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This research explores how the information environment can be studied similarly to the 

physical environment. The information environment is an intricate system of inputs, outputs, 

conditions, and processes, yet understanding how it works as a system is lacking. To understand 

how these elements interact as a system, we can adopt methods and approaches used in physical 

ecology, observing, and measuring conditions and disturbances within the information 

environment similarly to the physical environment. This research uses five case studies to 

develop and demonstrate the basis for information ecology, the study of information 

environments and the relation of entities to each other and their respective information 

ecosystems. Information ecology provides a means for studying the information environment 

that moves beyond looking only at the activities and messaging used by entities to influence their 

information ecosystem and analysing the system itself. Studying the overarching system and the 

entities within it provides the holistic approach required to develop strategy for operating within 

the information environment. 
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Part One: About This Work 

Introduction 

"…then all will be the same though all will be changed." 

Giuseppe Di Lampedusa, The Leopard 

 

When a society neglects to take a systemic approach to problems in a complex system, a 

single well-intended intervention can have disastrous outcomes. For example, the introduction of 

the South American cane toad to address pests in Australian sugar plantations continues to wreak 

havoc nearly a century later, killing its prey and predators alike, given its toxicity. Current 

approaches to influence operations are similar.1 Most research focuses on single influence 

campaigns, often on a single platform (usually Twitter) or a specific activity such as 

disinformation. Interventions are also approached in isolation, such as looking at the impact of 

deplatforming users from Twitter – on Twitter. Yet, far from eradicating a lie or silencing a liar, 

blunt tools like deplatforming and content moderation are poorly understood, and some research 

is indicating that affected users simply migrate to new platforms with less oversight.2 To better 

understand the impact of campaigns and interventions to them, understanding the context in 

which they occur is key. This requires first studying the information environment. To that end, 

could approaches to studying the physical environment be applied to analysing the information 

environment? Are there conditions that fluctuate, and under what circumstances? Can similar 

types of disturbances be observed? This work aims to answer these questions to provide a 

 

1 Jaboury Ghazoul, Ecology: A Very Short Introduction, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), 102 
2 The Royal Society, "The online information environment: Understanding how the internet shapes people’s 

engagement with scientific information", (January 2022) https://royalsociety.org/-/media/policy/projects/online-

information-environment/the-online-information-environment.pdf?la=en-

GB&hash=691F34A269075C0001A0E647C503DB8F  

https://royalsociety.org/-/media/policy/projects/online-information-environment/the-online-information-environment.pdf?la=en-GB&hash=691F34A269075C0001A0E647C503DB8F
https://royalsociety.org/-/media/policy/projects/online-information-environment/the-online-information-environment.pdf?la=en-GB&hash=691F34A269075C0001A0E647C503DB8F
https://royalsociety.org/-/media/policy/projects/online-information-environment/the-online-information-environment.pdf?la=en-GB&hash=691F34A269075C0001A0E647C503DB8F
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systemic approach to studying the information environment and help put threats, adversaries and 

interventions to counter them into context. Taking a systemic approach enables policymakers to 

identify priority areas for intervention, while also assessing the impact (intended or otherwise) of 

interventions within a wider information ecosystem, thus helping avoid missteps as well as 

increasing efficiency and effectiveness. 

There is a growing industry countering aspects of influence operations, but little is known 

about the effects of such activities and even less about the efficacy of countermeasures to them.3 

Much of our current understanding about how the information environment is manipulated is 

derived from case studies highlighting specific examples of influence operations. Such case 

studies provide insight into how influence operations might manifest, but not what they mean in 

context or their effects. This amounts to a reactive approach where policymakers apply the 

insights gained from the proverbial last battle, to prepare for future conflicts, raising questions 

about how strategic this approach is. An alternative method is needed to assess the information 

environment on an ongoing basis to predict potential trouble. One way is to analyse the 

information environment in similar ways to how the physical environment is understood, 

drawing from ecology. Branches of this field, such as applied ecology, are inherently 

interdisciplinary drawing on economics, ethics, law, and behavioural psychology, while also 

multistakeholder in engagement, working with foresters, farmers, policymakers, and industry.4 

Understanding and governing the information environment is similarly complex. This research 

 

3 Victoria Smith, “Mapping Worldwide Initiatives to Counter Influence Operations,” Carnegie Endowment 

for International Peace, (December 14, 2020), https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/12/14/mapping-worldwide-

initiatives-to-counter-influence-operations-pub-83; Laura Courchesne, Jacob N. Shapiro, and Isra M. Thange, 

“Review of Social Science Research on the Effects of Influence Operations,” Carnegie Endowment for International 

Peace, (2021), https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/06/28/measuring-effects-of-influence-operations-k; Briggs and 

Burke, A Social History of the Media, Kindle.. Harvard Kennedy School (HKS) Misinformation Review, (September 

13, 2021), https://doi.org/10.37016/mr   
4 Ghazoul, Ecology, 95-96. 

https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/12/14/mapping-worldwide-initiatives-to-counter-influence-operations-pub-83
https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/12/14/mapping-worldwide-initiatives-to-counter-influence-operations-pub-83
https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/06/28/measuring-effects-of-influence-operations-k
https://doi.org/10.37016/mr
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uses ecology, as a methodology, and adapts methods from grounded theory to identify conditions 

and disturbances within information ecosystems ultimately to build a theory of information 

ecology. This combined approach offers a way for assessing information ecosystems holistically, 

while building the groundwork to inform strategic theory for operating in the information 

environment.  

As this research looks at the conditions and disturbances in an information ecosystem 

prior to conflict, each case study analyses elements that characterised a particular setting as it 

progresses toward an opening of hostilities. In so doing, this work focuses on possible common 

characteristics and patterns across time and geographies to develop a theory for understanding 

the information environment as a system. To achieve this, case studies are drawn from different 

historic periods, specifically one from each of the major media epochs of: Orality, Print (both 

pre- and post-industrial revolution), Electricity, and Digital.5 The five corresponding cases are 

the: Peloponnesian War; Wars of the Three Kingdoms; American Civil War; the struggles for 

independence in Vietnam; and the current Ukrainian conflict. Selecting from each of the major 

media epochs also helps capture how the introduction of new technology changes ways in which 

entities engage with information and the resulting fluctuations within an information ecosystem. 

These case studies identify and highlight common conditions and disturbances that can be 

measured for fluctuations and patterns that illustrate the applicability of information ecology 

theory to practice. 

 

5 Marshall McLuhan and Lewis H. Lapham, Understanding media: The extensions of man (MIT press, 

1964); Walter J. Ong, Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (New York: Routledge, 1982).; Robert 

K. Logan, The Sixth Language: Learning a Living in the Internet Age, (Toronto: Stoddart, 2000), 14-60.; Asa Briggs 

and Peter Burke, A Social History of the Media: From Gutenberg to the Internet, (Cambridge, UK: Polity, 2010), 

Kindle. 
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Beyond the framing of conflicts and media epochs, case studies were selected based on 

the anticipated availability of source material. For example, while the earlier Persian War might 

present a better case study closer in time to the introduction of a writing system as well as of 

distinct entities engaged in conflict ultimately leading to a more unified concept of a Hellenic 

information biome, more historical source material was available on the Peloponnesian War. 

Another consideration was access to relevant material. Much of the research for this thesis was 

conducted during a global pandemic, often while in lockdown. This added further challenges in 

accessing content. Thus, case studies such as the English Civil War, whereby primary source 

material in the form of pamphlets was available through digital services remotely, were more 

manageable. In illustrating a theory of information ecology, it might also have been more direct 

to choose case studies drawing on conflicts between two different societies rather than between 

communities within single information ecosystems. While comparisons between two different 

case studies might have demonstrated the concept of information ecosystems clearer, it could 

have also biased the outcome of this research aiming to find what was hoped for as opposed to 

through an inductive process enabling greater discovery of unexpected findings. In other words, 

the aim was not to prove that information ecosystems are themselves important, but more simply 

that approaches from physical ecology could be adapted to understand the information 

environment, and to do that would require being able to apply the same method across a variety 

of case studies, including those that do not necessarily make as obvious examples. The approach 

of comparing separate ecosystems throughout the thesis would have effectively also doubled the 

research requirements by having to analyse two separate information ecosystems and the 

conditions as outlined in this model introducing additional challenges to a thesis project with 

word length and deadline constraints. Indeed, undertaking five case studies from across millennia 
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was already a challenge, and containing the breadth of analysis emerging from the final two, 

Vietnam and Ukraine, exemplifies some of these challenges.  

Across almost three millennia of human history, we see the same patterns in terms of 

conditions, disturbances, and entities within the information environment. After a new 

technology is introduced into an information ecosystem that changes how entities within it 

process and share information, there is a fluctuation in conditions such as the number of people 

who can meaningfully engage with information, the speed and distance at which information can 

travel, and the volume of information that is produced. Increases in these conditions precede 

common disturbances, such as information competition, whereby two or more communities 

compete for the supremacy of their idea over the wider ecosystem. Other common disturbances 

include information floods, information pollution, and a disruption to feedback loops between 

entities within an information ecosystem. These disturbances are often exacerbated by a variety 

of common entity types, such as political actors, profiteers, proselytisers, and consumers. This 

remarkable consistency in underlying processes gives lie to the easy intuition that the modern 

environment is unique and unprecedented. The kinds of ecological disturbances we face today 

have long been part of strategic competition. 

The first case study explores the information environment of Ancient Greece during the 

Orality period, after which writing was introduced, exemplified through a rich legacy of plays, 

oratories and official decrees which were shared across the region by word of mouth, in writing, 
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and through inscriptions.6 This period preceded the Peloponnesian war, which was fought 

between Athens and Sparta, beginning initially among their allies, from 431 to 404 BCE.7 

The second case study analyses the information environment in early seventeenth century 

England after the printing press enabled the production of pamphlets and other literature.8 This 

period preceded the Wars of the Three Kingdoms, at the heart of which emerged questions of 

governance, leading to new theories of democratic governance and modernity.9 The conflict was 

fought between Royalists or Cavaliers, backing King Charles I, and the Godly, a mix of Puritans 

and politicians, sometimes referred to as Roundheads, roughly between 1640 and 1660.10  

The third case study covers the mid-nineteenth century American information 

environment. While this period is technically still part of the Print Age, the introduction of steam 

power led to train travel and telegraphs enabling the faster spread of information across greater 

distances.11 This period preceded United States Civil War which broke out in 1861 after the 

election of Republican Abraham Lincoln to the presidency.12 It followed a tumultuous fifteen 

years when the future of the often euphemised “peculiar institution” of slavery rose to 

prominence in political debates.13 The period was marked by the emergence of numerous radical 

 

6 Loren J. Samsons II, “Introduction: Athenian History and Society in the Age of Pericles,” In The 

Cambridge Companion to the Age of Pericles, ed. Loren J. Samons II, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 

2007), 1-23, 1. 
7 Donald Kagan, The Peloponnesian War (New York: Penguin, 2003). 
8 Caroline M. Hibbard, Charles I and the Popish Plot (Chapel Hill, US: The University of North Carolina 

Press, 1983), Kindle, Loc. 3102. Joad Raymond, Pamphlets and Pamphleteering in Early Modern Britain, 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 201; Oliver Thomson, Zealots: How a group of Scottish 

conspirators unleashed half a century of war in Britain (Stroud, UK: Amberley, 2018), 88; Hill, Puritanism & 

Revolution, 4327; Thomas Cogswell, "The Politics of Propaganda: Charles I and the People in the 1620s," Journal 

of British Studies, Vol. 29, No. 3 (July 1990): 187-215, 187. 
9 Christopher Hill, Puritanism & Revolution (London: Vintage Books, 2011), Loc. 520 
10 Blair Worden, The English Civil Wars: 1640-1660, (London: Orion, 2009)  
11 James McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 12; 4 
12 John Ashworth, The Republic in Crisis, 1848–1861 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 

ProQuest Ebook Central 
13 Ashworth, The Republic in Crisis, 1848–1861,  
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movements including on anti-slavery, women’s rights, temperance, religious revival, and anti-

immigration.14 

The fourth case study explores the Electric Age in analysing the information environment 

of mid-twentieth century Vietnam. Following the introduction of modern printing presses in 

Vietnam, came radios, whereas the advent of television provided a lens for audiences elsewhere, 

such as America, to experience the conflict that would ensue.15 This period was marked by a 

series of conflicts ending in 1975, that followed calls for Vietnamese independence emerging 

from a reformist movement in the early part of the twentieth century, culminating in Ho Chi 

Minh’s declaration of independence in September 1945.16 The 1954 Geneva Accord conference 

pushed the Vietnam struggle for independence into an international conflict in the context of the 

Cold War, whereby bigger powers such as the United States, France, China and the Soviet Union 

attempted to decide Vietnam’s fate.17 With Mao Zedong’s 1949 success over Chinese 

nationalists,18 followed by the Sino-Soviet treaty in 1950, American strategists feared communist 

domination across Eurasia.19 This led to the promulgation of a ‘domino effect’ concept, should 

any further states fall to communism, leading to a total collapse of Asia as a result.20 Viewed by 

 

14 McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom,, 8, 33, 35; Louis P. Masur, The Civil War: A Concise History (Cary: 

Oxford University Press USA - OSO, 2011), ProQuest Ebook Central, 9.; Ashworth, The Republic in Crisis, 1848–

1861, 71; David Dzurec, “To Destroy Popery and Everything Appertinent Thereto”: William Chaney, the Jesuit 

John Bapst, and the Know-Nothings in Mid-Nineteenth-Century Maine,” The Catholic Historical Review, 103, no. 1 

(Winter 2017): 73-98.  
15  Kim Khánh Huỳnh, Vietnamese Communism, 1925-1945 (New York: Cornell University Press, 1986), 

36; Erich DeWald, “Taking to the Waves: Vietnamese society around the radio in the 1930s,” Modern Asian 

Studies,  46, no. 1, (January 2012): 143-165, 146. 
16  Mark Atwood Lawrence, The Vietnam War: A Concise International History, (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2008), Kindle, 201 
17 Lawrence, The Vietnam War, 4.; Frances FitzGerald, Fire in the Lake (New York: Back Bay 

Books/Little, Brown and Company, 1972), Kindle, 2009, 66. 
18 Lawrence, The Vietnam War, 37. 
19 Christopher Goscha, The Penguin History of Modern Vietnam (UK: Penguin Books, 2017), 306 
20 H.R. McMaster, Dereliction of Duty (New York: Harper, 1998, 2017 reprint) 34; U.S. National Security 

Council, “1952 Policy Statement by U.S. on Goals in Southeast Asia,” in The Pentagon Papers: The Secret History 
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some as the first televised war, the role of the media in American defeat in Vietnam has been 

hotly debated.21 This change in mass media, the ability to televise events, led to a more engaged 

public. As McLuhan noted, through broadcast media “the living room has become a voting 

booth. Participation via television in Freedom Marches, in war, revolution, pollution, and other 

events is changing everything.”22 This shift in media also makes the Vietnam War much more 

challenging to analyse given a broadening of audience, including different ecosystems within 

Vietnam, as well as the United States. To narrow scope, this case study focuses on the lead-up to 

the United States entering the conflict with North Vietnam, but in so doing briefly considers the 

role of television in the American entry to the conflict. 

The fifth and final case study examines the modern Ukrainian information environment 

as an example from the Digital Age. The introduction of the web, including social media and 

other forms of digital communication, have again increased the speed and reach at which 

information can travel, and preceded an ongoing conflict in eastern Ukraine since 2014. This 

conflict followed three months of public protests dubbed Euromaidan, the annexation of Crimea 

by Russia, and the outbreak of violent conflict in the Donbas region between separatist rebels 

backed by Russia and Ukrainian authorities.23 As with England and Vietnam, interests in Russia 

and Europe helped complicate the situation in Ukraine leading up to this conflict.  

 

of the Vietnam War, ed. Neil Sheehan, Hedrick Smith, E. W. Kenworthy, and Fox Butterfield (New York: 

Racehorse Publishing, 2017): 28-33, 28; Robert S. McNamara and Dean Rusk, “1961 Rusk-McNamara Report to 

Kennedy on South Vietnam,” in The Pentagon Papers: The Secret History of the Vietnam War, edited Neil Sheehan, 

Hedrick Smith, E. W. Kenworthy, and Fox Butterfield, (New York: Racehorse Publishing, 2017), 155-158, 155. 
21 Michael Mandelbaum, "Vietnam: The television war," Daedalus (1982): 157-169.; Daniel C. Hallin, The 

Uncensored War: The Media and Vietnam (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986). 
22 Marshall McLuhan and Quentin Fiore The Medium is the Massage. Harmondsworth (Allen Lane/Penguin 

Books, 1967), 22. 
23 Nikolay Mitrokhin, “Infiltration, instruction, invasion: Russia’s war in the Donbass,” Journal of Soviet 

and Post-Soviet Politics and Society, 1, no. 1 (2015): 219-249.  
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Through these qualitative case studies, this research develops a theory of information 

ecology to study the information environment by: (1) identifying and analysing common 

conditions that define respective information ecosystems; and (2) identifying common 

disturbances occurring within those ecosystems. In so doing, this research explicitly focuses on 

characteristics of the information environment that can be observed and measured over time to 

track fluctuation patterns signalling potential trouble within a given information ecosystem that 

may warrant carefully calibrated and proactive interventions.  

The work consists of four parts. The first introduces the overall work by outlining policy 

needs and existing theoretical foundations in a literature review. Chapter One outlines the gap in 

strategic theory that information ecology can help fill. Chapter Two delves into challenges 

around definitions of information. Chapter Three explores physical ecology, outlining a working 

theory for approaches to information ecology. The second part delves further into information 

ecosystems. Chapter Four uses Ancient Greece as a starting point to outline key characteristics of 

information ecosystems, such as the types of information and the means for processing and 

distributing information. Chapters Five through Eight use the remaining four case studies to 

qualitatively analyse each of the information ecosystems by demonstrating how each of the 

characteristics were manifest in the lead to an open conflict, respectively. Chapter Nine discusses 

the common conditions and entities present in each information ecosystem studied, and how they 

fluctuated as pre-conflict conditions. The third part covers information disturbances common to 

each of the case studies. Chapter Ten analyses ‘information competition’, whereby two or more 

communities compete for the supremacy of their idea over the wider ecosystem. Chapter Eleven 

explores ‘information floods’, or the sharp increase of information outputs about a specific idea. 

Chapter Twelve discusses ‘information pollution,’ or the presence of low-quality information 
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that degrades the overall information ecosystem. And Chapter Thirteen elaborates on the 

‘disruption of information feedback loops’, particularly between those holding power within an 

information ecosystem and the public. The fourth and final part summarises the overall findings 

of this research, with Chapter Fourteen outlining findings for how physical ecology can be 

applied to understand the information environment, and Chapter Fifteen exploring how 

information ecology can be applied to current problems in the information environment.  

