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Abstract 

This thesis examines the meaning and construction of the debated concept of hybrid 

war/warfare in the existing scholarly literature. The identified research problem stems from 

the lack of reflection on the conceptual reasoning and thought that underpins the nature of 

war, which relates to the fact that a historical linguistic perspective is neglected in most 

studies on war. Through this study, conceptual history theory has demonstrated its utility in 

War Studies by illustrating the benefit of applying a historically focused lens on debated and 

contested concepts. Thus, demonstrating how both a synchronic and diachronic perspective is 

necessary to examine how the meaning and construction of a concept change over time.  

 

The analysis aims to answer the question of how the meaning of the hybrid war concept has 

developed in the existing body of literature between 2008-2021. Based on the analysis, it was 

observed that the greatest shift in terms of the meaning and use of the concept occurred after 

the Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014. The previously optimistic anticipation of hybrid 

war in future was replaced with a more critical understanding of the concept itself, and the 

prospect of its future. All in all, the result of this thesis, beside the observed shift in the 

meaning and construction of the hybrid war concept, is that conceptual history theory can 

contribute to the understanding of contested and debated concepts related to the nature of war. 
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1. Introduction 

Therefore I say: “Know the enemy and know yourself; in a hundred battles you will never be 

in peril. When you are ignorant of the enemy but know yourself, your chances of winning or 

losing are equal. If ignorant both of your enemy and yourself, you are certain in every battle 

to be in peril.”  

(Sun Tzu, 2005: 125). 

 

The military conflicts following the end of the Cold War in 1991 have challenged the 

understanding of war since the boundaries between war and peace have become blurred. This 

development has caused some scholarly disputes concerning the change in the nature of war, 

as well as new characteristics proposed. For example, Angstrom (2005) identifies three major 

debates concerning the nature of war after the Cold War that all discuss “whether or not there 

is something new in modern war.” (Angstrom, 2005: 2-3, 4 italics in original). The first 

debate concerns the change from states being the main actor that characterized the Cold War 

Era towards low-intensity warfare, such as terrorism, suggesting that these types of conflicts 

are new. The second debate concerns the argument that new technologies have changed the 

nature of war. The third debate contends that some features of war itself are new, suggesting 

that wars have become virtual and disconnected from society (Angstrom, 2005: 4, 16-17). 

These three types of debates discussed by Angstrom can all be related to the hybrid war 

concept.  

 

The most common understanding and definition of hybrid warfare in research stems from 

Frank Hoffman’s reflection of Hezbollah during the 2006 Lebanon War (Hoffman, 2007). In 

the following years the concept became more recognized, both in policy and in the scholarly 

debate, concering what it was and what it could entail for future conflicts. The Russian 

annexation of Crimea in 2014 marked a critical event of the continuing discussion of hybrid 

war. After 2014, the idea and argument of a Russian hybrid war emerged and became 

prominent in both military circles, as well as defence and policy circles (for example Renz & 

Smith, 2016). 
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1.1 Research Problem 

As the introducing quote by the military general and philosopher Sun Tzu demonstrates, 

knowing yourself and the enemy is vital to be successful in war. However, this is challenging 

since concepts of war, for example hybrid war, is contested and ambiguous in its nature. In 

the post-Cold War era, hybrid war has become a popular buzzword to describe the indicated 

change in the nature and occurrence of modern conflicts, especially after the annexation of 

Crimea by Russia in 2014 (Hughes, 2020: 132). However, there is a tendency in the existing 

debate of hybrid war to create and provide a definition of the concept that can be applied as 

theory to explain modern conflicts (for example Reichborn-Kjennerud & Cullen, 2016: 2). 

These attempts ignore the fact that concepts will always be debated and contested, thus 

difficult to define. Moreover, the existing research and analysis often overlook the reasoning 

and thought that underpins the nature of war. Consequently, the understanding of the nature of 

war has become “just a tacit assumption in analyses of the causes of modern wars” 

(Angstrom, 2005: 3). Therefore, the current research field on hybrid war lacks studies from a 

historical perspective on the concept itself. This causes historical illiteracy when the present is 

understood independent from the historical past (Echevarria, 2016: 8). Part of the research 

problem is therefore the lack of historical acknowledgement to the understanding of concepts 

of war, hence limited reflection on the construction and meaning in existing research. Or as 

argued by Latour (1993), in his book We have never been modern, the field of science has 

been constructed as a dichotomy, for example war and peace, but to be truly modern one must 

construct hybrid solutions (Latour, 1993: 10-11).  

 

This thesis is therefore an attempt to bring clarity to the conceptual challenge surrounding the 

contested concept of hybrid war by applying conceptual history theory. Conceptual history 

presumes that the linguistic use of social and political concepts creates our understanding of 

the world, however concepts are historically anchored and is constantly changing, thus never 

stable over time (Kurunmaki, 2012: 177). In comparison to other linguistically focused 

theories, such as discourse analysis, conceptual history tries to bring the concept’s meaning in 

their own historical context to the surface (Kurunmaki, 2012: 177). A conceptual history 

analysis focuses on the perspectives and perceptions that people convey in their own 

historical context by conducting both a synchronous and a diachronic analysis (Kurunmaki, 

2012: 183-184). By performing a conceptual history study on the research field itself, the lack 

of historical studies on concepts of war can be diminished. Also, conceptual history can 
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contribute with historically anchored research to the existing hybrid war literature and cast 

light onto the fundamentals of how concept works given their contested and debated nature.  

1.2 Research Question and Aim 

Hybrid war has become a popular term in the military debate over the last two decades, the 

objective of study is the debate on hybrid war and the literature that has been produced in that 

vein. The purpose of this thesis is to shed light onto the development of the meaning of hybrid 

war in the hybrid war debate. Conceptual history is important as a less known research 

paradigm that contributes with historical perspectives on debated and challenged concepts in 

politics and society. In contrast to, for example correspondence theory of language, 

conceptual history presumes that the use of language and concepts creates our understanding 

of the world and reality. By applying conceptual history theory to the existing literature of the 

hybrid war debate, less researched aspects of contested concepts and language can be brought 

to light, thus contributing with historically constructed knowledge to the existing research 

field. Based on this, this thesis will answer the following research question: How has the 

meaning and understanding of the concept of hybrid war changed and evolved? 

 

By analysing journal articles and book chapters published between 2008-2021, an 

understanding of the overarching development of meaning can be studied. This thesis aims to 

offer new insights to the field of War Studies and hybrid war by using a less used research 

paradigm. By emphasizing history in War Studies research, this thesis aims to demonstrate 

how conceptual history, as suggested by Koselleck, can be used to create a deeper 

understanding of concepts and language, and its relation to history, in the existing research. 

Thus, bring clarity to the different meanings expressed in the hybrid war debate. Conceptual 

history theory can therefore contribute with new insights of debated and contested concepts to 

the larger field of War Studies.   

 

The empirical material has been selected to reflect the overall research field to answer the 

research question. Therefore, as an example, articles that conduct case studies with little 

connection to the conceptual understanding of hybrid war, or articles solely discussing 

Russian hybrid war/warfare without any conceptual discussion have been omitted in the 

study. The reason this study is limited to the years between 2008-2021 is because it was after 

the article Conflict in the 21st Century: The Rise of Hybrid Wars by Frank G. Hoffman in 

2007 that the concept of hybrid war gained a wider interest, especially in the West (for 
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example Monaghan, 2019: 84). The focus of analysis will be the existing field of literature on 

hybrid war since research influences the political and military debate.  

1.3 Key Terms Explained 

There is no clearly established understanding what differentiates hybrid war from hybrid 

warfare. Although looking at Hoffman’s famous article where he defines hybrid war, he 

distinguishes between the two terms. For example, hybrid war is used to refer to the war itself 

as a phenomenon of conflict between states and non-state actors, while hybrid warfare refers 

to the forces used, thus the mode of war (Hoffman, 2007: 8-9). Although, many articles and 

books use the two terms to refer to the same phenomenon, which is the blending of regular 

and irregular means and methods, without clearly distinguishing between them (for example 

Racz, 2017; Mansoor, 2012). This thesis will use the terms hybrid war and hybrid warfare 

interchangeably to refer to the concept of hybrid war that concerns both the conflict and the 

type of forces used. 
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2. Previous Research  

The identified previous research of this thesis is the existing research studying the role of 

language in different contexts. Research studying how language impacts the understanding of 

the reality and the process of policy making has therefore been examined.   

2.1 Language and The World 

The role of language in any field of science is significant, thus it has been widely examined. 

For example, Pelinka (2007: 130) contends that language is political, thus must be understood 

and examined as a political phenomenon. Language can therefore describe politics, as well as 

be instrumental in the misinterpretation of politics. Depending on how one uses language it 

has the capability to, for example, be used to create nations (Pelinka, 2007: 131). In relation to 

this thesis, this is an example of how different perceptions of language can shape the way we 

act and understand the hybrid war concept, as well as contemporary conflicts.   

 

One way to study inequalities caused by language is discourses, the study of what is included 

or excluded in a particular context, thus what is said and what is silenced. Blommaert (2005: 

68) contends that language has the capacity to “create favourable conditions for a desired 

uptake”, meaning that language is power. The presumption of this perspective is that 

discourses carry an established shape when they travel to new social contexts, but their value, 

meaning, or function seldom travel along. This is because they need to be granted by others, 

thus get a “value” in the new context. Discourses can therefore be studied based on how 

different shapes get valued and altered depending on which social context they occur in. 

When this happens, the value of these linguistic tools or skills can take different directions 

(Blommaert, 2005: 72). In the case of hybrid warfare, the way the concept is spoken about in 

different contexts varies, for example in terms of meaning and definition, hence its value in 

terms of relevance may differ depending on who says it and in what social context. From a 

poststructuralist view, language is fundamental in the creation of a discourse. Debrix (2015) 

examines constructivism and poststructuralism as two perspectives of non-foundationalist 

thinking on how to understand and analyse International Relations. Language from a 

constructivist perspective is understood as a prerequisite and tool to achieve things in the 

world, while from a poststructuralist perspective language is understood as textual practices 

(Debrix, 2015: 7, 12). Here it becomes evident that depending on how language is perceived, 

it will lead to different outcomes and understandings of reality. 
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A somewhat similar division concerning what aspect of language that is emphasised can be 

found in contemporary conceptual history that is often referring to Reinhard Koselleck and 

Quentin Skinner. According to Jordheim (2003: 174-175), the difference between Koselleck 

and Skinner can be found in their different objects of analysis and the meaning of intentions. 

