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A Closer look at Russia’s
“Hybrid War”
By Michael Kofman and Matthew Rojansky
Western observers have fallen into a now familiar
parlance for describing Russia’s annexation of
Crimea and subsequent invasion of Eastern
Ukraine. Frequently termed Russia’s “hybrid
war” against Ukraine, it is seen by the West as a
threatening precedent—even a likely model—for
future conflicts on Russia’s periphery. In this view,
a Russian campaign against the Baltic States,
Kazakhstan or even Poland might employ a variety
of tools, ranging from conventional to irregular
combat operations, sponsorship of political
protests, economic coercion, and a powerful
information campaign.

“Hybrid war” may have become the defining
label for Russia’s operations in Ukraine, but on
closer examination, it misses the point. “Hybrid
war” can hardly be considered a definitive
doctrine for Russia’s future power projection in
its neighborhood, much less a model that could
be easily reproduced in far flung and diverse
corners of the post-Soviet space. Rather than a
genuine strategic concept built from the ground
up by the Russians themselves, “hybrid war”
is merely a label attributed to Russian actions in
Ukraine by the West, in an effort to make sense of
cascading phases of a security crisis in which all
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sides but Russia seem to have been caught off
balance. Moreover, the discourse around “hybrid
war” mistakenly enfolds Russia’s investment in
shaping global public opinion, which may pose
challenges for Russia’s neighbors and the West,
but has much broader, more ambiguous and often
inchoate aims.

What “Hybrid War” is and is Not
The first part of the misconception around “hybrid
war” is the term itself. Despite sounding new
and in vogue, its analytical utility is limited. The
“hybrid” aspect of the term simply denotes
a combination of previously defined types of
warfare, whether conventional, irregular, political
or information. Even those who have put forward
such a definition must admit that the combination
of war across domains is not new, but in fact is as
old as warfare itself. It is helpful to think beyond
the contemporary definitions of war we have
become accustomed to, but the term is inherently
imprecise, and does not describe a new form of
warfare. In an analysis devoted explicitly to what
he called “not-so-new warfare,” Frank Hoffman, of
the U.S. National Defense University, defined the
hybrid threat as, “Any adversary that simultaneously
employs a tailored mix of conventional weapons,
irregular tactics, terrorism, and criminal behavior
in the same time and battlespace to obtain their
political objectives.”1 The “hybrid threat” term has
likewise already been adopted in U.S. Marine corps,
Army and Navy doctrines along with national-level
planning documents.2
From the Russian perspective, an approach to
war that combines different types of power
projection also is not itself reflective of any newly
devised strategy. Rather, it is an illustration or
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The “hybrid” aspect of the term
simply denotes a combination
of previously defined types of
warfare, whether conventional,
irregular, political or information.
acknowledgement by Russia of a growing trend
in how wars are fought, whoever may be fighting
them. Modern wars, simply put, are waged
through a combination of many elements of
national power. In Washington, this conventional
wisdom has long been characterized by the
beltway catchphrase of “using all the tools in the
toolkit,” or the more recent mantra of using “smart
power.” The “hybrid” concept is well established
in modern Western military discourse today, while
the problem set it seeks to define is not novel, but
rather has been cited frequently under concepts of
“unconventional” warfare and “political” warfare.
Thanks to the dysfunction of the Soviet system and
the post-Soviet collapse, many elements of Russia’s
national power were significantly underdeveloped,
anemic or ineffective, including the military
itself. However, Moscow has long recognized
the prevalence of combined power projection in
conflicts on its periphery and globally. Accordingly,
Russia has cited in official statements and published
documents for more than a decade the West’s use
of economic, diplomatic, information and cyber
capabilities, in conjunction with military operations.
In Russia’s 2010 Military Doctrine, modern
warfare is described as entailing “the integrated
utilization of military force and forces and resources
of a nonmilitary character,” and, “the prior
implementation of measures of information warfare
in order to achieve political objectives without the
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utilization of military force and, subsequently, in the
interest of shaping a favorable response from the
world community to the utilization of military force.”3
The 2014 iteration added commentary on the
“participation of irregular armed force elements and
private military companies in military operations,”
and, “use of indirect and asymmetric methods of
operations.”4 These are in line with Russian defense
officials’ characterizations of U.S./NATO military
operations, such as in Libya in 2011.5 At the 2014
Moscow international security conference, Russian
generals and leading defense officials blamed the
West for instigating color revolutions, fomenting
protests, destabilizing countries through political
warfare, subversion, and eventually employing
military operations to replace governments with
those more favorable to Western interests.6
Some have attributed the doctrinal thinking behind
the current conduct of operations to writings by
General Gerasimov, Russia’s Chief of General Staff,
whose often cited 2013 article stated that, “the
rules of war have cardinally changed,” and that the
effectiveness of “non-military tools” in achieving
strategic or political goals in a conflict has exceeded
that of weapons.7 There are references to this
concept in Russia’s newly issued 2014 Military
Doctrine as well. However, non-linear or nontraditional warfare, as it is understood in Moscow, is
simply Russia’s attempt to catch up conceptually to
the realities of modern war with which the United
States has been grappling for over a decade in Iraq,
Afghanistan, and elsewhere. By labeling Russia’s
response to these broad realities as a new and
special kind of “hybrid war,” the West has incorrectly
elevated Russia’s particular operations in Ukraine to
the level of a coherent or preconceived doctrine.
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The “Hybrid” Aspect of Russian
Operations in Ukraine
Since February 2014 Russia has conducted two
distinct phases of operations in Ukraine, beginning
with the occupation and annexation of Crimea, and
continuing with the invasion of Eastern Ukraine’s
Donbas industrial region. Crimea began as a
covert military operation, combining ambiguity,
disinformation, and the element of surprise at the
operational level with more traditional aids such as
electronic warfare. The annexation was completed
by a traditional military invasion and occupation
of the peninsula, using Russia’s airborne, naval
infantry, and motor rifle brigades. This operation
was unique, because Russia’s Sevastopol naval
base, status of forces arrangements in Crimea,
and additional agreements on transit of troops
in Ukraine enabled deployments and tactics that
would not otherwise have been possible. These
operations are, accordingly, not easily reproducible
elsewhere.