What this Work is Not 

This research presents a new way of thinking about the information environment which 

comprises all information, all relevant processes, and communicators. And, while many aspects 

that constitute, support, and allow for this environment to exist are tangible in themselves, the 

information environment is often described as a ‘domain’ that is more ephemeral than real. How 

then can that be understood which cannot be measured, touched, or visualised? The theoretical 

approach developed in this work addresses this problem by drawing heavily on concepts in 

physical ecology, which is an established scientific field, but it is not about the physical 

environment as we interpret it.  

While this work identifies common conditions present across information ecosystems 

before various types of disturbances manifest themselves, ultimately leading to conflicts, it does 

not presume that these conditions caused the conflicts. Likewise, this work is not about 

environmental determinism. If anything, changes in those conditions identified, if monitored 

over time, could serve as early warning indicators that trouble might follow, and guide potential 

proactive interventions aimed at de-escalating situations. Further case studies and, especially, 

ongoing monitoring of current information ecosystems would be required to shed light on 

possible causation.  
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Also, this work draws on historical case studies, but it is not a historical work in itself. 

Furthermore, the use of historical case studies makes it difficult, if not impossible, to collect 

relevant data on conditions and disturbances. While these conditions and disturbances can 

undoubtedly be measured with the data generated in today’s information environment, there was 

a lack of available data to do so, for example, in Ancient Greece. This has also led to an 

imbalance in the length of case studies. Instead, this research offers a roadmap for developing a 

field of ongoing study of the information environment, the beginnings of an information ecology, 

making recommendations for what can be measured and how. 

Finally, to remain objective in analysing information competition, this work does not 

morally judge one side over the other. That said, my personal views are that slavery, racism, and 

other forms of discrimination are unacceptable.  

The Limitations of This Work 

There are at least three limitations to this work, namely in scope, measurements, and 

selection of methodology.  

First, narrowing the scope to study something as broad and unstudied as the information 

environment inherently has risks of being both reductive and unwieldy. There is always a risk in 

narrowing a complex topic down to something that can be manageably studied that analysis will 

be oversimplified. At the same time, the approach put forward in this thesis also requires 

extensive types of data that are difficult to acquire for case studies occurring in more distant 

pasts and bringing these different data sources together can increase potential noise in not 

selecting out unnecessary points, particularly in presenting the historical context in which we 

find specific case studies. Indeed, the desire to dig deeper into the history of a specific case study 

is in direct relation to the more recent the example, and the longer the tail of history. For this 
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reason, in trying to present a new approach to studying the information environment, I 

sometimes defaulted to providing more historical material, as was the case in the Vietnam and 

Ukraine case studies. Moreover, on a topic as politicised and hotly contested as Ukraine is, with 

Russian officials often drawing on and distorting history to justify their present actions, including 

more historical details felt necessary.  

The second limitation is around measurements. While this work provides indicators for 

future work on what aspects of the information can be measured, it could only identify those 

possibilities rather than undertaking measurements directly.  

The third limitation is in the choice of methodology. Because the field studying the 

information environment is emerging, there are many fields from which researchers could 

borrow to undertake such research. For example, systems theory is an obvious choice offering 

many modes of analysis for studying a system, which makes it flexible but also more challenging 

to identify a starting frame on a complex, understudied topic.24 Moreover, systems theory can 

default to an overemphasis on the greater whole which can make understanding the component 

parts of the information environment more challenging.25 Ultimately, physical ecology was 

chosen here not just because the space studied is often referred to as an environment but also 

because the methods used here from physical ecology were more accessible and readily applied 

to an already messy subject, where systems theory adds yet further complexity. That being said, 

this is more a limitation on the author’s abilities, rather than systems theory itself, and it is hoped 

 

24 Robert Rosen, "The Challenges of System Theory. In: Facets of Systems Science". International 

Federation for Systems Research International Series on Systems Science and Engineering, vol 7.  (1991)  

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4899-0718-9_21  
25 Daniël F M Strauss, "The scope and limitations of Von Bertalanffy’s systems theory", South African 

Journal of Philosophy, 21:3, (2002) 163-179, DOI: 10.4314/sajpem.v21i3.31343 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4899-0718-9_21
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that future work on the information environment will also apply a systems theory approach 

among those from other fields.  
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Chapter 1: The Strategic Gap 

“One is unlikely to win battles of ‘hearts and minds’ if one has no understanding of 

the way other states, societies, and non-state organizations see us and the rest of the 

world.” 

Paul Wilkinson, International Relations, 2007 

 

Information has always played a role in conflict, at times providing a strategic advantage. 

Many of the pioneering strategists alluded to this. Sun Tzu praised supreme excellence as 

“breaking the enemy’s resistance without fighting.”26 Machiavelli recommended using those 

“men who are discontented and desirous of change... to open the way to you for the invasion of 

their country and to render its conquest easy.”27 Clausewitz, too, pointed to “operations that have 

direct political repercussions” as a way to win “without defeating the enemy’s forces.”28 All of 

these statements involve information – needing to know what might lead some people over to 

one’s side, what others are willing to believe, or what pressure points could cause surrender. At 

the heart of this is the ability to use information to influence audiences or outcomes – or rather, 

the strategic use of information. However, the information environment is not sufficiently 

conceptualized to explain how it should be understood in terms of strategy. Indeed, if strategy is 

about making the best decisions from an array of options within a changing environment, one 

must first understand that environment to inform choices. 

Several theoretical challenges make conceptualising the role of information in strategy 

difficult. At the core is a lack of a theory that explains how the information environment works, 

the conditions within it, and what that means in the context of conflict. Much of the research 

 

26 Sun Tzu. The Art of War, trans. Lionel Giles, (Dover Publications Inc, 1944, 48. 
27 Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince (USA: Dover Publications, 1910), 8. 
28 Carl von Clausewitz, On War, trans. Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1976), 35. 
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attempting to understand how information can be used to influence audiences and outcomes 

focuses on case studies outlining campaign activity rather than explaining the conditions found 

within the information environment. This is problematic for strategy as without a full 

understanding of how the information environment works, decision-makers are presented with an 

incomplete landscape. Put another away, framing the information environment in terms of 

operations only, particularly those of an adversary, is akin to trying to win a war by focusing on 

tactics alone. To be strategic is to look beyond the guns and manoeuvres and see a wider 

environment with myriad factors beyond military options alone – such as geography, weather, or 

geopolitical interests – that might be used to one’s advantage. Yet when it comes to the 

information environment there is no theory to explain how it works or how common disturbances 

within it might disrupt decision-making. There is currently no way, at least in the Western canon, 

to look at the information environment in much the same way as a meteorologist assesses the 

weather, or a geographer maps a terrain to help inform a decision maker about their choices. This 

research attempts to conceptualize the information environment in a way that can be analysed as 

a system, with conditions that accompany specific types of disturbances, thus helping to inform 

decision-makers on strategy. 

Several scholars have noted that strategy is inherently systemic. For Gaddis, strategy is 

“the alignment of potentially unlimited aspirations with necessarily limited capabilities,”29 a 

process that Freedman noted has “a dynamic aspect…requiring an active engagement with 

changing circumstances.”30 As Heuser explained “strategy is a comprehensive way to try to 

pursue political ends, including the threat or actual use of force, in a dialectic of wills.”31 In turn, 

 

29 John Lewis Gaddis, On Grand Strategy (US: Penguin Books, 2019), 21. 
30 Lawrence Freedman, Ukraine and the Art of Strategy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), Kindle, 12 
31 Beatrice Heuser, The Evolution of Strategy (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Press, 2010), 27-28. 
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Gray takes this systemic view further breaking out contextual components that should inform 

strategy. These include “political, social-cultural, economic, technological, military-strategic, 

geopolitical, and historical,” factors as well as the unknowns.32 It stands to reason, given that the 

ability to deal with information (processing and managing it) has become an essential condition 

“for the maintenance and any further development of societal welfare, personal well-being, and 

overall flourishing” of a society, that strategic theory must also take the information environment 

into account.33 This must go beyond assessing information as something separate, or a tool to be 

used as an "instrument of national power", among others, to advantage.34 The information 

environment is as much an area of operations as the physical environment is, and indeed, deeply 

intertwined with it. To be truly strategic, particularly in an Information Age, requires a 

theoretical approach to the information environment that is at once holistic and leads to practical 

analysis of it.   

This gap has been noted by others, but more so in the context that an interconnected 

information environment is changing the character of war. Emerging technologies have created 

what Betz referred to as a “virtual dimension” in conflict, “a mixture of the tangible and the 

intangible, deeply and irrevocably intertwined.”35 Strachan argued that strategic theory has not 

caught up to this changing character of war, particularly in the sense that conflict is now an 

audience sport.36 General Sir Rupert Smith described this change as war among the people, 

 

32 Colin S. Gray, The Strategy Bridge: Theory for Practice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 41. 
33 Luciano Floridi, The Fourth Revolution (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), Kindle, 4. 
34 Jeff Farlin. "Instruments of National Power: How America Earned Independence," United States Army 

War College, (2014), https://publications.armywarcollege.edu/pubs/87.pdf; David S. Alberts, John J. Garstka, 

Richard E. Hayes, and David A. Signori., “Understanding information age warfare,” Washington DC.: 

C3I/Command Control Research Program (2001) http://www.dodccrp.org/files/Alberts_UIAW.pdf  
35 David J. Betz, Carnage & Connectivity: Landmarks in the Decline of Conventional Military Power (New 

York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2015), 8. 
36 Hew Strachan, “Strategy in the Twenty-First Century.” In The Changing Character of War, ed. Hew 

Strachan and Sibylle Scheipers, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 502-523, 518. 

https://publications.armywarcollege.edu/pubs/87.pdf
http://www.dodccrp.org/files/Alberts_UIAW.pdf
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whereby media brings the conflict home and it is consumed in a similar way to entertainment.37 

Social media has only increased the participation of people in consuming conflict.38 There is a 

blurring of lines between military, government, and people. And as such, conflicts fall outside 

traditional concepts of war, the human activity that strategic theory was created to explain. This 

“empowerment through media,” according to Strachan, “has added to unpredictability in political 

decision-making in the use of war.”39 In short, even when a military has gone to war, a 

commander’s choices are still affected by a wider public at home, among others, whether they 

like it or not. Clausewitz’s claim that “war is never an isolated act” has never rung truer.40 

  

 

37 Rupert Smith, The Utility of Force: The Art of War in the Modern World (London: Alfred A. Knopf, 

2007), 61. 
38 Alicia Wanless, and Michael Berk, “The Audience is the Amplifier: Participatory Propaganda,” in The 

SAGE Handbook of Propaganda ed. Paul Baines, Nicholas O’Shaughnessy and Nancy Snow, (London: Sage, 2019), 

85-104. 
39 Strachan, “Strategy in the Twenty-First Century,” 510. 
40 von Clausewitz, On War, 17. 
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Chapter 2: The Problem with Information 

“In fact, when men are fabricating thought, It goes as when a weaver’s masterpiece 

is wrought.” 

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Faust, 1831 

 

Information is a concept that means many things to many people. Much of the problem 

with defining information stems from its interchangeability, moving easily between forms, while 

often meaning something slightly different to each field of study that encounters it, be it physics, 

computer science or communications.41 Information determines almost everything about our 

existence, from the risk of developing diseases such as Alzheimer’s to concepts for telling time 

or forecasting the weather.42 As a result, information can come in many forms. It can present as 

an utterance, a word, or a sentence, but information can also be a scene, an experience or a string 

of code.43 At its broadest, information is anything that is processed to provide meaning. At its 

most muddled, information is a contested concept that is much debated and lacks a clear 

consensus for a core definition.44 This lack of definition for information is partly due to “the 

abundance and diversity of information,” which makes it extremely difficult “to pin down.”45 

 

41 Dirk Bouwmeester, and Anton Zeilinger, "The physics of quantum information: basic concepts," in The 

physics of quantum information (Springer, Berlin, Heidelberg, 2000): 1-14; Jan Van Leeuwen, Handbook of 

theoretical computer science, Vol. 1 (Elsevier, 1990); Yehoshua Bar-Hillel, and Rudolf Carnap, "Semantic 

information," The British Journal for the Philosophy of Science 4, no. 14 (1953): 147-157 
42 Timothy Hutchin, and Gino Cortopassi, "A mitochondrial DNA clone is associated with increased risk 

for Alzheimer disease." Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 92, no. 15 (1995): 6892-6895; Martin 

Frické, "Information Using Likeness Measures," Journal of the American Society for Information Science 48, 

(1997): 882-92. 882.; James Gleick, The Information: A History, A Theory, A Flood. (New York: Random House, 

Kindle Edition, 2012). 147 
43 Benjamin Schumacher, The Science of Information, Lecture 1, (The Great Courses, 2018), Audible 

https://www.audible.ca/pd/The-Science-of-Information-From-Language-to-Black-Holes-Audiobook/B07K8XTV5K 
44 Walter Bryce Gallie, "Essentially contested concepts." In Proceedings of the Aristotelian society, vol. 56, 

(1955), 167:198 
45 Sandra Braman, "Defining information." Telecommunications policy 13, no. 3 (1989): 233-242. 233; 

Thomas H. Davenport, Information Ecology: Mastering the Information and Knowledge Environment, (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1997), 8 

https://www.audible.ca/pd/The-Science-of-Information-From-Language-to-Black-Holes-Audiobook/B07K8XTV5K
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This lack of conceptual clarity or “conceptual goodness”, as Gerring phrased it, presents 

both epistemological and ontological challenges on the path of scientific inquiry regarding how 

the information environment works. For Gerring, a good concept is one that is familiar and 

resonates with a target audience, is short and coherent, while distinguishing between other ideas 

that are similar and drawing on shared definitions, and ultimately has both theoretical and field 

utility.46 Yet, information seems to meet few of these criteria. While the word is commonly used, 

its various inherent meanings are not well understood. This was aptly noted by Dretske who 

opined that “in the beginning there was information. The word came later.” Moreover, the word 

is often confused with other related terms, such as data and misapplied in many circles, rendering 

its possible utility limited, at least in terms of how it is currently understood, for policymaking 

related to the information environment.47 Likewise, this lack of clarity can lead to confusion, 

particularly across cultures.  

Information is a relatively modern word in English. Information was not included as a 

term in the first English language dictionary, printed by Robert Cawdrey in 1604, however he did 

include definitions for ‘influence’ (“a flowing in”), ‘informe’ (“give notice, to teach, to beginne 

to instruct”), and ‘perceptible’ (“a receiving, a taking, understand, knowledge").48 The word 

‘inform’ emerges into English from Latin through French meaning “to give Notice, to tell, to 

 

46 John Gerring, "What makes a concept good? A criterial framework for understanding concept formation 

in the social sciences." Polity, 31.3 (1999) 357-393 
47 Floyd J. Brock, and Gurpreet S. Dhillon, "Managerial information, the basics," Journal of International 

Information Management 10, no. 2 (2001): 45-59, 45. 
48 Robert Cawdry, A Table Alphabeticall, contayning and teaching the true writing and vnderstanding of 

hard vsuall English words, borrowed from the Hebrew, Greeke, Latine, or French. (London: W. I. for Edmund 

Weauer, 1617) https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/robert-cawdreys-a-table-alphabeticall  

https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/robert-cawdreys-a-table-alphabeticall
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teach, instruct, or make acquainted with" as early as the 14th century, with information following 

similar patterns and dating from after the 15th century.49  

Given the breadth of what it can be and the difficulty in pinning down a single definition, 

“information can be thought of as a lot like air or the “ether" of the Middle Ages.”50 An early 

idea of this can be seen in Plato’s description of “the colourless, formless, intangible essence, 

visible only to mind, the pilot of the soul.”51 Information surrounds us, it “lies at the heart of 

every living thing” ultimately governing how a being develops, in terms of DNA, but also in how 

cognition is shaped.52  

Information is anything that is processed to provide meaning of the world. In this concept 

of it, “any situation may be regarded as a source of information,” and information’s very existent 

is dependent on an ability of something, an organism or a computer, to make sense of the 

external environment around them.53 This has led some philosophers to view information as 

“well-formed, meaningful and truthful data”, implying some inherent veracity and utility in such 

 

49 Nathan Bailey, An universal etymological English dictionary. (London: J. Buckland, 1782). 453; C. T. 

Onions, “Inform” in Oxford Dictionary of English Etymology. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1966). 256; Kevin. 

D. Mahoney, "Information, informationis", (Latdict Group, 2002-2023), retrieved January 29, 2019 http://latin-

dictionary.net/search/latin/informare, 
50 Brock, and Dhillon, "Managerial information, the basics," 46. 
51 Plato, “Phaedrus” in The Dialogues of Plato Vol 1, trans. Benjamin Jowett (MIT Classics, 1892), 

http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/phaedrus.html 453 
52 Bernd Carsten Stahl, “On the Difference or Equality of Information, Misinformation, and 

Disinformation: A Critical Research Perspective,” Informing Science, (2006): 83-96, 84; Richard Dawkins, The 

Blind Watchmaker: Why the Evidence of Evolution Reveals a Universe without Design, (London: WW. Norton & 

Company, 2015), 159; Ido Braslavsky, Benedict Hebert, Emil Kartalov, and Stephen R. Quake, "Sequence 

information can be obtained from single DNA molecules," Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 100, 

no. 7 (2003): 3960-3964; Herbert Bless, Klaus Fiedler, and Fritz Strack, Social Cognition: How Individuals 

Construct Social Reality (New York: Psychology Press, 2004), 13-14 
53 Fred. I. Dretske, Knowledge and the Flow of Information (Cambridge: MIT, 1981), Kindle, Loc. 251, 

1089 

http://latin-dictionary.net/search/latin/informare
http://latin-dictionary.net/search/latin/informare
http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/phaedrus.html
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content.54 Others, particularly drawing from the field of computer science, view any sort of data 

as information, regardless of its accuracy.55 

The most famous of the concepts positioning information as data, comes from the 

eponymous theory as developed by Claude Shannon and has led many definitions of information 

to not just be about communication, but also technology. However, Shannon’s theory was 

focused on the act communicating information, not as much the nature of information itself.56 

Similarly, in the Soviet Union, Andrei Nikolaevich Kolmogorov developed mathematical models 

related to information transfer.57 These technological focuses miss both content and cognitive 

elements of information in terms of how humans perceived and process it to understand the 

world around them.58 While the transmission of information is arguably important, and indeed, 

will affect how information is processed and consumed, the form in which most people directly 

experience information is a type of content, which in turn shapes society.59 

Addressing the missing content element, Floridi broke information down into different 

types, putting “well-formed data” at the top, which he has argued must also have meaning and be 

 

54 See: Dretske, Knowledge and the Flow of Information; H. Paul Grice, Studies in the Way of Words. 

(Cambridge: Harvard, 1989).; Luciano Floridi, “Philosophical Conceptions of Information. in G. Sommaruga” (ed.) 