Conceptual history, in accordance with Koselleck, concerns the concepts' own temporality 

and experiences, as well as the theories that are inherent in them (Jordheim, 2003: 140-142). 

Skinner on the other hand emphasizes the socio-political language to understand the 

intentions behind specific rhetoric or to find the discourses that enable specific statements 

(Jordheim, 2003: 146; Skinner, 2002: 182). Consequently, conceptual history as described by 

Koselleck concerns semantics and temporality, while speech acts, as argued by Skinner, 

focuses on pragmatism and rhetoric (Jordheim, 2003: 128-129). Nevertheless, if one applies 

conceptual history as suggested by Koselleck or Skinner, conceptual history can contribute 

with perspectives that concerns the construction and being of language itself. Instead of 

reconstructing or deconstructing language to understand the reality, as suggested by 

constructivist and poststructuralist thought, conceptual history offers perspectives to 

understand language as a historical phenomenon that influences our understanding of social 

and political phenomena.  

 

The presumption of conceptual history is that the world is constructed using concepts, thus 

language. Conceptual history is an attempt to study what is beneath the surface of a concept 

and expose the deeper pattern of thoughts and change (Lindberg, 2005: 6). By studying how 

concepts are being used in language, one can study the function of concepts through its 

historical change of both the meaning and its social context. Jordheim notes that if language 

contains experiences where previous experiences are replaced by new ones, then all texts can 

be read as collections of experience (Jordheim, 2003: 154). Conceptual history is thus about 

clarifying how different terms and concepts are being used and what they refer to, to create 

understanding of a specific phenomenon (Lindberg, 2005: 8). Also, the study of other 

concepts that were in use at the same time are important to acknowledge (Kurunmaki, 2012: 

178).  

 

A contrasting perspective to this understanding is the correspondence theory of truth. There 

are several different branches of correspondence theory of truth, and how each of these assess 

if something is true. Broadly speaking, these can be divided into object-based or fact-based, 

depending on whether the corresponding reality is believed to be an object or fact (Kunne, 
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2003: 93). What is interesting here is how reality exists due to the use of language. The 

correspondence theory of truth presumes that for X to be true, it must fulfil a condition of Y. 

For example, according to the pragmatic theory of truth, X is true if Y is pragmatically useful 

(Lewis, 2001: 275). From this perspective the reality is constructed in a positivist mind-world 

dualism. Therefore, for something to hold true is dependent on how one uses language to 

construct claims about the world and reality.  

2.2 Concepts: Possibilities and Limitations 

Depending on how language is used, possibilities and/or limitations can be constructed in a 

specific situation or context. Schedler (2010: 1) argues that from a pragmatic perspective, 

concepts are the basic unit of linguistic action. Therefore, they become practical tools that 

enable various possibilities. Many concepts in political science are complex and contested, 

hence it cannot be taken for granted that there is a shared understanding (Schedler, 2014: 4). 

Based on this presumption, Schedler argues that conceptual confusion can be divided into the 

categories of ambiguity, vagueness, and definitional defects, that stems from three different 

sources of “terms, meanings, and referents” (Schedler, 2010: 5). For example, ambiguity can 

arise if there are several synonyms that overlap each other, thus the semantic field is 

unspecified. Furthermore, concepts are abstractions that allow us to speak about a 

phenomenon in general. As a result, a concept becomes vague if it is unclear how and what 

phenomenon it refers to. Lastly, semantic definitions are prone to cause confusion, for 

example by being contradictory or tautological (Schedler, 2010: 5-7). 

 

The discussed vagueness offered by Schedler is further studied by Almang (2019). Almang 

studies the gray zone as the space where hybrid wars, as obscure conflicts, take place by 

analysing the concepts of war and peace (Almang, 2019: 190). War differs according to 

Almang from other vague words since what determines if a conflict qualifies as war or not is 

the subjective interpretation by the parties of the conflict, which to some extent determines 

the boundaries of the extension of the term (Almang, 2019: 190). War as a term thus becomes 

obscure and dependent on the eyes of the beholder - usually the attacked state. Based on the 

notion that hybrid wars as conflicts are borderline cases of war, war is vague due to the 

difficulty to properly interpret the nature of the conflict. Accordingly, war in this case can be 

interpreted and understood in various ways since the concept is vague in terms of its relation 

to the semantic field and the phenomenon it tries to adhere to (Almang, 2019: 196).  
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Concepts are often central in the work of science, although often surrounded with ambiguity, 

confusion, and disputes, hence the need to further extend and adapt concepts to cover existing 

models and hypotheses. Latour (1993) builds on this presumption when he argues that science 

is constructed as a dichotomy, which restrains us from being truly modern, hence the need to 

construct hybrid solutions (Latour, 1993: 10-11). Collier and Mahon therefore examines the 

work of Giovanni Sartori’s concerning conceptual traveling and stretching, by contrasting it 

with two types of nonclassical categories, namely family resemblances and radial categories. 

Through this examination, the authors find that depending on how one categorizes and 

understands a concept, it entails different consequences (Collier & Mahon, 1993: 845). The 

presumption is that categories constitute extension and intension. The difference is that 

extension concerns the set of entities of the world it refers to, while intension is the meaning 

or attributes that determine the category and the membership to it (Collier & Mahon, 1993: 

846). Using the concept of democracy, the authors further examine the implications of 

conceptual traveling by discussing the solution of introducing secondary categories to 

increase the extension of the overall category. This way of thinking allows for a broader and 

more flexible application of a category thanks to the increased extension; however, the 

flexibility can also be questioned if the category fits the studied case (Collier & Mahon, 1993: 

852). The authors therefore contend that the understanding and application of concepts have 

different implications in terms of what they can accomplish.  

In contrast to the perspective suggested by Collier and Mahon, Goertz (2006: 4) propose that 

concepts involve a theoretical and empirical analysis in a more positivist sense. Concepts 

should therefore be studied from a causal, ontological, and realist perspective. According to 

Goertz, concepts are ontological because they focus on what constitutes a phenomenon. They 

are causal since they identify ontological attributes that are fundamental in the explanatory 

logic of positivist research. Lastly, concepts are realist since they contain an empirical 

analysis of the phenomenon. Goertz concludes therefore that the positivist perspective of 

causal powers is necessary since a semantic analysis of concepts, word, and definition are 

never enough on its own (Goertz, 2006: 5).  
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2.3 Language in International Security  

The “linguistic turn” refers to the development of philosophy in the early 20th century where 

language became prominent. Discourse analysis is arguably the most dominant approach that 

stems from the linguistic turn and is often used in International Relation studies (Neumann, 

2002: 627). Moreover, Neumann (2002) argues that the linguistic turn and discourse analysis 

is not enough on their own, one needs to consider practices, the study of social action, to be 

able to study politics. Neumann attempts to find a way to “analyse social life given [the 

presumption] that social life can only play itself out in discourse” (Neumann, 2002: 627-628). 

Deetz (2003) on the other hand is critical towards the “turn” arguing that it is being taken for 

granted. The contemporary use and understanding of the linguistic turn “merely justify any 

interest in language and discourse” (Deetz, 2003: 421) while the phrase from the beginning 

referred to the relation between language and social/historical embedded perception of the 

world. Moreover, Deetz acknowledge that the linguistic turn in its original shape made clear 

that “any experience and knowledge is relative (and relevant) to the particular concepts and 

methods based on its time and place” (Deetz, 2003: 425). These elements resemble the 

presumption made by Koselleck, that conceptual history concerns studies of historical 

phenomenon that can be deduced by analysing concept’s inherent temporality.  

 

An example of theory that uses discourses, to examine and study security and the role of 

language, is the Copenhagen school that believes that security is about survival. Within the 

Copenhagen school of theorists, international relations become a security issue when an actor 

has, subjectively, defined something as an existential threat to an object’s survival. Hence it 

requires immediate and extraordinary measures to deter (Buzan et al, 1998: 21). Security is 

therefore a self-referential practice. However, for something to become securitized it needs to 

be accepted by a target audience as a security issue. Like conceptual history, the Copenhagen 

school presumes that concepts cannot be defined analytically or philosophically, rather how 

people implicitly use concepts in some ways and not others (Buzan et al, 1998: 23-26). In 

contrast to the Copenhagen school that studies securitization based on discourses and political 

constellations, conceptual history aims to increase the “awareness of the concepts we use” 

(Jordheim & Neumann, 2011: 5) in society, politics, and action (Andersen, 2003: 34). By 

studying the shaping of concepts and its relation to its socio-historical context, conceptual 

history contributes with new perspectives of contested concepts of social and political 

phenomena since they attempt to “reach into the future” (Andersen, 2003: 34-35).  
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Beside International Relations studies, language and the hybrid war concept in particular are 

also used in international security debates to construct possibilities and/or limitations (for 

example Monaghan, 2019). Internationally, the meaning and understanding of concepts may 

differ depending on the context they occur in, as well as the various linguistic proficiencies of 

the policymakers. Key concepts of political life, such as the welfare state, have been 

fundamental to shape both policy decisions and the battles over their meaning. Language and 

concepts are therefore used to “wage political battles against other actors promoting 

alternative policy prescriptions” (Beland & Petersen, 2017: 21). Barbier (2014) further 

elaborates on this complexity of language and concepts in international policymaking. He 

argues that there are three main forums at the European Union (EU) level where the language 

is debated and fought about. Moreover, Barbier argues that these are overlapping forums of 

political communication, policy communities, and scientific forums (Barbier, 2014: 63).  

