individually constitutes an act of war or otherwise triggers a 

forceful response. The deployment of maritime militia vessels, indistinguishable from 

ordinary fishing boats, creates profound actor ambiguity that complicates the application 

of rules of engagement and prevents rival claimants from characterizing Chinese 

operations as unambiguous military aggression. The overall effect has been the 

progressive consolidation of Chinese strategic position in the South China Sea with 

minimal effective pushback, demonstrating the remarkable strategic effectiveness of 

sustained gray zone operations conducted with patience, consistency, and sophisticated 

exploitation of institutional vulnerabilities (Mazarr, 2015). 

 

Case Three: Iran's Regional Proxy Network Strategy 

Strategic Context and Objectives 
Iran's regional proxy network strategy represents a third distinct model of hybrid warfare, 

one characterized by the systematic development, sustainment, and direction of a 

network of non-state armed groups across the Middle East. The strategic context is 

rooted in the Islamic Republic's foundational ideological commitments to regional 

influence, resistance against American and Israeli power, and the export of revolutionary 

principles, combined with the severe constraints on conventional military power 

projection imposed by decades of international sanctions (Cronin, 2019). As Eisenstadt 

(2016, p. 1) observed, Iran's proxy strategy operates simultaneously at defensive and 

offensive levels: "defensively, the proxy network serves as a forward deterrent against 

potential military strikes on Iranian territory; offensively, it enables Iran to project power 

and shape political outcomes across Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Yemen, and Gaza in ways that 

would be impossible through conventional military means." 

 

Hybrid Threat Spectrum Analysis 
Iran's proxy strategy demonstrates a distinctive hybrid warfare model that prioritizes 

irregular warfare and political subversion as primary instruments. The Islamic 

Revolutionary Guard Corps Quds Force serves as the primary instrument for developing, 

training, equipping, financing, and directing Iran's network of regional proxy forces. The 

Quds Force has cultivated deep organizational relationships with Hezbollah in Lebanon, 

the Popular Mobilization Forces in Iraq, the Houthi movement in Yemen, and various 

Palestinian militant organizations in Gaza, providing each with tailored combinations of 

military training, advanced weapons systems, financial support, and strategic guidance 

(Galeotti, 2018). As Eisenstadt (2016, p. 3) noted, Hezbollah represents Iran's most 

sophisticated and capable proxy, having evolved over four decades into "a highly capable 

hybrid actor combining political party functions, social service provision, conventional 

military capabilities, and advanced asymmetric warfare capacity," possessing an 

estimated arsenal of over 150,000 rockets and missiles capable of striking targets 

throughout Israel. 

The cyber dimension of Iran's hybrid strategy has developed significantly since the 

Stuxnet attack on Iranian nuclear facilities in 2010, which served as a catalyst for 

substantial Iranian investment in offensive cyber capabilities. Kello (2017, p. 189) 

documented that Iranian state-sponsored cyber actors have conducted operations ranging 

from destructive attacks on Saudi Arabian oil infrastructure — most notably the 2012 

http://www.thedssr.com/


 

Dialogue Social Science Review (DSSR) 
www.thedssr.com 
 
ISSN Online: 3007-3154 
ISSN Print: 3007-3146 
 

Vol. 4 No. 6 (Jun) (2026)  

33  

Shamoon attack on Saudi Aramco which destroyed data on approximately 35,000 

computers — to espionage campaigns targeting American financial institutions, 

government agencies, and critical infrastructure. These cyber operations have served both 

instrumental objectives, degrading adversary capabilities and gathering strategic 

intelligence, and signaling functions, demonstrating Iranian resolve and capability to 

deter further attacks on Iranian interests. 

