Defence Studies

ISSN: 1470-2436 (Print) 1743-9698 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/fdef20

War, vagueness and hybrid war
Jan Almäng
To cite this article: Jan Almäng (2019) War, vagueness and hybrid war, Defence Studies, 19:2,
189-204, DOI: 10.1080/14702436.2019.1597631
To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/14702436.2019.1597631

© 2019 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group.
Published online: 02 Apr 2019.

Submit your article to this journal

Article views: 678

View Crossmark data

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=fdef20

DEFENCE STUDIES
2019,VOL.19,NO.2,189–204
https://doi.org/10.1080/14702436.2019.1597631

ARTICLE

Wa r , v a gue ne s s a nd hy br i d wa r
Jan Almäng
Faculty of Arts and SocialSciences,Karlstads universitet,Karlstad,Sweden
AB S T R AC T

AR T I C L E HI S T OR Y

It has frequently been observed in the literature on hybrid wars
that there is a grey zone between peace and war,and that hybrid
wars are conﬂicts which are not clear cases of war.In this paper,
Iattempt to illuminate this grey zone and the concept and nature
of war from the philosophicaldiscussions of vagueness and institutionalfacts.Vague terms are characterized by the fact thatthere
is no non-arbitrary boundary between entities which lie in their
extension,and entities which do not lie in their extension.Iapply
a theory ofvagueness to notions such as “war” and “peace” and go
on to suggestthatthe exactboundary forwhatcounts as a waror
not is arbitrary.However,the context in which the conﬂict occurs
determines a range of possible locations for this boundary. The
most important contextual parameter is in this respect how the
parties to the conﬂict themselves conceptualize the conﬂict.
I suggest that this can in various ways help us understand greyzone conﬂicts.
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1. Introduction
Recentyears have seen many military conﬂicts which are described as residing in a grey
zone between peace and war. I am thinking here of the Russian invasion of Crimea,
various low-intensive conﬂicts around the world and asymmetricalconﬂicts where one
of the parties is a state and the other party is not a state, or at any rate does not
obviously qualify as a state.
Allthese conﬂicts raise the issue ofwhatexactly a war is,and which criteria a conﬂict
should fulﬁlto qualify as a war.Whether or nota conﬂictqualiﬁes as a waris important
for both legal and analytical reasons. It is important for legal reasons because a state
that is at war has certain rights and duties not conferred on states not at war.And it is
important for analytical reasons in order for us to be able to see similarities and
dissimilarities between diﬀerent types of conﬂicts.
The main purpose ofthis paper is to attempt to illuminate the grey zone between war
and peace – the kind ofconﬂictthatin recentyears has been called “hybrid war.” Or,more
precisely,I am primarily interested in conﬂicts where itis unclear whether or notthe use
and threat of force involved meets the threshold for the conﬂict to qualify as a war.The
term “hybrid war” has in recentyears been used in a quite wide sense so as to encompass
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notonly conﬂicts involving the use offorce,butalso conﬂicts which does notinvolve the
use of force, but, for example, “only” involves cyberattacks or information operations.
I willonly in passing attempt to analyse these dimensions ofhybrid conﬂicts.
My paper applies some lessons from the philosophicaldiscussion ofvagueness to the
discussion of the nature of hybrid wars.Vague terms are characterized by there being
no non-arbitrary boundary between entities which are,and entities which are notin the
extension ofthe term.Terms such as “war” and “peace” are,I shallsuggest,typicalcases
ofvague terms.But“war” is diﬀerent from other vague words in the sense thatwhether
or not the parties of the conﬂict conceptualize the conﬂict as a war partially determines
where it is reasonable to draw the boundary for being in the extension of the term.
While the purpose of this paper is to illuminate the grey zone between peace and
war, the method consists at least partially of an analysis of the concept of war and in
particular under what conditions a conﬂict qualiﬁes as a war or not.This is important
for understanding grey-zone conﬂicts,because an important feature of the latter is that
they are often deliberately waged at a levelwhere itis in some sense unclear whether or
not they qualify as a war in the legal sense of the word.An analysis of the concept of
war can consequently better help us understand grey-zone conﬂicts.It is important to
note that whereas the purpose of the paper is to perform a conceptual analysis of the
word war to explain a feature ofwhatis commonly called “hybrid wars,” the purpose of
the paper is not to conceptually analyse the concept of hybrid war.
In Section 2,some of the key notions are presented.The purpose of the section is to
explain how a semanticalanalysis ofthe notion ofwar can illuminate the nature ofhybrid
war.In Section 3 of the paper I suggest that “war” in the sense that interests us here is
a vague term and introduce Diane Raﬀman’ s account of vagueness. According to
Raﬀman,vague terms are context sensitive.This means that whether a conﬂict qualiﬁes
as a war or not,depends on the context.I suggest that the criticalcontextualparameter
for war is the institutionalfacts in which the conﬂict is embedded.In Section 4,I apply
the lessons from the two previous sections and discuss the nature ofhybrid war in lightof
the vagueness ofthe word “war” and ofthe institutionalcontextofconﬂict.In particular,
I emphasize thata conﬂictmightbe indeterminate in both an ontologicalsense and in an
epistemologicalsense.A conﬂictis indeterminate or vague in an ontologicalsense ifthere
is no non-arbitrary answer with respect to whether it is a war or not.It is indeterminate
or opaque in an epistemological sense if it is impossible for one of the parties to
accurately assess the nature of the conﬂict. Section 5 discusses various ways that
a conﬂict can be epistemically opaque and how an attacker can utilize this fact by
means of information operations. And in Section 6, I employ the conclusions of the
previous sections in order to presentan explanation ofhow hybrid conﬂicts may be used
by the attacker againstan unwilling defender.Section 7 contains some concluding words.

