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Abstract: The research paper analyzes the attrition of senior Russian military leadership in the Russia-Ukraine conflict 
of 2022 to 2025. It highlights two apparent figures of external decapitation and potential internal cleansing on the one 
hand, dealings with established battlefield deaths, and on the other hand, killings of targeted assassinations in Russian 
territory. The research features military dispatches, open-source intelligence (OSINT), investigative journalism, and 
satellite-confirmed incidents to provide a strategic appraisal of what the researchers refer to as command 
disintegration, the gradual loss of trust, cohesion, and operational security in Russia's upper military reaches. Instead 
of some speculative claims, the analysis is based on those incidents of high-valued losses of confirmed cases where 
kinetic attacks and cognitive warfare intersect to disconcert leadership organization in authoritarian command 
systems. 
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Introduction 
When Russia launched a full-scale military invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, it was originally 
presented by the Kremlin as a smaller-scale operation, a special military operation, which would overcome 
Kyiv in several days. Rather, the war developed into a long, multidimensional conflict that by the middle 
of 2025 turned into one of the most complicated military involvements of the recent past. In addition to 
the more publicized attrition of equipment, manpower, and territory, a less obvious but perhaps even more 
important tendency can be discerned: the sequential removal and oblivion of the senior echelon of Russian 
military command. This is a trend of external decapitation, as well as possible internal purge; this study 
calls this phenomenon command disintegration, which is redefining the strategic arrangement of the 
Russian Armed Forces. The number of Russian generals killed is the highest in the post-World War II 
period. As confirmed by the open sources and the foreign press, since 2022, at least twelve commander-
level officers have been killed in action until 2025 (Reuters, 2025). Among those, one can single out 
Lieutenant General Andrei Sukhovetsky, reportedly killed by a sniper in the course of the operation in 
Hostomel in February 2022, and Major General Vladimir Frolov, who lost his life just two months later in 
the battle for Mariupol (Business Insider, 2022; Reuters, 2025). And the trend was manifested by General 
Roman Kutuzov and Lieutenant General Oleg Tsokov, who were killed in Luhansk and Berdyansk, 
respectively. An even more sinister and prolonged projection of attrition to the countryside was the drone 
strike that killed Major General Mikhail Gudkov in Kursk in July 2025 (Reuters, 2025). Such high-profile 
casualties did not represent single incidents on the battlefield but were part of a wider strategic doctrine, 
the gist of which is the destruction of the hierarchical lines in the highly centralized systems of the military. 

Much as these battlefield eradications have continued, there has been another aspect to kind of 
leadership killing; that of assassinations and unsuspecting deaths on the soil of Russia. In December 2024, 
Russia. On 7 December 2024, the head of Russia's Nuclear, Biological, and Chemical Defense Forces, 
Lieutenant General Igor Kirillov, was assassinated in Moscow by a scooter bomb placed outside his home. 
On a later occasion, Russian investigators blamed the assault on Ukrainian intelligence officials, with the 
help of overseas resources (AP News, 2024; Reuters, 2024). And a few months down the line, a car bomb 
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exploded in Balashikha, a suburb of Moscow, and claimed the life of one Deputy Chief of the General Staff 
in April 2025 (Reuters, 2025). These attacks, which are very distant from the battle lines, mean an 
extension of the war in Ukraine to the deep places of the Russian armed forces. The secret services in the 
West, such as the CIA and the MI6, have chosen not to discuss their part in it, and the authorities of Ukraine 
have not made clear or denied their role in this, further enhancing the quality of strategic ambiguity and 
cognitive effect of such assaults. Topping the deaths during battlefield combat and the shadowy Squat 
assassinations is the rising suspicion of internal purges among the Russian military elite. Dissident 
analysts, Kremlin-linked Telegram channels, and investigative journalists have suggested the 
disappearance of a number of elites after pronouncing on the war or alleged leadership failures. Although 
there has been no final confirmation, both the disappearance of General Valery Gerasimov, who had been 
quite visible on the scene of public events since March 2025, and the declining position of the Defense 
Minister Sergei Shoigu gave rise to greater suspicion (Financial Times, 2025). There are even reports that 
underground detention centers can be used in faraway lands, like in Siberia, where generals who are 
thought to have been disloyal can also be confined without trial. Even though such allegations could not 
be proved separately, they indicate an overall atmosphere of paranoia in the Russian chain of command, 
which makes the distinction between foreign targeting and domestic repression quite difficult. 