 

Strategic Ambiguity and Deterrence Deficit Assessment 
Iran's proxy strategy demonstrates particularly sophisticated exploitation of actor 

ambiguity. As Kapusta (2015, p. 22) argued, "by conducting regional operations 

primarily through nominally independent proxy organizations rather than regular Iranian 

military forces, Iran maintains a persistent layer of deniability that complicates 

attribution, limits the legal justification for direct military retaliation against Iranian 

territory, and enables Tehran to calibrate the intensity of proxy operations in response to 

changing strategic circumstances." The organizational complexity of Iran's proxy 

network further enhances actor ambiguity by making it genuinely difficult to determine 

the precise degree of Iranian direction behind specific proxy operations. The proxy 

architecture enables Iran to impose significant costs on adversaries — including the 

sustained harassment of American forces in Iraq and Syria and the strategic threat to 

Israel posed by Hezbollah's missile arsenal — while maintaining sufficient deniability to 

prevent the accumulation of a clear and unambiguous casus belli for direct military 

action against Iran (Cimbala, 2017). 

 

Comparative Analysis and Cross-Case Findings 

The comparative analysis of the three cases yields several significant cross-case findings. 

First, all three cases confirm the centrality of strategic ambiguity as the defining 

operational logic of hybrid warfare. Russia, China, and Iran have each developed 

sophisticated context-specific mechanisms for cultivating and exploiting actor, intent, 

and domain ambiguity in ways that systematically undermine the attribution, response, 

and deterrence frameworks of targeted states and multilateral security frameworks. 

Second, the three cases reveal significant variation in the specific combination of hybrid 

instruments employed, reflecting the different strategic contexts, constraints, and 

objectives facing Russian, Chinese, and Iranian planners. As Ringsmose and Rynning 

(2017, p. 131) observe, "there is no single model of hybrid warfare; rather, hybrid 

strategies are context-sensitive instruments calibrated to the specific capabilities and 

constraints of the practitioner." Third, all three cases demonstrate consistent exploitation 

of deterrence deficits in existing security frameworks, confirming the Deterrence Deficit 

Thesis and highlighting the urgent need for doctrinal and institutional adaptation. 

 

Policy Recommendations 

Institutional Reforms and Organizational Adaptation 

The most immediate and consequential institutional reform required to address hybrid 

warfare threats is the establishment of dedicated hybrid threat assessment and response 

centers at both national and multilateral levels. The case studies examined in this 

research demonstrate consistently that the primary institutional vulnerability exploited by 

hybrid warfare practitioners is the fragmentation of responsibility for monitoring and 

responding to threats that span multiple domains simultaneously. National governments 

should establish permanent interagency hybrid threat centers with consolidated analytical 

and operational authority spanning all relevant domains, including military, cyber, 
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intelligence, law enforcement, economic, and information domains. As Ringsmose and 

Rynning (2017, p. 143) argued, "the Estonian model of cyber defense integration 

provides a valuable template for national hybrid threat center design, demonstrating how 

small states with limited resources can develop effective institutional responses through 

organizational innovation and interagency coordination." 

National governments and multilateral institutions should develop streamlined attribution 

protocols that establish clear evidentiary standards, pre-authorized response options 

calibrated to different levels of attribution confidence, and mechanisms for rapid 

multilateral attribution consensus that reduce the political contestation currently 

exploited by hybrid aggressors. As Gerson (2009, p. 40) argued, "pre-authorized 

response packages, developed in advance for different categories of hybrid aggression 

and activated upon reaching defined attribution thresholds, would eliminate the response 

delays that currently provide hybrid aggressors with decisive windows of operational 

advantage." 

 

Doctrinal Adaptation and Tailored Deterrence 

The Deterrence Deficit Thesis established in the conceptual framework and confirmed 

across all three case studies demonstrates that classical deterrence models are 

fundamentally inadequate for addressing hybrid warfare threats. National defense 

establishments and multilateral security institutions must develop tailored deterrence 

frameworks specifically designed to address the ambiguity, incrementalism, and multi-

domain character of hybrid strategies. Tailored deterrence for hybrid warfare requires 

three core innovations: (i) the development of graduated response options calibrated to 

the specific instruments and domains employed in hybrid operations; (ii) the 

development of resilience-based deterrence, which complements threat-based deterrence 

by reducing the strategic value of hybrid operations through enhanced societal, 

institutional, and infrastructure resilience; and (iii) the development of collective 

deterrence mechanisms that aggregate the deterrent capabilities of allied states and 

multilateral institutions, addressing the alliance cohesion vulnerabilities that hybrid 

strategies systematically target (Cimbala, 2017). 

