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Cyberspace has become a domain where power is exercised, contested, and
negotiated every day. The same networks that carry our commerce and conversations
also carry probes, payloads, and persuasion at machine speed. States now reach for
digital tools not only to spy or sabotage, but to coerce adversaries, reassure allies, and
shape international agendas. Cyber incidents reverberate across borders and markets,
forcing diplomats, generals, legislators, and corporate leaders to coordinate in real
time. This book examines that convergence of code and statecraft, where technical
exploits meet political objectives and where the boundary between war and peace
blurs.

The core premise of this book is that cyber operations make sense only when situated
within strategy. Malware, phishing, or botnets are not ends in themselves; they are
instruments for advancing interests under conditions of interdependence. In this
environment, power often derives less from raw capability than from access, leverage
over chokepoints, and the ability to manage risk. Because the same infrastructure
serves both civilian and military purposes, defenders must protect what they cannot
afford to lose while attackers search for what they cannot afford to leave intact. The
result is a continuous gray zone in which signaling, secrecy, and plausible deniability
are as decisive as technical excellence.

Attribution sits at the heart of this gray zone. Identifying who is responsible for a cyber
campaign is difficult technically, costly politically, and consequential legally.
Sophisticated actors route through proxies, borrow code, and stage false flags to
complicate forensics and sow doubt. Yet governments and private firms have
developed new techniques—from behavioral analytics to joint public attributions—that
make accountability possible, if never perfect. The stakes are high: misattribution
invites escalation, while non-attribution invites impunity. Understanding the methods,
limits, and politics of attribution is therefore essential to understanding credible
deterrence and sustainable diplomacy.

Norms and rules are emerging, but they remain contested. States debate how
sovereignty applies online, when a cyber operation constitutes the use of force, and
what due diligence requires within their borders. Multilateral processes—at the United
Nations, in regional organizations, and through specialized standards bodies—have
produced commitments and confidence‑building measures that reduce risks and
clarify expectations. At the same time, these efforts depend on implementation by
national authorities and private operators who own and operate most of the
infrastructure. The interplay of formal law, informal norms, and market incentives
defines the practical “rules of the road” for cyberspace.

Case studies ground these concepts in real consequences. Election interference has
shown how information operations can depress trust, fracture coalitions, and distort
democratic decision‑making. Ransomware has evolved from profit‑seeking crime into
a geopolitical instrument that can disable hospitals, disrupt supply chains, and
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pressure governments. Multinational rule‑setting efforts—from bilateral agreements to
alliance declarations—illustrate both the promise and the limits of collective action in a
domain where asymmetries are the norm. By examining what worked, what failed, and
why, the book extracts lessons for strategy, law, and policy.

Digital diplomacy is the connective tissue across these issues. States increasingly use
sanctions, indictments, technical advisories, coordinated vulnerability disclosures, and
public attributions to signal resolve and build coalitions. Ambassadors and cyber
envoys negotiate norms while incident responders and platform operators work the
technical levers that make commitments credible. Civil society and the private sector
shape outcomes through transparency, threat intelligence sharing, and pressure for
higher security baselines. Effective cyber statecraft requires aligning these disparate
instruments so that technical actions reinforce diplomatic messages and vice versa.

The chapters that follow move from foundations to practice. We begin with the
strategic logic of cyberspace and the sources of power within digital networks. We
then explore deterrence and escalation dynamics, intelligence and gray‑zone
competition, and the enduring challenge of attribution. Subsequent chapters address
law and norms, national strategies, and the division of labor between public and
private actors. Case studies on election interference and ransomware illuminate how
campaigns unfold and how states respond. Finally, we assess multinational efforts to
set rules, the implications of emerging technologies, and the ethical dilemmas that will
shape the next decade. The goal is not merely to describe the battlefield, but to equip
readers with a framework for making choices in the age of information and cyber
conflict.