The consequences of such a trend are enormous. When an authoritarian military system requires 
loyalty to the leadership to supersede competence when running an operation, the assassination or purging 
of the experienced commanders may have serious vacuum effects. Disintegration of Command has two 
components: the loss of personnel, but also the loss of confidence, sequencing, and memory that constitute 
institutional memory. In contrast to Western military forces that often are organized around a distributed 
command and adaptive leadership, the Russian Armed Forces have been built around a very centralized 
model. This exposes them to the risk of leadership loss to a great extent. The death and disappearance of 
top officers have resulted in reduced morale among units in the frontline, disrupted coordination, and the 
decision to carry out operations was taken over by some security services like the FSB. The Russia-Ukraine 
conflict has demonstrated the characteristic of hybrid warfare, which is represented by the combination 
of kinetic, informational, psychological, and covert methods. Eliminating military leadership is a more 
focused version of hybrid doctrine, which proves that modern war is no longer restricted to the battlefield. 
Drones, satellite monitoring, cyber-intelligence, and interception of communications in real-time have 
enabled Ukraine, with NATO support, to carry the fight so far into the Russian heartland that it is no longer 
even possible to tell where the battlefield ends. In this respect, murdering a general is not a mere strategic 
move; this is an ideational blow aimed at disconcerting the command culture of the enemy and shattering 
elite solidarity. 

There is an alarming trend in the data available by the middle of 2025, which indicates twelve generals 
have already been struck dead in direct military action, five assassinated on Russian soil, and at least three 
others reported missing under mysterious conditions (Reuters, 2025). Reports have emerged that the 
leadership roles in various military districts have been reshuffled, with some assigned to intelligence 
leaders or people loyal to the Kremlin instead of military professionals, as an indication that the military 
is shifting grounds to political dominance. Following this trend, the aim of this paper is to examine it as 
being directed by the external asymmetric pressure, as well as by the internal autocratic weakness. It 
argues that the disintegration of the Russian command system is not just a military process but also a 
political and psychological process, the consequences of which go much beyond the field of warfare. 
 
Literature Review 
Targeting the military command and authorities, also known as the decapitation strikes, is a well-
developed variant of strategy in the literature on hybrid warfare. Its use in interstate warfare, particularly 
in authoritarian states, is little studied (Johnston, 2012; Jordan, 2019), but a lot has been said about the 
insurgent and terrorist groups (Johnston, 2012; Jordan, 2019). Lessons, however, can be learned using 
counterinsurgency campaigns. Indicatively, Johnston (2012) shows that leadership decapitation has an 
ability to occasionally erode the insurgent capabilities, but most of the time it has an inconclusive outcome, 
especially when the organizational structures are transformed or evolved into decentralization. Although 
the removal of top-level leaders can initially halt operations, as noted by Jordan (2019), it can also initiate 
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radicalization, decentralization, or even the arising of new radical branches. The effects of deliberate 
elimination of leadership in the transitional security setting are not restricted to short-term tactical 
achievements, but they define organizational robustness and unity. Berzins (2014) underlines the better 
capability of states practicing decentralized models of command to absorb losses of leaders, but highly 
centralized troops, including the Russian army, cannot do just that. The fact that Russian command is 
centralized is in line with how the Russian military now sees war as a hybrid challenge that focuses on the 
use of psychology, information control, and manipulation, and how they are used against the strengths of 
a conventional military force (Gerasimov, 2013; Jones et al., 2021). Scrapping officers in high positions, in 
this framework, is a psychological loss as well as a structural loss. The changing use of hybrid warfare 
techniques of Ukraine is also documented (recent). Dickinson (2025) emphasizes how Ukrainian units, with 
the help of Western intelligence and real-time drone monitoring, have expanded the scope of battles on 
the territory of the Russian Federation. These deep-strike campaigns not only attack matériel but also 
attack high-level personnel. The change in the operations can be measured against the logic of hybrid 
systems, which includes the maximization of psychological effects and disruption of chains of command 
(DiCianna, 2025). This, in its turn, correlates with the research on the legitimacy of targeted killing, 
especially at a time when it is used beyond the boundaries of the declared war zones. Although 
international law generally draws a line between targeted killing and assassination (Lieber Institute, 2024), 
its application on the battlefield arguably depends on the relevance of the area of operation and whether 
the person killed is a combatant or otherwise, which makes high-ranking officers, such as generals, clear 
military targets. 