2. The semantics of war and the nature of hybrid war
How can the semantics of the term “war” help illuminate the nature of hybrid war?
A short answer is that whether or not a conﬂict qualiﬁes as a war changes the legal
situation with respect to the conﬂict.If a conﬂict qualiﬁes as a war,the participants of
the conﬂict acquire rights and duties that they had hitherto lacked.Since a hybrid war
in one sense of the term – there are as we shallsee others – just is the kind of conﬂict
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that resides in the grey zone between peace and war,an investigation into the nature of
the semantics ofthe term war would ipso facto help illuminate the nature ofhybrid war.
A semantical analysis of the term “war” helps illuminate (some of) the conditions for
when a conﬂict actually resides in the grey zone.
It is common to distinguish between the intension and the extension of a word.The
extension ofa word is the objects or entities that“fallunder” a word.Thus,for example,
Winston Churchill and Anthony Eden are both in the extension of the expression
“former Prime Ministers ofthe United Kingdom.” The intension ofa word on the other
hand is the condition that an object or entity must satisfy to fallunder the extension of
the word.For the word “prime minister” thatcondition may be thatan individualis the
head of government of a state,or something similar.
What is the intension of the word “war”? Clausewitz famously deﬁned “war” as “an
act of force to compel our enemy to do our will.” (Clausewitz 1832, 1993). More
recently, Hedley Bull has deﬁned war as “[o]rganized violence carried on by political
units against each other.” (Bull 1977, p. 184) According to both deﬁnitions, wars
essentially consist of the use of force or organized violence by two parties against
each other. For the sake of simplicity, we shall unless otherwise stated be concerned
with situations in which the two parties are states.
I shallfollow Clausewitz and Bulland assume thatthe condition thata conﬂicthas to
fulﬁl to qualify as a war is that it involves the use of force or violence between two
parties.This,incidentally,rules out“trade wars” and “propaganda wars” as wars on our
conception of the term “war.” However,it is legitimate to ask just what degree of force
or violence is needed in order for a conﬂict to qualify as a war.
Rid (2012) and Whetham (2016b) conceive ofpeace and war as poles on a spectrum.
As Whetham puts it:“Real war takes place on a spectrum,framed by the unattainable
concept of absolute war at one end and the absence of war at the other.” (Whetham
2016b, p. 86) Clearly, levels of violence or the intensity of the use of force can be
modelled in this way.Nevertheless,there is something amiss in this picture.And thatis
that war in the legaland politicalsense of the word is not a quantitative concept in the
sense that meters and kilograms are quantitative concepts.It makes no sense to claim
that a conﬂict is twice as warlike as another conﬂict even though the claim that one
conﬂict is twice as violent as another makes sense.
The concept war is rather a concept on a par with child. These concepts have in
common thattheir extensions consistofentities thatcan atleasttheoretically be graded
on a quantitative scale (levelofviolence,age) but the border between entities which fall
into the extension (the levelofviolence required for a conﬂictto countas war,the exact
age to qualify as a child) is indeterminate or vague.
Why would this semantical discussion matter? It matters because the semantics of
the term “war” determines the extension of the said word. And the extension of the
word partially grounds the legalfacts of any conﬂict.Article 51 of the UN charter gives
a state that is the subject of an armed attack the right to self-defense.But – obviously –
the UN charter does not specify the exact level of violence required for a conﬂict to
count as an armed attack.
The legal concept of war is of particular interest in order to clarify the nature of
hybrid war. The Russian invasion of Crimea (and to some extent the subsequent
invasion of the Donbas-area) is a typical example of a campaign that seems to have
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been deliberately waged to blur the lines between war and peace.Bachmann and Munoz
Nosquera (2018) for example describe the Russian campaign as a case oflawfare,which
“in this context thrives on legalambiguity and exploits legalthresholds and fault lines”
(Bachmann and Munoz Nosquera 2018,p.67).
According to Bachmann and Munoz Nosquera,hybrid wars raise the issue ofwhether
an “aggression meets the threshold requirement of an ‘ armed attack’ as a manifest
violation of the Charter of the United Nations in the use of armed force by a state
against the sovereignty, territorial integrity or political independence of another state.”
(Bachmann and Munoz Nosquera 2018,p.65) Consequently,the semanticalproperties of
the conceptofwar help to determine the nature ofhybrid war.The vagueness inherentin
the concept of war is an essentialfeature of the nature of hybrid war.
The purpose of this paper is thus to investigate the legaland (the two cannot as we
will see not readily be separated) political concept of war in order to elucidate the
nature ofhybrid war.But before I proceed to do that,I should say something about the
term “hybrid war,” which has become something of a buzzword in the last few years.
The term “hybrid war” has been used in a wide variety ofsenses during the lastdecade
and ithas also been the subjectofmuch criticism.It was initially used in the literature to
refer to asymmetric wars,where one ofthe combatants may noteven qualify as a state in
the normalsense of the word (See for example Hoﬀman 2007,McCuen 2008).
On this early conception of hybrid wars,they were wars that utilized irregular forces
(for example insurgents or terrorists) or operations when using force (CfHoﬀman 2007).
In recentyears however,the term has mostly been used to describe various features ofthe
Russian aggression against Ukraine and of politicalinterference in western countries (Cf
Tenenbaum 2015,Renz and Smith 2016 for histories of the word).
A good illustration ofhow the meaning ofthe term “hybrid war” has changed during
the last decade can be found by consulting NATO:s Allied Joint Doctrine. In 2010,
hybrid threats are described under the heading “Other threats” as a form of both
conventional and non-conventional threats from non-state actors (NATO 2010,
p.2–6).In the edition from 2017 however,the term is described under its own heading
and given a much broader deﬁnition:
Hybrid threats occur where conventional,irregular and asymmetric threats are combined
in the same time and space.Conﬂict could involve a range of transnational, state,group
and individual participants operating globally and locally. Some conﬂicts may involve
concurrent inter-communal violence,terrorism,cyberspace attacks,insurgency,pervasive
criminality and widespread disorder.(NATO 2017,p.2–11)