CHAPTER ONE: From Telegraphs to Zero-Days: A
Brief History of Cyber Statecraft
The story of cyber statecraft does not begin with silicon or software. It begins with
wires, switches, and the audacity of sending thoughts across oceans at the speed of
electricity. In the mid-nineteenth century, telegraph networks stitched together distant
capitals and markets, and states quickly realized that controlling information flows
meant controlling advantage. The British Admiralty demanded exclusive access to
undersea cables in wartime, a practice so routine that Germany’s pre–World War I
sabotage of British cables struck London as a strategic blow rather than a novelty.
Governments learned early that the most valuable infrastructure is often the one that
carries everyone else’s secrets.

Before the internet, radio and telephone networks taught similar lessons. During World
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War II, both sides waged electromagnetic warfare: jamming broadcasts, intercepting
messages, and turning signals intelligence into battlefield gains. The Allies’ secret
triumph in cracking the German Enigma gave them more than insight; it forced a
debate about how to use that insight without revealing the method. Protecting the
source became as important as the message itself, embedding secrecy deep into the
logic of modern statecraft. Technology, in short, made secrecy a strategic resource
long before code appeared on the scene.

The leap to digital networks came with the ARPANET in the late 1960s, a project driven
by the U.S. Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency to connect disparate
research institutions. Early adopters loved the resilience of packet switching, but they
also saw that the same design meant multiple points of failure. The first well-
documented intrusion came in 1972, when a team led by Bob Thomas nicknamed
“Creeper” moved between DEC PDP-10 machines on ARPANET, leaving a trail that
inspired the “Reaper” program designed to chase and delete it. What started as a
playful experiment foreshadowed a new dimension of conflict: code that traverses
networks to act at a distance.

By the 1980s, the world had commercial email, military networks were separating
from the civilian internet, and policymakers were waking up to the idea that national
security could be compromised by a keyboard. The Morris Worm in 1988 temporarily
knocked out roughly one in ten machines connected to the early internet. It was not
designed to destroy data, but its reckless replication exposed systemic fragility and
prompted the first Computer Emergency Response Team at Carnegie Mellon.
Governments realized that the health of the network depended on volunteer fire
brigades and that the private sector owned most of the real estate.

Two geopolitically charged episodes in the early 1980s turned code into a strategic
instrument in the eyes of states. In 1982, a logic bomb allegedly planted by Western
intelligence caused a massive Siberian gas pipeline to explode, a story later recounted
by a former Reagan official. Two years later, the United States launched Operation
MINARET, which spied on citizens and foreign leaders via satellite communications.
The common thread was not just espionage but exploitation: the use of technical
weaknesses to achieve political effects, with plausible deniability baked into the
operation. The groundwork for cyber operations as statecraft was laid.

As personal computing spread in the 1990s, governments began to take organized
steps to protect their networks and to think about how to use them offensively. The
United States formed the Department of Defense’s Computer Emergency Response
Team and, in 1998, issued Directive 63, which laid out a framework for critical
infrastructure protection. Around the same time, Estonia’s “Tiger Leap” put computers
in schools and pushed the country online, making it an early adopter of digital
governance. That enthusiasm created a new kind of vulnerability: when a society’s
administrative and economic life is online, disruption becomes a lever of coercion.
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China’s Golden Shield Project and the “Great Firewall,” built over the late 1990s and
2000s, signaled a different vision: the internet as a domain for sovereign control.
Beijing coupled censorship with the systematic harvesting of foreign technology and
intellectual property. Allegations of state-sponsored theft of business secrets and
defense plans became a recurring irritant in international relations, culminating in the
2014 indictment of five members of the People’s Liberation Army for cyber-enabled
economic espionage. These episodes complicated the narrative that the internet
would inevitably lead to liberalization, showing how digital tools can be used to
strengthen authoritarian governance and extract strategic gains.