Formal Theories of Information: From Shannon to Semantic Information Theory and General Concepts of 

Information. 10.1007/978-3-642-00659-3, 2009.13-53.; and Frické, "Information Using Likeness Measures,": 882-

92.  
55 See: Don Fallis, “Floridi on Disinformation,” Etica & Politica / Ethics & Politics, XIII, (2011): 201-

214.; James. H. Fetzer, “Information: Does it have to be true?,” Minds and Machines, 14 no. 2, (2004): 223-229.; 

Christopher. J. Fox, Information and Misinformation. (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1983).; Andrew 

Scarantino and Gualtiero Piccinini, "Information without Truth," Metaphilosophy 41, (2010): 313-30. 
56 Claude Shannon, "The lattice theory of information," Transactions of the IRE professional Group on 

Information Theory 1, no. 1 (1953): 105-107. 
57 Andrei Nikolaevich Kolmogorov, Theory of Information Transfer. (Moscow: Publishing House of the 

USSR Academy of Sciences, 1956). 
58 Davenport, Information Ecology), 21. 
59 Michael Buckland, Information and Society. (Cambridge: The MIT Press, Kindle Edition, 2017). 51 
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true.60 Under this type sit two categories of environmental or semantic (content) information.61 

Scarantino and Piccinini have likewise described information as content, categorising semantic 

information as natural and nonnatural, with the former determined by virtue of a reliable 

correlation, and the latter by conventions and norms.62 While Michael Buckland opted to refer to 

information as content as documents.63 

Other researchers have been troubled by making distinctions between concepts such as 

data, information, and knowledge, preferring to view information as “both an umbrella term for 

all three, and also the connection between raw data and the knowledge eventually attained.”64 

For Davenport these concepts cannot so easily be separated and that “at best you can construct a 

continuum of the three.”65 Similarly, Carston-Stahl has argued that definitions which accept 

information as being data with meaning, suggest that data is without meaning, which is not the 

case, given that data is meaningfully processed by machines all the time.66  

Indeed, information is multifaceted, changing its form depending on how it is processed. 

Information as content can present as “pictures, words, speech, writing”, but also as dialects, 

accents or codes.67 While distinctions should be made between things such as semantic content 

as information and the bits and bytes that might comprise a manifestation of it, any aspect of 

processing that creates the information will ultimately affect what it becomes and how it is 

perceived by human or machine, and as such these aspects perhaps ought not to be considered in 

 

60 See: Dretske, Knowledge and the Flow of Information; Grice, Studies in the Way of Words.; Floridi, 

“Philosophical Conceptions of Information.”; and Frické, "Information Using Likeness Measures," 882-92. 
61 Floridi, “Philosophical Conceptions of Information,” 15 
62 Scarantino and Piccinini, "Information without Truth," 314 
63 Buckland, Information and Society. 51 
64 Davenport, Information Ecology, 8. 
65 Davenport, Information Ecology, 9. 
66 Carsten Stahl, “On the Difference or Equality of Information, Misinformation, and Disinformation:” 85 
67 Anthony G. Oettinger, “Information resources: knowledge and power in the 21st century”, Science, Vol 

209, (1980): 191-209, 193 
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isolation.68 The very act of making sense of information as content often requires some sort of 

code to process its meaning. For example, reading an alphabet and connecting combinations of 

letters to a spoken sound requires knowing the ties that bind the two types of information.69 This 

has led human experience with information to be perceived through a technological lens, with 

concepts often inextricably linked to the technologies used to process and disseminate it.70 

The processing of information can be done by “pen and paper, printing presses, 

computers, and human brains.”71 Changes in technology often influence how information is 

shaped and presented to wider audiences, such as through mass media, but what is essentially 

happening is the introduction of a new means for transforming information.72 Given the 

relationship between how information is presented to us through technology, the two concepts 

are inextricably linked. Therefore, any assessment of how information is used to influence target 

audiences must also consider the technology driving it.   

Indeed, technological language around mental information processing has even crept into 

cognitive psychological descriptions for how humans think. The pioneering cognitive 

psychologist, Daniel Kahneman, used terms drawing on computer science to describe aspects of 

the way humans process information, particularly in our second mental mode, which he referred 

to as “slow thinking” or System two thinking. Kahneman’s outline speaks of retrieving memory 

from a cognitive program and executing computations.73  

 

68 Buckland, Information and Society. 51 
69 Schumacher, The Science of Information  

70 Nichola Carr, The Shallows: How the internet is changing the way we think, read and remember (New 

York: W.W. Norton, 2010), 209 
71 Oettinger, “Information resources”, 194 
72 Brooke Gladstone, The Influencing Machine (New York: Norton, 2011), 116 
73 Daniel Kahneman, Thinking Fast and Slow. (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux. Kindle Edition. 

2011). 20 



 32 

 

Each innovation in communications technologies changes our relationship with 

information, how we process, receive, and use it, but far from replacing those methods that came 

before, each increases the diversity and complexity of an overall information environment 

compounding our sources of and means for consuming and engaging information. Major shifts in 

communications abilities have been referred to as revolutions or epochs and have been divided 

by several scholars into three broad eras: The Oral Age, the Literacy Age, and the Electronic 

Ages. Arguably a fourth epoch, the Digital Age, has emerged from the Electronic Age, marked 

by multidirectional hyper-connectivity. These advancements change the “symbolic environment” 

of a society bringing with it,upheaval, and anxiety.74 

The Oral Age gave humans the ability to speak with one another. This enabled the 

transformation and sharing of information they had acquired, such as warning another person 

that a predator was behind them. Spoken information was thought of as living, having capacity to 

take root, grow and spread between a speaker and the audience, through interactive dialogue, but 

it could also die, unless repeatedly shared. Oral cultures are also believed to be more communal 

and intimate.75  

The Literacy Age moved information processing from the ear to the eye, affecting our 

paradigm for how we perceive the world, creating a visual dependency.76 Literacy Age societies 

 

74 Em Griffin, A First Look at Communication Theory, (New York: McGraw-Hill, 2012). 321 
75 Plato. “Phaedrus; Samuel Butler, The Humour of Homer and Other Essays. (New York: Kennerley, 

1914). 209-313; Walter J. Ong, Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (New York: Routledge, 

1982). 67; Griffin, A First Look at Communication Theory, 325 
76 Michael T. Clanchy. From Memory to Written Record: England 1066 – 1307. (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 

1993). 253; Griffin, A First Look at Communication Theory, 325 
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are thought to be more individualistic, and with the printing press came nationalism, 

authoritarianism, but also democracy.77  

With electricity, information would again experience a transformation, both in terms of 

how it is manifest but also in how it is transmitted. Over a 100-year period beginning around 

1850, the structure of communications would be, as Postman put it, “dissolved” and:  

“…reconstituted, by an uninterrupted flow of invention – the rotary press, the camera, the 

telephone, the phonograph, the movies, the radio, television…Taken together, the electronic and 

the graphic revolutions represented and uncoordinated by powerful assault on language and 

literacy, a recasting of the world of ideas into speed-of-light icons and images.” 78  

All these advances shaped how information is processed. The telegraph led to forms of 

shorthand codes due to cost and length constraints, thus presenting information differently from 

how it might have been in a letter that could provide more space for words.79 And as with the 

Literacy Age drawing from and building on the Oral Age, this Electronic Age depends on “the 

orality of telephones, radio, and television, which depends on writing and print for its 

existence."80  

For McLuhan, the Electronic Age “created the mass,” with a new era of connectivity.81 

This global network capable of distributing information in its many forms - the spoken, the 

written, the audio-visually representational – instantaneously around the world led thinkers like 

 

77 Marshall McLuhan and Lewis H. Lapham, Understanding media: The extensions of man (MIT press, 

1964). 34; Harold D. Lasswell. "The Theory of Political Propaganda." The American Political Science Review 21, 

no. 3 (1927): 627:31. doi:10.2307/1945515. 631; Neil Postman, "The humanism of media ecology." In Proceedings 

of the Media Ecology Association, vol. 1, no. 1, 10:16. (2000). 13-14 
78 Neil Postman. The Disappearance of Childhood. (New York: Random House, 1982/1994). 72-73 
79 Gleick, The Information. 
80 Ong, Orality and Literacy, 2 
81 Marshall McLuhan and Quentin Fiore The Medium is the Massage. Harmondsworth (Allen Lane/Penguin 

Books, 1967), 68-69 
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McLuhan to perceive this as an extension of the “central nervous system”.82 In this extension, he 

believed, we would see ourselves “translated more and more into the form of information, 

moving toward the technological extension of consciousness.”83 McLuhan’s ideas were born 

from the age of mass traditional media, such as radio and broadcast television, but what he 

presaged speaks more about what some are calling our Information Society.  

Out of the Electronic Age has emerged another, the Digital Age. This isn’t to say that the 

Electronic Age is over, indeed the backbone of the Digital age is electricity.84 The Digital Age, 

while clearly an extension of the Electronic, is different in that connectivity is multi-directional. 

No longer is information flowing from one to many as it had with mass media such as radio and 

television, but in a much more engaged manner with myriad distribution models, including one-

to-one, one-to-many, and many-to-many. Messaging and social media have enabled anyone with 

an internet connection and basic digital literacy to access, publish, consume, and respond to 

information instantaneously. Manuel Castells has called this the “network society”.85 

At the heart of all these changes, though, remains information. Technology changes how 

we process, share and thus experience information, but the underlying basis of what information 

is remains consistent – in other words, that which is processed to form understanding. Perhaps 

what stands out the most here is the inextricable tie between information, technology and 

ultimately society, in terms of one influencing the other, suggesting that in the context of how 

information is used to influence a target audience, these three aspects cannot be looked at in 

isolation, but as part of a system. 

 

82 McLuhan and Lapham, Understanding media, 24 
83 McLuhan and Lapham, Understanding media, 64 
84 Griffin, A First Look at Communication Theory, 327 
85 Manuel Castells. The Rise of the Network Society. (Hoboken: Wiley-Blackwell, Kindle Edition, 2020). 
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As many definitions of information emphasise the informing function of it, scholars have 

been divided on whether or not information is by nature truthful. Frické, Floridi, and Dretske all 

argued that information must be truthful otherwise it would fail to inform, opting to distinguish 

between information and misinformation. In this line of argument that which is not true, false 

information, cannot be information at all. On the other side of the debate are Fetzer, who pointed 

to information such as blood spots at a crime scene or rings in a tree stump, suggesting such data 

does not “qualify as true” but ultimately has meaning, and Scarantino and Piccinini, who noted 

that information as it is manifested in computer science is not distinguished between true and 

false, it is all processed just the same.86  

Does truth matter in the context of information as it is used to influence a target 

audience? It does, insomuch as truth is often used as a defining line between what is acceptable 

in terms of using information to influence those audiences. Frické made this distinction between 

information and propaganda, for example, in that the former must be true, while the latter is 

not.87 Truth is often used to distinguish between activities Western countries undertake to 

influence audiences, such as public information policy, press relations, public affairs, and public 

diplomacy, which are claimed to be truth-based, versus Russian propaganda, which is not.88 

Truth is also used in community standards on social networks and an increasing body of 

legislation to address the use of information to influence target audiences.89 Of course, these 
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attempts to euphemise communications and police content along lines of truth from fiction do 

not work so well in practice, for one person’s truth might not be another’s. 

The very act of determining what is true can be subjective.90 Habermas explored the 

challenges around truth within the context of communication theory and the human ability to 

reach mutual understanding. As Habermas explained, “the evidence theory of truth fails to take 

into account the fact that the concept of truth is interwoven with that of fallible knowledge,” 

whereas in a “consensus theory of truth” what is true is based not on “any knock-down 

arguments, only more or less ‘good’ arguments, in substantive controversies”, and in a “deontic 

meaning of validity” truth is based on norms however that is decided.91 Habermas concluded that 

none of these ideas of truth is without subjectivity.  

The subjectivity of determining what is truthful is further complicated by human 

perception, with people processing information in terms of how they already understand the 

world, not necessarily corresponding to a shared reality with others.92 Nietzsche was not far off 

when he described truth as “a mobile army of metaphors, metonymies, anthropomorphisms: in 

short a sum of human relations which became poetically and rhetorically intensified, 

metamorphosed, adorned, and after long usage seems to a nation fixed, canonic, and binding; 

truths are illusions of which one has forgotten that they are illusions.”93 As such, it can be argued 

that something as elusive as truth need not be a defining factor of information, particularly as it 
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relates to its use in influencing audiences. Indeed, the very insistence that information must be 

truthful is, for some, why information has not been well defined.94  

Where, then, does this leave us? Considering the literary definitions, information is 

clearly something that informs or provides awareness to the person or machine that receives and 

processes it. Information is anything we use to build understanding – and in that sense, we do 

something with it. Indeed, our entire perception of the world is based on information that is 

processed to provide understanding, built up over time like perceptual blocks to create a mental 

building we see as something of a whole. For example, knowing that the sun sets in the west 

would allow a person to process the sun's positioning in the sky to provide some sense of what 

time of day it is or the direction they might be walking – this is information. Often this 

processing happens with little notice by the person becoming informed.  

Increasingly, much of the information we will process over a lifetime is not based on 

first-hand experience but comes from our interaction with society and the wider knowledge base 

it has accumulated.95 Indeed that growing interdependence on shared information is a hallmark 

of an information society.96  And as O’Connor and Owen have noted “the ability to share 

information and influence one another’s beliefs is part of what makes humans special. It allows 

for science and art—indeed, culture of any sort. But it leads to a conundrum. How do we know 

whether to trust what people tell us?” 97 This dependency on shared information has 

consequences, not in the least in terms of the relationship between information and the 
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development of beliefs and ultimately knowledge. Given that we cannot possibly experience all 

information first-hand, we are reliant on others to fill in the gaps, blurring the distinction 

between that which we believe we know, and actual knowledge.98 Perhaps we ought to take 

Lippmann’s words on the topic both as wisdom and warning given his expertise in shaping 

second-hand information for propaganda purposes: “The only feeling that anyone can have about 

an event he does not experience is the feeling aroused by his mental image of that event. That is 

why until we know what others think they know, we cannot truly understand their acts.”99 

This accumulation of information forms the basis for understanding and one’s worldview. 

It is entirely possible that the things a person processes are faulty, particularly if the initial 

foundational information added to is inaccurate or misleading, such as the world is flat. As 

Fetzer, Scarantino and Piccinini outlined, there are many types of information that are neither 

true nor false, they simply are. And even Dretske admitted that “knowledge is identified with 

information-produced (or sustained) belief, but the information a person receives is relative to 

what he or she already knows about the possibilities at the source.”100 While some take pains to 

differentiate information from mis- and dis-information it fails to take into account that the 

human or machine potentially doing the processing might not see such a distinction and a result 

it would still contribute to their ensuing understanding developed from it – moreover, to the 

person or computer processing it, this would still be information. Perhaps this is what Goethe’s 

character Mephistopheles intended when he quipped: “It’s vain that you in search of knowledge 

roam and drift, Each only learns what learn he can.”101 This echoed Plato’s earlier suggestions 
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that a soul’s ability to consume “true knowledge” determines its course in human form in that 

“all of them after a fruitless toil, not having attained to the mysteries of true being, go away, and 

feed upon opinion.”102 

Our experience with information is also inextricably tied to the means of processing it, in 

particular technology. Drawing on the works of McLuhan, Ong, and Postman, information and 

technology shape the nature of cultures and society.103  Any analysis of information, particularly 

as it is used to influence a target audience, must therefore be tackled holistically, considering the 

relationships between information, technology and society, or in other words, the information 

environment as a system. 

Given that information can be, to a degree, controlled, there is also power in it. 

Information can likewise be manipulated to garner human attention, including through style, 

format, interactivity, staging and dramatization, and channels of distribution, but also to mislead 

or misinform. 104 Information’s role in society, particularly in democracies whereby people are 

expected to make rational decisions, is crucial and it can be used to influence public decision-

making.105 This suggests that information, despite the fact it is a contested concept, could still be 

a useful term in its broadest sense, meaning that which is processed to form understanding, to 

analyse campaigns making use of it to influence target audiences. This could include analysing 

content, processing of information including algorithms and the means for distribution of 

information, but the key here is that information must be considered holistically.  
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It should not be surprising, then, that the information environment is poorly understood 

as a concept, given that one of the most important concepts underpinning it, information, is 

contested. As Wilson wrote, “nothing in science—nothing in life, for that matter—makes sense 

without theory,” and it is clear, that while the words “information theory” have been used, the 

related concepts do not offer a satisfactory explanation for what information is and what that 

means for the world or in the context of the information environment.106   
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Chapter 3: The Theory 

A. Method & Data 

“The primary purpose of any theory is to clarify concepts and ideas that have 

become, as it were, confused and entangled.”  

Carl von Clausewitz, On War 

 

This multidisciplinary research draws on the methodology of physical ecology to 

understand the information environment. It adapts methods from grounded theory and uses case 

studies to develop and demonstrate a new way of understanding information ecosystems, 

ultimately contributing to strategic theory. This research hypothesises that methods from 

physical ecology can be applied to study the information environment. These include observation 

and analysis of common conditions within an ecosystem occurring alongside types of recurring 

disturbances.  

Methods from grounded theory are well suited to aid research in a field where little is 

known about the topic or to develop theories where existing approaches are inadequate.107 When 

using data, grounded theory provides a qualitative methodology that facilitates construction of a 

theory and is thus inductive. The application of the grounded theory builds on a process of initial 

data collection, followed by coding and categorisation of that data, occurring in an iterative 
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process with simultaneous data collection and analysis.108 Regular theoretical sampling is used 

across case studies to identify any needs for further information in a cycle of constant 

comparative analysis.109 This simple and direct form of ground theory as originally developed by 

Anselm was selected as a method to counterbalance the inherent difficulties of analysing the 

information environment, which as a complex and adaptive system is a contested concept with 

little scholarship upon which to build.110 This iterative process can result in changes to coding, 

which must also be addressed, with the ultimate aim of identifying conditions that can be 

measured over time and patterns in disturbances.111 Given that this work does not aim to prove 

an existing theory right or wrong, but aims to uncover a new approach to studying the 

information environment, this form of grounded theory aids in that discovery and helps counter 

the unconscious bias of the investigator so long as they are open to new and surprising findings 

and can work back through past case studies to see if similar issues emerge.  When conducted in 

this manner, and according to Birks and Mills, “the final product of a grounded theory study is 

an integrated and comprehensive grounded theory that explains a process or scheme associated 

with a phenomenon.”112  

This research followed an iterative process as described above. Each case study began 

with a reading of historical texts and primary sources, where available, to identify likely common 

conditions and disturbances. Notes from those readings were compiled into broad categories, 

then coded and organized into tables framed around commonalities of conditions and 
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disturbances, as well as categories of entities and content. This generated 1498 pages of 

categorised notes drawing on 391 sources (42 percent of which were books) and distilled into 

five coded tables of 267 pages in total. Once each table was coded, it was compared to the case 

studies preceding it to identify patterns in conditions, disturbances, types of entities and content. 