The assassination of Lieutenant General Igor Kirillov in Moscow in December 2024 has taken central 
stage in the studies of transnational hybrid operations by scholars. According to DiCianna (2025), these 
acts need precise intelligence, cooperation with a foreign organization, and working around the legal and 
ethical line. On the same note, publications such as the Wall Street Journal (2024) and the Financial Times 
(2025) put emphasis on the seriousness of pointers to demonstrating strategic long-range deployments 
and messaging. All these analyses, in most cases, emphasize the development of the hybrid doctrine; how 
it transforms an engagement at the frontline to an engagement at home regarding command stability. 
Purging in the military institutions further complicates the environment of hybrid warfare. The principal 
new weapons at the front line, the frontline losses, are usually met not by the reformative measures of the 
governments, but by the extreme internal control. Independent analysts, Russian-language Telegram 
channels, and defectors have alluded to internal purges, clandestine trials at facilities in Siberia, and the 
loss of top commanding officers, including General Valery Gerasimov, though there is little that could be 
publicly confirmed (Financial Times, 2025). The events are reflections of previous dictatorial reactions to 
battlefield ineptitude, whereby governments focus on appealing to loyalty as opposed to renewing the 
military to modern-day infrastructure. This trend has been reinforced by empirical descriptions of 
psychological warfare that employ the use of intelligence. McDowell et al. (2024) propose command and 
control (C2) systems that are reinforced and resilient to thrive in environments where there is dense 
disinformation and what they refer to as leader vulnerability. Similarly, studies of hybrid resilience point 
to the importance of preserving the integrity of an organization by ensuring that leadership systems are 
secure, advancing the concept of a centralized but laser-like chain-of-command, and investing in reliable 
internal networks (McDowell et al., 2024; Jordan, 2019). 

Moreover, the study of leadership under targeting emphasizes the fact that successful decapitation is 
a two-bladed axe. According to analysts of the Belfer Center (Blair et al., 2022; Jordan, 2019), there are 
situations in which properly planned offensive operations give immediate results but lead to other changes 
in the long term, such as decentralization of the organization or total fragmentation. The case of Israel 
against Hamas, for example, frustrated the mode of operation of Hamas at first, but later paved the way 
to more ruthless leadership (RSIS, 2024). The cases refer to the idea that even the disturbance of 
authoritarian armies, their internal unsteadiness, might not be followed by their destruction, but it can be 
followed by retaliation, purging, or even the rearrangement of the structure. When applied to the Russia-
Ukraine war, a nexus leads to the conclusion that decimating the command structure with inner purges 
could have a compounding effect. On the one hand, the targeted killings on the battlefields undermine the 
efficacy of command and lower the morale of troops. Internal purges, on the other hand, serve to spread 
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fear amongst the ranks of the seniors, who may become less initiating, and consolidation of power within 
the realms of security (e.g., the FSB control) to strengthen the vertical control systems. Collectively, these 
activities resonate with the new-generation, so-called, deep war theories of blending fighting, cyber, 
intelligence, and psychological instruments to transform the military eco-systems of opponents 
(Gerasimov, 2013; Jones et al, 2021; DiCianna, 2025). 