 

Technological Investment and Cyber Resilience 

The cyber operations examined across all three case studies demonstrate that cyber 

warfare constitutes an increasingly central and consequential dimension of hybrid 

strategy. National governments must treat critical infrastructure protection as a core 

national security priority, investing substantially in the hardening of energy, 

communications, financial, and transportation infrastructure against cyber attack. 

Mandatory cyber security standards for critical infrastructure operators, modeled on the 

United States NIST Cybersecurity Framework and the European Union's Network and 

Information Security Directive, should be adopted and rigorously enforced across all 

sectors identified as critical to national security and economic stability (Kello, 2017). 

National governments must also develop comprehensive strategic communication 

capabilities capable of countering adversary information operations, with media literacy 

education integrated into national education curricula at all levels to develop population-

wide resilience against disinformation and manipulation. As Thomas (2014, p. 125) 

observed, "social media platforms operating in democratic societies should be subject to 

regulatory frameworks requiring transparent disclosure of state-sponsored content, 

algorithmic accountability for the amplification of disinformation, and cooperation with 

national security authorities in the identification and removal of foreign influence 
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operations." 

 

Normative Development and International Legal Frameworks 

The analysis presented in this study demonstrates that one of the most significant 

enablers of hybrid warfare strategies is the ambiguity and inadequacy of existing 

international legal frameworks in addressing the multi-domain, below-threshold 

character of hybrid operations. The Tallinn Manual process, which has produced the 

most comprehensive existing analysis of international law applicable to cyber operations, 

should be extended and institutionalized as a permanent international legal advisory 

mechanism with broader participation from states in the Global South, whose 

perspectives and interests have been underrepresented in existing norm development 

processes. As Bachmann and Gunneriusson (2015, p. 95) argued, "similar analytical 

frameworks should be developed for other hybrid warfare domains including information 

warfare, maritime militia operations, and the use of private military companies, drawing 

on the Tallinn Manual methodology to produce authoritative legal guidance that reduces 

the normative ambiguity currently exploited by hybrid aggressors." Targeted sanctions 

frameworks, calibrated specifically to individuals and entities associated with hybrid 

warfare operations, should be coordinated across major economies to impose meaningful 

costs on hybrid warfare practitioners (Brands, 2016). 

 

Regional Security Enhancement: South Asian Implications 

The hybrid warfare dynamics examined in this study carry specific and significant 

implications for the South Asian security environment, where the intersection of nuclear 

deterrence relationships, unresolved territorial disputes, and active proxy conflict creates 

conditions of particular vulnerability to hybrid escalation. As Cimbala (2017, p. 200) 

argued, "the deliberate ambiguity of hybrid operations can create dangerous uncertainty 

regarding the intentions and capabilities of nuclear-armed adversaries, potentially 

undermining strategic stability in ways that increase the risk of miscalculation and 

inadvertent escalation" — a concern of particular relevance to the India-Pakistan 

strategic dyad. Pakistan, India, and their regional neighbors must develop hybrid warfare 

awareness and response capabilities specifically calibrated to the South Asian strategic 

context, where the risk of hybrid operations triggering inadvertent escalation across the 

nuclear threshold represents a uniquely severe and consequential security challenge. 

Regional confidence-building measures addressing hybrid warfare risks should be 

developed and institutionalized within existing South Asian regional security 

frameworks. 

 

Conclusion 

Summary of Key Findings 

This study has undertaken a comprehensive theoretical and empirical analysis of hybrid 

warfare strategies and their transformative impact on the character of modern conflict 

and international security governance. Through the systematic application of a tripartite 

conceptual framework encompassing the Hybrid Threat Spectrum Model, the Strategic 

Ambiguity Framework, and the Deterrence Deficit Thesis, and through the comparative 

case study analysis of Russian hybrid operations in Ukraine, Chinese gray zone strategies 

in the South China Sea, and Iranian proxy network operations across the Middle East, 

this research has generated a set of theoretically grounded and empirically validated 

findings. The first and most fundamental finding is that strategic ambiguity constitutes 

the defining operational logic of hybrid warfare across all three cases examined. Russia, 
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China, and Iran have each developed sophisticated and context-specific mechanisms for 

cultivating and exploiting actor ambiguity, intent ambiguity, and domain ambiguity in 

ways that systematically undermine the attribution, response, and deterrence frameworks 

of targeted states and multilateral institutions. 