Where necessary, additional information was sought from prior case studies as new potential 

factors emerged throughout the process.  

In each of the five case studies, this research explores the period preceding the outbreak 

of an armed conflict to identify common factors present across all five cases. Given the 

relationship between information and technology and how the latter frames human experience 

with the former, these case studies are situated within major epochs of media invention. These 

eras have been broadly defined as those of Orality, Print, Electricity, and Digital.113 The Print 

Age has been broken into two smaller epochs given a marked increase in the ability to process 

and distribute information resulting from the Industrial Revolution.114 The five cases again are: 

the Peloponnesian War; Wars of the Three Kingdoms ; The American Civil War; the struggles 

for Vietnamese independence, which ended in the ‘American War’, (1945-1975) and the  

conflict in Ukraine. The conflicts in these five case studies have the added similarity of being 

fought among the people, or rather at home, although external actors may be involved in either 

provoking or participating in the fighting.    

Where possible initial readings were selected based on available, reputable 

bibliographies. To narrow temporal scope, the period of approximately one generation or at least 

20 years prior, was explored in the lead-up to the conflict studied. This time scope was chosen to 
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capture any changes in education that would influence the entities as developing children who 

would then later be engaged in the conflict studied, thus shaping their thinking and actions.115 

Additional reading, including primary sources, was often found through citations of materials 

read. 

As most of the research was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, when travel was 

often prohibited, only texts that were available for purchase or online could be used as access to 

the library was inhibited. This meant that not all books on recommended reading bibliographies 

for certain historic periods could be located. 

B. Physical Ecology 

“Ecology is, at its most fundamental, a science that seeks to understand the 

biological processes that determine patterns in the natural world.” 

Jaboury Ghazoul, Ecology, 2020 

 

Ecology is the study of environments and the relation of living systems to them.116 In the 

field of biology, ecology addresses the upper levels of organisation, namely organisms, 

populations, communities, ecosystems, and the biosphere.117 At a top-level, ecology provides a 

means for identifying and categorising biomes, the largest form of earthly ecosystems, including 

tropical rainforests, savannas, deserts, and hydric communities.118  
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Biomes are defined by key conditions such as their climate (precipitation and 

temperature), geography, soil, biota (fauna and flora) and human influences.119 Tropical 

rainforests, for example, are mostly located along the equator in regions where it is always warm 

and wet and with poor soil.120 Species diversity is greatest in tropical rainforests, a global trend 

which sees increasing diversity from the high Arctic toward the equator.121 This diversity leads 

to complex relationships and dependencies between species, making the ecosystem more fragile 

to fluctuations and loss.122 Compare this with the tundra, where a cool and dry climate leads to 

low rates of decomposition and thus slow soil building, sustaining low growing grasses and 

lichens and fewer overall species, translating into fewer interrelationships.123 Analysing 

ecosystem conditions helps ecologists understand the types of organisms in a given ecosystem, 

how they interrelate, what types of disturbances might affect the overall system, and in what 

way. 

Many of these factors are highly interconnected, each affecting the other. The latitude of 

where a biome is on the planet will affect the amount of heat received from the sun due to the 

earth’s tilt and shape and the heating of the earth’s surface and atmosphere drives circulation of 

the atmosphere and influences patterns of precipitation. Geological processes, such as erosion, 

caused by the movement of water, also move minerals into soils.124 Together with soil, 

temperature and precipitation determine what types of plants can grow where, the necessary 
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“binding of energy into organic material”, which is needed to sustain other forms of life, such as 

fauna.125 Plants, in turn, can shape their environment, creating microclimates within bigger 

biomes, as can be seen through different layers of tropical rainforest.126 These plants and animals 

eventually break down through complex food chains contributing to the nutrients in soil, which 

continues to feed the cycle of growth.127  

These interrelationships between factors make biomes complex dynamic systems, with 

processing rates  ever-changing “due to fluctuations in environment and activities of 

organisms.”128 As a result, ecosystems can gradually change from one type into another through 

the process of succession.129 Moreover, an ecosystem that has been deliberately altered, such as 

in clearing a forest to create grassland, once left untouched can revert back to its original 

woodland state over time.130 Human intervention can of course accelerate succession, for 

example leading that same woodland-turned-field to become a desert through overgrazing of 

cattle.131 Other disturbances, both natural and manmade, like tsunamis, fires, floods, and 

droughts, but also pollution and the spread of disease affect ecosystem dynamics, sometimes 

destroying communities.132 While there has been a prevailing notion in ecology that "equilibrium 

conditions and competition are the major factors determining ecological processes," in his 

analysis of nonequilibrium ecology, Rohde found that the presence of predators (old and new), 

changing of seasons, and other disturbances, can all cause an ecosystem to experience significant 
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fluctuations in conditions causing the state to be one of nonequilibrium almost perpetually or for 

considerably long periods of time.133 Suffice it to say that most ecosystems follow some pattern 

or cycle, that can be interrupted by disturbances and measured through changes in key 

conditions. Many of these conditions are highly interconnected, much like conditions in the 

information environment. Thus, the first method that can be adapted from physical ecology to 

understand the information environment is to identify and measure key conditions over time to 

define types of ecosystems. 

Flora and fauna, or the biota of an ecosystem, are two other factors that define biome 

types. It is important to consider biomes and their biota together, in this multi-layered manner, 

because it can be challenging to isolated individual organisms from their environment.134 

Organisms are grouped into taxa based on shared evolutionary paths.135 Once categorised, these 

species can be analysed as parts of populations and communities interacting with each other 

within the ecosystem.136 This work often involves classification of different types of species.  

Analysis of an ecosystem’s biota can also be undertaken by studying food chains or 

webs. Analysing food chains is insightful as it assesses the means by which energy is transferred 

throughout the ecosystem; the closer an organism is to the beginning of a food chain the greater 

its access to food energy.137 The food chain, or food web, given its less than linear direction at 

times, begins with the producer or plant that first converts energy into matter, which is eaten by 

the primary consumer, and in turn is prey for the secondary consumer, and so on, until that last 
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organism dies and is aided in decomposition by reducers, returning nutrients to the soil.138 

Through analysis of food webs, the various interactions between organisms and within 

communities can also be explored, such mutualism, whereby the joint activities benefit both 

actors, and predation, whereby one organism derives its nourishment at the expense of the 

other.139 Such analysis focuses on both categorising the type of organisms involved and the 

interrelationships between them. Interactions such as competition and mutualism also affect the 

evolution of species, a process that is directly relevant to studying human conflicts as well.140 

Evolution is a process of struggle and adaption that leads to a diversity of species.141 

Sagarin described evolution as nature’s problem solving for survival as issues arise, which does 

not lead to the perfect species, but whatever might be “‘just good enough’ to reproduce.”142 

Slobodkin viewed this struggle as a game, with the ability to stay in it, by surviving and passing 

on winning traits, as a measure of success.143 This struggle can also be conceptualised as an 

escalation, whereby prey and predator continuously adapt in juxtaposition of each other.144 Such 

thinking is similar to Clausewitz’s ideas on war, which others have described as using opposites 

to trace the “dynamic links that connect all elements of war into a state of permanent 

interaction.”145 Through this struggle to survive and the adaptation of traits leading to successful 

procreation, species become “more or less specialised for life in a narrow range of environmental 
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conditions, for by being so specialised they can be more efficient.”146 The place where a species 

manages to survive within a community is called a niche.147 Species that share similar 

specialisations begin competing for resources if they attempt to live in the same niche.148 

Evolution is important as it contributes to a constantly changing and dynamic environment.  

How might these approaches to analysing the physical environment translate into 

understanding the information environment? 
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C. Information Ecology 

“What the new information environment actually does is to set the consideration of 

issues and approaches to problems in quite a different context. It is one in which we 

cannot tackle one issue, one question, or one problem at a time as an isolated item. 

All must be viewed as being critically interactive elements in a new context of 

interdependence.”  

John McHale, The Changing Information Environment, 1976 

 

Past attempts to develop concepts of information ecology can be broken into two main 

categories: those that attempt to bring an understanding of information into physical ecology; 

and those that apply ecology to information management mainly as a metaphor.  

In the first category, biologists attempt to borrow from the study of information to inform 

physical ecology. As already described above, information is a central concept in biology. As 

Maynard-Smith explains: “developmental biology can be seen as the study of how information in 

the genome is translated into adult structure, and evolutionary biology of how the information 

came to be there in the first place.” 149 Research in this first category tends to explore the role of 

information in decision-making among birds and other animals.150 Such work helps present a 

new understanding of information’s role in the physical environment but does not advance a 

framework for understanding the information environment itself. In this body of work, 

information is a layer that influences the physical environment and is embedded into physical 

ecology. 
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In the second category, information ecology is mostly a metaphor rather than applying 

analytical methods from physical ecology applied to understanding the information 

environment.151 Indeed, in this category most researchers confuse ecology (the study of the 

environment) with the ecosystem or environment (which is the space studied).152 Concepts of 

information ecology in this category focus on information management, including technological 

adoption.153 These concepts include: exploring student behaviour in note-taking in “computer-

supported collaborative learning” systems;154 the management of data centres storing information 

about physical ecology, which include “data sets and data collectors, information systems and 

knowledge makers, as well as digital federations and social networks.”;155 a method of 

 

151 Bernardo A. Huberman, The Laws of the Web: Patterns in the Ecology of Information (Cambridge, US: 

MIT Press, 2001), 16.; Mark Guzdial, "Information ecology of collaborations in educational settings: Influence of 

tool," In Proceedings of the 2nd International Conference on Computer Support for Collaborative Learning, 

International Society of the Learning Sciences, (1997): 86-94.;  Thomas H. Davenport, Information Ecology: 

Mastering the Information and Knowledge Environment, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 30.; Stuart K. 

Card, George G. Robertson, and William York, "The WebBook and the Web Forager: an information workspace for 

the World-Wide Web," in Proceedings of ACM SIGCHI'96 (1996).; Bonnie A. Nardi, and Vicki O'Day. Information 
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information management within an organisation;156 and metaphors for understanding 

developments in e-government157 and the web.158  

The concept that is most similar to the one posited in this research is Eryomin’s definition 

of information ecology as "the science which studies the laws governing the influence of 

information: on the formation and functioning of bio-systems… [and]… health and 

psychological, physical and social well-being of the human being.”159 Unfortunately, Eryomin 

did not use the core methods of categorizing and analysing the information environment that are 

hallmarks in physical ecology but will be further explored in this chapter and Section Two.  

This leaves a significant gap in our understanding – an (information) environment 

without a corresponding epistemological classification (an ecology). This research intends to 

close this gap by hypothesizing that similar forms of observation and categorization used in 

physical ecology can be adapted to understand the information environment. 

 

156 Davenport, Information Ecology, 30. 
157 Bekkers, and Homburg. The Information Ecology of e-Government. 
158 Huberman, The Laws of the Web, 13.; Card, Robertson, and York, "The WebBook and the Web 

Forager.” 
159 Eryomin, "Information ecology‐a viewpoint," 251. 
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The Information Environment 

“We are all just information, Sharps. Atoms that make up information that make up 

our worlds. Our entire existence comes down to three things data transfer, data 

storage, and data retrieval.”  

Lisa de Nikolits, The Rage Room 

 

Another term that can be said to have derived from physical ecology to explain the space 

where understanding of the world is formed is the information environment.  

The concept of the information environment has been discussed since at least the early 

1970s. Early definitions of the information environment referred to a limited and contained space 

in which a problem was addressed or a decision made in relation to the array of data available 

about the issue at hand.160 This sort of framing positioned the information environment as 

something a researcher would interact within conducting their work, such as a closed information 

system in computer science or management studies or tool to be used.161 Subsequent definitions 

were broader and centred around the confluence of communications, information technology and 

information, considering how this affects “the individuals and society that comprise its 

environment.”162 Similar concepts remain in use with policymakers, military, media, and 

academics.163  

 

160 Werner Kunz, and Horst WJ Rittel. "Information science: on the structure of its problems," Information 

Storage and Retrieval 8, no. 2 (1972): 95-98; Philip Bromiley and John P. Crecine. "Budget development in OMB: 

aggregate influences of the problem and information environment." The Journal of Politics 42, no. 4 (1980): 1031-

1064.; James R. Bettman, "Issues in designing consumer information environment," Journal of Consumer Research 

2, no. 3 (1975): 169-177. 
161 Richard T. Barth, and Ilan Vertinsky, "The effect of goal orientation and information environment on 

research performance: A field study," Organizational Behavior and Human Performance 13, no. 1 (1975): 110-132. 
162 John McHale, The Changing Information Environment (London: Elek Books, 1976). 2-3. 
163 Brosius, Anna, Erika J. van Elsas, and Claes H. de Vreese. "Trust in the European Union: Effects of the 

information environment." European Journal of Communication 34, no. 1 (2019): 57-73. 
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Other definitions of the information environment are more expansive, encompassing 

existence itself.164 Floridi describes an “infosphere”, which is “constituted by all informational 

entities, their properties, interactions, processes, and mutual relations” and is “synonymous with 

reality.”165 Arquilla and Ronfeldt refer to this domain as the “noosphere, the broadest 

informational realm of the mind (from the Greek noos) under which cyberspace (i.e., the Net) 

and the infosphere (cyberspace plus the media) are subsumed.”166 Later, the duo would posit yet 

another esoteric concept in “a collective form of intelligence enabled by the digital information 

revolution.”167 

Military definitions take a more practical approach to defining the information 

environment. The German-led Multinational Information Operations Experiment, for example, 

defined the information environment as “the virtual and physical space, in which information is 

received, processed, and conveyed. It consists of the information itself and information 

systems.”168 The United States Joint Publication 3-13 on information operations described the 

information environment as “the aggregate of individuals, organizations, and systems that 

collect, process, disseminate, or act on information,” breaking this realm out into “three 

interrelated dimensions which continuously interact with individuals, organizations, and systems. 

These dimensions are the physical, informational, and cognitive.”169 The information 

 

164 Gordon Pask and Susan Curran, Microman: Computers and the Evolution of Consciousness (New York: 

Macmillan, 1982), 169. 
165 Luciano Floridi, The Fourth Revolution (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), Kindle, 829, 831. 
166 John Arquilla and David Ronfeldt, The Emergence of Noopolitik: Toward an American Information 

Strategy (Santa Monica: Rand, 1999). 
167 David Ronfeldt and John Arquilla, “Whose Story Wins: Rise of the Noosphere, Noopolitik, and 

Information-Age Statecraft," RAND Corporation, (2020), iii. Accessed September 3, 2021: 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/perspectives/PEA237 -1.html   
168 Multinational Information Operations Experiment. "Applied Concept ‘Analysis and Assessment of the 

Information Environment’." Zentrum Operative Kommunikation der Bundeswehr, (30 April 2014), 13. 
169 U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff, "Joint Publication 3-13: Information Operations". (27 November 2012, 

Incorporating Change 20 November 2014), I-2. 
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environment, then, is the informational world, a complex adaptive system. It includes 

technological, biological, and cognitive factors, that are shaped and shape the perceptions, beliefs 

and actions of those entities living within it. 

 

Term Author’s Definition 

Strategy The ability to make decisions from an array of changing options to achieve 

an aim 

Information Anything that is processed to provide meaning 

Information 

Environment 

The place where humans and machines process information to make sense of 

the world 

Information 

Ecology 

The study of the information environment, including the entities within it 

and their relation to each other and the wider system 

Information 

Ecosystem 

Informational spaces identified by communities with shared traits and 

interests comprised of entities who can communicate intelligibly with each 

other 

Table 1: Taxonomy of key technical definitions used in this work 

Conditions 

Changes in technology alter the symbolic environment ––the socially constructed, 

sensory world of meanings that in turn shapes our perceptions, experiences, 

attitudes, and behavior.” 

Em Griffin, A First Look at Communication Theory, 2012 

 

The discussion about possible parallels between physical ecology and information 

ecology must now turn to the identification of specific conditions that will further establish and 

demonstrate connections between these two areas. Where physical biomes are defined by their 

climate (precipitation and temperature), geography, soil, biota (fauna and flora) and human 

influences, information biomes and ecosystems can be defined by the volume and delivery of 
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information (including methods, speed, and reach), geography, capacity (measured in rates of 

literacy, education, and access to information), biota (entities processing information and content 

types), and deliberate influence.  

Energy = Information 

In an information environment, the equivalent of energy is information. What is meant by 

information in this context is the more ephemeral concept of that which informs, it is 

unharnessed and unformed, it is mere potential. Just as energy is bound into organic matter 

through the process of photosynthesis, for example, so too does information require a process to 

manifest into something more. In the case of plants, this process requires factors including 

sunlight, heat, and precipitation. In the information environment, this process requires conditions 

such as the abilities to process, distribute, consume, and understand information. In other words, 

it needs someone or something to process that potential into something that is intelligible to other 

entities. Where energy becomes plants, information becomes content, codes and messaging, a 

diverse array of informational flora shaped by its environment. 

Climate: precipitation + heat = volume + delivery of information 

In physical ecology, climate is measured in precipitation levels and temperature. The sun 

provides heat, which in turn affects the temperature of an ecosystem, its soil composition, and 

thus what vegetation will grow there, in conjunction with water availability.170 The more heat 

and water are present in an ecosystem the greater the plant diversity, as in a rainforest. In 

 

170 Molles Jr., and Sher, Ecology, Kindle, 379; Tansley, The British Island and Their Vegetation, 30 
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physical ecology the factors of temperature and precipitation are referred to as climate.171 An 

equivalent in the information environment is the volume and delivery of information, including 

the methods used to process and distribute information throughout an ecosystem, measured by 

the amount of information, speed at which it moves and the reach to other entities. As increased 

rain and heat in a physical environment produce more plants, the greater the ability to produce 

and distribute information, farther and faster, the greater the diversity of types of content and 

channels for moving it as well as entities able to engage with it in a particular information 

ecosystem.   

Geography = Geography  

Geography is the one consistent factor shared between physical and information 

environments, albeit affecting each in different ways. In a physical environment location on the 

globe is a defining factor of ecosystems.172 For example, tropical rainforests are located along the 

equator. The presence of mountains, also a geographic factor, affects rates of precipitation.173 

Both location and topography affect what type of vegetation can grow in an ecosystem. In the 

information environment, the geography in which an information ecosystem is situated affects 

several defining factors determining its type and exposure to other neighbouring ecosystems.  