The case of targeted killing in Ukraine, as indicated by an outward empirical observation by Ukraine 
itself to ruthlessly kill its own people, as well as the bombing of Kirillov, has been widely seen as a 
symbolization of a broader doctrinal shift to Ukrainian and allied intelligence services (WSJ, 2024; 
Financial Times, 2025). These operations point to the spread of the tactics of hybrid warfare between state 
actors and non-state actors, a reflection of the evolution in tools of warfare that extend beyond battlefield 
lines. And lastly, though leadership decapitation strategies run the threat of backfiring and ensuring 
disunity, command difficulties, and regime hardening, the literature indicates that sustained application 
signals the larger changes taking place in the waging of military conflict. It involves changing over to an 
organizational war where targets are not hardware but rather it attacks human systems. The response of 
Russia is a spectacular case of authoritarian adaptation to a hybrid shock, a range of responses that runs 
between battlefield recalibration and internal purging. 
 

Research Questions 
§ What are the consequences of a methodical purge of the top military leadership on the efficiency of 

operations in authoritarian combat forces? 
§ How far has leadership targeting as a prominent doctrinal characteristic of the modern hybrid 

warfare proved itself? 
§ Are the losses of Russian generals observed, the consequence mainly of combat, or do the losses 

reflect tendencies of internal purges and political violence? 
§ How can both democratic and dictator-like command hierarchies respond effectively to the growing 

susceptibility of senior leadership in asymmetric and hybrid conflicts? 
 

Suggested Research Objectives 
§ To trace and analytically review the trend of the Russian general attrition between 2022 and 2025 

based on validated information and open-source reporting. 
§ To assess how outside tactics of hybrid warfare intersect with inside politics of censorship and purges 

of its defense establishment in Russia. 
§ To evaluate the wider strategic implications of any leadership decapitation in any centralized military 

structure, and in particular in the areas of command cohesion, morale, and performance on the 
battlefield. 

§ To make a contribution to the emerging stream of literature on intelligence-enabled psychological 
and structural warfare, especially in the context of armies of authoritarian states. 

 
Significance and Originality 
This paper offers a new theoretical construct offering an analytical shelter to the Russia-Ukraine conflict 
by examining, instead of territorial possession and military actions, the calculated breaching of high-
ranking military personnel. It adds considerable value to such areas of interest as hybrid warfare and 
military sociology by bringing forth the notion of command disintegration as a method of strategic 
degradation in totalitarian regimes, based on the parallel concepts of external targeting and internal 
paranoia. Whereas the typical battlefield analysis automatically excludes the socio-political conditions of 
regime survival, this paper incorporates patterns of general attrition that are confirmed even less into 
them, which provides an explanation of how fear, distrust, and the information war play against doctrinal 
coherence and overall military effectiveness internally. 
 
Methodology 
The present study is based on a qualitative and comparative case research study that will explore how the 
The Russia-Ukraine War (2022-2025) will result in a loss to Ukraine of its top military leadership. The 
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study refers to a wide range of triangulated sources of information, such as the death tolls claimed by 
satellite observations, open-source intelligence (OSINT), investigative reporting, and declassified NATO 
briefs. Military statements officially made and vetted Telegram channels, as well as blogs dedicated to 
military issues, give further information not only about battlefield events, but also about purges within 
the military. This paper will use a critical intelligence studies model in evaluating the exploitation of the 
structural weaknesses in authoritarian command structures due to hybrid tactics. Psychological operations 
and leadership decapitation strategies have an analytical focus within the context of placing them into the 
sociological perspective, with the context surrounding military sociology and the theories of cognitive 
warfare. The comparative dimension that is being taken up is the establishment of a contrast between 
externally facilitated assassinations and purported internal purges, which are meant to find any systemic 
threads of disintegration in the command. The approach gives an opportunity to have a subtle perception 
of the interplay between kinetic and informational strategies to weaken the stability of high commands in 
totalitarian military systems. 
 
