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The age of strategic ambiguity: Why modern wars no longer end decisively

The vocabulary of conflict
has undergone profound
change over the last decade.
Terms such as hybrid
warfare, unrestricted
warfare, cognitive warfare
and grey zone conflict now
occupy increasing space in
strategic discourse. Yet the
understanding of the “grey
zone” remains fragmented
and often narrowly
interpreted. Most analyses
describe it merely as a
collection of activities below
the threshold of conventional
war — cyber intrusions, proxy
warfare, economic coercion,
disinformation campaigns or
incremental territorial
encroachments. These may
broadly be termed “grey zone
operations”.

Recent conflicts, however,
reveal a deeper
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n .
Contemporary warfare
increasingly unfolds within
enduring grey zone conditions
— a strategic environment
characterised by ambiguity,
calibrated escalation, political
restraint, technological
asymmetry and continuous
narrative competition. The
distinction is important. Grey
Zone Operations are
instruments or methods; by
contrast, grey zone conditions

constitute the strategic
environment within which
modern confl ict is now
conducted.

This distinction may well
define the nature of twenty-
first century conflict. The
traditional understanding of
war rested upon clear
binaries — peace and war,
military and civilian domains,
victory and defeat. That
assumption is now under
strain. Modern conflict rarely
progresses towards
unconditional victory. Instead,
states and non-state actors
seek positional advantage
and strategic leverage while
carefully avoiding escalation
beyond politically manageable
thresholds, a reality well
illustrated by current conflict
conditions in West Asia.

Under such conditions,
ambiguity itself has become
a strategic tool rather than
merely an accompanying
feature of conflict.

The Erosion of Decisive
Victory - Several factors have
contributed to this shift.
Nuclear deterrence has
imposed caution upon major
powers, while economic
interdependence has
increased the costs of
prolonged confl ict. The
information revolution has

compressed reaction times
and magnif ied pol it ical
sensitivities. Social media has
transformed perception into
an operational domain. Most
importantly, technological
diffusion has democratised
access to capabilities once
monopolised by major
military powers. The result is
a changing character of
warfare where outright
victory is becoming
increasingly elusive.
Contemporary conflicts are
fought not merely for
territorial conquest, but for
posit ional advantage,
coercive leverage,
psychological impact and
narrative dominance.
Strategic outcomes are
increasingly pursued without
triggering uncontrol led
escalation.

The Russia-Ukraine
confl ict i l lustrates this
phenomenon vividly. Despite
the scale of conventional
combat, the war remains
embedded within a broader
grey zone framework shaped
by nuclear signalling, cyber
operations, sanctions,
information campaigns and
drone warfare. Neither side
has achieved decisive
strategic dominance despite
enormous expenditure of
resources and manpower.

Similarly, the conflicts
across Gaza, Lebanon and
Yemen demonstrate how
conventional superiority no
longer guarantees political
closure. Israel retains
overwhelming mil itary
dominance, yet decisive
outcomes remain elusive.
Non-state actors continue to
retain strategic relevance
despite sustained kinetic
pressure. The Houthis,

through relatively inexpensive
drone and missi le
capabilities, have disrupted
critical maritime routes in the
Red Sea with consequences
far beyond the immediate
theatre.

The Armenia-Azerbaijan
confl ict l ikewise
demonstrated how drones,
precision strikes and
information dominance could
rapidly alter battlef ield
equations without prolonged
conventional campaigns.
Increasingly, weaker sides
appear willing to absorb
punishment, disengage
temporarily and preserve the
capacity to fight another day.

Technology and the
Democratisation of Disruption

An important lesson
emerging from recent
conflicts is that technological
diffusion has reduced the
monopoly of military power
once enjoyed by major
states. Precision drones,
cyber tools, long-range
missi les, commercial
surveillance and information
warfare capabilities are now
increasingly accessible even
to weaker states and non-
state actors. While such
actors may lack the capacity
to win wars conventionally,
they can increasingly deny
stronger adversaries decisive
victory. They are able to
impose costs, prolong
conflict, generate disruption
and shape global narratives
disproportionate to their
material strength.