Accordingly,a hybrid conﬂict may involve both state and non-state actors using a wide
range ofmeansto attain theirgoals.There is,itisto be noted,nothing in the deﬁnition that
means thata conﬂictneeds to have a kinetic dimension in order to qualify as “hybrid.”
It is fair to say that NATO has come to use the term in a very broad sense.NATO is
in this respect not alone;the term has come to be used for a wide variety ofthreats and
kinds of conﬂicts in the last few years.1
When the term is used thus broadly however, it is inevitable that the term is
challenged. Thus, we ﬁnd Kofman and Rojansky (2015) claiming that it is merely
a new term for unconventionaland politicalwarfare,and Van Puyvelde (2015) claiming
that it has such a wide sense the term lacks explanatory value:“In practice,any threat
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can be hybrid as long as it is not limited to a single form and dimension of warfare.
When any threat or use offorce is deﬁned as hybrid,the term loses its value and causes
confusion instead of clarifying the ‘ reality’ of modern warfare” (Van Puyvelde 2015).
The author goes on to suggest that NATO should forget about the term and focus on
the threats they face.2
Yet other authors have suggested that the term is used with very diﬀerent meanings
in diﬀerentcontexts.Mark Galeottifor example distinguishes between two senses ofthe
term hybrid war: “it must be emphasized that there are two, cognate phenomena at
work:the essentially bloodless,ifno less ruthless ‘ politicalwar’ which is essentially what
is currently being waged on the West, and the political-military ‘ hybrid war’ experienced in Ukraine” (Galeotti 2016,p.97).
In this paper, I am not interested in the term hybrid war or what may be the best
usage of it. Hence, I will mostly refrain from commenting on the discussion of the
explanatory value of the term.Rather,I am interested in one type of phenomenon that
the term “hybrid war” normally designates, namely conﬂicts where both parties use
force,but where it is unclear or indeterminate whether or not the level of violence in
the conﬂict is suﬃcient for the conﬂict to qualify as a war. I will focus on conﬂicts
where the two parties to the conﬂictare states,butthe analysis could easily be extended
to include cases where one of the parties fails to be a state,or where it is indeterminate
whether one party is a state or not.

3. The vagueness of war and its institutionalcontext
Following Clausewitz, we have opted to conceive of war as a type of conﬂict that
essentially involves the use of force between two conﬂicting parties.Diﬀerent conﬂicts
can consequently be compared with each other with respectto the levelofviolence that
characterize them.This however invites a naturalquestion:Whatis the levelofviolence
that is required for a conﬂict to actually qualify as a war? If we conceive of armed
conﬂict on a spectrum, with no organized violence at one end of the spectrum and
more organized violence the closer we get to the other end of the spectrum, the
question arises where – on this spectrum – the boundary between peace and war lies.
It is at this point an investigation into the semantics of war becomes relevant.The
question whether a conﬂict qualiﬁes as a war or not is a semantic question.It pertains
to which conﬂicts lies in the extension of the word “war.” In the case of “war” it seems
quite certain that World War I,World War II and the Falklands War allfeature in the
extension.It is more contentious if the Russian invasion of Crimea in 2014 is included
in the extension, and a conﬂict such as the Sino-Russian border conﬂict of 1968 is
normally not included in the extension of “war.”
Now, if there is no sharp boundary between peace and war the word “war” (and
“peace” as wellfor that matter) is a vague word.In order to illuminate the semantics of
the word “war” we would thus do wellto consider what characterizes vagueness.Vague
terms lack sharp boundaries in the sense that any boundary between the cases that fall
within the extension of the terms and those cases that do not will be arbitrary.
The factthatvague words have borderline cases have generated whatis known as the
Sorites Paradox. Let us assume that a conﬂict with 1000 combat-related deaths a year
counts as a war.3 Then,it may be argued that it is also true that any conﬂict with one
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combat-related death less a year also counts as a war. And, more generally, for any
armed conﬂict that counts as a war,it is true that it would also had been a war had it
had one combat-related death less than it actually had. This however generates
a paradox,for it now follows that conﬂicts without battle-deaths are also wars.
The paradox follows the following schema:
Base step:Any conﬂict with 1000 battle deaths a year is a war.
Induction Step: Any conﬂict with one less battle death than a conﬂict that qualiﬁes as
a war,is also a war.
Conclusion:A conﬂict without battle-deaths is also a war.