The launch of Stuxnet in 2009–2010 transformed the debate by demonstrating how a
cyber weapon could physically damage hardware at scale. Targeting Iran’s Natanz
uranium enrichment facility, the worm manipulated industrial control systems and
caused centrifuges to tear themselves apart. Stuxnet was not merely clever code; it
was a carefully orchestrated act of sabotage requiring intelligence collection,
engineering insight, and operational art. It also spread beyond its intended target,
underscoring the risk of collateral damage and the difficulty of containment. States
drew the lesson that cyber operations could achieve kinetic effects without firing a
shot.

In 2007, Estonia endured weeks of Distributed Denial of Service attacks, website
defacements, and other disruptions after a dispute over a Soviet war memorial. The
country’s heavy reliance on digital services made the attacks felt in banks,
newspapers, and government offices. Though attribution was murky and no single
hand was proven, NATO’s response—convening experts in Tallinn and eventually
establishing the Cooperative Cyber Defence Centre of Excellence—was a turning point.
The episode helped crystallize the idea that cyber incidents could rise to the level of a
national security crisis and that alliance commitments might be triggered by bits and
bytes, not just boots on the ground.

Two years later, the conflict between Russia and Georgia brought cyber operations
into direct concert with conventional military action. As Russian forces advanced,
websites critical to Georgian government and media were defaced or knocked offline,
and botnets leveraged Georgian infrastructure to amplify disruption. The integration
was unmistakable: cyber attacks complemented information operations and kinetic
maneuvers, shaping the information environment and complicating decision-making.
Georgia’s limited capacity to defend its networks made it clear that smaller states
would face asymmetric challenges when confronting digitally adept adversaries.

The 2010 discovery of Stuxnet also accelerated efforts to map the broader landscape
of threats. Security researchers uncovered “Flame,” a sophisticated espionage toolkit
targeting the Middle East, and it became evident that a shadowy ecosystem of
malware existed. Iran itself learned by example, later using its own capabilities to
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mount disruptive attacks against Saudi Aramco in 2012, wiping data from tens of
thousands of computers and showcasing how cyber tools could inflict economic pain.
The spectacle of flaming corporate logos on screens was a stark reminder that energy
markets, insurance policies, and geopolitics were now inseparable from cybersecurity.

States moved beyond covert operations to public legal and diplomatic measures. In
2013, the United States brought charges against members of the Chinese military for
cyber-enabled theft of trade secrets. Around the same time, Edward Snowden’s
disclosures about surveillance programs sparked global debates on privacy, trust, and
the role of intelligence agencies. Washington and Beijing eventually reached a 2015
agreement to refrain from conducting or supporting cyber-enabled theft of intellectual
property for commercial advantage, a rare instance of cyber norms negotiated at the
highest levels. The episode highlighted both the possibilities and the limits of
diplomacy in managing cyber rivalry.

Election interference became the most visible face of cyber-enabled influence
operations in the 2016 U.S. presidential campaign. Russian actors targeted political
organizations, probed election infrastructure, and waged information operations
designed to sow discord and undermine confidence. The U.S. intelligence community
concluded that the actions were directed by the Kremlin, and sanctions followed
alongside indictments. Later, Microsoft and other firms reported thwarting phishing
attempts against candidates and think tanks. The episode forced democracies to
rethink the defense of political processes as a core national security task, not just a
matter of campaign hygiene.

Ukraine has served as a continuous laboratory for the interplay of cyber and
conventional conflict. The 2015 and 2016 power grid attacks demonstrated that
adversaries could turn off the lights, but also that recovery could be relatively swift
when operations were carefully limited. In 2017, the NotPetya incident—initially aimed
at Ukrainian accounting software—spilled across the globe, causing billions in
damages to shipping, pharma, and other industries. The event erased any remaining
illusions that cyber operations stay neatly contained and underscored how civilian
systems become collateral in campaigns waged at scale.

