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Abstract 

Traditional modes of conflict have become less frequent, and the rise of mixed conflicts 

characterized as “hybrid war” has stimulated much academic debate as to what strategies are 

effective in addressing this form of warfare. Col. John A. Warden’s theory of airpower, known 

as Warden’s five rings, is a strategy that was developed primarily for conventional conflict. This 

study aims to determine whether this theory is applicable to the development of strategy in 

hybrid wars. This study uses a comparative case study methodology to analyze the similarities 

and differences between the theory’s use in conventional conflict and its hypothetical application 

to hybrid conflict. Upon examining these similarities and differences, the study concludes that 

the five rings model does not clearly apply to the challenges encountered in hybrid conflicts. 

Rather, the theory seems to be best adapted to conventional conflict for which it was originally 

developed. The study concludes that while Warden’s theory may apply to certain aspects of 

hybrid conflict, it does not apply to all elements. The five rings theory faces challenges in 

contemporary forms of warfare against non-state actors that do not align with the makeup or 

organization of a state. This is due to factors such as the complexity of the enemy actors and the 

nature of their organizations. 
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Introduction 

Whether it is technological innovation, developments in strategy or alterations in societal 

norms, the conduct of warfare is always As a result, those who work in and around the 

profession of arms must be aware of developments and alterations in the conduct of warfare. 

This awareness is what prevents mistakes and battlefield disasters from occurring when conflict 

does arise. Strategy, doctrine, and theory must, therefore, be assessed to analyze their efficacy 

prior to conflict and to identify their strengths and weaknesses in dealing with certain 

developments in the conduct of war. 

Modern airpower theory generally is geared towards traditional conventional concepts of 

warfare. The evolving character of war illustrates that there have been challenges in utilizing 

airpower effectively in unconventional conflicts and irregular warfare. This was clearly 

demonstrated during the Vietnam conflict in which airpower was continuously employed but 

only proved marginally effective; Although, this could be somewhat attributed to the overall 

strategy (or lack thereof) in the conduct of the air campaign in Vietnam.1  

In the more setpiece, conventional environment of the First Gulf War, airpower was used 

quite effectively to degrade the enemy’s capacity to wage war and appeared to be much more 

effectively employed during that conflict.  The central planner for the air campaign during the 

Gulf War was Col. John A. Warden III. He drew on his airpower theory that is known as 

Warden’s five rings, which served as the basis for the strategy employed during the Gulf air 

campaign. Warden’s theory of airpower has become a highly debated topic among both 

advocates and critics of airpower. Warden’s theory represents one of the most modern 

 
1 Clodfelter, Mark. “The Limits of Airpower or the Limits of Strategy.” JFQ: Joint Force Quarterly, no. 78 (2015 3rd 

Quarter 2015): 111–24. Pg. 120-121. 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=asn&AN=108715649&site=ehost-live&scope=site. 
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manifestations of airpower theory, that can be utilized to craft doctrine and strategy for current 

Air Force operations. However, as the types of conflicts evolve, the effectiveness of the five 

rings theory is uncertain in the modern combat environment.  

The rise of conflicts categorized as  “hybrid wars” has presented a significant new 

challenge to military strategists. The term “hybrid warfare” has been a contentious term with 

many varying definitions. So, this study will use Frank Hoffman’s:   “The purposeful and 

tailored violent application of advanced conventional military capabilities with irregular tactics, 

with terrorism and criminal activities, or combination of regular and irregular forces, operating 

as part of a common design in the same battlespace.”2   

The usefulness of traditional conventional warfare strategies in hybrid conflicts remains 

unclear. This research study seeks to assess the effectiveness of Warden’s five rings and 

airpower strategy derived from this theory in a hybrid warfare context. It aims to identify 

whether this theory is relevant outside of the conventional warfare environment and determine 

whether strategies based on the five rings theory can be effective against hybrid adversaries.  

This topic has merit for research as there is little existing literature that analyzes the 

effects which the complexities of hybrid wars have on the utility of airpower implementation, 

especially at the theoretical and strategic levels. Furthermore, Warden’s five rings theory 

represents one of the most modern theories of airpower and lends itself to analysis through case 

study and historical analysis. This study seeks to analyze the historical examples of the use of 

airpower within a hybrid battlefield and assess its ability to meet the objectives defined by the 

 
2 Frank G Hoffman, “Examining Complex Forms of Conflict: Gray Zone and Hybrid Challenges,” PRISM | National 

Defense University, November 8, 2018, https://cco.ndu.edu/News/Article/1680696/examining-complex-forms-of-

conflict-gray-zone-and-hybrid-challenges/) 
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planners and leaders of the war. While other studies such as Nebosja Nikolic’s “Connecting 

Conflict Concepts: Hybrid Warfare and Warden's Rings” provides an overall analysis of the 

potential connections between Warden’s Five Rings and hybrid warfare. It is limited to 

examining specific “modes” of hybrid and unrestricted warfare rather than the subtler 

implications of Warden’s airpower theory’s applicability within hybrid environments. Unlike 

this study that seeks to examine the applicability of Warden’s targeting concept from an airpower 

perspective, Nikolic’s work explores the five rings model to find ways of “connecting existing 

concepts and theories of warfare and conflict in general. The specific focus in [his] article is on 

interconnecting hybrid warfare, unrestricted warfare, and Warden’s rings concept.”3 Thus, while 

Nikolic’s piece could prove useful in examining overall strategies for addressing the issue of 

hybrid wars, its focus is broad and less specific than what is intended by this research study. 

Ultimately, by identifying the limitations of Warden’s five rings theory, lessons can be 

drawn in order to provide areas for further analysis within the literature of airpower theory. By 

identifying the challenges to airpower implementation and strategy within the context of hybrid 

warfare, the groundwork for possible improvements can be established. As history shows, a 

variety of factors can influence the validity of a theory of war and the strategies derived from 

that theory. It is imperative that research on these topics be done in order to effectively develop 

new strategies that are able to counter new threats to the strategic environment.          

A Brief Historiography of the Evolution of Airpower Theory since the Vietnam War 

After Vietnam, airpower in the United States underwent massive changes. Advocates of 

new airpower doctrines, as well as critics of airpower, created a litany of new literature on the 

“revolution,” which took place after the conflict.  

 
3 Nikolic, Nebojsa. “Connecting Conflict Concepts: Hybrid Warfare and Warden’s Rings.” Information & Security 

41 (August 2018): 21–34. P. 32 
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Many airpower theorists have argued that the improvements in tactical combat aviation 

were due to the massive advances in technology and weapon systems after Vietnam. This 

Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA), introduced precision-guided munitions (PGMs), 

advanced tactical aircraft, stealth capable aircraft, space-based systems, and much-improved 

command, control, communications, computers, intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance 

(C4ISR) networks. This so-called RMA led to the development of the Second Offset Strategy, 

which aimed to counter Soviet numerical advantages with more advanced weapon systems.  

These advancements were seen by some historians such as Benjamin Lambeth as providing 

much more lethality to the Air Force.4 Despite this, there were some detractors from the 

investment in these high cost technologically advanced tactical systems.  

Despite the technological advances made after Vietnam, some theorists were concerned 

with the focus of the Air Force on high cost-high tech investments. Among these detractors were 

Air Force officers such as Lt Col. David Dean, and Col. Dennis Drew. Both officers have 

challenged the Air Force’s decision to focus on high-intensity nuclear conflict as the main future 

threat. Each author’s work provided substantial critiques to the central bodies of thought, which 

persisted throughout the Air Force after Vietnam and argued for an increased focus on airpower 

in low-intensity conflicts (LIC) and small wars within the third world.   

Dean’s work analyzed the efforts of the Air Force following Vietnam, and he postulated 

that the balance of power between the USSR and the United States had created an environment 

in which conflicts between the two nations would not be direct but rather through proxies and 

small wars in third world countries. Therefore, the focus on advanced conventional or nuclear 

 
4 Lambeth, Benjamin S. The Transformation of American Air Power. Cornell University Press, 2000 pg.72-81 

Meilinger, Phillip S., and Ronald Robert Fogleman. 1997. The Paths of Heaven: The Evolution of Airpower Theory. 

Maxwell Air Force Base, Ala: Air University Press. 

 



5 
 

engagements only partly covered what the Air Force should focus on.5 Dean writes that “little is 

written about the ‘vision’ and the ‘strategy’ of the United States for the future in any context, and 

especially so in the context of low-intensity conflict or small wars. At the most prosaic level, a 

vision that makes some sense for the United States in the context of low-intensity conflict is to 

assume that as a nation we may need to be able to impose our will selectively in the third world 

during the next twenty years and beyond.”6  

Dean’s views are echoed in the writings of Dennis Drew on low-intensity conflict. Drew 

writes that “to a large extent, the Air Force has ignored LIC as much as possible, preferring to 

think of it little more than a small version of conventional war. But LIC differs fundamentally 

from conventional war.” 7  Drew supports the claims of other authors on LIC, such as Jerome 

Klingaman and Sam Sarkesian.8 Furthermore, in challenging the use of the technologically 

advanced aircraft and systems which were developed and procured after the Vietnam War, he 

writes that “airmen voiced considerable interest and consensus in the airpower technology 

required in such conflicts.” He went on to say that, “they nearly universally agree that very 

sophisticated aircraft with attributes suitable for employment in high-speed conventional warfare 

are inappropriate and often ineffective in operations against enemy forces using guerrilla tactics, 

particularly in complex surface environments such as jungles.”9  These sentiments, which Drew 

expressed reflect the counter-theory to much of the advocates of high-performance air-

 
5 Dean, David. J. The Air Force Role in Low-Intensity Conflict. Maxwell Air Force Base, AL: Air University 

Press.1986.  
6 Ibid pg. 14 
7 Meilinger, Phillip S., and Ronald Robert Fogleman. 1997. The Paths of Heaven: The Evolution of Airpower 

Theory. Maxwell Air Force Base, Ala: Air University Press. pg. 321 
8 Ibid pg. 340-341 
9 Ibid pg. 341 
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technology as being the “revolutionary” force, which was often promoted by the Air Force and 

other airpower theorists. 