Itseems quite obvious thatour reasoning is logically valid.And italso seems obvious
enough that the base step is correct. Consequently, the paradox must be stopped by
a rejection ofthe induction step.a fortiori,the boundary between wars and non-wars is
sharp but arbitrary.4
According to one prominent theory of vagueness, contextualism, vague terms have
diﬀerent extensions in diﬀerent contexts.There is an arbitrary boundary between cases
that fallwithin the extension of the term and cases that do not fallwithin the extension
of the term.But this boundary is determined by the context of the cases.
In what follows,I will use Diana Raﬀman’ s contextualtheory of vagueness in order
to examine the vagueness of war. Raﬀman (2014) suggests that vague terms have
a range of application where diﬀerentcompetentspeakers can draw diﬀerentboundaries
in the same context.So,for example,the range ofapplication for a conﬂictqualifying as
a war may lie between 700 and 800 battle-related deaths with widespread destruction of
property and between 1000 and 1100 battle-related deaths with limited destruction of
property.Thus,no competentspeaker would hold thata conﬂictwith 699 battle-related
deaths would count as a war in the context of widespread destruction of property,and
allcompetent speakers would agree that a conﬂict with 800 battle-related deaths would
count as a war. But equally competent speakers may draw the exact boundary in
diﬀerent and arbitrary ways.
The contextual parameter that is most important in the present context is the
institutional parameter. What is the institutional context in which the conﬂict is
embedded? The institutional context of a conﬂict consists of the relevant institutional
facts in which the conﬂict is embedded.5
For present purposes, there are three relevant kinds of institutional facts. The first
kind of fact concerns the status of the parties of the conﬂict. Are they states or
organizations of some other kinds? The second kind of fact concerns which rights
and duties the parties themselves invoke in response to the conﬂict.Thus,for example,
do they invoke the right to self-defense as speciﬁed in the UN Charter or not? How do
they treat the prisoners they take in the conﬂict? Are the prisoners treated as criminals,
illegal combatants, or as prisoners of war? The third kind of fact concerns the orders
given by the governments involved to the armed forces and the police. What are the
rules of engagement under which they are acting?
Institutional facts such as the above are – following John Searle’ s pioneering work
into socialontology (Searle 1995,2010) – often considered to be representationalfacts.
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Institutionalfacts existbecause they are represented as existing.They are representationdependent facts. Alasdair MacIntyre for example has pointed out that in order for
someone to be an oﬃcer,the person in question must “be recognized as an oﬃcer by
his subordinates, by his superiors, and by civilians. When, as in Russia in 1917, this
condition ceases to hold,there cease to be oﬃcers.” (MacIntyre 1973,p.3) This is also
true of other institutional facts.If no one believed that the Government of the United
States was the Government of the United States it would not be the Government of the
United States.
Letus now take a closer look atconﬂicts between states and how institutionalfacts of
the second and third institutional kinds help determine whether or not these conﬂicts
are wars or not. The simple lesson from these cases is that whether or not a conﬂict
actually is a war,partially depends on whether or notthey are represented as wars by the
parties involved in the conﬂict.
Consider for example the so-called phoney war between France and the UK on the
one hand,and Germany on the other hand,in the opening eightmonths ofWorld War
Two.The phoney war involved almost no use offorce along the border between France
and Germany.There were however some navalbattles during this period.In any case,
this is a conﬂict which probably would not have counted as a war, had it not been
represented as a war by the parties involved.
Rosa Brooks has suggested that “war is whatever powerful states say it is” (Brooks
2016, p. 218) While I believe that wars at least to some extent depend on being
represented as wars, I do not believe that this is entirely true. Thus, for example,
even though there were no acts of war between Soviet and Japan after 1945,they did
not issue a joint declaration to the eﬀect that the war had ended until 1956.A formal
peace treaty has still not been entered.In retrospect however,it is quite clear that the
war actually ended in 1945. So even though two states claim to be at war, this is not
enough for them to actually be at war.
Two conﬂicts that show the importance of how the parties themselves represent the
conﬂict for whether or not a conﬂict counts as a war are the Falklands war and the
Sino-Soviet border conﬂict of 1969.The latter conﬂict centred around the smallisland
Zhenbao in the Ussuri river along the border. Between 900 and 1000 soldiers were
killed in the Falklands War,and at least on some accounts,the number of casualties in
the Sino-Soviet conﬂict was also between 900 and 1000 soldiers.6 So the amount of
violence in both conﬂicts mightroughly have been the same.Nevertheless,itis only the
Falklands War that is normally classiﬁed as a war.
The main diﬀerence between the Falklands war and the Sino-Russian conﬂict is
that the former conﬂict,but not the latter,was represented by the parties involved as
a war. Neither Argentina nor the UK formally declared war against each other, but
the UK invoked the right to self-defense as speciﬁed in the UN charter and granted
captive Argentinians the status of prisoners of war. The Sino-Soviet border conﬂict
on the other hand never appears to have been represented by the parties of the
conﬂict as a war in any sense. The institutional context of these two conﬂicts was
very diﬀerent,which explains why one conﬂict but not the other lies in the extension
of the term “war.”
So in conclusion one of the most important contextual parameters with respect to
whether a conﬂict can be adequately classiﬁed as a war or not is how the parties to the
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conﬂict represent the conﬂict.Armed conﬂicts sometimes qualify as wars because they
are represented as such by the parties ofthe conﬂict.One ofthe main lessons from this
is thatthe legalconceptofwar cannotreadily be separated from the politicalconceptof
war.Whether or nota conﬂictis a war in the legalsense ofthe word frequently depends
on how the conﬂict is represented by the political leaders of the states involved.

4. Hybrid war
Hybrid wars are on the conception used here armed conﬂicts which countas borderline
cases of war.It is however important to point out that the status of these conﬂicts may
be unclear in two diﬀerent ways.The unclarity may be of an ontological nature,and it
may be of an epistemological nature.I believe that this distinction can help clarify some
of the confusions surrounding the concept of hybrid war.
An ontological unclarity concerns a case in which the conﬂict lies in the range of
application for where it is permissible to draw the boundary between peace and war.If
this is the case,itis completely arbitrary whether or notwe chose to classify the conﬂict
as a war or not.Even ifthe relevantcontextualfacts are known,there may simply be no
non-arbitrary answer as to whether an attack constitutes an act of war or not and
whether or not the defender has a legal right to respond with the use of armed force.
The border between attacks which qualiﬁes as acts of war,and those which do not is
arbitrary and cannot be given an exact speciﬁcation in laws.With respect to the borderline cases, there is no legal answer as to whether they qualify as acts of war or not.
Whether or not an attack is an act of war is in such cases a political matter rather than
a legalmatter.The answer to the question depends upon the politicaldecisions taken by
the attacked country.The attack mightwith equaljustiﬁcation be treated as an actofwar
as not being an act of war.The decision ultimately resides with the politicians.7
The second way in which there may be unclarity with respect to whether or not
a conﬂict qualiﬁes as a war or not is epistemological.I am here thinking of cases where
one or both of the parties to the conﬂict lack knowledge of the relevant contextual
parameters ofthe conﬂict.Since the contextualparameters help determine whether or not
a conﬂict actually is a conﬂict,lack of knowledge of the relevant parameters may lead to
a case where there is no ontological indeterminacy with respect to whether a conﬂict
counts as a war or not,but where one or both of the parties lack evidence to that eﬀect.
Consider for example the fact that one of the main contextual parameters is the
institutional context in which the conﬂict occurs. Is the attacker acting under orders
from a foreign government or not? If it is a foreign government,what is the intention
behind the attack? Which types of violence – if any – is its armed force permitted to
use? And under what orders did the armed forces act when attacking? The answers to
allthese questions help determine whether or not an armed conﬂict qualiﬁes as a war.
The problem arises if the defender does not know the institutionalcontext in which
the attack occurs.If that is the case,there might well be a non-arbitrary answer as to
whether the attack qualiﬁes as an act of war. It might for example be true that the
conﬂict in question is a war.But the defender would not know this since she does not
know the context in which the attack occurs. The attacker might hide her intentions,
deny involvement,and attack with soldiers with their insignia removed.In this case,it
might be impossible for one of the states to make a non-arbitrary and true judgment
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with respect to whether or not the states are at war, but there may well be a nonarbitrary answer to the question of whether or not this is the case.
Let us now say that a conﬂict is vague in the proper sense of the word when the
conﬂict is a borderline case and non-vague when this is not the case.Thus,a conﬂict is
vague if there is no non-arbitrary answer with respect to the question of whether the
conﬂict is a war or not.And let us say that a conﬂict is transparent when both parties
know all the relevant institutional facts and opaque when this is not the case.
If we combine the epistemological dimension with the ontological dimension, we
end up with four diﬀerent types of conﬂict. Let the horizontal dimension below
represent the ontological dimension and the vertical dimension represent the epistemological dimension.
Non-vague