Geography determines types of physical ecosystems, which affects the quality and 

quantity of food grown there. Growing excess food has been correlated to the development of 

writing systems. Likewise, geography influenced who adopted alphabets from other 

 

171 Molles Jr., and Sher, Ecology, Kindle. 
172 Molles Jr., and Sher, Ecology, Kindle. 
173 Molles Jr., and Sher, Ecology, Kindle, 17 
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communities, with those more isolated tending not to adopt one at all.174 Geography also affects 

language variety, the sounds a language uses, and cultural diversity, which in turn influences 

resource and economic development.175 Culture affects the degree to which a society is open to 

receiving new ideas affecting their rates of adoption of them, and is a vehicle for the spread of 

ideas, for example, in how the German diaspora spread the printing press across Europe.176  

In the information environment, these geographic-influenced factors can be simplified to 

proximity (the interconnectedness of individuals within communities) and accessibility (a 

community’s openness to receiving information). Both proximity and accessibility affect the 

spread and acceptance of information, which will in turn determine the level of influence that 

information is able to have within that information ecosystem. Several criteria can inform the 

degree of accessibility of a community within an ecosystem, including physical isolation, 

resistance to new ideas, and censorship. The speed and facility with which information can be 

shared within an ecosystem, however, are also affected by mutual intelligibility between 

individuals within it, including levels of homogeneity. Nearness and information transfer matter 

little if two people cannot understand one another. Thus, as with several factors already 

discussed, geographic factors (proximity and accessibility) must be analysed in tandem with the 

information environment equivalent of biota, entities, and content. 

 

 

174 Jared Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies (New York: Norton, 1999). 
175 John LA Huisman. Asifa Majid, and Roeland Van Hout, "The geographical configuration of a language 

area influences linguistic diversity," PloS One 14, no. 6 (2019).; Caleb Everett, "Evidence for direct geographic 

influences on linguistic sounds: The case of ejectives," PloS one 8, no. 6 (2013).; Quamrul Ashraf, and Oded Galor, 

“Cultural diversity, geographical isolation, and the origin of the wealth of nations,” National Bureau of Economic 

Research, No. w17640, (2011). 
176 Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel.; Briggs and Burke, A Social History of the Media, 14. 
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Soil = Capacity  

In a terrestrial physical environment, the foundation is soil upon which most life is 

dependent.177 Soil determines what type of vegetation will grow in an ecosystem, providing 

nutrients to plants.178 In this regard, soil is a resource or supply of material that enables plants to 

develop and function effectively. In an information environment, capacity or having the skills 

and access to process information has a similar effect on the climate of an information 

ecosystem, affecting both the manifesting of information into something consumable and 

sharable, as well as its distribution and consumption. One can view ability, in this context, as an 

aggregate of learned skills, such as reading or coding, that enable a person or thing to use tools to 

process information and, as a result, can be measured in rates of literacy, education, and access to 

information, and the tools to process it, within an ecosystem.179  The greater the capacity within 

an ecosystem to absorb and internalise information toward a specific objective, the more 

potential it will have for developing new capacity and generating ideas for processing 

information, and in turn, influencing the diversity and volume of outputs. More recent case 

studies can draw on statistics such as those provided by UNESCO on literacy rates, or 

International Telecommunications Union on internet usage, for example.180   

 

 

 

177 Molles Jr., and Sher, Ecology, Kindle, 45. 
178 Whittaker, Communities and Ecosystems, 81 
179 Stephen L., Parente, and Edward C. Prescott, "Barriers to technology adoption and development." 

Journal of political Economy 102, no. 2 (1994): 298-321. 
180 UNESCO Institute for Statistics, "Literacy rate, adult total (% of people ages 15 and above)", The World 

Bank, (2018). Accessed 5 August 2019 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/se.adt.litr.zs; International 

Telecommunication Union, "Individuals using the Internet (% of population)", The World Bank, (2017). Accessed 5 

August 2019 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.NET.USER.ZS  

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/se.adt.litr.zs
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Biota: Fauna and Flora = entities and content  

In the physical environment, ecosystems are also determined by biota (fauna and flora). 

Using plants and animals to define an ecosystem is done through taxonomies, or the 

categorisation of different types. In the physical environment taxonomies begin at the highest, 

most general level of three distinct domains or regio: eubacteria, archaebacteria and 

eukaryotes.181 The key difference between the first two and eukaryotes (to which animals 

belong), is the former lacks a membrane.182 In the information environment three domains are 

also present. These domains consist of: mimeme; entities; and content. 

Mimeme, ancient Greek for "imitated thing" are concepts, beliefs, and notions that self-

replicate between people.183 As a result, mimeme can exist both cognitively, in human minds, but 

also in content and messaging, enjoying a diversity of hosts. Mimeme cannot exist without a host, 

be it a human to think it or a form of content to contain it. Much like bacteria in the physical 

environment, mimeme can form complex symbiotic relationships with hosts, including forms of: 

parasitism (whereby the mimeme held harms the holder); mutualism (whereby the mimeme held 

benefits the holder and is spread to others); and commensalism, (whereby the mimeme held 

neither harms nor helps the holder).184   

 

181 Carl R. Woese, Otto Kandler, and Mark L. Wheelis, "Towards a natural system of organisms: proposal 

for the domains Archaea, Bacteria, and Eucarya," Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 87, no. 12 

(1990): 4576-4579, 4578 
182 David L. Nelson, and Michael M. Cox, Lehninger Principles of Biochemistry Lecture Notebook 

(London: Macmillan, 2004). 
183 Richard Dawkins, The Selfish Gene (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1976), 192. 
184 Mark O. Martin, "Predatory prokaryotes: an emerging research opportunity," Journal of molecular 

microbiology and biotechnology 4, no. 5 (2002): 467-478.; Alfons JM Stams, Frank AM De Bok, Caroline M. 

Plugge, Miriam HA Van Eekert, Jan Dolfing, and Gosse Schraa, "Exocellular electron transfer in anaerobic 

microbial communities," Environmental Microbiology 8, no. 3 (2006): 371-382.; Edward Wilson, Sociobiology: The 

New Synthesis (Cambridge, US: Harvard University Press, 1975). 
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The second domain is that of entities, which consist of anyone or anything that processes 

information to form an understanding of the world. Entities can be further categorised into two 

broad divisions: human; and non-human, such as computers. While all entities are necessarily 

processors of data and many are consumers of information (content), some are also deliberate 

producers of content feeding it further down the information chain, and thus entities can be 

classified based on their role within an information ecosystem. There are at least four broad types 

of entities: political actors, profiteers, proselytisers, and consumers. Entities can be further 

classified using other characteristics such as demographics, psychographics, language spoken 

and location.185 These characteristics affect how information will spread and be received. As 

already noted, these characteristics influence accessibility between communities within 

information ecosystems, such as whether there is a shared language or common culture that 

makes communication possible. Once categorised entities can then be analysed as parts of 

populations and communities, interacting within the ecosystem. Data related to communities, 

such as the number and density of members within it, inform other defining factors, such as 

proximity. 

Another way ecology makes sense of physical environments is to group biota into taxa 

based on shared histories of evolution.186 In the information environment, such groupings might 

be based around how communities are formed, such as around shared interests, or how they are 

connected via different means, such as social media. Once categorised these species can then be 

 

185 Roland Pressat, The Dictionary of Demography, ed. Christopher Wilson, (New York: Sage, 1988).; 

Barrie Gunter and Adrian Furnham, Consumer Profiles (RLE Consumer Behaviour): An introduction to 

psychographics (London: Routledge, 1992). 
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analysed as parts of populations and communities, interacting within the ecosystem, and forming 

a hierarchy.187  

There is a hierarchy to the information environment. The broadest level of categorization 

is the information environment, which encompasses any space where information is processed. 

Within the information environment are varying categorizations, each subsequent tier becoming 

increasingly specific, with information biomes at the top, followed by ecosystems, 

microecosystems, populations, communities, and down to entities.  

Information ecosystems are composed of identifiable communities of information 

processing entities. Within an ecosystem, these communities produce, share, and consume 

mutually intelligible information, in conjunction with technological components used in the 

information environment, all interacting as a system. Any single information ecosystem can 

contain multiple separate communities. An important factor of an information ecosystem is that 

entities within it can communicate intelligibly with each other. Communities within an 

ecosystem, in turn, are defined by shared traits and interests.  

Entities within an information ecosystem can also be categorised by their motivations and 

behaviours in engaging within the information environment, such as how they use disturbances 

to their advantage. Broad entity categories include: political actors who seek power over public 

decision-making; profiteers who produce information or teach others how to do so for financial 

gain; proselytisers driven to spread their beliefs or ideas to others; and consumers who actively 

engage with information, but not necessarily with a specific aim. These entities engage with each 

other, sometimes collaborating and other times competing, and collectively contribute to making 

the information environment a complex and adaptive system.  

 

187 Odum, Ecology, 3-4 
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As entities coalesce around identities and interests to form communities, likewise 

different communities can intersect and form networks, which along with the technology 

available for processing and sharing information, form the basis of an interconnected system. As 

with most attempts to categorise the physical world, information ecosystems, communities, and 

ideas can often overlap and blend.188  For example, much has been made about differences 

between Ukraine’s western and south-eastern populations, often pointing to splits in voting and 

polling data as evidence, yet this is an overly simplistic approach.189 Communities blend and 

change gradually across Ukraine, not just between east and west, but also between urban and 

rural places, affecting language usage and education levels.190 Beyond geography others have 

pointed to language, history and economics as factors shaping beliefs in Ukraine.191 Analysing 

all these factors together, including beliefs held by populations, provides a deeper context to that 

specific information ecosystem, which could better inform potential interventions for ensuring 

the integrity of the national information environment.  

The third domain is that of content, or information that has been processed into a form 

that can be consumed and shared. Content can include messages, images, words, codes, songs, 

videos and much more, and can be categorised drawing on media studies, considering the 
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technology used to process information into content, the type of media it represents, and the 

channels used for its distribution.192    

Together, entities and content form the basis of information chains within information 

environments, both influenced by the presence of mimeme or ideas. 

Human influence = deliberate influence  

Human influence can change aspects of the physical environment, for better and worse. 

As noted above, clear cutting and overgrazing can lead to desertification of regions which were 

once woodland. Given both the role of humans as information processing entities, and the 

technology they develop in so doing, deliberate influence is an ever-present factor within the 

information environment. Those entities controlling the processing, packaging, and distribution 

of information can have disproportionate influence over the information ecosystem, sometimes 

leading to information competition between entities and respective communities. Such entities 

can cause information floods and pollution (concepts that will be further described in Chapters 

Eleven and Twelve), or control access to information by others.  

Taken together, these conditions help describe types of information ecosystems. Some 

information ecosystems are more open than others, as we will see with the case of Athens versus 

Sparta. Some information ecosystems can be more controlled or homogenous, like seventeenth 

century England and early twentieth century Vietnam, yet their connection and exposure to other 

ecosystems affect them in ways governing authorities struggle to control. Different parts of an 

information ecosystem can experience varying degrees of changes in conditions, helping 

reinforce geographic and cultural divisions within a single society, as occurred in mid-nineteenth 

 

192 Briggs and Burke, A Social History of the Media, Kindle. 
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century America. Still in other ecosystems, the conditions within it can be such that simply 

finding a foundational truth upon which to build a shared understanding between communities 

there (and beyond) can be practically impossible, as in modern Ukraine. Fluctuations in these 

conditions in a combined manner and to a significant enough degree could be a precursor to a 

disturbance within that information ecosystem.  

Disturbances 

“Hell was always easier to draw than heaven.” 

Simon Blackburn, Ethics, 2021 

 

Throughout history, when a new technology changing how people process, consume and 

share information is introduced to an information ecosystem, a disturbance which can be 

described as an ‘information flood’ is bound to occur. Typically, the use of technologies leads to 

an increase in access to information or in the number of people in that ecosystem who can 

engage with information meaningfully, however this is defined. These information floods consist 

of a sharp increase in the volume of informational outputs conveying specific ideas that disturb 

the wider ecosystem and communities within it. Another disturbance is information pollution, 

which occurs with “the contamination of information supply with incomplete, inconsistent, or 

irrelevant information”.193 Information pollution is often aggravated by another type of 

disturbance, information competition, whereby two communities contend for supremacy of their 

beliefs over the other’s. As with conditions in information ecosystems, disturbances can be 

identified, analysed, and measured over time to understand their role, including dynamics and 

 

193 Levent Orman, "Fighting Information Pollution with Decision Support Systems," Journal of 

Management Information Systems, 1, no.2, (Fall, 1984): 64-67, 64. 
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impact, within the environment, but also how deliberate influence by different types of entities 

contribute to or affect those disturbances. 

The familiar physical ecology concept of evolution provides further insights into how 

these disturbances develop. Competition between communities is the essence of an evolutionary 

process, whereby species struggle and adapt over time.194 In the information environment, 

entities wishing to exert influence in an ecosystem enhance tactics used by others before them or 

develop new ones, often by adopting new technology. This is yet another reason why looking 

beyond influence operators and their tactics is necessary, as they change and adapt over time.   

The competition in the ideational realm can take various forms. For example, those 

wishing others to accept their worldview might purposefully or inadvertently adopt tactics 

detrimental to the overall information environment, facilitating the emergence of information 

flooding and pollution disturbances. Often, the adoption and presentation of ideas to the point 

where they become incompatible with views held by others in the same information ecosystem 

create opportunities for fragmenting the ideational status quo. As ideas solidify, entities in an 

information ecosystem experience the same challenge as niche species in the physical 

environment, whose adaptation makes them more specialised and efficient to increase survival 

rates, but largely rendering them capable of so doing only within a specific niche.195 Over time, 

species that share similar specialisations begin competing for resources if they attempt to live in 

the same niche.196 Entities within the information environment can experience a similar type of 

competition over the adoption of their beliefs, and as the fragmentation proceeds and ideas held 

 

194 Darwin, The Five Essential Works, 1149. 
195 Elton, Animal Ecology, 325; Whittaker, Communities and Ecosystems, 16 
196 Whittaker, Communities and Ecosystems, 17 
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by newly formed groups become too rigid and oppositional, chances for conflict and violence 

increase. This is particularly true if those competing ideas are about governance. 

 

Figure 1: Scale of Information Competition 

 

Information competition can be understood along a scale, much as others have done to 

understand the escalation of conflict.197 At one end of the spectrum, ideas might be so similar 

that they are compatible with each other. This is an idyllic state dependent on a high degree of 

homogeneity in terms of perspectives held by entities within that information ecosystem. The 

next state is co-existence, whereby ideas held by entities within an information ecosystem are 

different but are not mutually exclusive or challenging to each other. When a belief becomes 

oppositional to another, and entities begin seeking to influence communities to share their 

perspective, information confrontation begins. Information confrontation escalates into conflict 

when two or more sides can no longer reconcile their different perspectives and begin viewing 

the other in simplified terms or stereotypes and are unable to engage with or communicate about 

each other civilly. Both information confrontation and conflict can endure for long periods of 

time.198 

 

197 Friedrich Glasl, Confronting Conflict (Stroud, UK: Hawthorn Press, 1999).; U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
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posited by the Russian Ministry of Defence. 
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This work draws on approaches from physical ecology to develop a new way for 

understanding the information environment. In so doing, it uses five case studies to identify 

conditions within ecosystems that fluctuate in advance of disturbances occurring within them. In 

the following section, these conditions will be explored further, specifically looking at how these 

conditions can be used to define information ecosystems. The next chapter, drawing on the 

conditions outlined above, defines the Ancient Greek biome, as a starting example, putting 

forward a framework for how the subsequent case studies will be analysed in increasingly greater 

detail as more data becomes available closer to contemporary times. 
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Part Two: Information Ecosystems 

Chapter 4: Ancient Greece 

"The absence of romance in my history will, I fear, detract somewhat from its 

interest."  

Thucydides, The History of the Peloponnesian War, early fourth century BC 

 

Building on the hypothesis that the conditions within an information ecosystem can be 

measured to predict the occurrence of certain types of disturbances, like in a physical 

environment, this chapter uses the first case study of the Peloponnesian War to further elucidate 

the proposed theoretical framework.   

As noted above, information ecosystems can be defined by criteria such as volume and 

delivery of information (including methods, speed, and reach), geography, capacity (measured in 

rates of literacy, education, and access to information), biota (entities processing information and 

content types), and deliberate influence. These conditions can also be grouped into three 

overarching layers of: (1) Cognition, exploring the conditions that affect how entities within an 

information ecosystem engage with information, and factors that shape their worldview and 

ability to mentally process information; (2) Technology, which includes the tools for processing 

and channels for distributing information through an information ecosystem; and (3) 

Information, the forms, formats and characteristics of processed information within that 

information ecosystem. Within these three layers, the conditions as discussed in the last chapter 

can be categorised and assessed to define and describe a specific information ecosystem, as 

outlined in the table below.  Of particular interest are any fluctuations of each condition from a 

baseline state which is how one can better understand both how the information environment 

works and identify more meaningful correlations. 



 70 

 

These layers and conditions will be used to analyse each of the information ecosystems in 

the five case studies and are visualised in the table below. 

Layers  Conditions 

Cognition These conditions provide insights into the entities within an information 

ecosystem, what connects them into populations and communities, their 

capacity for meaningful engagement in the information environment, and the 

roles entities play within it. Assessing these conditions provides insight into 

the potential of entities within information ecosystems to engage with others 

and what factors might affect how they do so:  

• Populations (language, demographics) 

• Communities (psychographics, interests) 

• Geography (the physical space where an ecosystem is located) 

• Entities (types, role in ecosystem) 

• Capacity (measured in rates of literacy, education, and access to 

information) 

 

Technology These conditions are the connective tissue that binds entities together within 

an information ecosystem, helping entities process, spread and consume 

information: 

• Methods for processing information (processes, skills, tools etc) 

• Means of delivery (available channels for distribution, assessed by 

format, speed and reach) 

• Controls over the methods and means (administrative/managerial, 

legislative, operational, procedural etc.) 
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Generated volume of information outputs, as measured by types 

 

Information These conditions relate to forms, formats, and characteristics of processed 

information, such as: 

• Mimeme, or ideas and beliefs (concepts that have taken hold within an 

information ecosystem and are shared at least by one community) 

• Messaging (commonly used narratives and framing) 

• Content (ideas, beliefs, and meaning packaged in a communicable 

form, such as books, plays, architecture, music, movies etc.) 

 

Table 2: Framework for defining and assessing an information ecosystem 

Cognition: Populations, Communities, Geography, Entities, & Capacity  

The Hellenic information biome, where most of the population spoke a form of Greek 

and shared similar religious ideas was perhaps the most known information environment of the 

ancient period in the Western world.199 Just beyond Ancient Greece and sometimes overlapping, 

causing friction, were other information biomes, such as those of Persia and other Mediterranean 

cultures, including Rome at a later stage. 