In addition to the training and technological revolutions which took place, changes in 

military doctrine on the employment and utilization of airpower were also addressed after the 

Vietnam conflict. The strategies which were developed after Vietnam and employed during the 

First Gulf War have been a point for much debate about the efficacy of airpower on the modern 

battlefield. Following the Vietnam conflict, much of the literature regarding the strategy and 

implementation of forces focused on the concept of AirLand Battle. AirLand Battle as a military 

doctrine10 was analyzed substantially in The Paths of Heaven by Dr. Harold Winton in his 

chapter, titled, “An Ambivalent Partnership: US Army and Air Force Perspectives on Air-

Ground Operations, 1973–90”  

Winton, a former Army officer and current emeritus professor of history at the School of 

Advanced Air and Space Studies, provided an in-depth analysis of the AirLand Battle doctrine 

enacted by the Army after Vietnam. He posits that the Air Force never officially adopted the 

doctrine. However, they worked in tandem with the Army to reach each service’s goals, with the 

establishment of a joint-program called Air Land Forces Applications (ALFA). Winton observes 

that the part of the Air Force responsible for tactical missions (i.e., close air support (CAS), 

aerial interdiction (AI)) tactical air command (TAC), had developed a close relationship with the 

Army. 11 He writes that the development of the A-10 aircraft solely for the mission of CAS 

proved the Air Force was willing to work with the Army and unofficially supported the AirLand 

 
10 Department of the Army, Operations, FM 100-5. Washington, DC: Headqauters, Department of the Army, 1982. 
https://archive.org/details/FM100-5Operations1982/page/n9/mode/2up 
11 Ibid pg. 405 
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Battle doctrine.12 This analysis was reflected in Lambeth’s work as he also notes how the 

AirLand Battle concept led to joint training exercises between the two services as well as the 

development of dedicated CAS tactics and systems.13 Despite these successes, the debate over 

the scope of the doctrines’ implementation within the Air Force led to some inter-service 

disagreements. Lambeth notes that the development of Follow-on Forces Attack (FOFA), a 

doctrine in which NATO ground forces would an defensive line to allow airpower to strike rear 

area “follow on” forces with deep interdiction strikes, again led to debates about the application 

of airpower as an independent “strategic” asset capable of deep-strike, rather than just supporting 

ground forces as proposed by the AirLand battle doctrine.14  Ultimately, the AirLand battle 

doctrine refocused the military’s attention on the conventional realm of operations. The doctrine 

left the problem of unconventional wars completely unaddressed. Despite the lessons gleaned 

from the Vietnam conflict, the Air Force gave little attention to the issue of irregular conflict. 

Although the topic made a brief appearance in some Air Force field manuals (AFM 2-11 Foreign 

Internal Defense Operations 1992) , it wasn’t until the early 1990’s that a strategy for LIC was 

established in the form of the Internal Defense and Development Program (IDAD).15 However, 

the focus on conventional conflict eventually suppressed any large scale interest in LIC, and the 

Air Force’s primary field manuals reverted to focusing on conventional operations.16 In a 2014 

assessment of the effectiveness of AirLand battle for LIC operations, Johns Hopkins professor 

and author Carter Malkasian wrote that “ AirLand battle… is unlikely to be feasible against 

 
12 Ibid pg. 409 
13 Lambeth, Benjamin S. The Transformation of American Air Power. Cornell University Press, 2000 pg. 84-85 
14 Ibid pg. 87 
15 Meilinger, Phillip S., and Ronald Robert Fogleman. 1997. The Paths of Heaven: The Evolution of Airpower 

Theory. Maxwell Air Force Base, Ala: Air University Press. pg. 321 
16 Ibid pg.346 
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lesser [unconventional] powers.”17 Further illustrating how unsuited conventional doctrines can 

be for unconventional operations. 

 

The Gulf War and beyond 

The historiography of airpower in the Gulf War focuses on the air campaign, which was 

waged by the United States and her allies. The main thoughts which have generated the most 

debate between airpower historians have been those of John Warden III. Warden is one of the 

most influential and controversial figures and theorists that the Air Force produced in the 20th 

century. The critiques of Warden’s theory by airpower historians are very robust, and there is a 

substantial debate between Warden and his critics about the efficacy and applicability of 

airpower.  

Warden advocates a strategic concept focused on strategic paralysis. In his theory, five 

concentric rings determine what targets are vital, with the most important being the center ring. 

The order of importance is as follows: Leaders, Processes (Organic Essentials), Infrastructure, 

Population, Fielded Forces.20 Warden states that fielded forces are the least important targets in 

warfare. He also posits that the civilian population and infrastructure are less important than the 

enemy leadership. 

Warden’s five rings theory is a theory of airpower that primarily relies on the 

prioritization of targets. The five concentric rings represented in Warden’s model are meant to 

determine how targeting of enemy forces, and infrastructure should occur. The ultimate aim of 

this theory is to force the enemy into a state of “strategic paralysis,” so that the enemy system is 

 
17 Malkasian, Carter. “AirLand Battle and Modern Warfare”. 2014 International Forum on War History. National 

Institute for Defense Studies. 2014. Pg.117   
20 Warden, John A., Col. 2011. "Strategy and Airpower." Air & Space Power Journal 25 (1): 77,1 pg.  
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degraded and the will to fight is destroyed. Warden writes that “At the strategic level, we attain 

our objectives by causing such changes to one or more parts of the enemy's physical system that 

the enemy decides to adopt our objectives, or we make it physically impossible for him to 

oppose us.”21 This theory, therefore, places emphasis on viewing the enemy as a system (EAS).22 

While Warden primarily developed his theory concerning the application of airpower, he views 

the strategic aspect of his theory as the primary objective. He states that “ We must not start our 

thinking on war with the tools of war—with the airplanes, tanks, ships, and those who crew 

them. These tools are important and have their place, but they cannot be our starting point, nor 

can we allow ourselves to see them as the essence of war.”23 This illustrates Warden’s belief that 

his strategic theory itself does not rely on any particular military asset, but rather, the proper 

adoption of the strategy itself will provide desired results.  

With the application of this theory to airpower, the centermost ring of the circle 

represents the enemy leadership and is the most vital target for air assets to attack. This strategy, 

therefore, relies on “decapitation” strikes to paralyze the enemy and render its forces useless with 

a lack of leadership from which to receive orders and function. The other four rings emanate 

from the center of the circle with targets of decreasing importance the further out the circles go. 

Warden’s theory, therefore, views the fielded military forces of the adversary as the least 

important for air assets to target and engage. Air assets are therefore used as a strategic surgical 

implement that can penetrate the enemy’s defense ahead of ground forces and strategically target 

important assets such as the leadership and critical processes of the opposing force. 

 
21 Warden, John A., Col. 1995. "The Enemy as a System." Airpower Journal 9 (1): 40-55. Pg.43  
22 Ibid Pg.42 
23 Ibid Pg.55 
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Understanding what targets reside where in the five rings is essential to understanding the overall 

theory. The rings are  

1. Leadership- Enemy leaders and actors that enable the function of the enemy’s 

capacity to wage war. 

2. Processes (Organic Essentials)- Essential elements that contribute significantly to 

the function of the state or organization of the enemy. i.e., energy production, fuel 

for vehicles, food production, communications, etc.  

3. Infrastructure- Critical infrastructures such as bridges, ports, railways, and roads. 

4. Population- This ring is controversial as it represents targeting of the civilian 

population that contributes to the efficient functioning of the state and its 

mechanisms. This intention of the targeting is not the same as endorsed by 

classical airpower theorists and functions in a different capacity. 

5. Fielded military forces- These forces are the state’s military that is fielded for the 

defense of the state. Given airpower’s ability to precisely strike strategic assets 

beyond the frontline, Warden views these forces as the least strategically 

important.  
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Figure 1. Warden's Five Rings from "Strategy and Airpower"24 

 Warden wrote a number of works outlining and explaining his theory of airpower.  This 

theory has garnered much debate and generated numerous responses. Many of his concepts were 

enacted during the Gulf War and subsequent conflicts. Warden’s first most comprehensive work 

outlining his Five Rings theory was a book entitled The Air Campaign: Planning for Combat. 