Vague

Transparent

NormalWars

Transparent and vague conﬂicts

Opaque

Opaque wars

Opaque and vague conﬂicts

For present purposes, it is only the upper left corner, which does not qualify as
a hybrid war.The types of conﬂicts in the right column are both vague.The conﬂict in
the lower leftcorner is notvague,butfrom the viewpointofone ofthe participants itis
impossible to make a warranted and true judgment with respect to whether or not it is
in a state of war.
A given conﬂict may obviously move from one category to another. Consider for
example, the invasion of Crimea in 2014. In late February of 2014, “little green men”
suddenly started to appear in Crimea and gradually started to take control of the
peninsula. The then acting Ukrainian President Oleksandr Turchynov initially (on
27 February 2014) described the takeover of governmental buildings in Crimea as an
attack by “unidentiﬁed people with automatic weapons.” (Saul 2014) President
Turchynov may at this point have been unaware of the extent of the Russian involvement in the attack.So perhaps it was naturalto describe it as an attack by unidentiﬁed
persons. A day later he accused Russia of being involved in the attack. However, he
failed to describe the attack as an act of war.(Meyer et al.2014)
It would thus appear that the Crimean invasion of 2014 was initially an attack where
the Ukrainian government did not know who the attacker was. At that stage of the
conﬂict,they lacked relevantknowledge ofthe contextin which the attack occurred.After
they learned that Russia was involved in the attack,the conﬂictwas stillvague,butitwas
no longer opaque to the Ukrainian government.
In a paper suggesting that there is not much new in hybrid warfare, Merle Maigre
points out that the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan “began with hybrid tactics when 700
Soviet troops dressed in Afghan uniforms seized key military and administrative
buildings in Kabul” (Maigre 2015, p. 2). Maigre thus describes our lower left corner.
There was nothing vague aboutthe Afghanistan War.In retrospectand with knowledge
of all relevant contextual facts, it is quite clear that it was no borderline war. But the
ﬁrst day (or rather evening) was indeed characterized by a false ﬂag attack which
presumably confused the defenders to the extent that they did not know that they
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were under attack from the Soviet Union.Thus,a decent case could be made that the
ﬁrst evening of the Russian War in Afghanistan can best be described as a conﬂict
which was epistemically opaque but ontologically non-vague. Obviously, the conﬂict
quickly moved to being epistemically transparent.
Viewed from the epistemic perspective of the defender,an opaque conﬂict is consequently as diﬃcult to respond to as a transparent but vague conﬂict.In both cases,any
decision on whether or not to represent the conﬂict as a war would not be based on
knowledge. The diﬀerence is that opaque conﬂicts may be genuinely non-vague conﬂicts,in which case the unclarity is merely epistemological and not ontological.
So far,Ihave given a few examplesofsituationswhere an internationalrelation between
two statesmovesfrom being a clearcutcase ofpeace to a vague oropaque form ofconﬂict–
a hybrid war.Itishoweverimportantto note thathybrid warsmay also develop outofclear
cases of war. Emile Simpson, criticising the traditional concept of war, notes that the
Napoleonic Wars “involved relatively long periods of peace” and concludes that this
shows the limitations of the traditionalconcept of war (Simpson 2012,p.26).This may
well be true with respect to the Napoleonic wars,but this type of conﬂict which moves
between intensive and less intensive phases could also involve intermittenthybrid phases.
Thismay forexample be true ofa conﬂictwhich movesfrom being a non-vague case ofwar
to a borderline case ofwar and then either to peace or back again to a non-vague case of
war.One example of this type of conﬂict may be the current conﬂict in the Donbas area
which could plausibly be described as moving between phases which are clear casesofwar,
and phases which can bestbe described as borderline cases ofwar.