The first forum of political communication uses language that is crafted elsewhere rather than 

contributing with its own original social policy language. The use of language is therefore 

often manipulated to suit their own interests, thus formulates and diffuse the social policy 

language. The second forum, social policy community, consists of a small group of members 

that are involved in the conception and implementation of social policies. The third forum, the 

scientific forum for social policy, is much more policy oriented. The impact of language is 

perhaps most noticeable here since the scientific forums tend to lack a conceptual and 

theoretical discussion since they seldom reflect upon their disciplinary approach they bring 

when they mix politics and research. Consequently, social scientists therefore must rework 

their material to reach the level of academic criteria (Barbier, 2014: 67). The concluding 

remarks Barbier proposes is the notion that the use of language is powerful in terms of how it 

is used and reproduced in policy(making). Jackson (2006) makes a similar conclusion. He 

argues that language is power since it “set the logic and possibilities of policy formulation” 

(Jackson, 2006: 2), as well as creating the wider context, thus legitimacy and social consensus 

to execute policy. In the case of the EU, English is used as the primary language, which could 

be interpreted differently depending on the actor. Methodologically, it is therefore important 

to critically examine the production of new concepts and terms in the political talks (Barbier, 

2014: 76).  
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Wigen (2015) elaborates on the same problem, as Jackson and Barbier, by examining inter-

lingual relations in International Relations. Although most languages have a concept that can 

translate the concept of “terrorist” it will have different connotations based on specific 

historical experiences of the language community it relates to. According to Wigen, 

International Relations lacks a theory on what happens when actors make legitimacy claims 

and reach agreements in different languages. Furthermore, due to the different points of 

reference, the understanding of legitimacy of political practices will therefore diverge (Wigen, 

2015: 428). The use of conceptual history can therefore be useful to analyse concepts in 

different languages. Mostly, since conceptual history believes that words and concepts collect 

and embodies meaning that relates to a “space of experience” and “horizon of expectation” 

(Koselleck, 2004b: 159).  

2.4 Defence Planning 

The defence planning of today is, for various reasons, in many aspects different and more 

challenging than before. The scope of defence debates is broad and contains various topics. 

Relevant for this thesis is the debates on the perceived threats and challenges of international 

security. Flinders (2010: 312) argues that the nature of political rule and the challenges of 

governing have changed after World War two. He emphasizes a few aspects that have 

changed or developed over the years. For example, the most noticeable is the level of public 

trust, where the belief in democracy remains high although the trust in politicians is low. 

Another example concerns the development of information communication technology and 

rapid distribution through media (Flinders, 2010: 312). In a similar manner, argues Gray 

(2010) that the defence planning is surrounded by similar changes concerning the context it 

relates to. Gray contends that the most fundamental task of defence policy and associated 

branches, is that they “seeks to provide answers to questions that have yet to be posed 

specifically.” (Gray, 2010: 160).  

 

The unknown is something that defence communities need to consider. The challenge among 

defence planners is to interpret the trends that are spotted and decide what to do with them 

(Gray, 2010: 162-163). This creates a constant demand of useful theory, which enables new 

concepts and ideas to become buzzwords, even though they do not contribute with anything 

of value. Partly, according to Gray, because of the inadequate understanding of the structure 

and dynamics of strategy among security experts to transform military effect into political 

effect, and vice versa (Gray, 2010: 165, 169). This challenge is evident in the hybrid war 
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debate on how to deter the threat from states that uses hybrid means and methods (for 

example Renz & Smith, 2016). This description of the military planning coincides with 

Dimitriu’s conclusion that the buzzwords of today are a consequence of the failure to explain 

contemporary conflicts (Dimitriu, 2020: 646).  

 

Often-used buzzwords of today’s defence debate are often criticized for being 

underdeveloped and lacking a solid theoretical foundation (for example Brands, 2016). This 

causes conceptual unpreparedness and historical illiteracy, partly because policymakers must 

focus on the present, thus treating the present as sui generis and independent of the past 

(Echevarria, 2016: 4, 8). As a result, existing and more coherent terms tend to be neglected to 

create new terminology, therefore also ignoring historical experiences and knowledge, 

causing conceptual confusion (Elkus, 2015). The challenge to get the attention of 

policymakers is according to Echevarria (2015) one reason why new buzzwords, such as 

hybrid war, have emerged. Even though they do not contribute with anything new to the 

strategic analysis, they are still used by analysts, policymakers, and scholars since they “are 

repeated more out of habit than reflection” (Echevarria, 2015). The challenges discussed 

in the paragraphs above constitutes to some extent the context that the hybrid war concept 

belong to, thus the place where the hybrid war concept is contested and debated.  

2.5 Summary of Previous Research 

Given that concepts are ambiguous, vague, and surrounded with definitional defects as 

described by Schedler (2010:5), how can one study concepts? Some influential examples have 

been discussed in this section to circle the research field that this thesis relates to. For 

example, discourses are used by many scholars to study how language can be used and 

constructed to achieve change, thus how language is power. This is evident in the 

Copenhagen school that argues that security can be created, thus self-referential, using 

discourses. Another perspective of the role of language and the construction of the world and 

reality is related to the correspondence theory of truth that uses reality to assess if the role of 

language is true and valid. Beside research on how languages relate to the world and our 

understanding of the same, there are other fields of research that have studied how concepts 

entail possibilities and limitations. Partly because concepts often cause conceptual confusion 

since concepts are characterised by being ambiguous, vague, and containing definitional 

defects.  
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This thesis also relates to the current defence debate and international security. The “linguistic 

turn” that began in the early 20th century has been influential for research and the belief that 

language is important in, for example, International Relations studies. The main difference 

between conceptual history and other theories and perspectives of language is the sole focus 

on concepts alone, not discourse, statement, or sentences. As discussed, and argued, 

conceptual history can contribute with new perspectives of concepts and language where 

other more established theories, focus on what concepts can achieve in terms of change. On 

the other hand, Koselleckian conceptual history concerns the concept itself, starting with the 

presumption that concepts are contested and cannot be defined. Moreover, conceptual history 

believes that concepts contain a wide range of condensed social and political meaning. These 

can be studied if one focus on the concept’s semantic (battle)field, thus the ambiguity of 

concepts, to extract the conceptual disagreements that says something about the past and the 

future of the same concept (Andersen, 2003: 34, 37). Consequently, conceptual history 

embraces the ambiguity of concepts. This corresponds with the aim of this thesis, to bring 

clarity to the different meanings expressed in the hybrid war debate and contribute with 

historically anchored research.  
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3. Theory  

Conceptual history in Sweden is mostly associated with Reinhard Koselleck and the German 

reasoning of Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, a project that emphasizes the relationship between 

words and concepts in times of strong social change, therefore it composes a theory (Tribe, 

2004: xi). The use of conceptual history can be found in many different fields of research, for 

example, linguistics, history, history of ideas, and political science.   

 

However, there are many other theories that studies language, for example post structuralism 

that focuses on how language shapes our understanding of reality. In short, poststructuralists 

“trace the effects of a limit defined as difference” (Williams, 2014: 3 italics in original), where 

difference is understood as open variations. This thesis will use conceptual history as its 

overarching theoretical framework. Conceptual studies, more generally, concerns terms that 

are debated and ambiguous in their nature, for example, democracy and state. These concepts 

are perceived as; a historical phenomenon that is unstable, inconsistent, and contains several 

debated meanings (Kurunmaki, 2012: 177). The benefit of conceptual history is the emphasis 

on the historicity of concepts, thus language, that refers to a concept’s past, present, and 

future. Conceptual history presumes that concepts shape the understanding of the world and 

consider the semantic field in the study of concepts.  

 

One hurdle to overcome in conceptual history studies is the risk of applying one’s own time, 

thus definition and understanding of the concept onto the past. Conceptual history analysis is 

therefore limited to its own context. This is further related to Koselleck’s emphasis on the 

temporal levels inherent in all concepts, referring to a past, present, and future (Kurunmaki, 

2012: 183-184). Important in conceptual history is the epistemological presumption of the 

strong bond between the social and political world with the linguistic world. Consequently, 

conceptual history rests on the fundamental principles of constructivism since language and 

reality are perceived as inseparable and social constructions, where the researcher’s 

understanding of the world is a social construction too (Bergstrom & Boreus, 2012: 28). 

Ontologically, questions about how the world is constructed are not as relevant in conceptual 

history studies (Kurunmaki, 2012: 179). Moreover, conceptual history studies attempt to 

clarify the debate and discussion of a specific phenomenon. The contribution with this study 

is therefore to delineate the concept of hybrid warfare and the context it is being used in, thus, 

to provide new and additional perspectives of the concept. Based on a constructivist 
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perspective the goal is not to construct a definite definition, instead shed light on the nature 

and characteristics of the hybrid war concept.   

3.1 Theoretical Presumptions  

Based on the focus on temporality and the concept of hybrid war itself, this thesis is naturally 

placed with Koselleck and the German tradition, rather than the Anglo-Saxon tradition, as 

discussed in the previous research section, promoted by Skinner (Skinner, 2002: 182). 

Koselleck emphasizes some fundamental thoughts of his theory. One of them, as already 

discussed, concerns the temporality inherent in all concepts. Conceptual history according to 

Koselleck rests on the idea of a change in the political language. Koselleck describes this 

change as Neuzeit, or modernity, a time where central political concepts such as revolution 

transformed into collective singular (Koselleck, 2004b: 150). The temporal structure of 

concept’s is thus always changing.  

 

Koselleck makes a pragmatic distinction between words and concepts, arguing that “[e]ach 

concept is associated with a word, but not every word is a social and political concept.” 

(Koselleck, 2004a: 84). The relationship between words and concepts is fundamental in 

conceptual history since the two analytical perspectives of synchronic and diachronic, 

according to Koselleck, is inevitable (Koselleck, 2004a: 82, 89). The synchronic analysis 

studies the chosen concept’s relation to other concepts that are being used at the same time. 