This work illustrates that Warden’s view on targeting is where his strategic theory breaks away 

from traditionalist interpretations of airpower. As described in Phillip Meilinger’s work A 

History of Effects-Based Air Operations, he writes that “John Warden led the intellectual journey 

back to serious thinking about air strategy … [he] moved away from a concept of air strategy 

that had focused on an enemy's economy, and instead focused on its leader.”28 

 
24 Warden, John A., Col. 2011. "Strategy and Airpower." Air & Space Power Journal 25 (1): 65-77.pg.67 
28 Meilinger, Phillip S. "A History of Effects-Based Air Operations." The Journal of Military History 71, no. 1 

(2007):  
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Warden’s concepts understandably have drawn interest from critics of the application of 

airpower. Most notably, Robert Pape, a political scientist, challenged Warden’s assertion that 

airpower should be used to target leadership in order to paralyze the enemy “system,” which 

would bring a swift end to the conflict. This debate over the utility of coercive airpower remains 

a significant part of the current discussion on conventional airpower theory.  Pape criticized the 

traditionalist interpretation of coercive strategic airpower, in his work Bombing to Win: Air 

Power and Coercion in War. He contends that coercive airpower was ineffective and often had 

the adverse effect of galvanizing support behind the enemy government. Concerning Warden’s 

theories, Pape argued that the fielded forces of an enemy nation should remain the primary target 

for airpower employment. Conversely, Phillip Meilinger writes that “Robert A. Pape and non-

airmen like U.S. Army Generals Wesley K. Clark and Gordon R. Sullivan, have argued that wars 

are won the old-fashioned way-by killing armies; only today airpower can kill armies faster and 

with less risk than armies can kill armies.” 29  

The sentiments expressed by Pape were contrary to Warden’s belief that a nation’s 

leadership should be the primary targets for airpower implementation and that airpower should 

act independently of ground forces. In response to Pape, Warden wrote that  

Although his intentions and effort were good, I fear that he missed the mark 

considerably, and in the process perpetuated old myths that are daily becoming 

more dysfunctional… contrary to Pape's conclusions, the strategic application of 

airpower was most effective in the  Gulf  War,  even given the restrictions 

imposed on it and the errors made in its execution. It was strategic attack on Iraq, 

which put it in a position where it was forced to accept the dictates of its 

 
29 Ibid pg.164 
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opponents and to suffer serious intrusions on its sovereignty since the end of the 

war. It is strategic attack which is cheaper, faster, and less bloody than the 

industrial-age warfare which Pape wants to bring back.30 

  Pape then replied in his response titled “The Air Force Strikes Back: A reply to 

Barry Watts and John Warden.”  He contends that strategic airpower targeting did not 

win the Gulf War and wrote that “The airpower that ultimately coerced Iraq was not the 

bombs directed at Baghdad, but those that smashed Iraq's field army in the Kuwaiti 

theater of operations.”31 Pape cited the “Gulf Air Power Survey” to support his claims.    

Criticism of Warden’s work as not limited to political scientists like Pape, but also came 

from other airmen. The most relevant example of this comes from Col. Dennis Drew in his 

commentary on low-intensity conflict (LIC) and the use of airpower in this realm. He writes that  

Critics hailed The Air Campaign: Planning for Combat (1988) by Col John M 

Warden III as the most significant theoretical work on airpower since the days of 

Billy Mitchell. Unfortunately, Warden addressed only conventional warfare and 

failed to even acknowledge the fundamental differences between conventional 

warfare and protracted revolutionary warfare. The fact that Warden’s subsequent 

writing has also ignored the subject is particularly unfortunate because his 

influence has become so pronounced within the Air Force.32   

This critique by Drew is well noted, as there is certainly a lack of theoretical literature on 

unconventional employment of airpower, not just by Warden but in general. This lack of 

 
30 Warden, John A. 1997. "Success in Modern War: A Response to Robert Pape's Bombing to Win." Security 

Studies 7 (2): 172-190. pg. 173-190 
31 Pape, Robert A. 1997. "The Air Force Strikes Back: A Reply to Barry Watts and John Warden." Security Studies 7 

(2): 191-214. Pg. 212-214 
32 Meilinger, Phillip S., and Ronald Robert Fogleman. 1997. The paths of heaven: the evolution of airpower theory. 

Maxwell Air Force Base, Ala: Air University Press. pg. 343-344 
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literature was made very clear by the U.S. involvement in counter-terror and counter-insurgency 

(COIN) operations in Iraq and Afghanistan, despite the prolonged conflicts, little has been added 

to the literature to address these matters. Some works have analyzed the issue in recent years, but 

many lack the depth which is required for a thorough understanding of the issues.33 As the Air 

Force refocuses on operations against near-peer adversaries such as China or Russia, the theories 

on the employment of airpower may continue to remain focused on the conventional, high-

intensity realm of warfare. Despite this, some authors such as Mark Clodfelter have recognized 

the need for addressing emerging challenges to airpower, such as those presented by hybrid 

war.34 

 

Hypothesis and Methods 

Based on Warden’s lack of focus on low-intensity conflicts (LIC), it is probable that 

Warden’s five rings theory will not prove highly effective in a hybrid warfare environment. This 

is due to the lower scale of air operations, lack of availability of suitable strategic targets, and 

issues with targeting unconventional forces that can hide among the civilian population. 

Therefore it is likely that the five rings theory is more suited for purely conventional operations 

rather than those outside of that realm.    

This research study will primarily be done by utilizing a case study analysis. The primary 

historical event which will be presented is the First Persian Gulf War. This example will provide 

some overview of the major past operation that was strategically developed on the basis of the 

 
33 Smyth, Paul. 2011. “Airpower and Counterinsurgency.” Air & Space Power Journal 25 (2): 115. 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=f5h&AN=64285938&site=ehost-live&scope=site. 

Read, Derek. 2010. “Airpower in COIN: Can Airpower Make a Significant Contribution to Counter-Insurgency?” 

Defence Studies 10 (1/2): 126–51. doi:10.1080/14702430903392828. 
34 Clodfelter, Mark. 2014. “Theory, Implementation, and the Future of Airpower.” Air & Space Power Journal 28 

(5): 121-122. Pg. 121-122 
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five rings theory. The insight garnered from this example will be used for comparison with 

contemporary military operations that are considered hybrid conflicts. The ongoing conflict in 

Ukraine is the primary case that can provide data for comparison. Additionally, the ongoing 

Yemeni conflict can provide insights into the application of airpower in a hybrid environment.  

This study will utilize data from air operations in these conflicts, including airstrike data 

and aircraft losses. These datasets will be put into context with the overall operations to help 

assess the effectiveness of the air campaigns utilized during the conflicts. Additional resources, 

such as reports and histories, will provide further insights as to the effectiveness of airpower in 

these hybrid operations.  

There are limitations to the use of these methods, which must be acknowledged—some 

limitations with applying historical context to current operations. While historical cases can 

provide useful comparative examples for further study, it is important to realize there are 

essential differences in time, place, technology, capabilities, and other factors that could limit the 

accuracy of the knowledge gleaned from such an exercise. Furthermore, historical events are not 

replicable, and so applying a specific model of analysis of these cases is almost impossible. 

Incomplete historical information can also prove detrimental to the accuracy of this study, for 

example, classified or otherwise inaccessible information could alter the results of this study.  

Data 

The data gathered for this study include information from the First Gulf War, the Yemen 

Civil War, and the Ukrainian conflict. The information from the Gulf war will be primarily 

focused on the air campaign and will be used as the basis for comparison to the two cases. These 

cases represent modern examples of hybrid warfare. Supporting data from the conflicts in 

Ukraine and Yemen will be used to provide context and backing. 
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The First Gulf War 

Air operations during the first Gulf War were primarily conventional in nature. As 

Warden was the primary planner of the air campaign during that conflict. Despite the fact that he 

was moved out of the theater of operations to Washington D.C. during the air campaign, his 

influence remained significant in its execution.  He was able to help devise and implement a 

strategy that was primarily derived from his theory of the five rings, and this was reflected in his 

planning of Operation Instant Thunder. 

 

 

Operation Instant Thunder 

 Instant Thunder was the codename for the operation that Warden developed for the Gulf 

War, implementing the mechanisms of the five rings model. The operation was planned by 

Warden’s team known as “CHECKMATE” and was developed to apply Warden’s airpower 

theory in an actual combat environment. The Gulf War was an exclusively conventional conflict 

with clear objectives that needed to be met. Instant Thunder, therefore, was an operation that had 

a strategic plan with a definitive end state in mind. Warden generally places emphasis on having 

an exit strategy at the completion of an operation or objective; he describes this as a part of 

developing any good strategy.35  

 The Instant Thunder air campaign, which eventually simply became known as Offensive 

Campaign, Phase I36, was executed en masse using a large number of coalition aircraft to carry 

 
35 Warden, John A., Col. 2011. "Strategy and Airpower." Air & Space Power Journal 25 (1): 77,1 pg. 
36 Rick Atkinson, “ARCHITECTS OF THE AIR WAR,” The Washington Post (WP Company, October 3, 1993), 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1993/10/03/architects-of-the-air-war/9d7373b5-807e-44ed-b530-

0d2f0603464d/) 
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out airstrikes that were debilitating to the Iraqi Army. The major effort initially focused on 

suppressing and destroying the enemy’s integrated air defense system (IADS) in order to gain air 

superiority and begin striking enemy targets at will throughout the battlespace. It is important to 

note that Warden’s operations require advanced technological capabilities to create an optimal 

environment to enact his five-ring theory. In Desert Storm, this meant that suppression of enemy 

air defenses (SEAD), and destruction of enemy air defenses (DEAD) missions were initially 

required to pave the way for more strategic operations, although the novelty of stealth 

technology during that time offered some aircraft strategic strike capabilities beyond the reach of 

older conventional airframes.  