5. Two kinds of opaqueness and deception in conflicts
I have suggested thata conﬂictis opaque ifone ofthe parties ofthe conﬂictlacks relevant
knowledge ofthe nature ofthe conﬂict.Knowledge is however normally taken to require
both justiﬁcation (or “warrant”) and truth.Consequently,a conﬂict may be opaque both
in the sense that one party (normally the defender) lacks evidence to form a justiﬁed
belief as to the nature of the conﬂict,and in the sense that the belief formed is false.
Let us take a closer look at these two kinds of opaqueness. First, a party of the
conﬂict might have insuﬃcient evidence for making a warranted judgment as to the
nature of the conﬂict. This seems for example to have been the Ukrainian dilemma
during the ﬁrst hours of the Crimean conﬂict. They did not know the identity of the
“little green men” that started to take over key government buildings in Crimea.
A successful false ﬂag attack on the other hand is best characterized in a diﬀerent
way. If an attack is a false ﬂag attack, the defender actually has suﬃcient (but not
conclusive) evidence for making a warranted judgment with respect to the identity of
the attacker. Thus, for example, if the false ﬂag attack in Afghanistan was indeed
a success with respect to its deceptive dimensions, the defenders would have had
evidence that justiﬁed a judgment to the eﬀect that the attackers operated on behalf
of some part of the Afghan military.
In the false ﬂag case however,the evidence supplied to the defender would have been
false.And the judgmentwould,while justiﬁed,also be false.Ifyou see troops dressed in
Afghan uniforms you are normally justiﬁed in believing that they serve the Afghan
military. But while the evidence justifies this judgment it is inconclusive and does not
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entailthatthe judgmentis true.It merely makes it likely thatthe judgmentis true.And
in this particular case,the judgment was false.
A successful false ﬂag attack is consequently characterized by the defender having
erroneous beliefs about what is going on, rather than having insuﬃcient evidence for
making a warranted judgment with respect to the nature of the conﬂict or the identity
of the attacker. The epistemic situation for the defender is however in one important
respectthe same in both cases.The defender does notknow the nature ofthe conﬂictor
the identity of the attacker.The diﬀerence is that in one case the defender is aware of
his or her epistemic limitations. In the other case, the defender is misled and led to
believe something that is false.
Even when an attacker in a hybrid conﬂict – as in the case of Crimea – takes active
measures to worsen the epistemologicalsituation ofthe defender,the opaqueness ofthe
situation rarely persists for more than a few hours or a day or two.Rare is the case in
the history of warfare where a defender has not found out the identity of the attacker
after a few hours or a day or two.
It is true thatit is diﬃcult to concealthe identity ofthe attacker ofa “normal” attack
with military force for more than a few hours or a day. The frequent use of special
operations and cyber-attacks in hybrid conﬂicts however means that there is
a dimension to such conﬂicts where it is possible to conceal both the identity of the
attacker and the extent of the attack for a longer time.
Consider for example an attack by one country on another country that begins by
extensive cyber-attacks and covert operations such as sabotage and terrorism. Let us
also assume that both the extent of the cyber-attack (information pertaining to which
systems are penetrated) and the identity of the attacker is concealed.Similarly,the acts
of terrorism and sabotage are false ﬂag attacks. If this is the case, we might have
a situation where one state attacks another state without the latter state knowing either
the extent of the attack or the identity of the attacker.
If this attack is followed by a more traditional military attack,albeit a low-intensity
attack on a par with the invasion of Crimea, the defender would need to know the
extent of the preliminary operations (the cyber-attacks, the sabotage and the terrorist
acts) and the identity of those responsible for the attack in order to correctly assess the
nature of the military attack.If,for example,the defender erroneously believes that the
state responsible for the military attack was not responsible for the preceding preliminary operations, the defender would obviously lack information relevant to ascertaining whether or not the military attack is of a suﬃcient intensity to qualify as an act
of war or not. Even if the preceding operations are not acts of war themselves, they
pertain to the contextual factors that help determine whether or not the outbreak of
more traditional military hostilities qualiﬁes as a war or not.
We might obviously go even further and assume (pace Rid 2012) that a cyber-attack
actually mightqualify in itselfas an actofwar.Consequently,we could in the future see
genuine cases of (cyber) wars where the identity and extent of the attacker is concealed
from the defender and where the defender is supplied both evidence that misleads her
with respect to the extent of the attack and identity of the attacker.
In traditional wars, it is diﬃcult to mislead a defender with respect to the identity
and extent of an attack for more than a very short time. Cyber-attacks are however
more diﬃcult to analyse both with respect to their extent and with respect to the
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identity of the attacker.It is thus quite possible that a defender might persist in a state
ofepistemic opaqueness for a much longer time with respectto cyber-attacks than with
respect to ordinary “kinetic” attacks.
In this kind of scenario,we might have a situation where the evidence clearly points
at one state (or organization) as responsible for the attack, even though this state is
innocent. Consequently, the situation might be one where the defender is at an
epistemologicaldisadvantage,but does not even know that it lacks relevant knowledge
of the context in which the attack occurs. This kind of attack is obviously not that
uncommon in the history of terrorism; if cyberspace is opened up as a dimension to
ﬁght wars in,we might also see this kind of conﬂict in ordinary wars.

6. Hybrid war and the defender’s dilemma
The indeterminate nature ofhybrid warsleadsto a dilemma forthe defender.Ifa state isthe
subjectofan attack where itis indeterminate whether or notthe attack counts as an actof
war,the defending state may have a reason to representthe conﬂictas an actofwar.Butif
the defending state represents the conﬂictas a war,then the contextualparameters ofthe
conﬂict is changed.And that may well lead to an escalation – which it might be in the
interestofthe defender to avoid.Letus unpack this dilemma more closely.
A state that is the subject of an attack by another state has a good reason to defend
itself.Ifthe state is the subjectofan attack thatqualiﬁes as an actofwar,then ithas the
right to use force in order to defend itself.The United States,for example,had a casus
bello against Japan after the attack on Pearl Harbor.The latter attack gave the United
States a good reason to authorize its armed forces to use force against Japan.
Itis importantto pointoutthatthe reason mentioned is a legalreason.A state thatis
the subject of an act of war by another state acquires a legalreason to respond in kind.
That is to say, the attacked state may acquire a right to use force in response. Under
other circumstances a state may also acquire an obligation to use force.To give but one
example, a state that is the subject of an act of war may invoke international treaties
such as the UN Charter which gives it a right to use force in self-defence.And it may
also appealto its allies,if it has any,which may be treaty-bound to help in the event of
war,but presumably not in the event of mere unrest.
Opting to representa grey-zone attack as an actofwar however,alters the contextual
parameters of the conﬂict. We have seen that the contextual parameters of a conﬂict
involve various institutionalfacts,including how the parties of the conﬂict conceive of
it.If the defending party choses to represent the attack as an act of war,the contextual
parameters of the conﬂict change. It may actually turn the conﬂict from a grey-zone
conﬂict,to a conﬂict that is clearly a war.
A shift in the context may be sufficient to turn the conﬂict from one that is
indeterminate with respect to whether it is a war or not, to one that is determinately
a war.If the context is shifting,the range of application shifts as well.A conﬂict with
a given intensity may be in the range of application for where it is arbitrary whether it
qualiﬁes as a war or not. Once context is shifted however, the same conﬂict with the
same intensity may be outside the range ofapplication.Itmay have become a clear case
of war.In some conﬂicts,the fact that one party starts representing a conﬂict as a war,
may actually turn the conﬂict from a borderline case of war to a clear case of war.
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Representing a conﬂictas a war,could thus lead to an escalation ofthe conﬂict.Ifthe
defender classiﬁes the attack as an act of war, the situation changes not only for the
defender,but also for the attacker.Ifthe defender starts to represent an attack as an act
of war, that may turn a grey-zone conﬂict into a real war. But then obviously the
attacker will escalate as well.
The threatofescalation seems to have been a factor in the Ukrainian response to the
Russian invasion of Crimea. During the invasion of Crimea, Russia held a massive
military exercise along the border of Ukraine. The force involved was so huge that it
functioned as a plausible threatto Ukraine.(Rácz 2015,p.74,Norberg et al.2014,p.41)
If Ukraine declared that Russia had invaded Crimea,it would thus have to risk a major
conﬂict with this force. Any declaration to the eﬀect that Ukraine was at war with
Russia would obviously increase the risk of the open use of force by Russia against
Ukraine.Thus,the decision ofhow to classify a hybrid attack was in this case a political
decision and like other political decisions various parties tried to inﬂuence which
decision was ultimately taken.Ukraine in the end opted not to represent the attack as
an act of war by Russia – the main reason was presumably the fear of escalation.
The type ofstrategy thatI have described may perhaps bestbe described as a strategy
of lawfare,in the sense that law is used as a toolfor strategy.In this particular context,
the vagueness ofthe word “war” and the representation-dependence ofthe nature ofthe
conﬂict can be used by the attacker against the defender.Any representation – valid or
not – of a grey-zone attack as an act of war by the defender threatens an escalation of
the conﬂictthatthe defender rarely wants.However,any refusalto classify the attack as
an act of war severely limits the type of responses available to the defender.That is in
essence the defender’ s dilemma in this type of conﬂict.