The second major finding confirms and elaborates the Deterrence Deficit Thesis across 

all three cases, demonstrating that classical deterrence models grounded in what 

Schelling (1960) termed "the power to hurt" are fundamentally inadequate for addressing 

hybrid warfare threats that operate below conventional deterrence thresholds. The third 

significant finding concerns the substantial variation in hybrid warfare models across the 

three cases, demonstrating that hybrid warfare is not a monolithic strategic phenomenon 

but an adaptive and context-sensitive approach to strategic competition. The fourth 

finding concerns the systematic exploitation of institutional fragmentation as a primary 

enabler of hybrid warfare effectiveness across all three cases, arguing strongly for the 

institutional reforms recommended in section five. 

 

Theoretical Contributions 

This study makes several significant contributions to the theoretical literature. First, it 

advances the conceptualization of strategic ambiguity by developing a tripartite 

analytical model distinguishing between actor, intent, and domain ambiguity as 

analytically distinct but operationally integrated dimensions of hybrid strategy, providing 

a more nuanced and analytically precise framework than existing formulations. Second, 

this study contributes to deterrence theory by developing and empirically validating the 

Deterrence Deficit Thesis as a systematic framework for analyzing the mechanisms 

through which hybrid warfare undermines conventional deterrence. By demonstrating the 

operation of deterrence deficits across three diverse cases, this research provides a robust 

empirical foundation for the argument that, as Gerson (2009, p. 32) observed, "classical 

deterrence models require fundamental reconceptualization to address the hybrid warfare 

challenge." Third, the comparative case study methodology generates theoretical insights 

regarding the variation in hybrid warfare models across different strategic contexts that 

have important implications for both theory and practice. 

6.3 Limitations and Future Research Directions 

This study acknowledges several limitations. First, the geographic scope of the case 

studies remains limited to three major hybrid warfare practitioners, leaving unexplored 

the hybrid strategies of a range of other state and non-state actors. Future research should 

extend the comparative analysis to include additional cases from the Indo-Pacific, sub-

Saharan Africa, and Latin America to assess the generalizability of this study's 

theoretical findings. Second, the rapidly evolving technological landscape of hybrid 

warfare — particularly the integration of artificial intelligence, autonomous systems, and 

advanced disinformation technologies — represents a dimension that this study has 

addressed primarily in theoretical terms given limited open-source empirical evidence. 

Future research should examine the specific ways in which emerging technologies are 

transforming the operational dimensions of hybrid warfare and their implications for 

deterrence theory and institutional response frameworks. 

 

Concluding Remarks 

The contemporary security environment is defined by a fundamental paradox. States 

possess unprecedented destructive military capabilities, yet the most consequential 

security challenges of the current era are being prosecuted not through massed 

conventional forces and formal declarations of war, but through the deliberate cultivation 
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of ambiguity, the exploitation of institutional gaps, and the patient application of multi-

domain coercive pressure below the thresholds of conventional armed conflict. As 

Hoffman (2007, p. 7) observed, hybrid warfare has emerged as "the strategic paradigm 

most suited to this environment, enabling revisionist powers to pursue consequential 

territorial and political objectives while managing escalation risks." Addressing this 

challenge requires nothing less than a fundamental reconceptualization of security 

doctrine, institutional architecture, and normative frameworks at both national and 

international levels. The stakes of this intellectual and institutional challenge encompass 

the preservation of the normative foundations of international order, the protection of 

state sovereignty and territorial integrity, and ultimately the prevention of the escalatory 

spirals that hybrid warfare, if left unaddressed, may increasingly generate in an era of 

intensifying great power competition. 
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