 The campaign was executed judiciously by the allied coalition, but Warden was sent back 

to Washington on account of his strategic disagreements with Lt.Gen Charles Horner.37 This 

disagreement stemmed from the overall conception that Warden had that; airpower could carry 

the day without the need for directly engaging Iraqi ground forces until the later parts of the 

conflict. Despite this fact, most of the actual prosecution of the air campaign followed Warden’s 

strategic plan and theory.38 Coalition forces conducted deep strikes against critical processes, and 

infrastructure within the Area of Operations (AO). The coalition’s devastating airpower 

advantage enabled coalition forces to strike enemy field forces at will. This severely weakened 

the Iraqi forces prior to them being engaged by coalition ground forces. However, the plan 

deviated somewhat from Warden’s hierarchy of targeting. Unlike in the original Instant Thunder 

plan, Iraqi ground forces were targeted from the onset and until the conclusion of the conflict, 

and the target list increased also increased significantly.39  

 
37 Ibid 
38 Correll, John T., “The Strategy of Desert Storm,” Air Force Magazine, May 10, 2008, 

https://www.airforcemag.com/article/0106storm/) 
39 Ibid 
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 Although Warden was removed from the theater of operations, his theory’s effectiveness 

was illustrated in the air campaign. While some alterations to his plans were made, the actual 

operations undertaken by the Air Force followed closely to the plan that Warden laid out, 

especially with his identification of important strategic targets. Furthermore, his theory 

illustrated the ability of airpower to operate independently of ground forces while still causing 

devastating damage to the enemy. This reality-challenged the previous concept of AirLand 

Battle, which focused the use of airpower on the support of ground operations rather than 

undertaking large scale, independent strategic deep strike operations against enemy targets.    

 The conventional nature of the Gulf War was ideal for the implementation of Warden’s 

five rings theory. The scale of the air operations that took place was significant, with large strike 

packages destroying various targets throughout the Area of Operations. Once air superiority was 

attained, the air coalition could strike targets at will with little to no resistance. The air defenses 

of the Iraqi forces were lackluster once Iraq’s  IADS had been neutralized. The capabilities of the 

Iraqis had been so diminished that even extremely vulnerable aircraft such as the AC-130 

gunship could be employed against ground targets. However, the threat from man-portable air 

defense systems (MANPADS) still remained. The abundance of strategic targets also aligned 

with Warden’s theory quite well, and finally, the clear distinction of enemy regular forces from 

the civilian population made targeting these forces a rather straightforward task. This confluence 

of factors contributed significantly to the success of the air campaign in the First Gulf War. 

Therefore, this case illustrates that Warden’s theories are suitable for conventional operations 

where his strategy can be effectively employed against an enemy force that behaves in a 

conventional manner and utilizes traditional strategy and tactics. The primary challenge to 
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Warden’s theory, however, comes when applying it to non-traditional methods of war and 

enemies that do not conform to the traditional conduct of warfare.  

 Despite the past critiques of Warden’s focus on conventional conflict, there has not been 

much effort to address the question of his airpower theory’s applicability in low-intensity 

conflict environments. The conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq have made this much more 

noticeable in the past years. The challenge of hybrid threats presents a similar issue; therefore, 

this essay will attempt to assess the five rings theory’s utility in hybrid wars.  

 

 

The Ukrainian Crisis 

 The 2014 Ukrainian crisis represents one of the most significant modern hybrid conflicts 

to date. While airpower has not played a vital role within this conflict, it still offers one of the 

best examples of the challenges of operating against hybrid actors that utilize a mix of 

unconventional tactics with the use of advanced conventional weapon systems. It also illustrates 

some of the challenges that air forces will face when combatting adversaries that operate using a 

hybrid concept of operations. The particular type of hybrid warfare employed by the Russian 

state and its proxies in Ukraine stresses the implementation of conventional, unconventional, 

cyber and information warfare to destabilize the institutions of the targeted actor. The seizure 

and annexation Crimea illustrated the capability of this type of strategy. The ongoing conflict in 

Eastern Ukraine further demonstrates the capacity of hybrid irregular forces to compete against 

conventional forces. This irregular force’s military capacity is much more potent when backed 

by a powerful patron state such as Russia. By supplying these units with advanced weaponry 

such as tanks, IFVs, artillery, ATGMs, radar-guided SAMs, drones, and MANPADS as well as 
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the training to employ them, the patron has effectively created a lethal fighting force that can 

take on conventional forces. This is primarily what separates these hybrid forces from traditional 

insurgent/ terrorist forces that rely predominantly on low-tech weaponry to take on a 

conventional adversary. The concept of asymmetry in combat power is therefore much reduced 

when fighting a hybrid insurgent force vs. a traditional one. Furthermore, the addition of private 

military companies (PMCs) to the force composition can have a large impact on the fighting 

capacity of the hybrid force. This was illustrated in the Ukrainian war with the Russian semi-

state PMC known as the “Wagner Group”, contributing trained operators to the fight against the 

Ukrainian armed forces, these operators participated in the battle of Debaltseve and were 

equipped with weapon systems of Russian origin.4142  

 The effectiveness of these hybrid forces has been clearly illustrated in the Ukraine. The 

implementation and capacity of Ukrainian airpower have been drastically affected by these 

hybrid threats. The Ukrainian Air Force has only been able to conduct limited air operations 

against these forces due to a number of factors, primarily the lack of scale of their air operations 

and threats posed by adversarial air defense systems.  Airpower, therefore, from the Ukrainian 

perspective, has played only a small role in overall military operations. Furthermore, the role of 

airpower in this conflict has been relegated to mainly non-combat functions such as conducting 

intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) missions using drones, and signals 

intelligence (SIGNT) missions using offensive and defensive electronic intelligence (ELINT) 

 
41 Marten, Kimberly. 2019. "Russia's use of Semi-State Security Forces: The Case of the Wagner Group." Post-

Soviet Affairs 35 (3): 181. doi:10.1080/1060586X.2019.1591142. 
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platforms such as helicopters and drones.43  However, there is some speculation that drones have 

been weaponized to carry out some offensive strike operations.44 Despite this fact, this capability 

is quite limited on the Ukrainian side. The drone revolution has caused what can be considered a 

democratization of airpower. While drones are supplied to pro-Russian forces, these units are 

capable of independent operations and engage in both ISR and electronic warfare (EW), 

including SIGINT missions.45 This offers these hybrid irregular forces the capacity to conduct air 

operations without the need for traditional aircraft and their systems. As the strike capability of 

these drones is developed, it is likely that the offensive air capacity of hybrid forces will also 

increase.   

 Ukraine used airpower primarily in the early stages of the conflict. However, hybrid 

forces equipped with prolific air defense systems supplied by their patron posed a deadly threat 

to the air forces of Ukraine. Losses mounted as both short-range MANPADS and long-range 

radar-guided systems were employed against aircraft of the Ukrainian military.46 With only a 

small supply of advanced military aircraft equipped with modern countermeasure systems, 

Ukrainian aircraft were extremely vulnerable to the air defenses of the Russian backed forces.47 

Ukraine’s position being primarily defensive means that its strategic objectives are more varied 

and are fundamentally different from those in the Gulf War. The issues with the lack of air 

superiority over the contested areas of Eastern Ukraine and the Air Force’s inability to suppress 

 
43 Trevithick, Joseph. “Ukraine Returns Electronic Warfare Choppers To Service Amid Fears Of War With Russia.” 
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44 Wendle, John. “The Fighting Drones of Ukraine.” Air & Space Magazine. Air & Space Magazine, January 17, 
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or destroy enemy air defenses illustrates a lack of compatibility with even the initial prerequisites 

of waging an air campaign similar to the Gulf Air campaign. However, these constraints do not 

affect the applicability of Warden’s theory as he assumes given perfect conditions; his theory 

will remain applicable.  As previously mentioned, acquiring and maintaining air superiority is an 

essential prerequisite for enabling strategic air operations. The hybrid nature of the Ukrainian 

conflict, where air defenses are prolific, and enemy air defense forces can effectively deter 

offensive air action by traditional airpower, presents an environment in which the use of 

airpower is limited and ineffective.  

Furthermore, the lack of scale in air operations, advanced aircraft and precision 

weaponry, and sufficient pilot training in SEAD/DEAD operations would likely affect the 

overall quality of air operations undertaken by the Ukrainian military. In a 2017 interview, John 

Warden himself commented that Ukraine would probably not be able to use an airpower strategy 

based on his five rings theory against Russia.48 He instead notes that the theory can be still be 

utilized outside of the application of airpower and military force further reinforcing his point that 

his theory remains applicable beyond the realm of kinetic operations.   