This is done by analysing the concept’s semantic field, specifically, by studying the relation 

between different related concepts in a specific situation, emphasizing the linguistic and 

social context (Koselleck, 2004a: 80). The diachronic analysis, on the other hand, is a 

historical comparison of the meaning of the concept in different historical times (Koselleck, 

2004a: 82-83). Based on the temporality of concepts, Koselleck presents spaces of experience 

and horizon of expectation as two historical categories. Socio-political concepts are, 

according to Koselleck, navigating tools of historical development, reflecting both the past, as 

well as the process of future developments (Koselleck, 2004b: 159). As established in the 

introduction, the hybrid war concept is an example of this due to a changed security 

environment, particularly in the Western world after Crimea in 2014. Therefore, the 

temporality of the concept of hybrid war can be understood as a new term to an old 

phenomenon that surfaced when experience indicated changed expectations. Humans can 

expect more in the future than the space of experience contains (Kurunmaki, 2012: 182).    
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Moreover, asymmetrical “counter-concepts” are related to the synchronic analysis (Koselleck, 

2004a: 156-159; see also Jordheim & Neumann, 2011: 12, 13). Counter-concepts are simply 

put constellations of two concepts that divide the speaker of one group from another group 

that is the other, thus not a member of the first speaker’s group. It creates a division between 

“us” and “them”, where one is “better” than the other, since the asymmetry of counter-

concepts emerge from the derogatory or negative way the enemy is spoken about (Koselleck, 

2004a: 157-159). In other words, concepts both classify and create unity of a group, where 

concepts and their semantic struggle “become central to the shaping of political identities” 

(Andersen, 2003: 38). A concept will often prevail over time whereas the counter-concepts 

will be replaced (Andersen, 2003: 39). Koselleck argues that “[t]he structure of the counter-

concepts does not depend solely on the words from which the conceptual pairs are composed. 

The words are replaceable, whereas the asymmetric structure of the argument survives.” 

(Koselleck, 2004a: 159). Koselleck uses the conceptual pairs of “Hellene-Barbarian, 

Christian-Heathen, and Human-Nonhuman” to demonstrate how conceptual pairs are 

historically transferable (Koselleck, 2004a: 159, 160).  

3.2 Theoretical Summary 

Conceptual history contributes to this body of research by emphasizing the historical 

temporality inherent in debated socio-political concepts in times of social change. By 

examining the hybrid war concept using conceptual history theory, the development of the 

meaning can be studied over time and provide new insights on the experiences and 

expectations of the future that shapes our understanding. A few theoretical aspects of 

conceptual history have been discussed in this theory section. These aspects will be 

highlighted and summarized below since they will be applied and considered when 

performing the analysis of the hybrid war concept.  

 

First, concepts according to Koselleck have temporal levels that refer to the concept’s past, 

present, and future (Kurunmaki, 2012: 183-184). Koselleck makes a pragmatic distinction 

between words and concepts that is fundamental in conceptual history theory since it implies 

a focus on the semantic field, as well as the linguistic and social context the concept occurs in. 

A theoretical presumption in conceptual history is thus that there is a strong bond between the 

social, political, and the linguistic world. Hence the importance to consider the social context 

of the concept in the specific time one studies. The constructivist perspective, within 

conceptual history studies, becomes apparent since language and reality are inseparable. 
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There is never a single solution, instead there are several potential constructions which need 

to be studied. Second, since concepts are constantly changing and are never stable over time, 

they require to be studied from both a synchronic (semantics) and diachronic (temporality) 

perspective to reveal underlying structures of the concept. From a synchronic perspective is 

the chosen concept, in this case hybrid warfare, studied in relation to other concepts that are 

being used at the same time looking at the semantic field. The diachronic perspective focuses 

on the temporality and the historical comparison of the meaning of the concept in different 

historical times (Koselleck, 2004a: 80, 82-83). Asymmetric counter-concepts refers to the 

concepts that divides two groups from each other, creating a “we” and “them” by constructing 

a negative denotation. Moreover, the asymmetric structure between two counter-concepts can 

survive although the words are replaced (Koselleck, 2004a: 159). Third, Koselleck argues that 

the historical categories of space of experience and horizon of expectation should be 

considered, to study change, in the diachronic analysis. This thesis will use these two 

categories to study how the chosen concept has changed over time by emphasising the 

historical experiences that are used both as a prediction of the future and as a reflection of the 

past.  
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4. Method 

Conceptual history is not a stand-alone science, instead relevant and inherent in a wide range 

of sciences and fields. As this thesis aims to demonstrate, conceptual history is relevant for 

War Studies to provide historically anchored research. However, there are no strict models to 

follow, rather it is up to the researcher to construct a research design, based on conceptual 

history theory, that fits the research question and aim. As a result, this thesis should not be 

considered as a precise conceptual history analysis in the strict Koselleckian sense since he 

mainly has studied concepts over a longer period of time. Instead, this thesis builds on the 

theorizing of conceptual history studies, outlined in the theory chapter, over a period of about 

15 years. This chapter concerns both the conceptual history method in general and a 

description of how the empirical material was structured, collected, and analysed.  

 

The analysis of this thesis rests on Reinhard Koselleck’s understanding of conceptual history 

to examine the temporality and experiences inherent in social and political concepts in times 

of strong social change (Tribe, 2004: xi). Koselleck based his understanding of conceptual 

history on Neuzeit that occurred after the French revolution (Koselleck, 2004b: 141-142). It 

could therefore be argued that this thesis’s timespan and social context does not constitute a 

social change to the same extent that occurred in the early nineteenth century. However, as 

Jacobsson (1997) demonstrates in Så gott som demokrati: Om demokratifrågan i EU-

debatten, conceptual history theory can successfully be applied at shorter time periods if the 

context under study have experienced strong social change. In this case, after 2007 we have 

experienced events that have shaped our time in terms of how we understand the world and 

modern conflicts. For example, the Swedish (and international) troops in Afghanistan were 

withdrawn, the economic finance crisis, the Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014, and more. 

These events could be argued to have contributed to a shift in how we understand our social 

context in general, but also how we understand modern conflicts – which hybrid war is a 

result of. 

 

Based on Koselleck’s theoretical assumptions, a few methodological aspects, or perspectives, 

emerge that are of importance when performing a conceptual history analysis. These aspects 

have informed the structure and questions of the analysis. Due to the inherent nature and 

characteristics of concepts, as discussed in the theory section, the hybrid war concept will be 

studied from a synchronic and diachronic perspective (Koselleck, 2004a: 82, 89). 
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Furthermore, since concepts are inherently temporal, the historical categories of spaces of 

experience and horizon of expectation will also be applied in the analysis to study the 

temporal dimensions of the hybrid war concept (Koselleck, 2002: 111; Koselleck, 2004a: 62-

63, 267). Finally, counter-concepts will also be applied in the analysis since it allows one to 

study the historical transferability of some concepts that differentiates between groups and 

constructs a “we” and “them” (Koselleck, 2004a: 159).  

 

Conceptual history, as proposed by Koselleck, to study the semantic field and the temporality, 

contributes with new perspectives on the understanding of the concept of hybrid warfare. As 

established in the theory section, conceptual history provides some methodological directions 

of what to look for in the empirics, i.e., the perspective of synchronic and diachronic, but it 

does not suggest how this should be done systematically. Therefore, qualitative text analysis 

was added since it provides order on how to analyse the empirical material. As a method, the 

qualitative text analysis offers some considerations and systematic tools to structure the 

analysis and the reading of the empirical material. Fundamental in both conceptual history 

and qualitative text analysis is interpretation. However, there are several branches of 

interpretation (Bergstrom and Boreus, 2012: 30-31). This thesis has not used a specific 

interpretation strategy, instead it has considered the fundamental assumptions of how to 

interpret text. For example, one presumption when interpreting text is that some parts of the 

text are more important than others, therefore close reading is a requirement to expose the 

meaning beneath the surface (Esaiasson et al., 2007: 237).  

 

One tool to expose and analyse the phenomenon of interest is the construction of indicators 

through a set of questions asked to the empirical material. According to Esaiasson (et al., 

2007: 245), the questions and answers can either be predefined or more open to the potential 

findings in the empirical material. Questions have been constructed with an open approach to 

the empirical material since the content varies. Moreover, the use of a lexical definition in 

conceptual history studies coincides with the open approach in text analysis, that also 

presumes a general delimitation of the phenomenon, while the findings and analysis itself is 

not defined beforehand. Furthermore, the open approach applied in the analysis of this thesis 

is based on the synchronic and diachronic perspective by Koselleck that is discussed in the 

previous sections. The analytical scheme with the questions and indicators is presented in the 

following section.  
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One fundamental challenge with conceptual history is the difficulty to know that the concept 

we want to study is the right one, since the presumption is that concept changes over time and 

is never stable (Kurunmaki, 2012: 206). This challenge has partly already been covered in the 

theory chapter on the differentiation between word and concepts. What is important is the 

differentiation between words as a linguistic construction and concept that relates to a 

meaning and idea, thus moving beyond the mere words, and instead focus on the meaning and 

ideas in the empirical material. This can be dealt with by using dictionaries as a starting point 

of the meaning of the concept. For example, according to Lettevall (2005), both general and 

academic dictionaries are good sources to begin with. Also, articles on the specific subject 

and entry words can provide insights on how a concept is understood in their time (Lettevall, 

2005: 94-96). The analysis of this thesis will therefore begin with a short lexical analysis, 

based on Lettevall’s suggestions, and apply the lens of counter-concepts, discussed in the 

theory section. However, as always with interpretative analysis, there is a risk of subjectivism. 

In this case, one could argue that by choosing a contemporary definition of the studied 

concept one seeks for answers that is already, to some extent, predefined causing a biased 

analysis. To this challenge, Kurunmaki argues (2012: 210-211) that conceptual history studies 

is a balance between new interpretations and the historical predecessors of the concept.  

4.1 Operationalization and Analysing Scheme 

The analysis will be divided into two parts. The first part concerns the lexical definition, 

discussing how the hybrid war concept is defined in dictionaries and influential literature 

from the perspective of asymmetric counter-concepts. The second part focuses on the 

construction of the meaning and understanding of hybrid warfare in the existing literature and 

debate. The semantic field shown in the analytical scheme is based on the theory chapter, 

emphasising the synchronic and diachronic analysis along with space of experience and 

horizon of expectation.  
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Figure 1. Analytical scheme based on the following chapters: previous research, theory, and method. 

4.2 Empirical Material and Delimitations 

In the following section is the empirical material and choices discussed based on the aim and 

research question of this thesis. Based on the aim of this thesis, which is to study the research 

field itself, concerning the concept of hybrid warfare, there is a lot of empirical material such 

as books, articles, military doctrines etc. Therefore were some delimitations necessary to 

finalize the thesis within the granted time limit. Emphasis in the selection of material has been 

put on material that focuses on the conceptual aspect of hybrid warfare in a military context, 

rather than the practical application of it.   