As cyber competition intensified, so did efforts to articulate rules and build guardrails.
In 2015, a UN Group of Governmental Experts reached a consensus report endorsing
norms such as not attacking critical infrastructure during peacetime and urging states
to report malicious activity emanating from their territory. After the U.S. and China
agreed not to conduct commercial IP theft, both countries reiterated commitments in
2017 and 2018, even as tensions persisted. Yet the consensus frayed over time, with
the 2021 GGE process stalling amid geopolitical divisions. The path toward
international norms has been a mix of progress and pushback, shaped by interests as
much as principles.
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The private sector became an unavoidable player. The SolarWinds supply chain
compromise in 2020 exposed how a trusted software update could become a Trojan
horse, affecting U.S. government agencies and major companies. Russia’s SVR was
identified as the perpetrator, and the episode triggered a scramble to improve
software assurance and zero-trust architectures. The 2021 Microsoft Exchange Server
breach, attributed to Chinese actors, further emphasized how ubiquitous platforms can
serve as force multipliers. Governments began to treat software vendors as part of the
national security ecosystem, not just commercial actors.

Ransomware gangs, often operating with tacit state tolerance, became geopolitical
actors in their own right. The 2021 Colonial Pipeline attack by DarkSide disrupted fuel
supplies on the U.S. East Coast, while the 2022 Kaseya attack showed how supply
chains could be exploited to affect thousands of downstream businesses. The
incidents led to high-level diplomatic pressure, law enforcement coordination, and
sanctions. The line between cybercrime and coercion blurred: a criminal profit motive
could produce strategic effects, prompting states to consider when and how to treat
ransomware as a national security problem rather than a policing one.

International cooperation also evolved through forums such as the Budapest
Convention on Cybercrime and proposals for additional protocols to address state-
sponsored activity. The United Nations continued to host parallel tracks of dialogue,
including an Open-Ended Working Group and a Group of Governmental Experts, even
as great-power competition complicated consensus. Regional efforts—EU cooperation
on resilience, NATO’s Cyber Defence Pledge, ASEAN dialogues—advanced incremental
measures, from information sharing to joint exercises. Meanwhile, bodies like the
Internet Engineering Task Force and ICANN remained central to technical standards
and governance, illustrating how multistakeholder processes complement state-led
diplomacy.

National strategies matured in parallel. The United States rolled out successive cyber
strategies emphasizing defense, attribution, and international partnerships. The United
Kingdom integrated cyber into its integrated review and defense posture. The
European Union pursued a Cybersecurity Act, bolstered NIS directives, and explored
sanctions regimes for cyber attacks. Smaller states such as Estonia, Singapore, and
the United Arab Emirates invested heavily in digital infrastructure and cyber
capabilities, seeking strategic niches. The common theme was recognition that cyber
is not a silo but a cross-cutting function that touches intelligence, defense, law
enforcement, and foreign policy.

As the 2020s began, the world confronted the convergence of cyber operations with
emerging technologies. Artificial intelligence expanded the scale and sophistication of
both defense and offense, from automating vulnerability discovery to generating
synthetic media for influence campaigns. Quantum computing promised future risks to
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encryption, driving preparations for post‑quantum cryptography. 5G networks and
cloud services concentrated trust in a handful of vendors and platforms, making
supply chain security a central foreign policy issue. The attack surface multiplied, and
so did the stakes for statecraft.

None of this is to say that cyber conflict has made traditional geopolitics obsolete.
Rather, it has layered new tools, constraints, and dilemmas onto old contests for
power and influence. The case studies that fill later chapters—election interference,
ransomware geopolitics, multinational rulemaking—will show that success in cyber
statecraft depends on integrating technical means with diplomatic ends. The brief
history sketched here offers a compass: from telegraph cables to zero‑days, the
pattern is the same. States seek advantage in the infrastructure that carries the
world’s information, and those who can defend it while shaping the narratives around
it will define the era to come.

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.
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