Warden says that the Ukrainian government would need to avoid an all-out “shooting 

war” but should instead try to use soft power, cyber, non-kinetic means to target the leadership of 

the adversary.49 An offensive airpower strategy within the Ukraine conflict seems to be an 

unrealistic goal, given their current capacities. However, the question remains, given perfect 

conditions, would the theory apply to this type of warfare? To begin to answer this question, we 

must identify each ring and how they apply to the conflict.  

 
48 2017 GOE Colonel (Ret) John A. Warden III (USAF) Interview 2of2. Maxwell Gunter AFB, 2017. Video, 19:20. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FJah1nzw4R8&t=1302s. 
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Five Rings: Ukraine 

• Leadership- Warden, identifies leadership as the most effective ring to engage in order to 

force an enemy to capitulate or to destroy its ability to wage war. In a conventional 

conflict, the leadership of a state is easily identifiable, and targeting leadership can be a 

fairly straightforward task. However, within the context of a hybrid conflict, leadership 

could be much more challenging to identify, let alone attack. For example, in the 

Ukraine, hybrid actors have different levels of leadership and can be under the directive 

of their patron state. (in this case Russia) It is unlikely that one can target this patron’s 

leadership as that would likely only escalate the conflict into a much more dangerous 

one. Targeting lower levels of leadership that operate in the field may be more plausible, 

but this falls short of the political leadership that Warden’s theory identifies. The 

leadership of the established “republics” within the territories of Eastern Ukraine may be 

possible targets. However, there are multiple defacto governments including, the Donetsk 

People’s Republic (DPR), and the Luhansk People’s Republic (LPR) and the leadership 

within these organizations are likely simply proxies of the Russian government that can 

easily be replaced, as illustrated after the killing of the Prime Minister of the DPR in 

201850, so even if the leadership of these organizations is eliminated, it does not 

guarantee that the threat will also disappear.  

• Processes- Processes are the essential elements that allow an organization to function. 

Warden posits that targeting these elements can reduce an organization's capacity to fight. 

These elements can be easily identified within conflict against a state such as 

 
50 Zverev, Anton. “Cafe Blast Kills pro-Moscow Rebel Leader in East Ukraine.” Reuters. Thomson Reuters, 

September 1, 2018. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ukraine-crisis-zakharchenko-confirmat/rebel-leader-in-east-

ukraine-killed-in-blast-idUSKCN1LG266. 
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communication, food production, and other essential industries. Hybrid foes can maintain 

some of the systems that large organizations such as states need to operate, such as 

effective nodes of communications or fuel for vehicles, etc. However, unlike states, 

hybrid actors can often rely on material support from their patrons, this presents an 

additional challenge as one would need to cut these lines of support to effectively target 

the systems of the organization. Similar to terrorist organizations, black market 

economies and acts of criminality can still provide these actors with the ability to engage 

in trade, and acquire resources to continue to fund their operations.  

• Infrastructure- Warden identifies roads, bridges, and other forms of infrastructure as 

targets that are important in reducing the capacity of the enemy to wage war. This is 

significant in conventional conflict as it reduces the enemy’s freedom of movement and 

speed of maneuver. Within a hybrid context, the role of infrastructure can be similarly 

important, depending on the nature of the conflict. Within the Ukrainian context, 

infrastructure targeting could reduce the ability of hybrid forces to reinforce their supplies 

and move troops and equipment to the front-lines. This could also disrupt their ability to 

receive arms and other military provisions from their patron. Although, the drawback to 

this approach would be the need to repair or replace this infrastructure in the future after 

conflict.51 

• Population- The population ring is quite challenging to target in conventional conflict 

using kinetic means as this is essentially considered directly engaging civilians and non-

combatants. In the context of hybrid warfare, it would likely be extremely detrimental not 

just politically or morally to target the population, but also practically as this would likely 

 
51 “SMM Facilitation and Monitoring of Infrastructure Repair in Eastern Ukraine - January 2017-August 2018.” 

Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe, 2018. 
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raise resentment against the attacker. Therefore from a kinetic weapons standpoint, it is a 

ring that is off-limits to those fighting hybrid foes. However, if viewed from another 

perspective of information influence or psychological operations, the targeting of this 

ring could prove to be an effective method for winning support from the local population. 

In the Ukrainian example, the populations under the control of the enemy are still 

considered Ukrainian citizens, so any kinetic targeting would be off the table within this 

context.  

• Fielded Military- Warden views this as the least important of the rings and posits that 

targeting of fielded forces prolongs the conflict and has the least effect on operations as 

this is a tactical rather than strategic approach to warfare. In the context of the Ukrainian 

conflict fielded forces are significant actors because they carry out operations such as 

seizing and holding territory. Fielded forces in Eastern Ukraine consists of both 

Ukrainian and Russian actors, reinforced by various organizations supported by the 

Russian government. This presents a complex system of actors that play various roles in 

the makeup of the forces fielded against Ukrainian government forces.  

The ultimate goal of the five rings strategy is to force strategic paralysis on the enemy. This 

is done by making enemy decisions too costly for them to continue with their desired course of 

action. Therefore in order to formulate a strategy based on the five rings theory. Ukrainian forces 

would have to identify what aspects of the hybrid foe’s system they can effectively engage that 

would make it too costly for their adversaries to continue their operations or erode the will of 

their patrons to continue supporting those forces.  Whether engaging these systems would 

produce the desired outcome is unclear, while Warden’s system proved effective in a 

conventional conflict, it is not guaranteed that engaging these rings would be enough to dissuade 
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a powerful patron such as Russia from supporting its patrons and holding on to its territorial 

gains.  

 

The Yemeni Civil War 

 The ongoing Yemeni civil war began in 2015 when existing tensions between the Shia 

“Houthi” group, also known as Ansar Allah and the ruling Yemeni government under President 

Abdrabbuh Hadi, boiled over into conflict over rulership of the country.52 The majority Shia 

Houthis found a suitable patron in Iran and Hezbollah as this support enables its operations and 

improves its technological and technical abilities on the battlefield.53 The Hadi government was 

pushed out of power after the 2015 Houthi uprising and is currently in exile in Saudi Arabia. The 

Hadi administration is backed by Saudi Arabia and an Arab coalition established to counter the 

Houthi threat and regain control of the country from the Houthi forces.54 The coalition initially 

consisted of Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Qatar, Kuwait, Egypt, Sudan, 

Morocco, Senegal, and Jordan.55 With additional non-combat support from the United States and 

the United Kingdom.56 

The Saudi-led coalition began its intervention mission with an extensive air campaign 

codenamed Operation Decisive Storm. The operation included the use of advanced western 

aircraft and precision-guided munitions (PGMs) to carry out airstrikes within Yemen.57 The 

 
52 Sharp, Jeremy M. 2017. Yemen: Civil War and Regional Intervention US Congressional Research Service. 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=tsh&AN=122006993&site=ehost-live&scope=site. 
53 Qureshi, Waseem Ahmad1. 2020. The Crisis in Yemen: Armed Conflict and International Law. Vol. 45. 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=lft&AN=141817201&site=ehost-live&scope=site. 
54 Sharp, Jeremy M. 2017. Yemen: Civil War and Regional Intervention US Congressional Research Service. 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=tsh&AN=122006993&site=ehost-live&scope=site. 
55 Ibid 
56 Shield, Ralph. 2018. "The Saudi Air War in Yemen: A Case for Coercive Success through Battlefield Denial." 

Journal of Strategic Studies 41 (3): 461-489. doi:10.1080/01402390.2017.1308863. https://doi-

org.proxy1.library.jhu.edu/10.1080/01402390.2017.1308863. 
57 Ibid 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=lft&AN=141817201&site=ehost-live&scope=site


27 
 

proximity of the border with Saudi Arabia meant that air operations were facilitated by bases 

located close to the area of operations (AO). The U.S. also supported the operations of the Arab 

coalition by providing much needed ISR and logistical support such as air to air refueling. 