 

First, military doctrines and manuals, as well as policy documents have been excluded since 

the aim of this thesis is to study the existing academic research field on hybrid war. Second, 

material with a general perspective that does not focus on the concept itself, but rather 

discusses the practical application of it has been excluded. There is a lot of material 
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discussing a “Russian way of war” in Crimea. These articles have been excluded on the basis 

that they often focus on how Russia planned and executed a “hybrid war” (for example: Racs, 

2017). However, many of the articles on the topic after Crimea in 2014 use Ukraine as their 

starting point and example. If this is the case, and the article emphasizes the conceptual 

development it will still be included in the empirical material. Third, articles that study a 

specific case, such as a country or conflict, will also be excluded due to the lack of conceptual 

focus. The inclusion of these perspectives would of course contribute to a broader 

understanding of the phenomenon, thus the conceptual construction, in the available source 

material. Nevertheless, due to the large scope of empirical material it would not be possible to 

cover it all in this thesis, thus the time limit to only study the years between 2008-2021 is 

important to further delimit the scope.  

 

Based on the delimitations made, the selection of the analysed material was informed by the 

logic of strategic selection and “typical cases” (Esaiasson et al., 2007: 179, 187). The logic 

behind the selection of cases is based on the notion of choosing cases that do not considerably 

differentiate from the other cases in the population. If the few analysed cases are somewhat 

similar, it is possible to generalize back to the larger population (Esaiasson et al., 2012: 187). 

The strategic selection in this thesis started with an initial reading of several books and 

articles on the subject retrieved from academic research databases, such as Taylor and 

Francis, to get an idea and overview of the body of literature. After the initial reading, the 

selection of literature to be included in the analysis were chosen based on them being clear 

examples of the period, the delimitations stated previously, and the logic of selecting “typical 

cases”. The chosen empirical material is therefore perceived to be representative of the period 

of when they were published, thus representative of the larger population of material.  

 

All these choices inform the generalizability of the result. Importantly, no consideration has 

been made to the material’s conclusions when selecting the material. What has been of 

interest is rather the conceptual discussion of the meaning and construction of the concept of 

hybrid war in the literature. Therefore, only the parts in the books and articles that discuss 

these aspects have been included in the analysis, regardless of the content as a whole. The 

sources of the first part of the analysis were chosen on the basis that the term existed in the 

dictionary. Ideally would the Oxford Dictionary have been used since it tries to cover all 

English words; however, the term did not exist in the dictionary. Collins Dictionary was 

chosen instead since it is a well-used online dictionary with a history that goes back to the 



 
 

23 

early 19th century and today contains over 4.5 billion of English words (Collins, 2021). 

Concerning generalizability, no attempts to generalize beyond the scope or constructing a 

finalized definition have been made. Instead, this thesis and its result should be understood as 

an initial indication of what the general field of literature on the concept of hybrid war looks 

like in terms of how the meaning and construction of the concept has developed since 2008.  

4.3 Situating the Researcher  

Instead of using the positivist measurements of validity, reliability, and replicability, 

interpretivist research uses reflexivity, trustworthiness in the meaning-making process, and 

systematicity (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012: 94, 113). These measures have been 

considered when performing this study. By being transparent about the reasoning behind the 

theoretical and methodological choices, as well as the sense-making process in the analysis, 

transparency has been shown in the research process thus limiting the possible subjectivity. 

Also, by discussing how the empirical material was chosen based on the aim and research 

question the empirical collection shows transparency, thus avoiding a biased data collection. 

This would also increase the possibility to repeat the study and follow the underlying 

reasoning. Moreover, some aspects have been considered to achieve trustworthiness in the 

meaning-making process. For example, intertextuality has been used both to evaluate the 

consistency between different sources, and to demonstrate and discuss any conflicting or 

contradictory interpretations observed in the empirics. Moreover, the findings in the analysis 

have been related and contrasted with the previous research, thus related to the academic 

background. Lastly, systematicity has been considered throughout the thesis, and refers to the 

first two measurements, by motivating decisions and explaining the methodological steps to 

create coherence. 
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5. Analysis 

The analysis is divided into two parts. The first part covers the lexical definition based on the 

definition of the hybrid war concept in dictionaries and Frank Hoffman’s influential definition 

from 2007. The second part covers the synchronic and diachronic analysis based on the 

understanding of Reinhard Koselleck’s conceptual history studies.  

5.1 Part 1 – Lexical Definition 

When trying to establish the basic logic and possible definition of the concept of hybrid 

warfare, the definition that most contemporary work in some way uses as its benchmark can 

be useful as a starting point. The notion of hybrid war started to circulate in 2007 when 

Hoffman attempted to bridge the divided concepts of regular and irregular wars in 21st century 

military operations. When Hoffman wrote his definition in 2007, hybrid war was one among 

many related concepts, such as new wars, compound warfare, fourth generation warfare, and 

asymmetric warfare (Friedman, 2017: 42). These concepts refer to the same phenomenon as 

the hybrid war concept and were an attempt to conceptualize the changes observed in 

contemporary warfare.   

 

In Hoffman’s early definition, of hybrid war from 2007, he emphasized the combination of 

different elements of warfare:  

 

The blurring of modes of war, the blurring of who fights, and what technologies are 

brought to bear, produces a wide range of variety and complexity [...] Hybrid Wars can 

be conducted by both states and a variety of non-state actors. 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 multimodal 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 battlespace to achieve synergistic effects (Hoffman, 2007:14, 

italics in original).  
 

Here, it is evident that the line between war and peace has been pushed since both states and 

non-state actors can exert hybrid means of war. Moreover, the semantic field becomes visible 

when looking at the concept’s inclusion of “a range or different modes of warfare (Hoffman, 

2007: 14). As concluded by Lettevall (2005), dictionaries are a good starting point in 

conceptual history studies. Dictionaries can also be useful to differentiate between words and 

concepts (Kurunmaki, 2012: 216). The Collins dictionary (2021) defines hybrid warfare as: “a 

military strategy in which conventional warfare is integrated with tactics such as covert 
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operations and cyberattacks”. The Cambridge Dictionary (2021), on the other hand, defines 

hybrid war as: 

 
The use of a range of different methods to attack an enemy, for 

example, the spreading of false information, or attacking important 

computer systems, as well as, or instead of, traditional military action. 

 

What makes the hybrid war concept challenging to study is the underlying attempt to bridge 

what is otherwise understood as being contrasting concepts. The first definition by the Collins 

dictionary (2021), defines hybrid war as a military strategy that combines conventional or 

traditional military means with tactics of more covert nature. The second definition is a bit 

more descriptive concerning the means and methods used. From the perspective of counter-

concepts, these definitions could be understood as an attempt to bridge the otherwise counter-

concepts of traditional or conventional war with untraditional or unconventional war. As 

seen in the Cambridge Dictionary’s (2021) definition, the means and methods, such as 

“spreading false information, or attacking important computer systems” is described as 

something other or different, as something that is used “instead of, traditional military action.” 

(Cambridge Dictionary, 2021). An example of this logic of is often applied on Russia after 

their annexation of Crimea in 2014 to describe their ways of fighting war, constituting a 

negative connotation and something that Western countries must manage since it is nothing 

they are prepared for (Kofman, 2016). 

 

However, applying the lens of counter-concepts onto the hybrid war concept, two relating 

perspectives or observations emerge. The first perspective, as mentioned above, concerns the 

hybrid war concept itself. It could be perceived as an attempt by scholars, analysts, and 

politicians to bridge means and methods used in war that previously have been understood as 

each other’s counterpart to adjust to the observed social change in the 2000s. For example, the 

opposite of traditional war is untraditional war, but they are now both included in the same 

concept. The second perspective, concern the creation of an “us” and “them” through the 

creation of the hybrid war concept. As established in the theory section, counter-concepts can 

be used to create a political identity and a sense of belonging to a group as opposed to 

something “other”, for example Western vs. Russian warfare. This idea resembles the 

Copenhagen school of security and the belief that a security issue can be created as an 

immediate threat of survival through language (Buzan et al, 1998: 21).  
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However, if one accepts the first perspective outlined in this section, that the hybrid war 

concept is an attempt to bridge two counter-concepts, the question about what the hybrid war 

concept is remains. Then what is the counter-concept to hybrid war? As Koselleck argued 

(2004a: 159), the asymmetric structure of an argument can survives, hence the concept 

survives although the counter-concepts can be replaced. On one hand, it could be argued that 

the counter-concept to hybrid war is traditional war since it does not contain the covert means, 

however then unconventional war should be a counter-concept too based on the same line of 

thought. On the other hand, what characterizes concepts is their ambiguity and the semantic 

struggle and contest, hence they cannot be defined since that would imply that there is a 

“correct” meaning (Kurunmaki, 2012: 177: Andersen, 2003: 34). The fundamental logic that 

the hybrid war concepts rests on is therefore diffuse and unclear, causing conceptual 

confusion (Schedler, 2010: 5).  

 

As demonstrated and discussed in this section, the hybrid war concept is ambiguous and, in 

many ways, confusing. From the perspective of counter-concepts, this could be because the 

hybrid war concept is a merge of several counter-concepts into one single concept. However, 

ambiguity, contest over the definition, and changing nature are all natural characteristics of 

concepts. Hence, the hybrid war concept is rather fluid in time and space which could 

contribute and increase the confusion in the ongoing hybrid war debate. Therefore, it might be 

the questions that are being asked and the assumptions of concepts, in the existing research, 

that contributes to the ongoing conceptual confusion. There are several potential explanations 

for that. One explanation could be the emergence and increased focus on the hybrid war 

concept in the defence debate. Especially since it is argued by some that the concept is not 

new since hybrid war has existed since ancient times (for example Echevarria, 2016: xi).  