Within the Hellenic biome, Athens and Sparta were two information ecosystems and key 

network nodes for the Delian and Peloponnesian leagues, whose member states each shared 

Greek dialects, culture, and forms of governance.200 An information ecosystem is a community 

of information processing entities producing, sharing, and consuming information by deploying 

 

199 Victor Davis Hanson, A War Like No Other (New York, US: Random House Trade Paperbacks, 2005), 

19 
200 Charles Hill, Grand Strategies (New Haven, US: Yale University Press, 2010), 22. 
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technological means and cognitive abilities in an interconnected manner, thus forming a system. 

As information is processed by a human mind, the information environment is not technology-

dependent, but is shaped by the technology available to process information at a given place and 

time. 

In terms of capacity, Athens had a basic level of literacy among men, and they spoke an 

Ionian form of Greek, ensuring there was a population capable of engaging meaningfully with 

each other in this information ecosystem.201 An important community with Athens at this time 

was centred around Pericles and could be described as radical democrats, who actively 

proselytised beyond Athens for other city states to adopt their new form of government.202 

Spartans, as members of a broader Hellenic culture, had the full capacity to engage within 

the same information ecosystem as Athenians. While Spartan citizens spoke Dorian Greek and 

had a higher degree of functional literacy than those of Athens, the Spartan emphasis on military 

training overshadowed other pursuits, such as the arts, deeming them of less importance to their 

society. Indeed, the society was renowned for its lack of art for art’s sake, and even more so for 

its simple and direct style of speaking – and rarely at that – called laconic, named so after the 

name for their region, Laconia.203  Despite providing both boys and girls with access to public 

education, Sparta put fewer resources to the processing and sharing of information, leaving little 

in terms of written records behind.204  

 

201 Jeremy McInerney, The Age of Pericles: Course Guidebook (Chantilly, US: The Great Courses, 2004), 

34.; Simon Hornblower, The Greek World 479–323 BC. (London: Routledge, Fourth Edition, 2011), 132 
202 Geoffrey de Ste. Croix, The Origins of the Peloponnesian War (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University 

Press, 1972), 179-180; Hanson, A War Like No Other, 13; Samsons II, “Introduction,” 14. 
203 J.E. Lendon, “Athens and Sparta and the Coming of the Peloponnesian War,” in The Cambridge 

Companion to the Age of Pericles, ed. Loren J. Samons II, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 258-

281, 258; Kenneth W. Harl, The Peloponnesian War (Chantilly, US: The Teaching Company, 2007), 17 
204 Paul Cartledge, “Spartan Wives: Liberation or License?,” in Sparta, ed. Michael Whitby, (Edinburgh, 

UK: Edinburgh University Press, 2002), 131-160, 141, 143; Gaddis, On Grand Strategy, 31;  
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There were several key communities within Sparta at this time, who had influence over 

public decision making. De Ste Croix referred to Spartan hawks “who were unwilling to accept 

the ‘dual hegemony’ of Sparta and Athens,” and were thus desirous of war with the Delian 

league.205 There were also communities of subordinate peoples in Sparta, namely the helots and 

the perioikoi, upon which the peculiar and rigid Spartan society depended.206 The Spartan need 

to control this group upon which so much depended influenced their foreign policy, taking 

“special precautions to prevent any hostile power from invading her territory and inducing the 

Helots to rise.”207 

Technology: Methods, Means, Controls, and Volume  

A new writing system had emerged in the eighth century BCE in Greece.208 Over three 

hundred years later, Plato claimed Socrates bemoaned the invention for making the spoken word 

seem dead, suggesting an important shift in means and methods of communication technology 

around how information was processed and delivered at the time.209  Despite the change, the 

spoken word remained an important aspect of Ancient Greek culture.210 

In Athens, information could travel via land and water, usually via person-to-person. As a 

port city, Athens was connected to the outside world via its navy and perceived itself as a place 

of refuge.211 The city state had a reputation for tolerance and Athens exerted little control over its 

 

205 de Ste. Croix, The Origins of the Peloponnesian War, 170 
206 Donald Kagan, The Peloponnesian War (London: Harper Perennial, 2003), 3 
207 G. E. M De Ste Croix, “Sparta’s ‘Foreign Policy’,” in Sparta, ed. Michael Whitby, (Edinburgh, UK: 

Edinburgh University Press, 2002.), 218-222, 218 
208 Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel. 
209 Plato, “Phaedrus” in The Dialogues of Plato Vol 1, trans. Benjamin Jowett (MIT Classics, 1892), 

http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/phaedrus.html 
210 Robert W. Wallace, “Plato’s Sophists, Intellectual History After 450, and Sokrates,” in The Cambridge 

Companion to the Age of Pericles, ed. Loren J. Samons II, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 215-

237, 223. 
211 Hanson, A War Like No Other, 6; Hornblower, The Greek World 479–323 BC, 132. 

http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/phaedrus.html
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information space.212 Athens was open in that the assembly publicly debated and decided on 

governance, including issues related to war.213 In one account, Thucydides relayed how the 

rebellious Mitylenians were informed of Athenian plans for an expedition by a man who carried 

the news on a three-day trek from Athens.214 

The Athenian governance system was structured in a networked manner, with demes (a 

sort of suburb) and trittyes (groups of demes) “were often arranged along, and clustered at the 

ends of, the strategic highways of Attica.”215 These demes and trittyes were connected by a 

system of roads built in the sixth century, which Athenian judges would follow as part of a court 

circuit across Attica which connected the city state.216 This helped create some uniformity across 

the Athenian information ecosystem. 

In turn, Sparta was landlocked but sat at the end of a series of routes connecting it with its 

allies inland and to the Gulf of Corinth helping form the Peloponnesian league and network, with 

Sparta as key node.217 All allies in the Peloponnesian League were autonomous, except in that 

they subordinated their foreign policy to Sparta.218 

Information: Mimeme, Messaging, and Content 

As Athens fostered its navy and, with it, adopted a more expansionist focus, radical 

concepts of governance, such as democracy developed as means of binding other Greek 

 

212 Deborah Boedeker, “Athenian Religion in The Age of Pericles” In The Cambridge Companion to the 

Age of Pericles, ed. Loren J. Samons II, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 46-69, 62. 
213 Kagan, The Peloponnesian War, 9 
214 Thucydides, The History of the Peloponnesian War, trans Richard Crawley, (Amazon, 2012) Kindle, 65-66 
215 Hornblower, The Greek World 479–323 BC, 141 
216 Hornblower, The Greek World 479–323 BC, 141 
217 Hanson, A War Like No Other, 6; Harl, The Peloponnesian War, 23. 
218 Paul Cartledge, “The Origins and Organisation of the Peloponnesian League,” in Sparta, ed. Michael 

Whitby, (Edinburgh, UK: Edinburgh University Press, 2002), 223-232, 224; de Ste. Croix, The Origins of the 

Peloponnesian War, 108 
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communities through a common ideological foundation. The period leading up to the 

Peloponnesian War was marked by political, cultural and philosophical development in Athens, 

where notions and principles of democratic rule were first adopted.219 Reforms implemented by 

Ephialtes distributed power from the Areopagus to the courts comprised of common 

Athenians.220 Radical democrats, such as Pericles, proselytised this new form of governance 

encouraging other Greek city states to adopt it, while Sparta remained resistant to change and 

stagnated in terms of socio-political frameworks vis-à-vis Athens.221 Ultimately, the emergence 

and spread of democracy aggravated relations between Athens and Sparta, and presented Corinth 

with an opportunity to persuade the former into war with the latter.222  

Considered wealthy for the times, Athens derived revenue from the tributes of some 200 

Athenian allies in the Delian League as well as its Attican silver mines, which the city-state 

invested heavily into information processing.223 As an open information ecosystem, Athens used 

its resources to process and convey information about its growing importance and dominance 

through both tangible projects, such as the Periclean building program, and more symbolic 

messaging in the form of promoting democracy, written histories, plays, architecture and art, and 

more formally through decrees.224 While open at home, Athens dominated rebellious allies in the 
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Delian League rendering members de facto subjects rather than autonomous and equal over 

time.225  

In contrast to above, the Spartan information ecosystem was much more conservative and 

controlled. Indeed, little is known about Sparta given Spartan control of access to the city by 

outsiders.226 What comes down to the present day is a carefully crafted image of what Spartans 

most likely wanted projected about them.227 That image is one of Sparta as an extremely rigid 

and regimented society where Spartan male citizens dedicated their life to the state and 

military.228  

The ancient Hellenic information biome, in the lead-up to the Peloponnesian War, was 

marked by a stark contrast between Athens and Sparta. On the one hand, Athens was an open, 

outwardly focused, and rapidly changing information ecosystem, experimenting with new forms 

of governance, and producing significant amounts of new information to help proselytise 

democracy and Athenian culture. On the other hand, Sparta remained inward-focused and closed, 

actively controlling its information ecosystem, holding fast to tradition and deliberately forgoing 

production of information for art’s sake, for example. Ultimately entities within these two 

information ecosystems would come to a head when competing ideas of governance became 

incompatible, as will be explored further in Chapter Ten.  

 

 

225 Kurt A. Raaflaub, “Warfare in Athenian Society,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Age of Pericles, 

ed. by Loren J. Samons II, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 96-124, 111. 
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Press, 2002), 1–20, 3.; Cartledge, “The Origins and Organisation of the Peloponnesian League,” 224. 
227 Anton Powell, “Dining Groups, Marriage, Homosexuality,” in Sparta, ed. by Michael Whitby, 
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Chapter 5: Early Modern Britain 

“Men make movements and movements make men.”  

Christopher Hill, Puritanism and Revolution, 2011 

 

As information travelled further and faster, information ecosystems were increasingly 

exposed to each other and at greater distances. By the 1640s, and the outset of the Wars of the 

Three Kingdoms, the English information ecosystem was already intrinsically tied to a wider and 

volatile information environment of continental Europe.  

At the turn of the 17th century, England found itself part of an emerging British 

information biome. The three kingdoms of England, Ireland and Scotland had come under a 

single ruler in 1603 when James VI of Scotland had succeeded Elizabeth I and became King 

James I of the united kingdoms.229 Later under Charles I, the conflicts that would emerge in each 

of the three kingdoms, involved an interplay between communities in these countries that 

rendered the English Civil War complex and has led several historians to refer to these struggles 

collectively as the Wars of the Three Kingdoms.230 Likewise, the information flow between the 

three kingdoms ensured that conflicts in one disturbed another. For example, Propaganda from 

one kingdom, such as that of the Scottish Covenanters railing against reforms to the Scottish 

Church by Charles, flowed into England and targeted audiences there.231 Similarly, atrocity 

stories in Ireland caused panic and outrage about Catholic plots in England.232  

 

229 John Morrill, “The English Revolution as a civil war,” Historical Research, 90, no. 250 (November 

2017), 726-741, 726 
230 Russell, "The British Problem and the English Civil War", 397; Morrill, “The English Revolution as a 
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Cognition: Populations, Geography, Capacity & Entities 

London, as the principal city of three kingdoms, was becoming increasingly connected to 

the outside world through immigration and trade.233 London was part of a Protestant information 

network with Glasgow, Edinburgh, Leiden and Amsterdam which ensured that propagandistic 

pamphlets fuelling fears about Catholic conspiracies spread into England, from the neighbouring 

European information biome.234 Religious conflicts ravaging the European biome at the time 

were viewed by some Protestants in England as “part of a global struggle of Christ and 

Antichrist, a struggle of good and evil, with the pope, to coin a phrase, as the axis of evil.”235 

With the Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648) raging in Central Europe, a strain of popish fears spread 

through English communities during the Wars of the Three Kingdoms, manifested in rumours, 

news, propaganda and accusations against the King and his advisors who were perceived to be 

secret Catholics.236 British mercenaries returning from the continental conflict stoked the 

religious fervour and applied their experiences in the military leadership of the Covenanters and 

Irish Rebels.237  

The English information ecosystem was also connected to another biome of the so-called 

New World. The founding of colonies in North America helped coalesce a community of the 

Godly in England through business and political interests via the Providence Island Company 

and the City of London, from which the Parliamentarians who challenged Charles I’s rule 
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ultimately emerged.238 The speeches of Godly parliamentarians like William Strode and John 

Pym suggest they were driven by a religious mission to save English Protestantism from 

Catholicism.239 The Godly “espoused a militant Puritanism that combined hostility to Spain with 

colonial ambitions for England.”240 With London as the ascending centre for this Atlantic trade 

community, these gentlemen first raised excess capital trading grain to the city then ventured into 

colonial investments forming a new network of those port towns connected by waterways and 

coasts in the southern and eastern counties.241 Indeed, Hochberg found that easy access to 

waterways nearer to the capital and eastern England was a common factor for constituencies that 

returned Parliamentarians in the Long Parliament in 1640.242 The hub of this network centred on 

Parliament and the City of London. 

Conversely, places less connected to London leaned towards conservativism in England, 

forming another network.243 In western coastal towns that competed with London commercially 

and across hinterland constituencies which dependent on roads for travel, Royalists drew more 

support than Parliamentarians.244 The communities of Cornwall and Wales, defined by distinct 

cultures and languages, also supported Charles I by the outbreak of the war. Stoyle argued that 

Cornish and Welsh backed the king in response to the nationalistic overtones of the 

Parliamentarians, whereas Gaunt speculated these communities might have “felt that their 
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distinctiveness would be threatened by an antagonistic parliament in London, where the press 

was increasingly condemning them as backward and suspiciously ‘Popish’ in outlook.”245 The 

hub of this network centred on the court. 

Several communities and entities congregated at court to vie for power and influence 

with Charles I. These included the king’s advisors, most notably George Villiers, Archbishop of 

Canterbury William Laud, and Thomas Wentworth – but also Queen Henrietta, who was French 

and Catholic. Centred around and protected by the Queen, were a community of Court Catholics 

whose visibility at court was disproportionate to their representation in the broader populace.246   

In addition to the above, several foreign communities and entities also actively sought to 

influence the English information ecosystem. These included: Scottish Catholics, particularly 

those at Court; the Spanish Hapsburgs through an ambassador and propaganda criticizing 

Charles I which as printed in Brussels and distributed in London; Vatican agents, including 

George Con who had access to the King through the Queen; the French embassy; the Scottish 

Covenantors, who occupied part of Northern England in 1640; and in late 1641, Irish Protestant 

refugees.247 

At the outbreak of the Wars of the Three Kingdoms a quarter of the overall English 

population could read, with the bulk of the literate among the middling and upper classes, 
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although many tradespeople in London could also read print.248 This increasing literacy had 

followed a growth in grammar schools.249 

Technology: Processing, Delivery, Controls, and Volume  

The invention of the printing press by Johann Gutenberg circa 1450 increased capacity in 

presenting information to large audiences.250 Leading up to the Wars of the Three Kingdoms, 

printed books nearly doubled year after year from 848 in 1640, to 2042 the next year and 4038 in 

1642, increasing the volume of information outputs.251 

Despite attempts to control information, including printing and speech, information 

moved relatively freely including from both domestic and foreign sources.252 For example, in 

October 1632, Charles I banned publishing of corantos, early informational broadsheets, because 

the Spanish Ambassador complained.253 Carrying seditious letters was a crime, as was publicly 

criticizing the king and queen.254 Yet around half of all publications at the time were 

anonymously authored.255 Moreover, despite restrictions on the number of presses allowed in 

England, Scotland was a separate kingdom and not beholden to such laws, resulting in an influx 

of printed material  from the north.
256  
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Information flowing into London would be carried across England through traders and 

travellers, and as noted above, access to waterways helped with the distribution of 

information.257 

Information: Mimeme, Messaging, and Content 

As already noted, fears of Catholic plots to reinstate the pope and Catholicism persisted 

in England in this period. At the same time, new ideas around democratic governance also 

emerged, a topic that will be explored further in the chapter ten on information competition.258  

The introduction of the printing press facilitated an increase in informational outputs that 

a wide variety of entities tried to use to influence the English information ecosystem in the lead-

up to the Civil War, contributing to a more complex environment than that of the Hellenic 

information biome before the Peloponnesian War. The variety of printed content available 

included books, ballads, broadsides, pamphlets, manuscripts, newsbooks, petitions, private 

letters, and newsletters, placards, and political documents such as speeches and bills which began 

to be leaked in the years during the Long Parliament.259 The church also remained a vector for 

communicating to and inculcating the masses.260  

However, just as the alphabet did not render the spoken word obsolete in Ancient Greece, 

printed material was but an additional form of information in seventeenth century England. 
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Speeches, word-of-mouth, and written letters remained important. Deliberate attempts to 

influence the information environment emanating from nearby information ecosystems, such as 

Scotland and Ireland, reverberated in England – and, jumping a little ahead in time, the 

information disturbances in England would manifest themselves in the United States, persisting 

for more than two hundred years.   

The English information ecosystem in the lead-up to the Wars of the Three Kingdoms 

was porous, semi-controlled, and readily affected by surrounding ecosystems, such as those of 

Scotland, Ireland, but also others on the European continent, such as the Netherlands and France. 

The introduction of the printing press and improved means for distributing printed products 

helped create an information flood, spreading information pollution which preyed on fears that 

the Catholic church would be reinstated in England, and will be explored in greater detail in 

Chapters Eleven and Twelve. 
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Chapter 6: Antebellum America 

Democracies are necessarily controlled by publick opinion, and failing of the means 

of obtaining power more honestly, the fraudulent and ambitious find a motive to 

mislead, and even to corrupt the common sentiment, to attain their ends.”  

James Fenimore Cooper. The American Democrat   

 

The United States in the mid-nineteenth century experienced significant growth and 

technological changes, both in terms of transportation and the distribution of information. These 

changes were not uniformly spread out across the country but occurred to a greater degree in the 

industrialising North of the country, which could have helped exacerbate existing perceptions of 

differences between them and people in the South.  

Cognition: Populations, Geography, Capacity & Entities  

In the first half of the nineteenth century, a United States information ecosystem was 

expanding. Immigration shaped the development of communities and regional identities in the 

former colonies from which emerged the United States. These connections were so ingrained, 

that some contemporaries drew from Wars of the Three Kingdoms to explain divisions between 

the North and South during the American Civil War.261 This ecosystem was moulded by a shared 

Constitution, legal system, dedication to republican institutions, a predominant Protestant 

religion, and common ethnic British heritage among the governing elite.262 Despite growing 

immigration from Ireland and Germany, American society was homogeneous into the 1840s, 

especially at the elite level given the marginalisation and exclusion of other new immigrant 

communities, and certainly Indigenous and African American populations, from collective 
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decision-making.263 As a society Americans in this period tended towards fierce independence 

and self-reliance, while generally distrusting of government.264 

There were marked differences between the North and South within the United States 

information ecosystem. In New England, for example, public education was widespread, most 

adults were literate (more than 95 percent), and three-quarters of the children between ages five 

and nineteen attended school half the year, on average.265 Conversely, nearly half of the entire 

population in the South was illiterate.266 Literacy rates among white people in the south were 

higher, at 80 percent, but just one-third of their children attended school on an “average of three 

months a year.”267 The approach to schooling differed between the North and South, with the 

latter emphasizing classics and a liberal education over the applied subjects.268  

Despite these differences, the South was highly interconnected with the North in terms of 

economics, education and printing.269 McPherson found delegates to a series of Southern 

conventions from 1845 to 1859 complaining that “most books and magazines read by 

southerners came from northern authors and presses, that the South sent many of its brightest 

sons to northern colleges, and that a shocking number of southern college presidents, professors, 

schoolteachers, and even newspaper editors were natives of Yankeedom.”270 Given this 
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interconnectivity and shared overarching culture, in the years leading up to the Civil War, the 

United States could still be considered a single information ecosystem. However, with several 

very distinct communities comprising this ecosystem, the separation between them should not be 

seen in the traditional North and South manner but rather as varying gradients bleeding into each 

other.  