Despite the extensive use of PGMs in the air campaign by coalition forces (in particular the 

Saudis), training deficiencies and misuse of the weapon systems have caused large scale civilian 

casualties, which have undermined the entire purpose of precision strikes. This illustrated that 

even with advanced guided weaponry, substandard training on their implementation and use 

could lead to them being ineffectively employed by their users.58        

As the Houthi threat evolved as time passed in the conflict. Iranian and Hezbollah 

support has established the Houthis as a hybrid actor that is capable of challenging the advanced 

modern weaponry and systems of the Saudi led coalition. As the conflict stagnated, some of the 

Arab coalition members, including Qatar, Sudan, Morrocco, and the UAE  withdrew from 

combat operations.59 The hybrid nature of the conflict meant that the coalition was not facing an 

enemy equipped with only primitive weapons. Multiple attacks against coalition and American 

shipping illustrated that Iranian and Hezbollah patronage was transforming the Houthi 

organization into a competent adversary that could employ advanced weaponry such as Anti-ship 

missiles (ASMs) against coalition vessels.60 The level of sophistication of the Houthi rebels’ 

arsenal and tactics have steadily increased as the conflict continues.61 They have been able to 
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modify air to air missile systems into deadly surface to air threats.62 Additionally, the Houthis 

has claimed to have developed a long-range surface to air missile system with suspected 

assistance from Iran.63 The support which Iran, and more extensively, Hezbollah, are providing 

the Houthis has also allowed the rebels to establish a quasi-airforce component using Iranian 

supplied drones, some modified to carry weapons or explosives. These have proven effective 

weapons as they were employed (likely with Iranian assistance if not directly by Iran) to severely 

disrupt Saudi oil production in 2019.64 The rebels have also used Surface to surface missile 

systems to launch attacks into Saudi Arabia proper. Which has forced the Saudis to maintain a 

defensive posture in order to counter these attacks.65 The air defenses employed by the Houthis 

have proven to be lethal and have shot down several advanced aircraft and drones. This includes 

American ISR drones as well as Saudi coalition air assets.6667 Much like the situation in Ukraine, 

these hybrid actors have proven much more resistant to airpower than the traditional rebel or 

terrorist groups.  
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The initial air campaign carried out by the Saudi-led coalition has only met with limited 

success. The implementation of Saudi and coalition airpower did not produce the desired results, 

and as the threat evolved, the effectiveness of airpower has been somewhat reduced due to the 

new constraints that the enemy’s air defenses present to the Saudi and coalition air forces. The 

strategy employed by the Saudis during the conflict has yet to bear fruit. Instead, the nature of 

the conflict has brought much negative press against the Saudi air campaign as civilian casualties 

continue to rise. Despite the use of PGMs in certain airstrikes, there have inevitably been civilian 

casualties as a result of these operations. 

Furthermore, the implementation of a naval blockade of Yemeni waters has caused 

economic hardship and strife to the civilians caught in between the coalition and the Houthis.68 

The traditional problem which most counter-insurgency operations face with separating civilians 

from insurgents is also rampant in Yemen as the Houthis generally don’t wear any official 

military uniform, which identifies them as fighters and not civilians. This causes significant 

issues with targeting and necessitate the use of ISR platforms to provide accurate intelligence for 

targeting rebel locations and groups. The situation in Yemen is, therefore, quite fluid and 

difficult to assess accurately. Unlike the clear lines of a conventional conflict, this hybrid war has 

blurred many lines and represents a significant challenge for the Saudi-led coalition to overcome. 

The complexity of the Yemeni conflict presents a challenge to traditional warfare 

strategies. The five rings model has only truly been implemented in a conventional capacity, so 

its utility in creating a plan for a situation like Yemen is questionable. Similar to the Ukrainian 

conflict, we must address each of Warden’s ring and try to place appropriate targets in each ring. 

Warden’s theory posits that conflicts can be won without the necessity for long and drawn out 
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wars by eliminating the essentials of the enemy’s systems. While the decisive points can be more 

clearly identified in conventional conflicts, it is uncertain if this condition remains true in a 

hybrid environment such as Yemen. 

Five Rings: Yemen 

• Leadership- The leadership situation in Yemen poses a challenge similar to the one 

observed in Ukraine. While there are leaders of the Houthi movement in Yemen, it is 

uncertain if a decapitation strike targeting these leaders would effectively destroy the 

organization’s capacity to wage war. The initial targeting of Houthi leadership in 

operation Decisive Storm did not destroy the organization, but instead temporarily 

reduced its capabilities.69 In similar insurgencies, leadership strikes can temporarily 

reduce operational capacity, but new leaders can arise to take their place.70 The 

practicality of eliminating the leadership of the group’s patron is also questionable. The 

recent rise in tensions that occurred after the U.S. elimination of  Qasem Soelimani, the 

commander of Iran’s Quds Force, illustrates how volatile targeting the leadership of a 

group’s patron could be and that it would likely escalate the conflict rather than bring it to 

a swift end.71 

• Processes- The system essentials for the Houthis in Yemen is unclear; there are likely few 

targets that are still functioning that fall into this category. Data from the Yemen Data 

Project (YDP) suggests that airstrikes have targeted essentials such as food supplies, 
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communication nodes, and water and electricity facilities.72 However, the destruction of 

these targets has had severe detrimental effects on the population of the country, with 

famine now being a widespread concern, and diseases such as cholera have spread 

significantly among the civilian population.73 Despite this, Houthi resistance is still well 

entrenched in the country 

• Infrastructure- The infrastructural targeting done by the Saudi coalition has focused 

primarily on transportation infrastructure such as roads. However, as these targets as 

exhausted, given the lack of extensive development within Yemen, the number of 

strategic infrastructural targets are declining. This illustrates that this ring may be less of 

a factor in the Yemeni context as compared to more industrialized or developed states. 

• Population- Targeting the population of Yemen with kinetic strikes would only serve to 

further alienate the population and the international community. In any case, there are 

likely few effective targets that lay within this ring. There have already been a significant 

amount of civilian casualties with at least 18,400 death or injuries occurring directly from 

air operations, according to the YDP.74 Additionally, any purposeful targeting of civilian 

centers is not only morally challenging but could also have the negative side effect of 

rallying more support to the cause of the Houthi rebels. 

• Fielded Forces – Unlike in traditional conventional conflicts where fielded forces are 

easily identifiable, the fielded forces in Yemen resemble traditional insurgencies or 

guerillas in that they wear few official uniforms, and easily blend in with the civilian 
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population. The need for ISR prior to targeting is, therefore, essential to avoid civilian 

casualties. Unless the units are identified as explicitly military forces, then it is difficult to 

strike this ring effectively. The situation is further complicated by the fact that the 

Houthis are able to counter ISR drones and aircraft with their improvised air defense 

systems. This fact as been illustrated by the loss of several coalition and American ISR 

systems of Yemen in recent years. Despite these challenges, the coalition has been able to 

attack this ring throughout the conflict. The YDP estimates that of the 20,401 air raids 

carried out by the coalition, 7066, have been against military targets, while 6374 has been 

against nonmilitary targets, and 7,116 have been against targets of unknown disposition.75  

The conflict in Yemen does not align perfectly with Warden’s five rings. There are areas where 

the traditional targets expected in a conventional conflict do not neatly overlap with the targets 

encountered in a hybrid warfare environment. This appears to be particularly true in a nation 

with limited strategic targets in the system essentials, infrastructure, and population rings. 

 

 

Discussion 

 The applicability of Warden’s five-ring model to hybrid conflicts appears to be dependent 

on a variety of factors. While in a conventional warfare context, targets can be clearly identified 

and defined in each ring. Its applicability does not appear to be universal with unconventional 

conflicts. The cases illustrate that while some targets may transfer easily from the conventional 

spectrum, others may not do so when trying to sort and identify them outside of this realm. It 

appears that the more conventional the threat appears, the more applicable the theory is to the 

 
75 Ibid 
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conflict. As in the case of Ukraine, where potential targets such as infrastructure are more 

prevalent, the commander has a greater ability to target these systems, and they may have a more 

significant effect than in less developed areas where infrastructure is less prevalent such as in 

Yemen. The data also illustrates that hybrid actors may vary in their level of sophistication and 

their dependence on certain rings within the theory. Previous critiques of Warden’s strategy’s 

utility in an unconventional combat environment are supported by these findings. As the level of 

sophistication of the actor increases, and the actor relies more on infrastructure and other 

organized, uniformed units, then the theory becomes more applicable to that actor. As illustrated 

in various insurgent movements throughout history, insurgent forces can operate independently 

of many of the restrictions placed on conventional units. For example, Castro’s guerillas in their 

fight against the Batista regime were based in the Escambray mountains and had little reliance on 

infrastructure. Warden’s focus on such targets in the processes and infrastructure rings do not 

overlap with forces that do not strongly rely on these systems. Furthermore, the population ring 

is mostly not applicable for most kinetic operations with current laws of war and the possibility 

of international backlash from specifically targeting civilians during combat operations. 

The rings of Warden’s theory are, therefore, much more difficult to identify with 

conflicts that don’t follow the traditional modes of war, with actors that may not act in 

predictable or “rational” ways. Viewing the enemy as a system necessitates sufficient 

intelligence to determine what lies in each ring and what effect eliminating that ring would have 

on the adversary’s forces. Identifying the challenges to effectively eliminating the targets in each 

ring is also an essential prerequisite for being successful in utilizing this strategy. In any case, 

whether the elimination of each ring will yield the desired effect remains uncertain.  
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  The following table illustrates some of the differences between conventional and the 

hybrid threats in Ukraine and Yemen as they apply to the rings of Warden’s theory. It then 

assesses the overall applicability of Warden’s ring within those conflicts. 
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Ring Conventional Ukraine-Hybrid Yemen-Hybrid 

  

Leadership Traditional state 

leadership, easily 

identifiable and is can be 

engaged. 

Mixed Leadership 

Model. Strong external 

support from patron.  

Replaceable local 

leadership.  

Engaging patron 

leadership not viable  

could escalate conflict. 

Mixed leadership 

Model, Strong external 

support from patron.  

Replaceable local 

leadership 

Engaging patron 

leadership is possible 

could escalate conflict. 

Processes (Organic Essentials) Processes are essential 

to function of state and 

its institutions. 

Processes important yet 

less vital than to a state 

patron can provide 

material support to 

hybrid actor. 

Processes important but 

targeting could devastate 

civilians, limits targeting 

choices. 

Infrastructure  State relies on 

infrastructure for 

moving resources and 

troops. 