Timeline of the operation by David B. Miller, Cartographer, EMC.
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The Crimean polity was also distinct within Ukraine,
influenced by the Russian media in a manner
other Russian minorities have not been. In recent
surveys on public opinion and media viewership in
Crimea, Professors John Laughlin and Gerard Toal
have found that while as many as 84% of ethnic
Russians and Ukrainians in Crimea now support
annexation, the “ratio of those who wanted to
secede and join Russia undoubtedly jumped due
to television-fed perceptions that ethnic Russians
would become second-class citizens in Ukraine.”8
An important conclusion of this polling, which
suggests why Russian media proved effective,
is that, “unlike residents of western and central
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Ukraine who tend to readily self-identify in
these terms, the strong majority (85%) of the
population of Crimea do not perceive themselves
as European.”9 Early mistakes made by Kyiv’s
interim government in the aftermath of the Maidan
Revolution, such as declaring a possible change
to the status of the Russian language, or firing the
Crimean Berkut (elite riot police) units, created
additional opportunities for Russia. In Crimea,
unique history, timing, and military assets in place,
conspired to create a singular opportunity for
Moscow to conduct the kind of operation it did in
late February and early March 2014.
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John O’Loughlin and Gerard Toal, Mistrust about political motives in contested Ukraine The
Washington Post, February 13, 2015. http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/monkey-cage/
wp/2015/02/13/mistrust-about-political-motives-in-contested-ukraine/
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Russia’s use of broadcasting tools for propaganda
and psychological operations, part of a broader
information campaign to support the Crimean
annexation, caught both Ukraine and the West
by surprise. After its independence, Ukraine
never contested the information space in Russian
language programming, such that Russian media,
which had established complete dominance
over the years, were able to quickly adjust their
messaging in support of the Kremlin’s objectives.
Moscow amped up the alarmist content of its
broadcasting in response to the Maidan, stoking
fear and confusion in Crimea. Yet the same
broadcasts fell relatively flat in other regions
of Ukraine, despite the fact that Russian state
channels held the attention of most of the Russian
speaking populace.
The information warfare campaign in Ukraine
entailed concerted use of Russian state-controlled
media, but this is neither a new accompaniment to
Moscow’s interventions in the post-Soviet space,
nor has it proven especially successful in the past.
During the 2004-05 Orange Revolution in Ukraine,
or the 2008 Russia-Georgia War, for example,
Russia deployed information warfare tools, but

Armed men seize Parliament building in Simferopol on February
27, 2015. http://graphics8.nytimes.com/images/2014/02/28/
multimedia/cctv-crimea-armed-seize/cctv-crimea-armed-seizevideoSixteenByNine1050.jpg
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to little apparent effect. Survey data from the
past year proves that Russian broadcasting could
not even persuade parts of the Eastern Ukrainian
population that had long been sympathetic to
Russia to support the separatist cause.10 Moscow
was surprised by the lack of positive response
among the Russian-speaking Ukrainian population
to its overt media campaign against the Maidan
protests and the interim government in Kyiv.
Russia’s direct military intervention in the Donbas
was therefore necessary, at least in part, because
of the apparent failure to rally sufficient pro-Russian
forces to sustain an entirely indigenous uprising.
What many in the West are identifying as the
climactic buildup of Russia’s “hybrid war” against
Ukraine appears instead to be the unplanned
succession of different tools to fit different—often
unexpected—operational realities.