Discussion  
We have four combined visuals to support your discussion on Russian military leadership attrition: 
§ Timeline of Fatalities: Shows the shift from battlefield deaths (2022–2023) to domestic 

assassinations (2024–2025). 
§ Russian Command Structure (2025): Highlights vertical control and FSB influence. 
§ Command Resilience Comparison: Contrasts NATO’s decentralized resilience with Russia’s fragile 

top-down model. 
§ Media Impact Matrix: Demonstrates how state and independent media frame each assassination 

event differently. 
 
Image 1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
§ Strategic and Structural Implications of Russian Command Decapitation: The killing of top 

military leadership in Russia in the Ukraine war brings dramatic changes in the nature of hybrid 
warfare. As this theme of battlefield collisions takes over the media, there is a more long-term and 
much more disruptive shift that has taken place: now there is the systematic targeting of high-
ranking Russian generals both on and off the battlefield, and their disappearance. These twin perils 
(external decapitation of the military branches caused by enemy intervention and internal purges 
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made possible by regime paranoia) have done more than merely deplete the Russian military 
hierarchy; it has also destroyed the essential trust that makes centralized command systems operate 
successfully. 

§ The Muddled Cold Frontiers of Leadership Assassination: The Doctrine of targeting appears to have 
shifted towards strategic goals, evidenced by the confirmed incidents of bombed out deaths of 
Lieutenant General Igor Kirillov on a scooter in Moscow (July 2024) and that of Deputy Chief of 
General Staff Yaroslav Moskalik on the road in Balashikha (April 2025). These assassinations that 
took place at locations far behind active battlefields are signs that the frontline has now extended to 
the bellies of Russia. A perpetrator is still unknown. Attribution is especially not agreed upon by the 
Ukrainian intelligence (SBU), the western agencies such as MI6 or CIA are the most frequently 
discussed suspects, but there is no official claimant. However, their accuracy and intensity indicate 
some sort of coordination, resounding, and in-depth infiltration as state-sponsored hybrid warfare 
(Arise News, 2025). This trend is used to promote an intellectual shift: senior military personnel are 
no longer considered important assets on the battlefield but as strategic weaknesses, which can be 
disrupted kinetically as well as psychologically, even inside the assumed safety of nation-state 
borders. 

§ The Purge, Internal Debate Inside the Kremlin, and the Purge Hypothesis: At the same time, a 
number of disappearances and silent arrests have added to the suspicion that President Vladimir 
Putin is cleansing his own house. Telegram (with ties to the Kremlin) has made proposals about 
bringing to justice in secret trials or in facilities in Siberia or house arrest of such leading activists as 
General Valery Gerasimov. Both Gerasimov and Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu have since March 
2025 died from an audience, causing more rumors that good old loyalty is the new rule of who 
survives and who is in the Russian military. The purge theory is hard to prove; nonetheless, there is 
an array of circumstantial patterns prevalent: sudden turnover of personnel, inexplicable death 
under questionable circumstances, infiltration by political appointees, including the FSB. This is 
reminiscent of the Stalinist atmosphere of insecurity and self-policing, but the result is a very 
perilous situation in which strategic decision-making must weigh on fear instead of benefiting from 
bold action. 

§ Strategic Visualization and the Breakdown of the Command Hierarchies: At least 12 Russian 
generals have been killed since the start of 2022, five died in suspicious circumstances inside Russia, 
and three vanished completely, both in public and military records. An overall strategic overview of 
such events, which can be traced back temporally and geographically, has a bleak picture, as initially, 
the death was in battle, but as events progressed, more and more of these incidents took the form of 
a covert action or even a politically motivated removal. No, such attrition is not statistical alone, but 
it is also the cracking of command cohesiveness. In the literal organizational structure (see Figure 2 
above), it is evident that prominent individuals such as Shoigu, Gerasimov, and the like have actually 
been excluded, and authority is being transferred more towards security agencies such as the FSB. 
Such reorganization has led to substitution of competence in operation with ideological adherence, 
thus minimizing the flexibility, motivation, and competence of the army on the battlefields. 