Infrastructure targeting 

could impact ability of 

patron to supply its 

forces. 

 Impacts civilians.  

Rebuilding cost/benefit. 

Does not rely on 

infrastructure for 

enabling operations. 

Infrastructure targeting 

could impact  civilians 

Population Population significantly 

impact function of 

state’s war apparatus. 

 Morally ambiguous. 

Population targeting not  

viable strategy using 

kinetic means.  

Potential for Information 

Warfare or Psyops . 

Morally ambiguous 

Population targeting not 

viable strategy using 

kinetic means.  

Morally ambiguous  

could aid hybrid actor/ 

international backlash. 

Fielded Forces Fielded Forces 

uniformed and 

identifiable from 

civilians. 

Fielded Forces generally 

uniformed and 

identifiable, could 

include forces from 

patron. 

Fielded Forces rarely 

uniformed ,generally 

indistinguishable from 

civlians, could include 

forces from patron. 

Five-rings applicability Applicable  Somewhat Applicable Less Applicable 

Table 1. 
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 As illustrated by the table above, Warden’s five rings maintain some applicability in 

certain areas while losing utility in others when applied to different forms of warfare.  Even if 

multiple conflicts are hybrid in nature, they may retain certain similarities with conventional 

threats but lack others depending on their level of sophistication. The leadership ring is 

particularly challenging to address when a hybrid actor is supported by a patron state. The more 

powerful the patron, the less viable it is to target the leadership of that state directly.  In a conflict 

where a hybrid actor does not have the support of a patron state, it is likely that attacking the 

leadership ring could have a more significant effect, and this could be done freely without the 

risk of escalating the conflict to a more intense mode of war. In such a context Warden’s focus 

on decapitation strikes could yield much more substantial results than what is possible when a 

patron state is present. Furthermore, for actors that rely on a patron for supplies and other 

enablers of action, targeting the processes ring could also yield improved results as this would be 

able to reduce the ability of the actor to continue operations as normal without their essential 

resources.  

 This research study offers important insights into the applicability of Warden’s five rings 

theory to hybrid warfare. While the cases analyze this relationship from a hypothetical 

standpoint, it illustrates some potential shortfalls in the Five rings theory in its applicability 

outside of the conventional realm of warfare. This provides us with an understanding of how 

conventional strategies may or may not be suited for modern challenges of hybrid conflict. The 

conflicts in Ukraine and Yemen illustrates that the modern battlefield can be extremely complex 

and difficult to accurately assess. The view of the supremacy of airpower that emerged after the 

Gulf War seems to be challenged by the general complexity of the modern battlefield. The use of 

modern advanced airpower has not yielded the desired results in Yemen, especially as that 
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conflict has evolved over time. The five rings have become blurred and difficult to discern in the 

fog of hybrid war, while this theory may still be effective in a conventional conflict, it does not 

appear to be the end-all in terms of strategy for conflicts that are outside of that realm. 

 

Conclusion 

 As the character of war continues to evolve, it challenges our traditional understanding of 

conflicts. The forms of warfare we encounter today may not be entirely new challenges, but they 

are often unrecognizable from what we are used to in the past. The theories and strategies that 

may have worked in past wars may not be entirely useful in present-day conflicts. Therefore, as 

our understanding of the modern challenges posed to peace and prosperity evolve. So must our 

strategies and tactics. Col. Warden’s five-ring theory proved highly effective in the execution of 

the Gulf War in a conflict that pitted states against states. However, its utility beyond the realm 

of conventional conflict has yet to be proven.  

 The contemporary threats posed by hybrid actors, often supported by powerful patrons, 

have illustrated that our traditional conventional strategies may not be entirely applicable to these 

actors. These actors do not operate at the level of states and function without many of the 

requirements that restrict state actors. The five-rings theory appears to fall short when dealing 

with actors that do not operate at the state level, and the modern threat of hybrid actors also 

challenges the presumptions of this theory. This manuscript has illustrated some areas that are 

not clearly addressed by the five-rings model and illustrates the necessity for new approaches 

and outlooks on theory and strategy for addressing the challenges of hybrid warfare.  This study 

creates a foundation for future research on the topic and can be analyzed for developing future 

strategies for the use of airpower in hybrid warfare environments. 



38 
 

Bibliography 

2017 GOE Colonel (Ret) John A. Warden III (USAF) Interview 2of2. Maxwell-Gunter AFB, 

2017. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FJah1nzw4R8&t=1302s. 

Binnie, Jeremy, and Jeremy Binnie. “Houthis Unveil Russian Air-to-Air Missiles as SAMs.” 

Houthis unveil Russian air-to-air missiles as SAMs | Jane's 360, February 28, 2020. 

https://www.janes.com/article/94598/houthis-unveil-russian-air-to-air-missiles-as-sams. 

Cenciotti, David. “IR Video Shows The Moment A Saudi Tornado Attack Jet Was Shot Down 

by Houthi Rebels Over Yemen.” The Aviationist, February 15, 2020. 

https://theaviationist.com/2020/02/15/ir-video-shows-the-moment-a-saudi-tornado-

attack-jet-was-shot-down-by-houthi-rebels-over-yemen/. 

Clodfelter, Mark.2015. “The Limits of Airpower or the Limits of Strategy.” JFQ: Joint Force 

Quarterly, no. 78 (2015 3rd Quarter 2015): 111–24. 

Clodfelter, Mark. 2014. “Theory, Implementation, and the Future of Airpower.” Air & Space 

Power Journal 28 (5): 118-127 

Correll, John T., “The Strategy of Desert Storm,” Air Force Magazine, May 10, 2008, 

https://www.airforcemag.com/article/0106storm/) 

Dean, David. J. The Air Force Role in Low-Intensity Conflict. Maxwell Air Force Base, AL: Air 

University Press.1986 

Department of the Army, Operations, FM 100-5. Washington, DC: Headquarters, Department of 

the Army, 1982. https://archive.org/details/FM100-5Operations1982/page/n9/mode/2up 

Dureab, Fekri, Khalid Shibib, Reema Al-Yousufi, and Albrecht Jahn. 2018. Yemen: Cholera 

Outbreak and the Ongoing Armed Conflict. Journal of Infection in Developing Countries. 

Vol. 12  doi:10.3855/jidc.10129. 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=asn&AN=130018203&site=ehos

t-live&scope=site. 

Gertler, Jeremiah. 2020. Defense Primer: United States Airpower US Congressional Research 

Service. 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=tsh&AN=141835243&site=ehost

-live&scope=site. 

Hoffman, Frank G. 2018. "Examining Complex Forms of Conflict: Gray Zone and Hybrid 

Challenges." PRISM Security Studies Journal 7 (4): 30-47 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=tsh&AN=133762823&site=ehost

-live&scope=site. 

“Houthis Unveil Four New Air Defence Systems.” Middle East Monitor, February 24, 2020. 

https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20200224-houthis-unveil-four-new-air-defence-

systems/. 

Jordan, Jenna. 2014. “Attacking the Leader, Missing the Mark: Why Terrorist Groups Survive 

Decapitation Strikes.” International Security 38 (4) :7–38. 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=mth&AN=96265027&site=ehost

-live&scope=site. 

Lambeth, Benjamin S. The Transformation of American Air Power. Cornell University Press, 

2000 

Malkasian, Carter. “AirLand Battle and Modern Warfare”. 2014 International Forum on War 

History. National Institute for Defense Studies. 2014. 115-120.   

http://www.nids.mod.go.jp/english/event/forum/pdf/2014/09.pdf 

https://theaviationist.com/2020/02/15/ir-video-shows-the-moment-a-saudi-tornado-attack-jet-was-shot-down-by-houthi-rebels-over-yemen/
https://theaviationist.com/2020/02/15/ir-video-shows-the-moment-a-saudi-tornado-attack-jet-was-shot-down-by-houthi-rebels-over-yemen/
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=mth&AN=96265027&site=ehost-live&scope=site
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=mth&AN=96265027&site=ehost-live&scope=site


39 
 

Marten, Kimberly. 2019. "Russia's use of Semi-State Security Forces: The Case of the Wagner 

Group." Post-Soviet Affairs 35 (3): 181-204. doi:10.1080/1060586X.2019.1591142. 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=bsu&AN=135672246&site=ehos

t-live&scope=site. 

Meilinger, Phillip S. 2007. "A History of Effects-Based Air Operations." The Journal of Military 

History 71 (1): 139-167 

Meilinger, Phillip S., and Ronald Robert Fogleman. The Paths of Heaven: The Evolution of 

Airpower Theory. Maxwell Air Force Base, AL: Air University Press. 1997 

Nadimi, Frazin, and Michael Knights. “Iran's Support to Houthi Air Defenses in Yemen.” Iran's 

Support to Houthi Air Defenses in Yemen - The Washington Institute for Near East 

Policy, April 4, 2018. https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/irans-

support-to-houthi-air-defenses-in-yemen. 

NatashaTurak. “How Saudi Arabia Failed to Protect Itself from Drone and Missile Attacks 

despite Billions Spent on Defense Systems.” CNBC. September 23, 2019. 

https://www.cnbc.com/2019/09/19/how-saudi-arabia-failed-to-protect-itself-from-drones-

missile-attacks.html. 