5.2 Part 2 – Conceptual analysis 

Part two of the analysis will be divided into three different periods that exemplify the 

development of the hybrid war concept in the existing research. The division of the three 

periods is based on the general trend and social change that took place simultaneously as the 

development of the hybrid war concept, during the studied period between 2008-2021. The 

first period covers the time between 2008-2010, the second period focuses on the years 

between 2010-2014, and the third period concern the period after 2014 and the Russian 

annexation of Crimea.  
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The synchronic analysis will be performed in the following paragraphs. Hybrid war had 

existed long before it got renewed interest in the mid-2000s, although most literature on the 

hybrid war phenomenon was at the time written under the rubric of e.g., new war or irregular 

warfare (Berdal, 2011:109–110). This trend coincides with Owens’s (2008) article that uses 

“complex irregular warfare” (CIW) to describe the hybrid war phenomena. CIW is described 

as the combination of all aspects of the warfare categories that an adversary is likely to adopt 

to raise the potential cost. The combination of means, or creation of “hybrids” seeks to blur 

the distinction between e.g., conventional, and unconventional, and combatants and non-

combatants etc. By combining various modes and means of war, Owens concluded that 

hybrid war “is a competition for influence and legitimacy” to undermine the legitimacy of 

international laws on warfare (Owens, 2008: 70). This definition is based on the presumption 

that war is always multidimensional. Although there has been a shift from past state-on-state 

warfare, as the traditional or conventional way of war, these have always been supported by 

irregular capabilities, such as guerrilla warfare to undermine the enemy’s public support 

(Owens, 2008: 69). Owens’s definition and understanding takes a holistic view based on 

historical experience concerning the means and methods that are included in the definition. 

This way of constructing the meaning coincides with Schedler’s (2010: 1, 5) argument that 

concepts are incentives to act, although the concept’s possibilities and limitations depend on 

the type of contest the definition implies.   

 

McCuen (2008) contends that hybrid war is a new type of war since it requires simultaneous 

rather than sequential success. Therefore, McCuen argues that wars are being fought on 

asymmetrical rather than conventional battlegrounds. Hybrid war refers to an asymmetric 

“population battleground” that consists of conflict zone population, the home front 

population, and the international community population, as three different but related 

population battlegrounds (McCuen, 2008: 107). Furthermore, this understanding is based on 

the notion that hybrid wars take place at all levels of war and are a combination of symmetric 

and asymmetric war with the population as its target, thus a full spectrum war (McCuen, 

2008: 108-109). McCuen uses conventional war and battleground to set the boundaries of 

what hybrid war is and what characterizes the battleground of asymmetric war, thus hybrid 

war (McCuen, 2008: 108). The way McCuen uses other concepts to set the boundaries and 

characteristics to define hybrid war resembles the logic of extension and intension discussed 

by Collier and Mahon (1993: 846) in the previous research section.  
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In his article from 2009, Hoffman builds on his original definition from 2007, discussed in 

part 1 of the analysis, and concludes that hybrid wars are more than mere conflicts between 

states and armed groups (Hoffman, 2009: 36). Hybrid wars are not new since the phenomenon 

has been observed in the past. Instead, they are different, since forces are combined into the 

same force and in the same battlespace, combining “irregular and conventional force 

capabilities, either operationally or tactically” (Hoffman, 2009: 36). Moreover, Hoffman 

(2009) uses compound war as a contrast to describe and define hybrid war. In short, 

compound wars are the major wars that had a unified direction with simultaneous fighting by 

regular and irregular units at the strategic level. Hybrid wars, on the other hand, are the wars 

where those capabilities are merged into a single force at the operational and tactical level of 

war (Hoffman, 2009: 36-37). Consequently, what characterizes hybrid war is the “blurring 

and blending” of means and methods to achieve a greater lethality without the requirement to 

face the opponent (Hoffman, 2009: 35). Hoffman’s understanding and definition of hybrid 

war is new since it emphasizes the combination of means and methods at the lower levels of 

war to achieve impact on war at the higher levels too. However, as discussed in the previous 

research section, war as a concept is vague and causes vagueness since the understanding of 

being at war or not is subjective, thus the conceptual understanding and explanatory power is 

reduced (Almang, 2019: 196).  

 

The most frequently used terms during this period to describe and define hybrid war were 

asymmetric, traditional, unconventional/conventional, and irregular war. These concepts are 

used by the authors to build their arguments, as well as to differentiate between what has 

historically been the prototype of war. For example state-on-state conflicts has been referred 

to as traditional war, while the non-military elements in twenty-first century conflicts by both 

states and non-state actors have been associated with irregular war or asymmetric war (for 

example Owens, 2008: 73).  

 

From a diachronic perspective, there are several historical examples, which go back to the 

ancient world, that are being used in the argumentation that hybrid war is somewhat different, 

or new, according to some analysts. The characteristics that are fundamental, in terms of what 

historical experiences and examples that the body of literature refers to, are those wars that 

have an asymmetrical dimension of a stronger and a weaker opponent. Two commonly used 

examples that have this dimension is the historical conflict between Sparta and Athens 

(Hoffman, 2009: 34), and the Vietnam War that to a large degree took place among the people 
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(McCuen, 2008: 108-111). But the example that most literature agrees on, thus uses as a 

prime example, is the 2006 Lebanon War in 2006. This historical example is used as an 

example of hybrid war in contemporary time that has had an impact on the understanding of 

the hybrid war concept (for example Owens, 2008: 70; McCuen, 2009: 110; Hoffman, 2009: 

37). The experiences during the 2006 Lebanon War, between Hezbollah and Israel, showed 

that warfare posed new challenges to state armies. The major difference lies not so much in 

the means used, rather the way different actors think about war. As McCuen puts it, the West 

does not understand how to fight these hybrid wars since the enemy thinks differently in the 

way it fights. Instead of fighting on a conventional battlefield, adversaries using hybrid 

warfare strive to erode the support of the home population (McCuen, 2008: 110). Similarly, 

Owens contends that beside the increased lethality, the 2006 Lebanon War indicated that 

hybrid wars are more costly and demanding since they often take place in urban environments 

among the people (Owens, 2008: 70).  

 

What stands out as a future characteristic of war, which hybrid war embodies, is the multi-

modal nature instead of the former understanding of war as a single form of warfare. 

Consequently, the horizon of expectation that has been observed during the first period, 

before 2010, is the increased number of adversaries that will turn to hybrid warfare to blur 

and blend different means and methods of warfare, thus also the nature of war. Moreover, 

these adversaries are likely to blend conventional state conflicts with irregular warfare such as 

ambushes. An important aspect to enable this development is the exploitation of modern 

information technology, that allows an actor to act more remotely, as well as transfer 

information and knowledge faster than before (Hoffman, 2009: 35-38). In sum, the consistent 

understanding among the literature indicates that the rapid development and adoption of a 

hybrid thinking will advance and consolidate in the future.  

 

Hereafter follows the synchronic analysis of the second period, covering the years between 

2010-2014 in the hybrid war literature. The hybrid concept and thinking, during this period, 

was intensified in both the military and research debate (for example Gunneriusson, 2021). 

The conceptual understanding during this period builds on the presumption that hybrid war 

takes place on all levels of war, not just the operational and tactical level (Hoffman, 2005: 

14). Even though there have only been a few years since the re-emergence of the hybrid war 

concept, a big shift has been observed in the literature after 2010, in terms of what the concept 
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is argued to be. This shift is notable when comparing the assumptions made in the 

construction of the concept with Hoffman’s original definition.  

 

In similarity with most research published before 2010, Mansoor (2012: 3) argues that there is 

nothing new with hybrid war and defines it as conflicts that involve regular and irregular 

forces on all levels of war, in both symmetric and asymmetric combat. Mansoor uses the 

example of combined arms, that refers to the tactical combinations of military forces, in a 

single battle. He argues that in a similar way are hybrid war a “useful construct to analyse 

conflicts” (Mansoor, 2012: 3) that consists of the combination of conventional and irregular 

forces including both states and non-state actors. However, Mansoor (2012:3) also 

acknowledges that the definitions between already existing concepts and the hybrid warfare 

concept only slightly differs from each other. The difference in definitions observed by 

Mansoor could lead to the conceptual confusion discussed by Schedler, which is caused by 

unclear “terms, meanings, and referents” (Schedler, 2014: 5).  

 

Mansoor understands hybrid war as an analytical tool. In a similar way, De Wijk (2012: 1) 

argues that hybrid warfare is the best concept of the twenty-first century to understand 

contemporary wars since it covers the whole spectrum of both conventional and irregular 

methods. Furthermore, De Wijk emphasizes the concept of asymmetry to understand hybrid 

warfare since it is associated with a strategy of the weaker actor, using guerrilla tactics, such 

as sabotage, to deny the stronger opponent instant success (De Wijk, 2012: 1). Asymmetry is 

also used and discussed by Frunzeti (2013) when he outlines and defines hybrid war. He 

argues that hybrid warfare is about the mixture of conventional and asymmetric means and 

methods of war to increase the frequency and lethality (Frunzeti, 2013: 9,11-14). Emphasis is 

put on the actor’s perspective, of states and non-state actors, when discussing the concept of 

hybrid war (Frunzeti, 2013: 13). Frunzeti argues that both states and non-state actors that turn 

to hybrid warfare strive to systematically combine symmetric and asymmetric capabilities, on 

all levels of war, to achieve their objectives. Both in the traditional battlefield and in the 

media and political space, which is facilitated by the revolution in information and 

communication technologies (Frunzeti, 2012: 8-9).   
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The semantic field mainly consists of the same relating concepts as observed in the previous 

period before 2010. Asymmetric, unconventional and irregular are still used as the concepts to 

define and set the boundaries of what the hybrid warfare concept entails.  

 

From a diachronic perspective and the category of space of experience, the concept of hybrid 

warfare during this period rests on the same experiences that were used in the previous period. 

For example, the case of the Vietnam War, Afghanistan, and the thinking of Carl von 

Clausewitz concerning war (De Wijk 2012: 2-3). However, the difference lies in what aspects 

the author emphasizes when using these examples. The literature published in the period after 

2010 emphasizes the changed security environment. Frunzeti (2013: 8) contends that the Cold 

War caused a changed perception of war within academia and politics – asymmetric conflicts 

constitute a new era of war. As a result, many articles of this period include and discuss the 

strategic level of hybrid war, in contrast to Hoffman’s original definition that only included 

the operational and tactical level (Hoffman, 2005: 14; Mansoor, 2012: 3).   