This has created a new
phenomenon in warfare —
disengagement without
victory. Conflicts increasingly
move towards uneasy
pauses, ceasefires or
managed disengagement
rather than decisive
conclusions. Stronger powers
may retain mil itary
superiority, yet remain unable
to secure political finality.
Strategic exhaustion
increasingly substitutes for
decisive battlefield outcomes,
a trend likely to define future
confl ict. Confl ict Under
Conditions of Ambiguity - The
India-China border situation
reflects many characteristics
of a sophisticated grey zone
environment. There exists
neither declared conflict nor
genuine strategic normalcy.
Mil itary deployments,
infrastructure development,
tactical transgressions,
diplomatic engagement and
psychological signalling occur
simultaneously. Incremental
pressure replaces overt
escalation, while ambiguity
becomes deliberate rather
than accidental. The objective
is less territorial conquest
through war and more the
shaping of long-term
strategic perception and
positional advantage. Even
internal security
environments increasingly
display grey zone
characteristics. Pakistan’s
persistent instabi l ity —
involving terrorism, sectarian
tensions, economic fragility
and political turbulence —
il lustrates how internal
disorder can evolve into
enduring strategic
vulnerabil ity. A defining
feature of grey zone
conditions is therefore the
coexistence of conflict and
restraint. Actors compete
aggressively while carefully
managing escalation
thresholds. Ambiguity permits
flexibility, deniability and
diplomatic space, enabling
states and non-state actors
alike to pursue strategic
objectives without
unrestricted war. The
Psychology of Strategic
Frustration Grey zone
conditions create particular
difficulties for major powers.
Military superiority naturally
generates expectations of
rapid political outcomes.
However, prolonged ambiguity
denies such closure. Stronger
powers increasingly find
themselves trapped between
escalation they cannot fully
control and disengagement
that appears pol it ical ly
unsatisfactory.

This often produces
strategic frustration. Under
prolonged pressure, larger
powers may resort to
disproportionate responses,
diplomatic overreach or
escalatory signalling that

gradually erodes international
legit imacy and polit ical
support. The inability to
secure decisive outcomes
despite overwhelming
military capability creates
pressures that are as
psychological as they are
strategic. In many ways,
modern conflict has become
a contest of endurance rather
than annihilationSocieties as
Battlespaces

Another signif icant
transformation is the
expanding nature of the
battlespace itself. Modern
conflicts increasingly target
public morale, economic
continuity, political cohesion
and informational credibility.
Societies themselves have
become operational domains.

The contest is no longer
confined to armies alone.
I n f r a s t r u c t u r e ,
communication networks,
energy grids, f inancial
systems and public
perception are all vulnerable
to disruption and
manipulation. Narrative
management now operates
alongside military operations
as an instrument of strategy.

Resi l ience therefore
assumes central importance.
Nations capable of preserving
social cohesion, economic
stability and public confidence
under prolonged stress are
likely to possess significant
strategic advantage in future
conflicts. Implications for
India

For India, these
developments carry
important implications. India’s
strategic environment
encompasses contested
borders, marit ime
competit ion, cyber
vulnerabilities, information
challenges and internal
security complexities. Future
preparedness will therefore
require more than
conventional mil itary
capability alone.

A whole-of-nation
approach wil l  become
increasingly necessary,
integrating technological
innovation, strategic
communication, economic
resi l ience, border
infrastructure, intelligence
coordination and societal
preparedness. Military power
will remain indispensable, but
it will increasingly function
alongside diplomatic,
informational, technological
and economic instruments
within an interconnected
battlespace. The Line of
Control and the broader
security environment in
Jammu & Kashmir also reflect
important elements of
evolving grey zone conditions.
Unlike the early years of the
millennium, when terrorism
and infiltration dominated the
conflict landscape more
visibly, the environment today
is shaped increasingly by
cal ibrated escalation,
information influence,
surveillance technologies,
drone-based smuggling,
proxy faci l i tation and
persistent psychological
contestation. The emphasis
has gradually shifted from
sustained high-intensity
violence towards attempts at
maintaining strategic
disruption, narrative
relevance and intermittent

instability below the threshold
of wider conventional
escalation.

The challenge is not
merely to respond to isolated
grey zone operations, but to
recognise the emergence of
enduring grey zone conditions
as a defining strategic reality.

Advantage Without
Victory

The age of decisive wars
producing unambiguous
political outcomes may not
entirely disappear, but it is
becoming less common. The
future is likely to be shaped
by persistent competition

conducted below, around and
sometimes within the
threshold of conventional
conflict.

Strategic ambiguity is no
longer an except ion in
warfare; i t  is steadi ly
becoming i ts dominant
context. The nations most
likely to succeed in this
environment wi l l  not
necessarily be those capable
only of winning battles. They
will be those able to sustain
resi l ience, manage
escalat ion, preserve
legitimacy and maintain
strategic advantage amidst

prolonged uncertainty, while
retaining the capacity to
recover, adapt and re-engage
when required.