§ The Psychological Terrain: Trust as a Battlefield Casualty: Leadership assassinations have a 
tremendous psychological effect. In decentralized systems of NATO, middle-level commanders may 
also continue operating even when the top officials get lost. Conversely, vertical command structure 
is centralized in Russia, and therefore, the structure is deeply vulnerable to a leadership decapitation. 
Loss of trust: among commanders and their superiors; among the military arms and the intelligence 
arms; among the officer corps, has paralyzed initiative. According to anecdotal evidence provided by 
the military correspondents, the willingness of the Russian officers to perform visible leadership 
functions is getting lower due to their fear of being attacked or becoming a scapegoat. This 
uncertainty flows down to the tactical inertness, poor morale, and reactive strategic action over 
proactive strategic action. 

§ Hybrid Warfare and the Weaponization of Assassination: The recent example of warfare uses all 
the methods described in the previous point, such as psychological operations, disinformation 
tactics, and framing media texts. The targeted killings of generals have several functions: hampering 
the operations of the military, diminishing the faith of the citizens, transmitting geopolitical 
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messages, and creating narratives in the world. Killings like those of the Tsokov or Kirillov are 
popularized in the mass media (Russian or Ukrainian), as either battles won (by Ukrainians) or 
martyrdom (Russian state media), and discussed at length in social networks like Telegram (Damons, 
2025). It is this confluence of kinetic and cognitive warfare that will enable adversaries to self-
determine both the domestic and international perception. And every successful operation against 
the leadership of Russia means an additional piece of evidence when telling the story of the striving 
regime on the way to international isolation and eventual internal discontent. 

§ Comparative Command Resilience:  Russia vs NATO: The resilience model of command (Figure 3) 
highlights the flaws in the nature of the centralized command in Russia. The style of NATO forces is 
oriented to the distributed decision-making and chain redundancy, whereas the model of Russia is 
hyper-personalized. There are some elder statesmen whose influence is disproportionately big, and 
their elimination also brings disturbance in the system as a whole (Albrecht & Ohl, 2016). This 
topographic weakness is also a strategic result. Failure to maintain command continuity results in a 
lack of coordination between units, failure in logistics, and irregular doctrinal implementation. 
According to reports on the frontlines in Ukraine, there are instances in which the death of senior 
officers resulted in the defeat of a whole battalion when they stepped back or were unable to take 
any action because they had no orders anymore, which is uncharacteristic of professional armies. 

§ Visual Culture and the Media Impact of Assassinations: The modern war is not merely observed, 
but digested and stuffed into televisions and newspapers, as well as the modern media. Figure 4, the 
"Media Impact Matrix," shows how media differences in the coverage of leadership assassinations 
occur between independent versus state websites. Where the state-owned media leaves some parts 
of the information out or attributes the blame to foreign evil, independent ones focus on 
incompetence, betrayal, or political conflict. Such inconsistency not only becomes a source of 
misunderstanding by the masses, but also hurts the military morale and the national support towards 
the war. Visual culture of funerals and oblique portraits of the deceased and speculative infographics 
turn the semiotics into a battleground, where the significance of the death of a general is as 
significant as the event of a death itself (Theisen et al, 2025 & Waller, 2025). 

§ Military Doctrine and Strategic Learning Ramifications: The loss of Russian generals in the course 
of the war in Ukraine uncovers the wider doctrinal issues. The practice of targeting, once unheard of 
and prohibited by international law, is now a part and parcel of hybrid war. The structure of 
militaries, succession planning, and psychological resilience, in particular, of those countries 
operating in authoritarian regimes, requires a reassessment.  However, dependence on appointment 
to a position based on loyalty instead of performance in the selection of commands has been 
expensive to Russia. This war will probably have one fundamental lesson about the next advancement 
of the military doctrine. A military unit can only be as stable as the culture of leadership that is 
developed within it. 
 