“Information Warfare” or
Public Diplomacy?
The final misconception about Russian “hybrid war”
is that it is causally linked with the rising visibility
of Russian broadcasting and efforts to shape
public opinion globally, including in the West—
most notably through the RT (formerly Russia
Today) television network and Sputnik International
(formerly Voice of Russia) radio. Some fear that
because information warfare is part of Russia’s
operations against Ukraine, other places where
Russia’s broadcasting and messaging can be felt
may be future targets for “hybrid war” operations.
Fortunately for the West, there is a vast gulf
between Russia’s global broadcasting and public
diplomacy goals and its operational goals in the
post-Soviet space.
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Russia did not create powerful state media
institutions, like RT, primarily to conduct information
warfare in Ukraine or any other post-Soviet
country. Using English language news to target
Russian speakers abroad, which is the audience
Moscow would have to influence in support of
potential operations, is not a logical proposition.
Instead, Russia has long invested resources in
the infrastructure needed to degrade Western
information dominance across the Internet and
broadcast media. In most cases, rather than
aiming at a specific country or conflict, Russian
broadcasting opportunistically seeks to “stir the
pot” of public discontent and distrust. The goal is
to undermine dominant Western media sources and
narratives, and to chip away at public confidence
in all types of institutions Moscow views as being
under Western—especially American—control, from
international financial institutions to the courts or
parliaments of individual states. Hence, RT’s motto
is not “Russia is right,” but simply,
“question more.”
Moscow wants as much of the global audience,
and certainly its own citizens and those in the postSoviet space, to question anything and everything
coming from the West. These efforts appear to
have gained momentum thanks to Russia’s poor
showing in international public opinion following the
Russia-Georgia war of 2008, which demonstrated
how feeble the Russian press was in comparison to
Western outlets. What many in the West see as a
propaganda campaign with global reach, tailor made
for the “hybrid war” in Ukraine, is in reality only one
example of Russia’s far broader and still evolving
global information strategy.

No. 7 l April 2015

In Washington, efforts to encourage favorable
attitudes towards the United States, its values and
interests in international discourse and popular
opinion is known as “public diplomacy.” In
conjunction with other levers of U.S. influence, an
appealing popular culture and a highly attractive
development model, these efforts have had a
considerable global impact. Moscow is paying
close attention. Not surprisingly, the Kremlin’s
conservative autocracy, with global great power
aspirations, finds an international media and public
opinion environment oriented toward democracy,
human rights and the free market, unfavorable to its
basic interests.
In its own version of “public diplomacy,” Russia has
turned information into an instrument of national
power and is using it to create space for itself and
its interests in the international environment and
global public opinion. By sowing doubt, Moscow
creates room for maneuver for itself at home and
abroad. In Ukraine, this tool of national power has
been brought to bear in a targeted manner, but
its primary purpose is to instill doubt in Western
institutions and sources of information writ large.

Clarity for the Future
Hybrid war has become the catchall phrase for the
elements of national power Russia is employing
directly in Ukraine, but it is a poor descriptor, and
has already led Western analysts and policymakers
down an unhelpful path. It appears to be an overcorrection by the West for inadequate attention
previously paid to Russia, resulting in a misguided
attempt to group everything Moscow does under
one rubric. Given current tensions in and around
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Ukraine, which have resulted in a complete deficit
of trust between Russia and its neighbors, fears
that Moscow will continue to intervene in its
neighborhood are fully understandable. But a
domino-like repetition of “hybrid war” is the wrong
lens for understanding the problem. Ukraine is
not the first instance of a replicable “hybrid war”
doctrine, or of a strategy for projecting Russian
power in the post-Soviet space and beyond. It is
important to understand the combination of tools
in Moscow’s tool box, but the chances that it
could simply repeat a Crimea or a Donbas scenario
elsewhere are, fortunately, low.
Instead, Russia’s intervention in Ukraine should be
understood in more flexible and basic terms—as an
attempt to employ diplomatic, economic, military,
and information instruments in a neighboring state
where it perceives vital national interests to be at
stake. This is a framework for the use of national
power which the U.S. itself should find deeply
familiar, and equally concerning. Looking forward,
the most important question for policymakers will
remain, not what are the idiosyncrasies of “hybrid
war” or any other supposed model of warfare,
but rather how to deal with a major power such
as Russia when it chooses to employ its full range
of national power. The US response will prove
not only important to the outcome of the current
confrontation and future conflicts on Russia’s
periphery, but it will also shape global and regional
challenges to be faced with other major powers in
the coming decades.
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