Future conf l ict  may,
therefore, be defined less by
decis ive victory at
culmination and more by the
ability to endure, outlast and
shape outcomes within an
extended continuum of
competit ion and
confrontation. In the
emerging grey zone
battlespace, advantage
without decisive victory may
increasingly become the new
measure of strategic success.
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fktrŒ÷k÷™e f{k÷! ©{{tºke™kt yÚkkf ©{u Ë‚ ÷k¾ ð]ûkku ðkðe {kuhƒe™u nrhÞk¤wt ƒ™kÔÞwt

- ©e fktrŒ÷k÷ y{]rŒÞk {kuhƒe™kt Äkhk‚ÇÞ Au. ‚hfkh{kt ©{, fkiþÕÞ
rðfk‚ y™u hkus„kh™kt hkßÞfûkk™kt {tºke Au. ð»ko 2025{kt {åAw
zu{(2)™kt fktXu 1200 ðe½k s{e™{kt Ë‚ ÷k¾ ð]ûkku WAuhe ð™ ‚ßÞwo.
- ð»ko 2025{kt ðzk«Äk™ ©e ™huLÿ {kuËe™kt 75{kt sL{ rËð‚u hkßÞ™kt
{wÏÞ{tºke ©e ¼q…uLÿ …xu÷u „wshkŒ™kt ‚kiÚke {kuxk ð™ fð[ ‘™{ku ð™’™wt
÷kufk…oý fÞwo nŒwt.
- ŒksuŒh{kt ÞkuòÞu÷e MÚkkr™f Mðhks™e [qtxýe …nu÷k {wÏÞ{tºke©e
¼q…uLÿ …xu÷u Vhe ð¾Œ yk ™{kuð™™e {w÷kfkŒ ÷eÄe nŒe y™u ÷kufku yk
ð™™ku yk™tË ÷R þfu Œu {kxu Y ºký fhkuz™k ¾[uo ykRfkur™f hkuz ƒ™kððk
{kxu rðþu»k „úkLx Vk¤ðe.
- fuL‚h fktrŒ÷k÷™u nhkðe þfâw ™net, «f]rŒ™u ¾ku¤u þu»k Sð™ ‚{r…oŒ
fhðk™ku ‚tfÕ… fÞkuo.

„ktÄe™„h yu[.yku.

‘rðþk¤u s„ rðMŒkhu, ™Úke

yuf s {k™ðe, …þw Au, …t¾e Au,

…w»…ku, ð™ku, ™u Au ð™M…rŒ,’’

W{kþtfh skuþe™e yk fkÔÞ…trõŒ™u

[rhŒkÚk o fhðk™w t fk{ hkßÞ™kt

©{, fk iþÕÞ rðfk‚ y™u

hk us„kh™k t  hkßÞ{tºke©e

fktrŒ÷k÷ y{]rŒÞkyu {kuhƒe{kt fÞwO

Au.

{k uhƒe™k t …kËh{kt ykðu÷k

{åAw (2) zu{™kt fktXu ©e {kuhƒe

…ktshk…ku¤ xÙMx™e 1200 ðe½k

s{e™{kt ð»ko 2025{kt Ë‚ ÷k¾

ð]ûkku ðkðe™u WAuhðk{kt fktrŒ÷k÷

y{]rŒÞkyu …h‚uðku huzTÞku Au.

ðzk«Äk™©e ™huLÿ {kuËe™kt

75{kt sL{rËð‚u yk ð™ fð[

(™{k u  ð™)™w t  hkßÞ™k t

{wÏÞ{tºke©e ¼q…uLÿ …xu÷™kt nMŒu

÷kufk…oý ÚkÞw nŒwt. ykX {rn™k

…nu÷k su rðMŒkh ðuhk™ ð„zku nŒku

íÞkt yíÞkhu ð™hkS ¾e÷e WXe Au.

“fk™k¼kE”™k t  n w÷k{ýk

™k{Úke òýeŒk ©e fk t rŒ÷k÷

y{]rŒÞk ‚kihk»xÙ™e ‚kiÚke {kuxe

„ýkŒe ©e {kuhƒe …ktshk…ku¤

xÙMx™kt yuf xÙMxe Au. yk xÙMx …k‚u

4500 ðe½k s{e™ Au.

…Þkoðhý™u ƒ[kððk yk…ýu ftRf

Ëk¾÷kY… fhðw t  sk uRyu yu

rð[khÚke fktrŒ÷k÷ y{]rŒÞkyu

¼„ehÚk fkÞo nkÚk …h ÷eÄw y™u

„wshkŒ™wt ‚kiÚke {kuxw ‘ð™ fð[’

(™{ku ð™) ƒ™kððk™k u {¬{

r™Äkoh fÞkuo.