 

De Wijk makes a similar observation as Frunzeti, arguing that Western democracies after the 

end of the Cold War were not adapted to fight irregular wars or to conduct counterinsurgency 

operations. As the experiences in Afghanistan and Iraq showed, Western armies had 

difficulties to prevail over the insurgents during the stabilization phases despite their 

numerical and technological advantages (De Wijk, 2012: 3). The challenge for Western 

armies was to quickly adapt and understand that they were fighting a hybrid type of war, 

rather than a conventional one (De Wijk, 2012: 3). As mentioned before, Mansoor does not 

believe that there is nothing new with the concept of hybrid war. This argument is based on 

the thinking of Clausewitz that presumes that even though war might change its 

characteristics in various situations, war is still war. Consequently, war in the twenty-first 

century has been and will remain a complex phenomenon in the future, but the core of war 

has not changed (Mansoor, 2012: 1).  

The horizon of expectation during this period indicates an increased debate and discussion 

among analysts and scholars on what the future holds. First, from the perspective of the 

adversary, it is believed that hybrid war, the combination of conventional and irregular means 

and methods, will increasingly be used by any adversary to the West. In turn, this will cause 

blurred lines between the conventional and irregular war (Maansoor, 2012: 14). This approach 

to war will be used by both weak state actors and non-state actors, thus asymmetry and hybrid 

wars will persist (De wijk, 2012: 11). Second, as established previously, this period is 
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characterized by an increased inclusion of the strategic level of war. Based on the premise of 

hybrid war in the twenty-first century, Frunzeti argues that hybrid war in the future will take 

place on two levels: “that of the modes of action and that of the actors and their alliances” 

(Frunzeti, 2013: 11), to further blur the modes of war. The third outlook for the future is the 

role technology will play, which relates to the previous research section on defence debate 

(for example Flinders, 2010). The increased role of technology spurs the discussion within the 

field on how the future operational environment will look like. Rapid change is considered as 

a fundamental characteristic of the future since technology shortens the feedback-loop and 

information exchange (Frunzeti, 2013: 12-13). This prospect will also enable non-state actors 

to exploit and become more resistant to fight hybrid wars in the future (Frunzeti, 2013: 11; De 

Wijk, 2012: 11).  

 

The third and final period to analyse is the one that differs the most from Hoffman’s original 

definition, but also the period where most articles on hybrid war have been published. The 

most critical event of the development of the hybrid war concept is related to the annexation 

of Crimea in 2014 which led to an increased interest in hybrid war, both among politicians 

and scholars (for example Bachmann & Gunneriusson, 2015). The understanding of hybrid 

war after Crimea has continued to consolidate the development observed and discussed in the 

two previous periods. For example, the inclusion of all levels of war, emphasizing the 

strategic level, as well as the blurred lines between irregular and conventional warfare. The 

concept now covers any aspect related to the complexity of modern conflicts (for example 

Renz, 2016). 

  

From a synchronic perspective, this presumption established after Crimea is evident in 

Lanoszka’s definition since he argues that hybrid war should be reconceptualized to be a 

strategy rather than a new type of war. Hybrid war should be perceived as a strategy since it 

integrates and coordinates various “irregular and regular military means towards different but 

complementary ends.” (Lanoszka, 2016: 178). Here, irregular means are emphasized at the 

lower levels of war, while regular means are used at the higher levels of war to deter the 

adversary, hence the importance of being capable to defeat an adversary at different escalation 

levels (Lanoszka, 2016: 178). Or as Libiseller and Milevski (2021: 102) puts it, the hybrid 

warfare concept incorporates various elements of war and peacetime competition into a single 

concept, thereby making the distinction vague. Stoker and Whiteside expands on this 

presumption of blurring the lines, arguing that hybrid war originally took place at the tactical 
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level but has shifted “to describe nearly every form of interstate competition and conflict from 

the tactical to the political.” (Stoker & Whiteside, 2020: 16). Consequently confusing our 

understanding of war more than to explain it. Even though this period agrees with the 

development of the hybrid war concept of the two previous periods, the scholarly debate that 

arose after Crimea in 2014 are much more critical and reflective of the usability of the 

concept. Having the Russian annexation of Crimea and its aftermath as its most recent 

example, hybrid warfare has received much criticism for its definitional challenges (for 

example Renz, 2016: 285).  

 

First, as Lanoszka (2016) argues, the heavy focus on the combination of regular and irregular 

warfare, in many definitions, is both too narrow and too broad. These definitions are too 

narrow since they presume that regular and irregular means are used either simultaneously or 

sequentially at the operational level, but they are also too broad since they neglect historical 

examples that have combined regular and irregular war (Lanoszka, 2016: 179). Second, and 

somewhat like Lanoszka’s argument, is the presumption that hybrid war blurs the lines 

between war and peace. From this perspective, the complexity of today’s conflicts is further 

obscured by the flawed Western understanding of war and peace as binary, in comparison to 

Russia and China, among others. Western understanding of hybrid warfare is therefore 

restrained, hence the need to replace this dichotomy with a more flexible understanding of 

war (Libiseller & Milevski, 2021: 101). Third, this ramification is further discussed after the 

Russian disinformation campaigns during the American election in 2016, which shows that 

the lines between war and peace have been redefined. Mostly since it implies that war can 

exist when there is no use of force, as well as when there is no threat of it – providing an 

insufficient basis of logic of war (Libiseller & Milevski, 2021: 103). Consequently, if hybrid 

war is understood to include both conventional and irregular war, the concept itself has 

limited explanatory power since it remains vague about how it contributes to our 

understanding about war and peace (Libiseller & Milevski, 2021: 104). In conjunction with 

this debate on war and peace, and the understanding of the concept as strategy, the 

explanatory power of hybrid war is further reduced since the definition is both subjective in 

nature and as old as war itself. Hybrid war is about the means and methods used to wage war, 

thus nothing new since all wars since ancient times have blended conventional and irregular 

forces (Stoker & Whiteside, 2020: 25-26).  
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The shifts observed during this period all relate to the idea discussed by Latour (1993: 10-11) 

that science is constructed as a dichotomy which limits the development and understanding of 

the world. Based on this understanding, the understanding and construction of the hybrid war 

concept is thus a result of trying to be modern while escaping the weaknesses of 

understanding war as a dichotomy to peace. To establish and define the hybrid war concept, 

conventional and irregular means and methods are frequently used, as seen during the 

previous periods, to exemplify and set the boundaries of hybrid war (Lanoszka, 178-179). 

New during this period though, is the use of the concept of the gray zone, as a similar 

concept, that concerns the blurring lines between war and peace, which provides the context 

that hybrid war occurs in. Similarly, the gray zone concept has also received critique for the 

same reasons as hybrid war, for example the vagueness and ambiguity it entails (Libiseller & 

Milevski, 2021: 104; Stoker & Whiteside, 2020: 2, 29).  

 

From a diachronic perspective, the basis of the contemporary understanding of hybrid war is 

based on classical military theorists’, such as Clausewitz, thinking on how to fight a stronger 

adversary. The wars that are being used as reference are thus wars where the weaker opponent 

has been successful. For example, the Vietnam War and in some respects the Second World 

War (Lanoszka, 2016: 177-178: Libiseller & Milevski, 2021: 105). Another example is the 

American Revolutionary War where regular and irregular forces were used simultaneously by 

George Washington (Stoker & Whiteside, 2020: 22). The common thread is that an adversary 

in these historical examples have managed to simultaneously use and blend all available 

means towards a single objective. An influential example of this, in recent years, is the 

annexation of Crimea in 2014. The experiences have contributed with an increased interest 

and debate on the concept of hybrid war. The concept itself has been further scrutinized, thus 

received more critique than before. One reason for this development is because the Russian 

activities in Ukraine shed light on some inadequacies with the existing definitions. For 

example the neglection of historical examples in the understanding and definitions of hybrid 

war (Lanoszka, 2016: 178). However, the development of the concept after 2014 has mainly 

revolved around the debate on whether hybrid war has turned into a Russian hybrid warfare or 

not (Libiseller & Milevski, 2021: 103; Stoker & Whiteside, 2020: 15).  

 

Concerning the horizon of expectation, this period has indicated that hybrid war will continue 

to be an important understanding of the complexity of contemporary conflict. Although the 

discussion on the concept’s utility and explanatory power seems to prevail and further 
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generate discussion on the political implications of strategic planning and understanding of 

war (Stoker & Whiteside, 2020: 27). It seems like many scholars now suggest that due to the 

low explanatory power, the hybrid war concept might not necessarily be “the future of war” 

(Lanoszka, 2016: 195). Instead, some scholars propose that classical military theory, such as 

Clausewitz war-peace distinction, is still relevant today and can provide a better basis for 

analysis, hence abandoning the buzzword of hybrid war (Libiseller & Milevski, 2021: 109). 

5.3 Summary and Discussion of Analysis 

In the introduction chapter, it was established that conceptual history presumes that concepts 

are historically anchored and changes over time, as well as create our understanding of the 

world. The two folded conceptual analysis of the concept of hybrid warfare has demonstrated 

several aspects that contribute to a deeper understanding of the concept.  

 

As the first part of the analysis shows, concepts in general and the hybrid war concept in 

particular are ambiguous. The definition provided by Hoffman in 2007 worked as the basis of 

most articles’ assumptions on hybrid warfare in the following years (Hoffman, 2007: 14). 

Based on the presumption of counter-concepts, provided by Koselleck (2004a: 155-159, the 

attempts to define the hybrid war concept shows some fundamental deficiencies of concepts. 

The concept could be understood as an attempt to create a political identity during a time 

where the nature of conflicts drastically changed. However, the fundamental logic of the 

concept is confusing and unclear. Mostly, since the concepts that adhere to the hybrid war 

concept could be argued to be each other’s counter-concepts, for example, traditional warfare 

and untraditional warfare. Consequently, questions about the nature of the hybrid war concept 

arise. Especially, are there any counter-concept to hybrid warfare? Thus, how should one treat 

the concept? These types of questions remain unanswered, and they might as well never be 

answered since concepts are characterised by being ambiguous and contested. Nevertheless, 

these challenges contribute to the diffusion and struggle in the existing hybrid war debate to 

come to grips with the use and meaning of the hybrid war concept.  