Conclusion 
The killing and kidnapping of Russian generals in the Russian-Ukrainian war are not mere war casualties. 
They are indicative of a more profound collapse at a systemic level of the Russian military, a case where 
forces are applied externally and where divisions exist within the Russian military. A former formidable 
vertical chain of command, which was what made Russia so efficient in the military, has now shown itself 
as its biggest vulnerability. In addition to the actual bodies of these leaders, what the assassinations of the 
senior leaders have destroyed is the unity, cohesion, and morale that are needed to make an effective 
fighting force. As the Russia-Ukraine war develops further, leadership targeting of a physical and symbolic 
nature comes out as an essential aspect of hybrid warfare. The war has left the conventional army ground 
and hits the institutional grounds, psychology, and right in the middle of the person. This transition 
becomes a critical point in the nature of contemporary warfare as well as the internal power balance in 
authoritarian states such as Russia. Beyond the glow of the war between Russia and Ukraine, a low-
intensity civil war is going on behind closed doors in the Kremlin. Generals have it no longer--neither on 
the field, nor at home, in Russia. Others are taken out by Ukrainian accuracy weapons, and others 
succumbed to the paranoia of Putin and the purges that get rid of dissenters in his own camp. It becomes 
obvious that by the middle of 2025, Russia will not only attack Ukraine, but the attack will be a war against 
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itself, and the loss of the leaders will become the determining factor. The war in Ukraine could ultimately 
be determined not only by drones, missiles, and ground battles, but also by the person who is brave enough 
to give orders and the one who is able to survive and execute orders. After all, perhaps the real struggle is 
the domination over the command structures, and trust, loyalty, and competence are just collateral of war 
that is more about leadership than territory. 
 
Recommendations 
The changing nature of warfare, attrition, and hybrid war that has taken place in the Russia-Ukraine 
conflict brings into consideration a number of factors that could form the military strategy, intelligence 
analysis, and future warfare doctrines. Based on the analysis of the Russian general attrition and internal 
purges, the recommendations are as follows: 
§ Enhancement of Decentralized Command Systems: The use of a centralized command has become 

a fatal failure in Russia. The deaths of some of the top-ranking generals as a result of both external 
assaults and internal cleansing have left a gap in leadership that has made the coordination process 
weak and reduced the effectiveness of operations. It is advised that other authoritarian governments 
and other armed forces that have similar risks should focus more on the creation of more 
decentralized command patterns. The aspect of decentralization would also enable higher autonomy 
at the lower levels of the command, and the strategic loss at higher levels of leadership would be less 
influential. 

§ Enhancement of Counterintelligence and Security of High-Ranking Given Workers: The very fact 
that attacks in the form of assassination were found to be so high among the top leadership of Russia 
implies that there was a lapse in the security system of high commanders in Russia. More 
counterintelligence activities and ample physical and cybersecurity policies should be used to secure 
key leaders in the military against external and internal attacks. It may entail the improved screening 
of staff and increased monitoring of possible dangers both inside and outside the army, as well as 
the protection of communication links to avoid the possibility of their infiltration by the intelligence 
agencies of other nations or states. 

§ Understanding Psychological Empowerment of Leadership Attrition: Generals' loss, especially in 
a regime like that of Russia, also has a great psychological effect on both the rank and file of the 
military and the rest of the population. When the leadership has lost trust, it is more difficult to keep 
morale and integration in the military. Psychological operations (PsyOps) ought to be part and parcel 
of military strategy that controls the impact of leadership decapitation to the enemy as well as on 
the team's own members. There is also the need to ensure that the intelligence agencies pay extra 
attention to the sanity of the military leaders to guard against the development of unnecessary 
paranoia, which will culminate in the creation of more severe cases of internal purge. 

§ Rather than engage in Real War, Pursuing Hybrid Warfare Tactics towards Countering Leadership 
Targeting Could more Successfully Address the Issue: The tendency to focus on leadership, both 
external and internal, requires the military leaders and strategists to change the approach to hybrid 
warfare. It has been proven in this conflict that the use of physical violence and traditional measures 
is not enough anymore. The governments and the military commanders should learn to use 
psychological warfare, cyber-based operations, and control over the narrative. The preparation of 
the complete picture of hybrid warfare and its influence on the military command system and the 
mass consciousness will also be the key to the preparation of the contemporary war. 