{åAw zu{ (2)™k fktXu ykðu÷e

xÙMx™e 1200 ðeÄk s{e™{kt Ë‚

÷k¾ ð]ûkk u  ðkððk™w t  ¼„ehÚk

yr¼Þk™ þY fÞwo. {åAw fktXu yk

…nu÷k {åAw zu{™kt fktXu ykX sux÷k

[ufzu{ ƒ™kðe s¤‚t[Þ™wt fk{ Œku

fÞ w o  s Au. “ßÞkh u  y{u yuf

{rn™k{k t  Ë‚ ÷k¾ hk u…kyk u

ðkððk™k u  r™ýoÞ fÞk u o  íÞkh u

ð]ûkkhku…ý {kxu {kuxw fkhŒ fhŒe

‚tMÚkk ‚Ë¼kð™k ð ]Øk©{™e

{ËËÚke rð„Œðkh ykÞkus™ fÞwO,

” yr¼Þk™™kt «khtr¼f Œƒ¬k™e

ÞkËku™u ŒkS fhŒkt ©e fktrŒ÷k÷

y{]rŒÞkyu sýkÔÞwt. “y{khk yk

Þ¿k{k t  ‚Ë¼kð™k ð ]Øk©{™u

skuzTÞwt. s{e™ …zŒh nŒe yux÷u

‚kiÚke …nu÷k Œu™u ‚{Úk¤ fhe.

{kxe™e „wýð¥kk ‚wÄkhðk ƒnkhÚke

nßòhk u x™ ‚khe {kxe yne t

Xk÷ðe. {kuxe {kºkk{kt AkýeÞw t

¾k¥kh ™k t¾e s{e™™u V¤ÿw…

ƒ™kðe. 1200 ðe½k s{e™™e

VhŒu hV VurL‚„ fÞwO. yk …Ae

ð]ûkkhku…ý {kxu yuf ‚kÚku 500

{ký‚ku skuzTÞk. hkus ytËksu 25

Úke 30 nòh ð ]ûkk u  ðkððk™w t

¼„ehÚk fk{ nkÚk ÄÞwO. {kºk 37

rËð‚™kt yÚkkf «ÞJ™kt ytŒu y{u

10 ÷k¾ ð]ûkk u  ðkÔÞk,’’ ©e

fk t rŒ÷k÷ y{]rŒÞkyu ðÄ w{k t

sýkÔÞwt. ð»ko 2025{kt ‚ÃxuBƒh

17™kt hkus ðzk«Äk™ ©e ™huLÿ

{k uËe™k 75{k sL{rËð‚u

{k uhƒe{k t {wÏÞ{tºke©e ¼q…uLÿ

…xu÷™kt nMŒu ‘™{ku ð™’™wt ÷kufk…oý

ÚkÞwt. fktrŒ÷k÷ y{]rŒÞkyu sýkÔÞwt

fu, Ë‚ ÷k¾ ð]ûkku™u r™Þr{Œ ¾kŒh

y™u …kýe {¤e hnu Œu™e ÔÞðMÚkk

fhðk{kt ykðe Au. Œu™wt ‚t[k÷™

‚Ë¼kð™k ð]Øk©{ fhu Au. yksu

ykX {rn™k …Ae, yk Ë‚ ÷k¾

hku…k nðu {kuxk ÚkR ð]ûkku ƒ™e „Þkt

Au.”  “{wÏÞ{tºke©e ¼q…uLÿ¼kR

…xu÷u …ý y{khk fkÞo{kt yt„Œ h‚

÷eÄk u Au.  ŒksuŒh{kt MÚkkr™f

MðhkßÞ™e [qtxýeyku …nu÷kt Œu{ýu

ƒeS ð¾Œ ‘™{ku ð™’™e {w÷kfkŒ

÷eÄe y™u yk ð™ fð[ ‚wÄe ÷kufku

ykðe þfu Œu {kxu ykRfkur™f hkuz

ƒ™kððk {kxu Y 3 fhkuz™e rðþu»k

„úkLx Vk¤ðe Au,’’ ©e fktrŒ÷k÷

y{]rŒÞkyu {wÏÞ{tºke©e «íÞu

yk¼kh™e ÷k„ýe ÔÞõŒ fhŒk

fÌkwt.

64 ð»ke oÞ ©e fk t rŒ÷k÷

y{]rŒÞk™u ŒksuŒh{kt s fuL‚h™wt

r™Ëk™ ÚkŒk ‚sohe fhkðe Au.

‚k{kLÞ {ký‚ fuL‚h™kt ™k{Úke

nkhe òÞ …ý fktrŒ÷k÷ yu{k™kt

™Úke. …kt[ rf{kuÚkuhk…e …whe fhe

nk÷ RBÞw™kuÚkuhk…e ÷R hnu÷k ©e

fktrŒ÷k÷ y{]rŒÞkyu ÷kuf‚t…fo

½xkzTÞku ™Úke. Œu{ýu fÌkwt fu, yk

fuL‚hÚke ƒ[kðe, fwËhŒu {™u ƒesw

Sð™ ykÃÞwt Au y™u yk ƒesw Sð™

«f]rŒ™u ‚{r…oŒ fhðk {kt„w Awt.