Nikolic, Nebojsa. “Connecting Conflict Concepts: Hybrid Warfare and Warden’s Rings.” 

Information & Security 41 (): 21–34. doi:10.11610/isij.4102. 

Orkaby, Asher. 2017. “Yemen's Humanitarian Nightmare”. Foreign Affairs.96 (6): 93-101 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=mth&AN=125600588&site=eho

st-live&scope=site. 

Pape, Robert A. 1997. "The Air Force Strikes Back: A Reply to Barry Watts and John Warden." 

Security Studies 7 (2): 191-214. 

Pocock, Chris. “Ukraine Has Lost 22 Aircraft to Rebel Forces.” Aviation International News, 

November 26, 2014. https://www.ainonline.com/aviation-news/defense/2014-11-

26/ukraine-has-lost-22-aircraft-rebel-forces. 

Qureshi, Waseem Ahmad. 2020. “The Crisis in Yemen: Armed Conflict and International 

Law.”45.  North Carolina Journal of International Law & Commercial Regulation 45 

(1): 227–68. 

ttp://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=lft&AN=141817201&site=ehost-

live&scope=site. 

Rabin, Alexander. “Diplomacy and Dividends: Who Really Controls the Wagner Group?” 

Foreign Policy Research Institute. Accessed March 12, 2020. 

https://www.fpri.org/article/2019/10/diplomacy-and-dividends-who-really-controls-the-

wagner-group/. 

Read, Derek. 2010. “Airpower in COIN: Can Airpower Make a Significant Contribution to 

Counter-Insurgency?” Defence Studies 10 (1/2): 126–51. 

doi:10.1080/14702430903392828. 

Riedel, Bruce. “Yemen's War Is Escalating Again.” Brookings, February 26, 2020. 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2020/02/26/yemens-war-is-escalating-

again/. 

Samaan, Jean-Loup C. 2020. “Missiles, Drones, and the Houthis in Yemen.” Parameters: U.S. 

Army War College 50 (1): 51–64 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=tsh&AN=141836185&site=ehost

-live&scope=site. 

https://www.cnbc.com/2019/09/19/how-saudi-arabia-failed-to-protect-itself-from-drones-missile-attacks.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2019/09/19/how-saudi-arabia-failed-to-protect-itself-from-drones-missile-attacks.html
https://www.fpri.org/article/2019/10/diplomacy-and-dividends-who-really-controls-the-wagner-group/
https://www.fpri.org/article/2019/10/diplomacy-and-dividends-who-really-controls-the-wagner-group/


40 
 

Sharp, Jeremy M. 2017. “Yemen: Civil War and Regional Intervention.” Congressional 

Research Service: Report, 1–17 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=tsh&AN=122006993&site=ehost

-live&scope=site. 

Shield, Ralph. 2018. "The Saudi Air War in Yemen: A Case for Coercive Success through 

Battlefield Denial." Journal of Strategic Studies 41 (3): 461-489. https://doi-

org.proxy1.library.jhu.edu/10.1080/01402390.2017.1308863. 

“SMM Facilitation and Monitoring of Infrastructure Repair in Eastern Ukraine- January 2017-

August, 2018.” Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, 2018. 

Smyth, Paul. 2011. “Airpower and Counterinsurgency.” Air & Space Power Journal 25 (2): 115. 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=f5h&AN=64285938&site=ehos
t-live&scope=site. 

Snow, Shawn, Olivia Vermane, Rahim Faiez, and Kim Tong-Hyung. “Yemeni Rebels Claim 

They Have Shot down a US-Made Drone.” Military Times, November 1, 2019. 

https://www.militarytimes.com/news/your-military/2019/11/01/yemeni-rebels-claim-

they-have-shot-down-a-us-made-drone/. 

Trevithick, Joseph. “Ukraine Returns Electronic Warfare Choppers To Service Amid Fears Of 

War With Russia.” The Drive, December 27, 2018. https://www.thedrive.com/the-war-

zone/25687/ukraine-returns-electronic-warfare-choppers-to-service-amid-fears-of-war-

with-russia. 

Tuerk, Alexander. “Houthi Drone Strikes Disrupt Almost Half Of Saudi Oil Exports.” NPR. 

NPR, September 14, 2019. https://www.npr.org/2019/09/14/760837355/houthi-drone-

strikes-disrupt-almost-half-of-saudi-oil-exports. 

“UAE Withdraws Its Troops from Aden, Hands Control to Saudi Arabia.” Reuters. Thomson 

Reuters, October 30, 2019. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-emirates-military-

yemen/uae-withdraws-its-troops-from-aden-hands-control-to-saudi-arabia-

idUSKBN1X923A. 

Warden III, John A. 2011. "Strategy and Airpower." Air & Space Power Journal 25 (1): 65-

77.http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=tsh&AN=64840367&site=eh

ost-live&scope=site. 

Warden III, John A., Col. 1997. "Success in Modern War: A Response to Robert Pape's 

Bombing to Win." Security Studies 7 (2): 172-190 

Warden III, John A., Col. 1995. "The Enemy as a System." Airpower Journal 9 (1): 40-55. 

Wendle, John. “The Fighting Drones of Ukraine.” Air & Space Magazine. Air & Space 

Magazine, January 17, 2018.https://www.airspacemag.com/flight-today/ukraines-drones-

180967708/. 

“YEMEN DATA PROJECT.” Data. Accessed March 13, 2020. 

https://www.yemendataproject.org/data.html. 

Zverev, Anton. “Cafe Blast Kills pro-Moscow Rebel Leader in East Ukraine.” Reuters. Thomson 

Reuters, September 1, 2018. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ukraine-crisis-

zakharchenko-confirmat/rebel-leader-in-east-ukraine-killed-in-blast-idUSKCN1LG266. 

 

 

 



41 
 

 

Javaughn K. Waller 

1041 Piper Place, Lawrenceville, GA, 30043 | (770)-203-8361| Javwaller@gmail.com 
OBJECTIVES________________________________________________________________________________ 

• Become a productive member of a highly qualified team 

• Continue to build leadership qualities and skills 

• Build professional skills in the realm of intelligence and security 

EDUCATION AND HONORS __________________________________________________________________ 

• Johns Hopkins University AAP ( 2017-Present)  Washington, D.C.   

o Master of Arts in Global Security Studies – (Strategic Studies) 

o Graduate Certificate in Intelligence 

• Georgia Gwinnett College (2012-2016)   Lawrenceville, GA 

o Bachelor of Arts in Political Science - (International Relations) (Cum Laude) 

o Global Studies Certification  

o GPA : 3.74; Dean’s list (all semesters)  

• Vice President of Pi Sigma Alpha National Political Science Honor Society 

• Member of Golden Key International Honor Society 

• Vice President of Sigma Iota Rho Honor Society for International Studies  

• CEN Ecuador/ ITB      Study Abroad Ecuador (Spring Semester 2014) 

• ISLP China (Summer Session 2015)  Delegation on International Relations and Diplomacy 

• Universidad Latina de Costa Rica   Study Abroad Costa Rica (Spring Semester 2016) 

• Climate Change Adaptation & Development in Nepal  Study Abroad Nepal (Winter Intersession 2020) 

WORK EXPERIENCE_________________________________________________________________________ 

Knowledge Exchange Institute     Atlanta, GA (Student Ambassador) 

• Conducted recruitment campaigns for students seeking to improve their cultural diversity by 

studying abroad. 

• Designed documents and spreadsheets to encourage students to consider studying abroad as a 

potential investment in their education and marketability in the current globalized world. 

• Provided pre-travel security and societal briefings to students concerning the countries they would 

visit and how to keep safe while also respecting their host nation’s culture and practices.  

ACE Seguros (Chubb)     Guayaquil, Ecuador (Intern) 

• Assessed coverage information for insurance claims as well as providing useful feedback to 

customers regarding the status of their accounts. 

• Provided assistance to administrators in assessing worker productivity including the integration of 

multiple languages within the working environment 

• Exhibited an advanced - intermediate proficiency in Spanish reading, writing, and speaking.  

LEADERSHIP EXPERIENCE__________________________________________________________________ 

SCUSA 67 West Point 

• Nominated by college staff to represent my college at the Student Conference on United States Affairs at 

the United States Military Academy at West Point (SCUSA) 

• Participated in a roundtable on Civil-Military relations with students from various universities working 

together to find solutions to the civil-military gaps as they appear in the United States. 

ISLP 

• Nominated by Golden Key honor society to participate in the International Scholar Laureate Program in 

China as a part of the delegation on international relations and diplomacy. 

• Presented at universities, think tanks and organizations in Beijing, Xi’an, and Shanghai. 

• Engaged in dialogue with diplomats at the Beijing Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Shanghai 

International Studies Institute.     

Model United Nations       

• Presented at the Southern regional conference (representing Qatar) in which several universities took part. 

• Led the discussion and exhibited superb public speaking skills while addressing a large audience. 

VOLUNTEER EXPERIENCE __________________________________________________________________ 

 Civil Air Patrol (CAP)      Lawrenceville, GA  

 CEN Language Exchange      Guayaquil, Ecuador 

 News Editor for “The Globe” College Newspaper   Lawrenceville, GA 