7 Concluding words
I have suggested that conﬂicts can be assessed with respect to determinacy along two
dimensions,an ontological dimension and an epistemological dimension and that hybrid
wars are conﬂicts which are borderline cases ofwar.They can be borderline cases in both an
ontologicalsense and an epistemologicalsense.Hybrid wars are ontologicalborderline cases
when there is no non-arbitrary answer with respectto whether or nota conﬂictqualiﬁes as
a war.In this case the conﬂict is vague.Hybrid wars can however also be epistemological
borderline cases.If this is the case,at least one party – normally the defender – is denied
knowledge pertaining to the contextin which the attack occurs.Consequently,she does not
know whether the conﬂict qualiﬁes as a war or not,or even whether or not the conﬂict is
a borderline case or not.The nature ofthe conﬂictis opaque for one ofthe parties.
This leaves us with at least four types ofconﬂict.Conﬂicts can be borderline cases of
war in the ontologicalsense,in the epistemologicalsense,in both senses at once,or in
none.But it is possible to make even ﬁner distinctions.A non-vague conﬂict may for
example qualify as a war,but it may also qualify as a peaceful conﬂict. So we have in
reality three separate ontologicalalternatives – peace,war and borderline cases.We can
also distinguish between two very diﬀerent kinds of opaqueness. Conﬂicts may be
opaque both in the sense that one of the parties lacks relevant evidence with respect
to the nature of the conﬂict and in the sense that one of the parties is misled with
respect to the nature of the conﬂict.
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Given this analysis,we can see that there are no fewer than nine types of conﬂict,
only two of which fail to qualify as hybrid conﬂicts. I am thinking here of those
conﬂicts which are epistemically transparent and clear cases of either war or peace.
All other seven options are in one sense or another characterized by epistemic
opaqueness or ontological vagueness.
It goes beyond this paper to further analyse these various types of conﬂicts and
the challenges they pose for defenders and attackers alike. Suﬃce it for present
purposes to note that the challenges faced by a state that faces a non-vague war but
is misled with respect to the nature of the war is diﬀerent from the challenges
posed by a state which has a transparent view of the conﬂict and is forced to
conclude that it is a borderline case of war. Both states are however involved in
hybrid wars.

Notes
1 Authors using the term “hybrid war” in the widest possible sense so as to include not
merely the military dimension but also the informational and economic dimension,
include McCuen (2008),Scheipers (2016).Jonsson and Seely describe the same phenomenon, but prefer the term “full-spectrum conﬂict” instead of “hybrid war”. (Jonsson and
Seely 2015).
2 For the opposite kind of objection,see Fridman (2017) who objects that the term “hybrid
war” is given too restrictive a use in the literature, and opposes it to the Russian term
“gibridnaya voyna,” which encompasses political, cultural and economic dimensions as
wellas a military dimension.Duncan (2017) is of a similar opinion and argues that it fails
to adequately describe the Russian way of war.
3 This is the deﬁnition for war used by the Correlates ofWar Data project,(cfSarkees 2000).
4 I should immediately stress that this is not a criticism of the deﬁnitions made by the
Correlates of War Data project. For scientiﬁc purposes it is perfectly legitimate to draw
these kinds of sharp but arbitrary boundaries.But these deﬁnitions do not correspond to
the way the term “war” is normally understood in internationallaw or by the policymakers
themselves. Thus, for example, the conﬂict between Georgia and Russia in 2008 is
normally conceived of as a war, but is not classiﬁed as one in databases requiring 1000
battle-deaths a year (Cf Harbom and Wallensteen 2009).
5 For studies applying vagueness to law,see in particular Endicott2000 and the papers in the
anthology edited by Keil& Poscher (2016).
6 The number of casualties is unclear; estimates range from 60–140 Soviet soldiers and
39–800 Chinese soldiers. However, there can be no doubt that this was a signiﬁcant
military conﬂict. On the Fifteenth of March for example, Chinese forces involved in the
conﬂict numbered 2000 and the Soviet Union committed 50 tanks and armoured personal
carriers as well as aircrafts and artillery.(Gerson 2010,p.26).
7 For a diﬀerent take, see Echevarria (2016, p. 33), who concludes that grey-zone wars lie
below the threshold for war. If my argument is correct, this would be an erroneous
characterization. If they lie clearly below the threshold for war, they are not in the
borderline between peace and war.

Acknowledgments
Thanks are due to Alexander Almér, Randi Almäng, Lars Aurdal, Henrik Friberg Fernros,
William Mandrick and Christer Svennerlind for comments on previous versions of the paper.

DEFENCE STUDIES

203

Disclosure statement
No potentialconﬂict of interest was reported by the author.

Notes on contributor
Jan Almäng is a senior lecturer at the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences at the University of
Karlstad. He holds a PhD in Theoretical Philosophy from the University of Gothenburg
(awarded in 2007) and became a docent in the same subject at the same University in 2014.
He has previously worked as a lecturer and researcher at the University of Gothenburg,and has
been the principal researcher for two 3-year projects in the philosophy of mind,funded by the
Swedish National Research Council. Most of his research pertain to philosophy of mind and
socialontology.His work on the ontology of war and hybrid war is perhaps best conceived of as
a form of applied social ontology. Other works in progress in that area include a study of the
nature of states and failed states.