 

What stands out during this analysis’s first period is the attempts to distinguish between what 

is known as traditional war, state-on-state conflict, and the more contemporary type of 

conflicts that includes modes of irregular forces, as experienced in the 2006 Lebanon War 

(Owens, 2008: 69; Hoffman, 2009: 36). Beside the emphasis on what is considerably 

different, some scholars and analysts argue that hybrid warfare constitutes a new type of war. 
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For example, McCuen (2008: 107) contends that hybrid warfare is new since it requires 

simultaneous success on several battlegrounds, rather than the traditional understanding of 

sequential success. The understanding of the hybrid war concept continued to develop during 

the second period after 2010. What characterizes this period is the emerging understanding 

that hybrid war is a suitable analytical theory to understand contemporary conflicts (Mansoor, 

2012: 3). Moreover, the concept started to move from the tactical and operational levels of 

war towards the inclusion and emphasis on the strategic level, hence hybrid war is believed to 

take place at all levels of war (De Wijk, 2012; Frunzeti, 2013). During this period, an 

increased connection to technological and information development can be observed. Both 

regarding the presumptions that the understanding of hybrid war is constructed on, but also 

concerning the future.  

 

The last period analysed, the one after 2014, differed the most in comparison to Hoffman’s 

(2007: 14) original definition. Even though the observed development of the concept, 

discussed in the previous periods, has continued, the Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014 

was a critical event to the development of the hybrid war concept. The hybrid war concept has 

now become a catch-all phrase since it covers any aspect related to the complexity of modern 

conflicts (for example Renz, 2016). What stands out in comparison to the two previous 

periods is the emerging and increased analysis and reflection of the concept itself. For 

example, critique of the concept concerns the lack of conceptual clarity, thus low explanatory 

power, since it blurs the lines between the Western dichotomy of war and peace (Stoker & 

Whiteside, 2020: 16). This has initiated a discussion on the definition struggle that the 

definitions of hybrid warfare are both too narrow and too broad (Lanoszka, 2016: 179; 

Libiseller & Milevski, 2021: 102-103). The hitherto optimistic outlook on the concept 

observed during the first two periods was replaced with a much more pessimistic 

understanding of the hybrid war concept. The concept was scrutinized for two reasons after 

the Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014. First, the definition established during the first two 

periods restrained the usability and analytical applicability of the concept. Second, it did not 

contribute with any additional explanation that an already existing concept can offer (Stoker 

& Whiteside, 2020: 43). Nevertheless, the horizon of expectation is that hybrid war will still 

be relevant, although not “the future of war” (Lanoszka, 2016: 195).  
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The findings in the synchronic analysis, along with the examples observed in the diachronic 

analysis of the category of space of experience, have been rather consistent during all three 

periods. For example, the closely related concepts of asymmetric, irregular, and conventional 

war have all been used to define and contrast the concept of hybrid war. Similarly, in the 

diachronic analysis have the historical examples of the Vietnam War, the Peloponnesian war, 

and the 2006 Lebanon war been referred to as wars with hybrid elements. Moreover, after 

Crimea in 2014 the hybrid war concept turned into a general understanding of a Russian 

hybrid warfare (Libiseller & Milevski, 2021: 103; Stoker & Whiteside, 2020: 15). The 

horizon of expectations that characterizes the period before 2010 is the understanding of 

hybrid war as something here to stay. It is believed that the number of adversaries combining 

conventional and irregular modes of war will increase. Also, technology and information are 

perceived to contribute to the consolidation of hybrid war in future conflicts. This was further 

consolidated after 2010. The second period was characterized by a more explicit discussion 

on the changed security environment and the context of conflicts due to the asymmetric mode 

of war, especially after the Cold War (Frunzeti, 2013: 8; De Wijk, 2012: 3). Even though it is 

believed during the last period that hybrid war will still be important in the future, the outlook 

of the concept is not as enthusiastic as the two previous periods. Instead, some scholars now 

suggest that the hybrid war concept might not be the conflict type of future war due to its low 

explanatory power, rather classical theorists as Clausewitz are worth to revisit (Lanoszka, 

2016: 195; Libiseller & Milevski, 2021: 109).  
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6.  Conclusions  
The findings of this thesis contribute with new perspectives and findings to the ongoing 

debate of the conceptual understanding of the hybrid war concept. The following paragraphs 

will discuss the findings in relation to this thesis’s research question, aim, and findings to the 

larger research field, as well as this study’s implication on future research. 

 

The concept of hybrid war is described as a buzzword to describe the indicated change in the 

nature and occurrence of modern conflicts, especially after the annexation of Crimea by 

Russia in 2014 (Hughes, 2020: 132). The aim of this thesis was to shed light onto the 

development and construction of the meaning of hybrid war in the existing hybrid war debate, 

to add historically anchored research to the field, thus deepening the understanding of 

language and the concept of hybrid war. The identified research problem stems from the 

scholarly debate on the argued change of war after the Cold War. By using conceptual 

history, as suggested by the German tradition of Koselleck, this thesis has answered the 

research question of how the meaning and understanding of the concept of hybrid war has 

changed and evolved, between 2008-2021. There has been an observed change during the 

studied period, the meaning and understanding of the concept have gone from optimistic and 

narrower in its definition to become broader and more pessimistically perceived among 

scholars and analysts.  

 

Emphasis in this thesis has been the conceptual understanding and construction conveyed in 

the existing research on hybrid war. Some delimitations were made for this thesis, for 

example, in time and what perspectives to exclude. These delimitations, discussed in section 

4.2, in conjunction with the premise of strategic selection and typical cases have made it 

possible to generalize the findings to a larger population of somewhat similar cases. In this 

instance research on the hybrid war concept. Therefore, the findings of this thesis represent a 

larger field of research that conceptually understands and constructs the meaning of the 

hybrid war concept in a similar way. However, this thesis makes no claims to generalize 

beyond the already outlined delimitations. Moreover, this analysis has highlighted the 

importance to critically examine the construction of concepts, hence the use of language, to 

create meaning and understanding of complex events and phenomena. In a broader context, 

the findings of this thesis relate to the general defence and international security debate where 
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language is used not only to describe a phenomenon, but also to compete and create a political 

identity.  

 

This thesis has demonstrated the benefit of applying conceptual history to contested concepts, 

as well as the relevance to the field of War Studies. In comparison to other theories, such as 

discourse analysis, conceptual history is better suited since it focuses on the concept itself. 

Aspects that is normally less researched can therefore be highlighted which contributes to 

new findings and conclusions. Conceptual history theory allows the researcher to study and 

explore the underlying meaning and historicity of concepts, in contrast to the Copenhagen 

school of security and Skinner’s interpretation of conceptual history that focuses on speech 

acts rather than the concept itself. Some characteristics of concepts have been highlighted 

during this thesis. Concepts are inherently ambiguous and cannot be defined - that is what 

makes them concepts from the beginning. As a result, concepts contain condensed historical 

and social meaning that changes over time (Kurunmaki, 2012: 177). Through the application 

of counter-concepts, questions of what constitutes a concept and how it interacts with other 

concepts can be explored. As observed in the first part of the analysis, the hybrid war concept 

is a merge of arguably several counter-concept merged into a single concept. This merge of 

concepts causes conceptual confusion. For example, questions about what are the counter-

concepts of hybrid war? As a result, the answer to the conceptual confusion and the ongoing 

debate surrounding the hybrid war concept might be found in this endeavour.  

 

Since the presumption of Koselleckian conceptual history theory concern concept’s 

temporality and historicity to extract meaning, conceptual history can answer different types 

of questions in comparison to other linguistically focused theories. What differentiates 

conceptual history from that of, for example, discourse analysis is that conceptual history 

focuses on the semantic field of the studied concept. Conceptual history enables one to study 

the meaning of a concept during a longer period, with reference to both the historical past and 

the future, thus another perspective on historicity and temporality. Moreover, the benefit of 

conceptual history is that it allows a more fluid analysis in time and space since the social 

context the studied concepts occurs in are never stable over time. The questions asked in the 

existing hybrid war debate might therefore be flawed. Conceptual history can answer 

questions of how the meaning has changed and developed over time. However, the questions 

asked so far in the literature are rather interested in explaining what hybrid war is without any 

consideration of the meaning as fluid and contested in different social contexts. This tendency 
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in the existing literature and debate is evident in relation to the considerable number of 

materials produced on the topic. Consequently, the general presumption within the literature 

is that there is possible to find a solid and constant definition. Something this analysis through 

the application of conceptual history rejects since there has been an observed change in the 

meaning and understanding of the concept during the studied period. Moreover, the challenge 

and cause of the conceptual confusion might be that existing research tries to answer 

questions of how to respond to hybrid wars. Rather than studying the conceptual construction 

of what historical experiences and meanings that are condensed into the various concepts that 

are fitted into the hybrid war concept.  

 

Conceptual history has previously most been applied to concepts relating to political science 

in terms of the state, democracy, and other state-building concepts. Through this study, 

conceptual history theory has demonstrated its utility in War Studies too. This thesis has 

illustrated the benefit of applying a historically focused lens on a debated and contested 

concept, demonstrating how both a synchronic and diachronic perspective is necessary to 

examine how the meaning and construction of a concept change over time. Beside the 

observed shift in the meaning and construction of the hybrid war concept, conceptual history 

theory has contributed to the understanding of the hybrid war concept by asking and 

answering somewhat new and different types of questions. Suggesting that conceptual history 

studies is relevant to the field of War Studies.  
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6.1 Future Research 

This study has, beside the findings on hybrid war, also shown how the German tradition of 

conceptual history can be used to study the construction of debated concepts in war studies. 

Suggestions to further research is to study hybrid war during a longer period to be able to 

produce even more in-depth and diverse findings than this thesis. Such study could also 

include other concepts related to the hybrid war concept to create a more overarching 

understanding of intertwined concepts on the nature of war. For example, the gray zone, 

another buzzword that has emerged during the twenty-first century, would be interesting to 

study since it is surrounded by a similar debate as the hybrid war concept. Beside studies of 

related concepts of hybrid war, that in many cases are as vague, research on hybrid war’s 

limitations and possibilities in a larger defence context could be useful in terms of how it is 

used more practically. This could contribute to further clarification on vague definitions of 

often-used concepts, both in the scholarly debate but also in defence and policy circles. This 

requires and puts emphasis on the need to engage more critically with history. When our 

world today becomes even more complex, history can be a good source of understanding and 

answer to our problems today. Even though they cannot solve it all, there is no need to 

reinvent the wheel. As the argument that hybrid war is new, by using history to critically 

assess this argument it can easily be dismissed. To produce (historically) anchored research, 

the use of theories that encounter history is important in future research when studying the 

nature of war.  
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