Woodward described these communities as distinct American nations. These 

communities included:  

• Yankeedom, centred on New England and shaped by the radical Godly settling it, who 

prized “education, local political control, and the pursuit of the “greater good” of the 

community, even if it required individual self-denial”;  

• The Midlands, settled by English Quakers whose tolerance attracted German immigrants 

fleeing religious persecution, helping contribute to a general skepticism of “top-down 

governmental intervention”;  

• The conservative Tidewater emanating from the lowlands of Virginia, whose founders 

sought to recreate “the semifeudal manorial society of the English countryside, where 

economic, political, and social affairs were run by and for landed aristocrats”;  

• Greater Appalachia where “clannish Scots-Irish, Scots, and north English frontiersmen 

spread across the highland South and on into the southern tiers of Ohio, Indiana, and 

Illinois,” bringing their border warrior ways with them; and  

• The Deep South was shaped by the sons of Barbadian slaveowners, aiming to recreate 

and expand their despotic slave state across the southern United States.  

 

At times these communities competed and clashed. For example, before the American 

War of Independence, Yankeedom had supported the Parliamentarians, while Tidewater backed 

Charles I in the Wars of the Three Kingdoms. Indeed, up to the United States Civil War, 
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Tidewater continued to perceive itself as descendants of an English aristocracy, in particular the 

younger sons of gentry, in juxtaposition to the Puritan descendants of the North.271  

Within these nations were also important interest-based communities that attempted to 

influence politics in the period leading up to the United States Civil War. These included: 

Abolitionists, a minority group whose proselytizing efforts to end slavery eventually gained 

political support;272 Free Soilers, whose movement sought to end slavery, not for the benefit of 

the enslaved people but more along economic interests to benefit the White working people;273 

Nativist anti-Catholics who railed against growth in immigration from Ireland and Germany but 

did not compete against anti-slavery parties;274 and Slaveowners in the Tidewater and Deep 

South, who increasingly felt that their social system and honour was under attack from 

Abolitionists and the North.275 Slaveholders were a minority in the South, “only one in three 

families possessed slaves,” and they espoused a belief that slaves were happy. However, as per 

Frederick Douglass’ account, no sane enslaved person would ever admit to being unhappy for 

fear of repercussions, and some masters sent spies in to find out.276 

Political parties helped to forge fragile networks across the expanding United States. In 

the years leading up to the Civil war, these parties included the Democrats and Whigs, although 
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other smaller parties would form around issues like preventing the expansion of slavery, such as 

that of the Free Soil party, from which later emerged the Republicans.  

One of two major political parties in the decades leading up to the Civil War, the 

Democrats, were decidedly Southern leaning in their views, and by the 1850s increasingly 

concerned with perceived Northern aggressions against the South.277 They advocated for “strictly 

limited government, opposing any national policy that threatened local control or the individual 

liberty of whites.”278 Democrats drew their support from unskilled workers and farmers farther 

from major urban centres, but also Catholic immigrants, especially the Irish, whose press vilified 

the Free Soilers as fanatics.279 The Democrats lost their sectional balance in 1854 by pushing the 

Kansas-Nebraska act through, and used anti-Black racism in their campaigns, calling their 

opponents the “Black Republicans”.280 Towards the end of the 1850s, Southern nationalists, who 

proselytised for secession, gained traction within the overall Democratic party.281 For example, 

Democratic presidential hopeful, Stephen Douglas, was against secession, but thanks to his 

concept of popular sovereignty, by the 1860 election he was viewed with suspicion both in the 

North and South.282 The Southern Era went so far as to call for his death.283   

Another important and diverse community were African Americans, which included 

slaves, as well as free people, although their experiences are often overlooked by historians.284 In 
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1860, African Americans comprised 40 percent of the southern Atlantic states’ population, and 

96% of slaves were in rural areas, mostly in the southwest cotton states.285 Free African 

Americans were given no citizenship rights.286 Although they had very little direct political 

power (if any at all), the plight of slaves was used by other groups to influence the American 

information ecosystem. On the side of slavery, the prospect of a sudden release of millions of 

slaves stoked fears of economic ruin for poorer people of European descent, such as Irish 

immigrants.287 Frederick Douglass, a former slave, railed against uncomfortable truths, such as 

the hypocrisy of making slaves of those with white fathers.288 Abolitionists used the pitiable 

situation of slaves to advocate for an end to the institution, fuelled by a wildly popular piece of 

fiction, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, which by 1862 had “sold more than two million copies in the United 

States, making it the best seller of all time in proportion to population,” which will be explored 

further in Chapter Eleven.289 As abolitionists agitated further and appeared to become more 

militant in their activities aimed at ending slavery, many in the south feared slave uprisings 

supported by abolitionists, fuelling rumours in times of uncertainty.290  

In the lead-up to the Civil War, the United States was undergoing significant 

transformation, with a growing population and immigration from countries beyond Britain. Still, 

Americans with British heritage, and mostly men at that, dominated politics in the country, 

forming communities of interest around key issues, but increasingly around the fault line of 

slavery. Changes in technology would only aid these groups in their causes.  
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Technology: Processing, Delivery, Controls, and Volume  

Several changes in technology significantly altered the speed at which information could 

travel and its reach in America in the mid-nineteenth century. This included making delivery 

through the postal service more accessible. United States postal service during this time was seen 

as a means for fostering national unity. New legislation in 1845 and 1851 helped decrease the 

costs of postage, including offering favourable rates for distributing newspapers and 

periodicals.291 Yet, out of fears over exposure to abolitionist propaganda from the North, elite in 

the South increased control over mail distribution there.292 

The decades leading up to the American Civil War witnessed the introduction of railways 

and the telegraph both greatly increasing the speed at which information could travel.293 Much 

like claims about the internet in the late twentieth century, the inventor of the telegraph touted it 

as society’s nervous system collapsing space and time.294 The telegraph coupled with changes in 

making paper and printing, heightened the importance of newspapers in the United States, 

dropping the price of a newspaper by two-thirds.295 Newspapers were the most popular form of 

literature in antebellum America.296 Circulation increased twice as fast as population. The “latest 

news” became hours rather than days old.”297 The creation of the Associated Press in 1848 by a 

consortium of news outlets helped facilitate the distribution of stories.298 Cheaper printing costs 
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led to a “practice of reprinting [that] flooded the book market with poorly bound, hastily printed 

works that competed” with the author’s official books.299 

In terms of transportation links, the North outpaced the South in development. Most of 

the canal system (86 percent) ran through free states, connecting New York to the Northwest via 

Albany and Buffalo through the Erie Canal by 1850.300 The national portion of railways in the 

South dropped to 26 percent by 1850 from 44 percent a decade earlier, with a preference for 

relying on natural navigable waterways.301  

Improvement in printing processes and postal services reduced costs enabling greater 

spread of information. And the introduction of canals, trains, and the telegraph were game 

changing in increasing the speed and reach of information in the lead-up to the Civil War. These 

changes were not uniform across the country, with the North benefiting significantly more in 

terms of enhanced interconnectivity. Turning now to the ideas that were spread through these 

changes in technology, it becomes possible that the increased ability to produce and distribute 

information across greater distances, helped Abolitionists galvanise support for their cause, while 

also exacerbating growing divides between North and South. 

Information: Mimeme, Messaging, and Content 

Sectionalism and the danger of secession “was frequently invoked as a threat, most often 

by Southerners seeking to preserve and extend slavery, but also eventually by radical 
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abolitionists looking for a language in which to counter Southern menaces.”302 Yet, most 

newspapers were political, both in the North (74 percent) and the South (83 percent).303 

As hostilities intensified, education was sometimes used to inculcate political 

perspectives. McCardell found that a “a mathematics professor at Davidson College, published 

Elements of Algebra in 1857. Problems required students to calculate the rate at which Indiana 

volunteers deserted a battlefield, the profits earned by Yankee traders who adulterated meat, 

milk, and nutmegs, and the accident rate on Northern railroads.”304 

Information was expressed through a variety of forms in mid-nineteenth century 

America. Conventions were organized to proselytize against and for slavery.305 Political 

speeches were reprinted by sympathetic newspapers to increase distribution.306 Political debates 

were staged.307 The court circuit was used as a road map for orators, as part of a public lecture 

system that was an important form of mass media.308 Lectures would also be picked up by 

newspapers, not just as events, but publishing the talks.309 Pamphlets, lithographs, broadsides 

and books, non-fiction and fiction alike, were used to push agendas. Like speeches, letters were 

published in newspapers to give them greater reach, as was Southern Senator James Hammond’s 
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Clarkson letters.310 Newspapers were the most popular form of literature in antebellum America, 

but journals and magazines were also produced.311 

The antebellum American information ecosystem can be considered open, although as the 

debate over slavery heated, the South attempted to exert more control over its space by censoring 

mail from the North. American elite was ethnically homogenous, although many different 

communities existed within this ecosystem. The introduction of railways and the telegraph 

increased the speed and reach at which information could be delivered. Although those 

developments did not occur equally between North and South. Improvements in printing helped 

lower the cost of newspapers, while in the North, strides in public education helped increase the 

market for people who could consume them. The period leading up to the conflict was also 

tumultuous, when the future of the often euphemised “peculiar institution” of slavery rose to 

prominence in political debates.312 This time was also marked by the emergence of numerous 

radical movements including on anti-slavery, women’s rights, temperance, religious revival, and 

anti-immigration.313 
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Chapter 7: Twentieth Century Vietnam 

“It’s just that dreamers generally wind up fighting.” 

Alix E. Harrow, The Once and Future Witches, 2020 

 

The Vietnamese information ecosystem became increasingly more interconnected to the 

international information environment with the introduction of ocean steam liners, the Suez 

Canal, transoceanic communication cables, and wireless telegraphy. These changes coupled with 

a French policy of exiling Vietnamese dissenters to other parts of the empire, helped expose a 

generation of reformers to political ideas that would spur an independence movement. From this 

movement emerged the likes of Ho Chi Minh whose declaration of independence in 1945 

spurred decades of conflict involving first the French and later the Americans.314 New 

technology in the form of the wireless radio and television would only further connect Vietnam 

with a wider information environment.  

Cognition: Populations, Geography, Capacity & Entities  

Before the French arrived, the Vietnamese information ecosystem had been relatively 

closed, although decidedly part of a wider Asian information biome. China loomed large in 

Vietnam both physically and as a former imperial ruler, influencing a millennium of education 

spreading Confucianism, which the Vietnamese adapted to their needs.315 Vietnam, in turn, 

dominated some its neighbours to the south, taking lands from Champa, which ultimately created 

different regional Vietnamese identities, with communities in the South becoming more 

 

314 Lawrence, The Vietnam War.; Goscha, The Penguin History of Modern Vietnam, 222. 
315  FitzGerald, Fire in the Lake, 35; Goscha, The Penguin History of Modern Vietnam, 10; Lawrence, The 

Vietnam War, 8-9 



 95 

 

individualistic and entrepreneurial, than those in the North.316 These differences persisted 

through stereotypes, and the south was seen as an “eclectic borderland far less homogenous 

ethnically and culturally than its northern part.”317 With French colonization, and increased 

international travel, a generation of Vietnamese reformers were exposed to a wider world and 

emerging political ideas that would spur ideas on independence.  

French colonization, which began in the region in the 1860s, developed the Vietnamese 

education system along the French model and opened the Vietnamese information ecosystem 

internationally by sending some students back to France for higher education. In part, this was 

done to counter a “Go East” program Vietnamese nationalists were running in Japan, which 

provided refuge and inspiration to Vietnamese émigré intellectuals, helping set an example for 

other Asian countries standing up to colonialism and fostering a generation of reformers.318 At 

the same time, by exiling Vietnamese political prisoners abroad, the French exposed them to 

anti-colonialists in other parts of the French empire.319 Later, during the First World War, some 

90,000 Vietnamese were mobilized and sent to fight in France with many expecting to receive 

full citizenship or independence for Vietnam, in return for their service, buoyed by the self-

determination Woodrow Wilson espoused for some.320 The high hopes were squashed, however, 
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as an appeal for independence submitted to Wilson at the 1919 Paris Peace Conference from “a 

Group of Vietnamese Patriots” including Ho Chi Minh, went ignored.321  

Despite this international exposure, Vietnam remained homogenous with between 85-90 

percent of the population being ethnic Kinh or lowland Vietnamese.322 The population of 

southern Vietnam was growing in the period before the twentieth century conflicts, from 2.8 

million in 1900, to 4.4 million in 1930 and 5.6 million by 1943.323 While the population in 

Saigon-Cholon tripled in less than fifteen years to 1.7 million in 1954.324 The total population of 

Vietnam by 1945 was about 30 million people, of which a little more than five percent were 

Catholics.325 

Several armed religious sects in the south operated in the lead-up to the Vietnamese wars 

of independence.326 Thanks to new communication and transportation methods introduced in the 

1930s, Buddhism experienced a revival in Vietnam.327 ‘Living Buddhas’ tapped “into modern 

organizational techniques, print media, and use quoc ngu to spread their message.”328 The 

Second World War turned the religious sects, Hao Hao and Cao Dai into “major politico-military 

actors, controlling together perhaps as much as 20 percent of the delta’s total population.”329 By 

the 1960s, an “increasingly politicized and assertive Buddhist Church,” would come into violent 

conflict with the ruling Diem government.330  

 

321  Bradley, Imagining Vietnam and America, 10, 11; Logevall, Embers of War, 23; Lawrence, The 

Vietnam War, 19-20 
322 Kim Khánh Huỳnh, Vietnamese Communism, 33; Spencer C. Tucker, Vietnam (London: Taylor & 

Francis Group, 1999, 2003 edition), 3 
323 Goscha, The Penguin History of Modern Vietnam, 163, 183 
324 Goscha, The Penguin History of Modern Vietnam, 244 
325 Goscha, The Penguin History of Modern Vietnam, 186 
326  Lawrence, The Vietnam War, 55; Asselin, Vietnam’s American War, 53 
327 Goscha, The Penguin History of Modern Vietnam, 180 
328 Goscha, The Penguin History of Modern Vietnam, 184 
329 Goscha, The Penguin History of Modern Vietnam, 186 
330 Goscha, The Penguin History of Modern Vietnam, 345; Karnow, Vietnam, 297; McMaster, Dereliction 

of Duty, 38; Tucker, Vietnam, 99 



 97 

 

By the 1920s, some French-educated Vietnamese fostered anti-colonialist sentiments, 

forming several associations including “the Tan Viet and the Viet Nam Quoc Dan Dang, the 

Vietnam Nationalist Party, or VNQDD, and the Communist Party of Indochina.331 An early 

generation of nationalist reformers began to call for forms of independence.332 This generation of 

reformers were inspired by Western philosophy and experiences abroad, including Phan Boi 

Chau (1867–1940), who studied in the Soviet Union, and Phan Chu Trinh (1872–1926), who 

went to Japan as part of the ‘Go East’ program.333 Anti-colonialists demanded increased 

schooling for Vietnamese students.334  

The reform movement in the 1920s began drawing on Vietnamese historic heroes.335 By 

1945, “new history books celebrating Vietnam’s heroic national past and timeless patriotic 

resistance poured off the presses praising the heroic Trung sisters and ancient Vietnamese 

resistance to foreign domination.”336 These accounts helped foster “the notion that every 

Vietnamese is potentially a soldier, the memory of these struggles has forged a fierce sense of 

national identity that pulsates through Vietnam Theatre, literature and folk art.”337 School 

children were taught to recite these accounts by heart.338 And the Viet Minh drew from these 

heroes in its manifesto, mentioning “the Trung Sisters, Ngo Quyen, and Le Loi, who had led 

celebrated efforts to resist Chinese occupation, as well as the leaders of the Aid the King 
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movement in the 1880s against the French.”339 The long memory of Chinese domination would 

be used by later Vietnamese leaders to push for independence and justify their means in so 

doing.340 Nonetheless, the Vietnamese and Chinese information ecosystems continued to be 

interconnected, particularly through Communist party links, in the lead-up to the mid-twentieth 

century conflicts. The Vietnamese Communists used South China as a “revolutionary laboratory 

and recruiting ground,” and the brightest students “were sent to study at the nearby Whampoa 

Military Academy.”341  

Vietnamese Communist leaders arose from and tapped into a growing sense of 

nationalism in the country, although they were not alone in so doing.342 Emerging from the 

Indochinese Communist Party and the Vietnamese Workers’ Party, came the Communist Party 

of Vietnam.343 From just nine members in 1925, “Vietnamese Communists grew by December 

1976 into a mass party of over 1.5 million members.”344 Key figures included Ho Chi Minh, the 

son of a “poor scholar-gentry family,” who “studied classical Confucian texts but also the 

writings of leading Vietnamese nationalists such as Phan Boi Chau and Phan Chu Trinh,” and 

spoke English, French, Russian, and Chinese fluently.345 Vietnamese Communist party members 

were mostly from: “the anticolonial patriotic movement and the antifeudal peasant 

movement.”346 The adoption of communism in Vietnam, according to Huỳnh, “was facilitated by 

two separate historical processes: the quest of the Vietnamese for teachers and techniques for 

 

339 Bradley, Imagining Vietnam and America, 112 
340 Stanley Karnow, Vietnam: A History, (New York: Penguin Books, 1983, Reprint 1997), 111-112 
341 Mark Philip Bradley, Imagining Vietnam and America The Making of Postcolonial Vietnam, 1919–1950 

(London: The University of North Carolina Press, 2000), Kindle, 42; Goscha, The Penguin History of Modern 

Vietnam, 148 
342 Lawrence, The Vietnam War, 4 
343 Asselin, Vietnam’s American War, 12 
344 Kim Khánh Huỳnh, Vietnamese Communism, 20 
345 Bradley, Imagining Vietnam and America, 32; Karnow, Vietnam, 130; Logevall, Embers of War, 30, 32 
346 Kim Khánh Huỳnh, Vietnamese Communism, 23 



 99 

 

National Liberation; And the evolution of a new orientation in the international working class 

movement, which brought increasing attention to the problems of revolution in “the East.”347 

Events around the world during this time also inspired Vietnamese intellectuals to envision 

independence and the governance models that could entail, including the anti-imperialism touted 

by Bolsheviks and the creation of the Soviet Union and the “nationalism, democracy, and 

socialism” championed in neighbouring China by “Sun Yat-sen’s Nationalist Party”.348  

The Vietnamese Revolutionary Youth Association, Thanh Nien was founded in 1925 and 

aimed at training young cadres, like Vo Nguyen Giap, how to deliver speeches, write articles, 

and use cells to proselytise the Communist cause. 349 Thanh Nien was among the first to focus 

efforts on engaging the masses, including articles in its papers targeting women.350 The reach of 

Thanh Nien spanned across Vietnam and abroad to Thailand and Southern China.351 

The mid-twentieth century Vietnamese information ecosystem was connected to those of 

other neighbouring countries, such as China and Thailand. Chinese Communists provided a 

training ground for Vietnamese revolutionaries, whereas neighbouring Thailand was home to 

tens of thousands of Vietnamese and acted as recruiting ground for the Communists where Ho 

lived and worked for a while.352 Meanwhile entities from elsewhere in the information 

environment actively attempted to influence the Vietnamese information ecosystem.  
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French In Vietnam 

As part of its program of colonialism, some French citizens emigrated to Vietnam. 