§ Promoting Intelligence sharing and International Cooperation: Intelligence-sharing between allies 
across national borders has been important in striking those in senior positions in Russia. Through 
joint action with Ukrainian troops, the western intelligence agencies have reported that they have 
given critical real-time intelligence that made it possible to target the Russian generals successfully. 
In countries that are involved in hybrid warfare, it is very necessary to build networks of sharing 
intelligence that are likely to increase the ability of both conventional and unconventional warfare 
strategies. Moreover, the collaboration between the democratic and non democratic countries that 
have common enemies could contribute to more effective attempts to counteract the foes, which 
have a centralized authoritarian system. 
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§ Training Military Leadership: Enhancing resilience in the Military. Training of military leaders has 
been buttressed by attrition, underlining resilience training in leadership. The military leadership 
has to be prepared to work in such conditions when trust and cohesiveness are broken, timely 
decisions are required, and they potentially will experience more pressure both by external enemies 
and domestic issues. Training the military leaders in psychological and strategic resiliency will enable 
them to be resilient when faced with all kinds of crises, better decision-makers in stressful 
situations, and to exercise the moral authority that they need to lead as commanders in adversity. 

§ Laying out a Long Range Plan to Reconstruct Post-War Command Systems: As the war persists, 
there should be a long-term plan to rebuild the orders of the post-war period, especially in a nation 
that has high attrition in the leadership of the country. This must involve rebuilding trust within the 
military ranks and putting back broken communication lines, coupled with the ability of newly 
appointed leaders to manage the military and, at the same time, prevent any further purges or 
defections. Also, there is a possibility to incorporate the use of new technologies like artificial 
intelligence and machine learning to enhance the leadership decision-making so that the human 
command structure would not have to be a single method anymore. 

§ Chasing the Role of External Actors in Leadership Attrition: Such outside stakeholders as 
intelligence organizations, foreign armies, and political forces have been significant contributors to 
targeting Russian generals. It is necessary to study more deeply the role of the external actors in the 
development of leadership attrition, particularly the way the intelligence operations and covert 
states might affect the dynamics within the authoritarian regimes. This involves assessing the 
possible moral consequences of external intervention in internal politics and military situations and 
what they may lead to in the future in terms of the security and stability of the entire world. 

§ Tracking the Effect that Leadership Attrition has on Stability in Politics: The attrition of leadership 
has not only impacted the military power of Russia, but also the political stability of the country. 
There is also a wider effect of the government governing and being in control, as the high-ranking 
generals and the defense ministers are sacked. It is also necessary to more closely observe the impact 
of changes in leadership within the framework of authoritarian regimes so as to be able to determine 
the long-term results on political stability. This involves the realization of how leadership crises in 
the military might provoke civil unrest, political polarization, and even a change of regime. 

§ Ethical Leadership Consideration on Targeting: Lastly, the moral implications of targeting 
leadership should also be analyzed critically. Although in specific cases, leadership attrition can 
become a justifiable military tactic, it raises a lot of moral issues on the scope of action that should 
be taken by the military. Quality of targeting individuals, even in top-level offices, the collateral 
damages, compromising levels of moral authority, and future scenarios concerning international 
relations need to be balanced. The creation of a coherent ethical framework regarding the application 
of leadership decapitation in war will assist in choosing a military course that fits into the 
international humanitarian law and human rights. 

To sum it up, the loss of Russian officers in the war in Ukraine proves the growing importance of targeting 
leaders in contemporary conflicts. The loss of trust and unity among the Russian military command system 
not only means harm in battlefield performance, but also to the political and psychological stability of the 
government. If such new realities are taken into consideration and strategies are adopted to counteract the 
effects of leadership attrition, then both the authoritarian and democratic models of military organizations 
can find it easier to cope with the realities of conducting hybrid warfare in the 21st century.  



Syed Rizwan Haider Bukhari 
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