References
Bachmann, S.D. and Munoz Nosquera, A.B., 2018. Hybrid warfare as lawfare: towards
a comprehensive legalapproach.In:E.Cusumano and M.Corbe,eds.A civil-military response
to hybrid threats.Cham:Palgrave MacMillan,61–76.
Brooks,R.,2016.How everything became war and the military became everything. Tales from the
pentagon.New York:Simon & Schuster.
Bull, H., 1977. The anarchical society. A study of order in world politics. New York: Columbia
University Press.
Clausewitz,C.,1832,1993.On war.Edited and Translated by MichaelHoward and Peter Paret.
London:Everyman’ s Library.
Duncan, A.J., 2017. New ‘ hybrid war’ or old ‘ dirty tricks’ ? The gerasimov debate and Russia’ s
response to the contemporary operating environment.in Canadian Military Journal,17,6–16.
Echevarria,A.J.,2016.How Should We Think about ‘ Gray Zone Wars,in B.Renz and M.Smith
eds. Russia and Hybrid Warfare. Going Beyond the Label, Helsinki: Aleksanteri Institute,
University of Helsinki,33-39.
Fridman, O., 2017. Hybrid warfare or gibridnaya voyna? The RUSI Journal, 162, 42–49.
doi:10.1080/03071847.2016.1253370
Galeotti,M.,2016.Hybrid war or gibridnaya voina? Getting Russia’s non-linear military challenge
right.Prague:Mayak Intelligence.
Gerson, M.S., 2010. The Sino-soviet border conﬂict deterrence, escalation, and the threat of
nuclear war in 1969.Center for Naval Analysis,November.
Greenwood,C.,1992.In defence of the laws of war.In:R.A.Hinde,ed..The institution of war.
New York:St Martin’ s Press,133–148.
Harbom,L.and Wallensteen,P.,2009.Armed conﬂicts,1946–2008.Journal of peace research,46,
577–587.doi:10.1177/0022343309339112
Hoﬀman,F.G.,2007.Conflict in the 21st century: therise of hybrid wars.Arlington,VA:Potomac
Institute for Policy Studies.
Jonsson,O.and Seely,R.,2015.Russian full spectrum conﬂict.An appraisal after Ukraine.The
Journal of Slavic Military Studies,28,1–22.doi:10.1080/13518046.2015.998118
Kofman,M.and Rojansky,M.,2015.A closer look at Russia’ s “hybrid war.In:Kennan cable No.
7.Washington DC:Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars.
MacIntyre, A., 1973. The essential contestability of some social concepts. Ethics, 84, 1–9.
doi:10.1086/291897

204

J.ALMÄNG

Maigre,M.,2015.Nothing new in hybrid warfare: the Estonian experience and recommendations
for NATO. The German Marshall Fund of the United States February 2015 Available from:
http://www.gmfus.org/ﬁle/4272/download Accessed 08 Sep 2017.
McCuen, J.J., 2008. Hybrid wars. Military Review, Mar–Apr, pp 107–113. DOI:10.1016/j.
alcohol.2008.01.001
Meyer,H.,Shatalova,E.,and Choursina,K.,2014.Ukraine’s Turchynov sees Russia involvement in
Crimea.Bloomberg 2014-02-28.Available from:http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/201402-28/gunmen-occupy-crimea-airports-as-ukraine-seeks-imf-ﬁnancial-aid Accessed 16 Aug 2016.
NATO,2010.AJP-01(D) Allied Joint Doctrine.Brussels:NATO Standardization Agency.
NATO,2017.AJP-01 Allied Joint Doctrine Edition E Version 1 FEBRUARY 2017.Brussels:NATO
Standardization Oﬃce.
Norberg,J.,Westerlund,F.,and Franke,U.,2014.The Crimea operation.Implications for future
Russian military interventions. In: N. Granholm, J. Malminen, and G. Persson, eds. A rude
awakening. ramifications of Russian aggression towards Ukraine.Stockholm:FOI,41–50.
Rácz,A.,2015.Russia’s hybrid war in Ukraine: breaking the enemy’s ability to resist.Helsinki:The
Finnish Institute of International Aﬀairs.
Raﬀman,D.,2014.Unruly words. A study of vague language.Oxford:Oxford University Press.
Renz, B. and Smith, H., 2016. Russia and hybrid warfare. Going beyond the label. Helsinki:
Kikimora Publications.
Rid, T., 2012. Cyber war will not take place. The Journal of Strategic Studies, 35, 5–32.
doi:10.1080/01402390.2011.608939
Sarkees,M.R.,2000.The correlates of war data on war:an update to 1997.Conflict Management
and Peace Science,18,123–144.doi:10.1177/073889420001800105
Saul,H.,2014.Ukraine crisis:presidentTurchynov warns against‘ military aggression’ in Crimea.
The Independent, 02–27. Available from: http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/
ukraine-crisis-president-turchynov-warns-against-military-aggression-in-crimea-9157440.
htmlAccessed 16 Aug 2016.
Scheipers,S.,2016.Winning wars withoutbattles:hybrid warfare and other 'indirect'approaches
in the history of strategic thought.in B.Renz and M.Smith eds.Russia and Hybrid Warfare.
Going Beyond the Label,Helsinki:Aleksanteri Institute,University of Helsinki,47-51
Searle,J.R.,1995.The construction of social reality.New York:The Free Press.
Searle, J.R.,2010.Making the social world. The structure of human civilization. Oxford:Oxford
University Press.
Simpson, E., 2012. War from the ground up. Twenty-first century combat as politics. London:
Hurst and Company.
Tenenbaum, E., 2015. Hybrid warfare in the strategic spectrum: an historical assessment. In:
G.Lasconjarias and J.A.Larsen,eds.NATO’s response to hybrid threats.Rome:NATO Defence
College,95–112.
Van Puyvelde, K., 2015. Hybrid war - does it even exist?. In: NATO review. Available from:
http://www.nato.int/docu/Review/2015/Also-in-2015/hybrid-modern-future-warfare-russiaukraine/EN/index.html Accessed 18 Sep 2017
Whetham, D., 2016b. Cyber Chevauchées. In: F. Allhoﬀ, A. Henschke, and B.J. Strawser, eds.
Binary bullets. The ethics of cyberwarfare.Oxford:Oxford University Press,75–88.