French settlers in Vietnam were called colons and ranged in estimated size from 34,000 to 

50,000.353 French rule was exploitative and sometimes brutal.354 Dissent was not tolerated and 

met with violence, as followed the peasant revolts in 1930-31 in Nghe Tinh.355 Before 

colonization many rural Vietnamese owned land, but a century onwards peasants had been 

dispossessed.356 French policies were racist and divisive.357 French action as much as inaction 

communicated to the Vietnamese how little their rulers cared about the ruled, as when a million 

people starved in the North because authorities “neglected to fill the emergency rice granaries in 

the north” in 1945.358 

The French relied on a small French-trained elite for their understanding of Vietnam, who 

were often out of touch with their countrymen.359 Corruption occurred at all levels.360 While the 

French-trained elite was small, it doubled from 5,000 in 1925 to 10,000 by 1935, concentrating 

mainly in urban areas, in particular around “Saigon, its wealth based on commerce and absentee 

landlordism.”361 These Vietnamese were “complicit in the exploitation and dispossession of their 

own compatriots reaped significant dividends.”362 At times, France attempted to add a veneer of 

independence by installing a Vietnamese as a leader in name only, like “Bao Dai, the former 

emperor, as titular head of an alternative Vietnamese government to which France gradually 
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ceded a degree of independence,” in a bid to court conservative nationalists and Catholics.363 

Later they would make Ngo Dinh Diem Prime Minister of the State of Vietnam, a deeply 

suspicious authoritarian, who was both anti-colonialist and anti-Communist, and trusted only his 

family, isolating himself from and frustrating other nationalists with whom they might have built 

a legitimate coalition to counter Ho.364  

Japan in Vietnam 

Japan occupied Vietnam with France’s approval during the Second World War, 

ultimately staging a coup on 9 March 1945 which created a vacuum and opportunity the 

Communists seized.365 Leading up to the coup, the Japanese détente with France’s Vichy 

government, enabled the Viet Ming to informationally attack French colonial rule.366 The 

Japanese supported youth groups, and the religious sects, Cao Dai and the Hao Hao, protecting 

these groups and providing sanctuary for their leaders abroad when needed.367 They funded 

movies and newspapers too, while promoting “an extensive racialist “Asia- for- the-Asians” 

propaganda operation was designed to stimulate fear of Japanese power, administer admiration 

for Japanese culture, and pride in Asian achievements.”368 
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The United States – At Home & In Vietnam 

Americans waded into the quagmire that was the Vietnam conflict initially in support of 

the French in 1950. They did so with very little apparent understanding for Vietnam. Before the 

conflict, Vietnam was not on American radars and few Americas had been there.369 American 

journalists began investigating the conflict in concerted numbers only by 1961, meaning “that for 

the first six years information about the Diem regime came largely from United States 

government sources,” often open supporters of Diem, creating biases in interpretation of what 

was happening on the ground in Vietnam.370 At home, some American news media, like Time 

and Life magazines, championed France’s cause and increasingly called for United States 

support in 1949.371 A bombing in Saigon in 1952 was well covered, including with pictures of 

the aftermath in Life, with most blaming the Viet Minh, despite their tendency to use different 

tactics than employed, helping position the conflict in the context of the emerging Cold War.372 

In the period leading up to their engagement in Vietnam, the American information 

ecosystem was undergoing considerable changes, with the rapid introduction of television, which 

would ultimately frame American experiences of this conflict. On a societal level, the post-war 

United States was booming on most counts. The population of the United States was in the midst 

of a baby boom.373 The population, however, remained rather homogenous, predominately 

Caucasian, accounting for nearly 90 percent in 1950, down to “88.6 percent of the total 
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population in 1960”.374 The economy was also growing quickly. The American gross national 

product nearly doubled in the decade leading up to 1960 to $500 billion.375 And the Cold War 

fearmongering often pushed by the Republicans to denounce their political opponents, drove 

youth anti-materialist, counter-culture movements like the Beatniks, in response to fatigue 

around such rhetoric.376 In short, the American information ecosystem was becoming 

increasingly connected via television, while at the same time growing in size as the population 

boomed. 

A fringe community in the United States received disproportionate attention from 

American publics in the fifteen years leading up to the Vietnam Conflict. As of 1950, a tiny 

fraction of the United States population were Communist Party members, accounting for 0.03% 

of the population.377 In Gallup polling between 1937 and 1948, around one percent identified as 

socialist. 378 Yet by 1949, 43 percent of respondents to one poll believed socialism to be in the 

United States.379 Republican politicians stoked fears of socialism and communism, pushing 

Democrat decisionmakers to take a tougher stance in the Cold War, particularly in Vietnam. 

The Cold War featured in presidential campaigns. Eisenhower committed to a tougher 

fight in the Cold War in his election campaign.380 Later, Richard Nixon would brand his 
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opponent, ‘Adlai the Appeaser.”381 Galvanising around a controversial figure in the junior 

Senator from Wisconsin, “McCarthy, “Republicans mercilessly attacked Democrats for ‘losing’ 

China to communism in 1949.”382 Republicans, along with some right-leaning Democrats, 

accused Democrats of treason and even alleged that American accomplices helped the Soviets 

develop an atom bomb, and Chinese Communists topple Chiang Kai-Shek.383 Backers of the 

anti-Communist China Lobby financed conservative think tanks, like American Business 

Consultants Inc. run by former FBI agents, which in turn published reports including Red 

Channels claiming to expose more than 150 communist sympathisers in the American media 

sector.384 This book would cause disarray in newsrooms, who tried not to cover it, ultimately 

providing McCarthy with an opportunity to take his crusade of exposing closet communists to 

the small screen, where hearings were broadcast.385 In a period of seven years starting in 1945 

“Congress held 84 hearings designed to put an end to “un-American activities” in the federal 

government, in universities and public schools and even in Hollywood.386 At the outset of this 

investigations, nearly half of those Americans familiar with the issue “thought it brought more 

good than harm.”387 The political witch hunt failed to produce evidence of treason, but many 

reputations were ruined, while helping create a climate of fear that pushed policymakers to react 

to perceived Communist threats both at home and abroad.388  

 

381 Logevall, Embers of War, 389. 
382 Lawrence, The Vietnam War, 42. 
383 Logevall, Embers of War, 263; Michael J. Heale, American Anti-communism: Combating the Enemy 

Within, 1830-1970 (Baltimore: JHU Press, 1990), 157 
384 Nancy Bernhard, US Television News and Cold War Propaganda, 1947-1960 (Cambridge University 

Press, 2003).; Red Channels: The Report of Communist Influence in Radio and Television (New York: 

Counterattack, 1950). 
385 Edwin R. Bayley, Joe McCarthy and the Press (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1981), 

176-177 
386 History. “The 1950s,” (June 17, 2010). https://www.history.com/topics/cold-war/1950s  
387 Gallup, “Timeline of Polling History: People That Shaped the United States, and the World,” (January 

30, 2001). https://news.gallup.com/poll/9964/timeline-polling-history-people-shaped-united-states-world.aspx  
388 History. “The 1950s,” (June 17, 2010). https://www.history.com/topics/cold-war/1950s  

https://www.history.com/topics/cold-war/1950s
https://news.gallup.com/poll/9964/timeline-polling-history-people-shaped-united-states-world.aspx
https://www.history.com/topics/cold-war/1950s


 105 

 

Appearing to be weak on Communism was easily used to attack political opponents, to 

which democrats felt particularly exposed.389 President Harry S. Truman, among others, 

succumbed to such attacks, allowing them to influence foreign policy, and Kennedy would 

campaign on being tougher in the Cold War than opponents.390 To contradict Republican 

accusations, Truman’s introduced the Federal Loyalty Program in 1947, which implemented 

screening for political deviance of all government employees. This increasingly made “a staunch 

and undifferentiated anti-Communism…the required posture of all aspiring politicians, whether 

Republican or Democrat.”391 These measures did little to “stop Republican charges of 

Democratic complacency, incompetence, and treason on security and loyalty matters.”392 

Republican campaigners repeatedly highlighted the Truman administrations failures in the 

Korean War, emphasising the communist threat. Republican spokespeople “asserted that the 

White House had been foolish to agree to negotiations on Korea,” and in the Senate they 

“published a booklet entitled Communism in Government, which detailed ‘The Red Record of 

Democratic Administrations’.”393  

Later John F. Kennedy would narrowly beat Richard Nixon for the Oval Office, “who 

had assailed him during the presidential election campaign for being “soft” on communism.”394 

Early on in his term, President Kennedy was pressed by his Joint Chiefs to act decisively in 

Cuba.395 His disastrous results in trying to defeat Fidel Castro would dog and continue to 
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embarrass him later.396 As Tucker noted, “Kennedy was sensitive to Republican charges that the 

Democrats had ‘lost’ China, and the Administration had suffered rebuffs in the ‘Bay of Pigs’ 

fiasco in Cuba (planning for which had begun under Eisenhower) and the erection of the Berlin 

Wall. Another “retreat” before Communism could be fatal politically.”397 

Kennedy has been connected to Diem and Vietnam before becoming president. Through 

his brother Ngo Dinh Thuc, a Vietnamese Bishop, Diem used Catholic networks to lobby the 

United States for support against Ho.398 Diem spent two years in New York seminaries, pushing 

for Vietnamese independence, gaining the support of Democratic Senators Mike Mansfield and 

John F. Kennedy.399 In forging these ties with Diem, these two senators would found the 

American Friends of Vietnam, a lobby group connected to the Republican administration via the 

Michigan State University academic, Dr. Wesley Fishel.400 Thus the ties that connected the 

American and Vietnamese information ecosystems were forged, and later strengthened through 

South Vietnamese dependence on American support in fighting the Viet Minh, but also through 

technologies such as television, as explored further below. 

Technology: Processing, Delivery, Controls, and Volume  

The decades leading up to Ho’s 1945 declaration of Vietnamese independence was 

marked by several technological changes. This included a wider adoption of a simplified writing 

script, improvements in printing technology, the introduction of wireless international 
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telegraphy, radio, and television (although this last one more so affected the American 

information ecosystem), and improvements in transportation.  

The wider adoption in the early twentieth century of the romanised script quôc nhu, 

introduced by the French, helped both nationalists and communists reach Vietnamese audiences 

with new, often Western, ideas.401 The first decades of the twentieth century witnessed a growth 

in printing in quôc nhu.402 The new writing system was also more accessible to a wider 

population of people.403 The pre-independence conflict population that could read (circa 1940) 

was between 10 and 20 percent, and thanks to Communist efforts, that rate rose to more than 90 

percent in the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) by 1958.404 

In the 1940s, the Vichy Governor, General Decoux, promoted a quasi-independence 

under an Indochinese federation and touted the concept of an “Indochinese nation” encouraging 

“Vietnamese language and culture…[when he] authorized the use of the until-then-forbidden 

name ‘Vietnam’.”405 Schools could now teach Vietnamese language and history, and enrolment 

increased “from 450,000 in 1939 to 700,000 in 1944”.406 New organizations, like Youth and 

Sports, were created to indoctrinate the young, but also encouraged them to teach some 50,000 

peasants how to read and write, which in fact led to unintended consequences since many 

members adopted anti-colonial views.407 
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Preoccupied with exploitation of Vietnam’s natural resources, France invested only into 

infrastructure that was directly related to economic development, like canals. Vietnam’s terrain 

makes travel difficult, with nearly 75 percent of the country “covered by trees or brush and close 

to half of this is high-stand tree cover or dense jungle. The remainder…open plains or deltas.”408 

The French focused on building canals, adding “4,000 km of new canals in the Mekong, 

improving irrigation and lowering transportation costs,” by the 1930s.409 Due to sparse road 

networks, waterways were heavily used both as means of transportation and communication.410 

By the 1950s, “the transport infrastructure, where it still existed, was so pitiful as to be 

unusable.”411 

Changes in transportation and communications had already opened Vietnam up to a 

wider world even prior to French infrastructure works, exposing eventual political leaders to 

outside ideas. This included the creation of the Suez Canal, opening increased shipping lines, and 

“the laying of transoceanic communication cables, and the spread of wireless telegraphy had all 

increasingly connected the world.”412 These changes in transportation spurred a growth in travel, 

like that of Ho Chi Minh who visited New York in 1912, but also northern Africa, and London, 

eventually settling for a time in Paris, after which he went to Moscow to study.413 Beginning in 

1911, Ho spent some thirty years outside of Vietnam “studying foreign societies, agitating for 

Vietnamese independence, and developing the ideas he would ultimately take back to 
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Vietnam.”414 In the 1920s, Ho returned to France and then to Thailand, “where he spent two 

years organizing Vietnamese expatriates.”415  

Modern printing presses were introduced in Vietnam during the interwar years, leading to 

an increase in available publications, but a lack of electricity and tight restrictions on the 

importing of equipment hindered the spread of radio before 1945.416 To get a radio license, 

“applicants needed to affirm their intention to retransmit Radio Colonial broadcasts from 

receiving stations in Hanoi and Saigon” and that their content was only cultural..417 Upwards of a 

thousand new radio sets a year were installed in the late 1930s in southern Vietnam.418 

Vietnamese families would feature their radio in the window at home and play it loudly to share 

with others.419 The Vichy regime was quick to see the political power of radio, as would be the 

Viet Minh who would also seek to control its use once in control in 1945.420  Ho was an avid 

radio listener, and understood its propaganda value, using it to agitate for independence in 1945 

and causing an uproar in 1949 when parts of a leaked French military report which warned that 

France could not win in Vietnam “were broadcast on Viet Minh radio.”421  

Nonetheless, France attempted to control the Vietnamese information ecosystem. 

Colonial authorities “often banned or censored portions of books and articles that presented 

Western ideas, a practice that eventually prompted a measure of indigenous self-censorship.”422 
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French colonial authorities would confiscate newspapers and books brought back by Vietnamese 

students in Paris.423 A brief relaxing of censorship in 1925 led to an indigenous publishing boom 

of the late 1920s. In an outpouring of books, pamphlets, and periodicals, “the new intelligentsia 

re-examined and debated the Western thought and experiences that had captured the imagination 

of the reform generations.”424 Another thaw in 1936 allowed the Communists to “publish 

newspapers in French and Vietnamese,” which helped grow the Indochinese Communist 

Party.425 This was followed by another period of restriction: “Newspapers and periodicals were 

suppressed—at least seventeen were shut down between 1940 and 1943.”426 However, with 

Japan’s arrival, a “comparative political freedom…encouraged an unprecedented blossoming of 

political activity” in Vietnam.427 After the Second World War, French authorities again 

attempted to reimpose control over the information environment: “Colonial authorities closed 

pro-unification newspapers, imposed strict censorship, and harassed those favourable to 

negotiations with Ho.”428 Later, after the 1954 Geneva Accords split Vietnam in two, both sides 

attempted to control their space within the shared information ecosystem.  

Under Diem, anyone branded a communist had their rights forfeited: “The Republic of 

Vietnam’s judiciary was not independent of the state and had few oversight powers, which led to 

many of the same human rights abuses committed by the communists – arbitrary arrest, 

censorship, torture, execution, forced labor, and the use of concentration camps.”429 
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Initially in the North, Chinese nationalists remained an occupying force. Ho was forced 

to allow “the opposition to organize propaganda drives, operate newspapers, publish political 

cartoons satirizing the communists and even ones which ridiculed Ho Chi Minh…Never in the 

history of the twentieth-century Vietnam… did the press and opposition operate so freely.”430 In 

the 1950s, however, the Communists exerted significantly more control over the information 

environment, at times brutally cracking down “on dissent among intellectuals, and [with] heavy-

handed indoctrination programs.”431 After ending the disastrous land reforms in 1956, the DRV 

loosened “their grip on the population,” even allowing journals that denounced “the dogmatism 

of Hanoi leaders” and called for “even greater social and political change.”432 But by November 

1956 there was another harsh crackdown on public dissent.433 

On A Collision Course: The Vietnamese and American information ecosystems 

Changes in technology helped to connect the Vietnamese information ecosystem with 

another one, on the other side of the world, with US population widely experiencing the 

Vietnamese struggles for independence through the media, increasingly television. Americans 

moved from listening about the Second World War through radios and press reels, to following 

the Vietnam conflict on television.434 A new type of journalist emerged as the news anchor, 

broadcasting international coverage into American homes daily, again increasing the speed and 

reach at which news could travel. Households quickly adopted the new technology, growing 
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from just nine percent in 1950 to 85 percent by 1960.435 Commercial television stations opened, 

starting with 98 VHF channels in 1950 growing to 440 by 1960, whereas daily newspapers 

declined from a peak of over 2000 in 1925, averaging 1761 papers between 1945 and 1960. 436 

Indeed, “unlike previous media, television came into being as a vehicle to carry advertising.”437 

Politicians were quick to make use of the new medium. The Republican and Democrat 

national conventions were the first to be televised in 1952.438 The presidential campaign later 

that year “marked the first large-scale use of both print and electronic appeals for candidates and 

parties.”439 President Kennedy was the first president to conduct “live televised press 

conferences without delay or editing.”440 

Despite the popularity of the new medium, television did not have a starring role in 

American involvement in the conflict until later. By early 1962, news outlets were covering 

United States combat involvement in Vietnam, “but the public at home had not yet grasped the 

implications of the phenomenon, perhaps because casualties were small.”441 The Kennedy 

administration had attempted to stage-manage how the conflict was covered in the United States. 

President Kennedy misled the public, denying in a January 15 press conference that American 

troops were fighting.442 As American news media grasped the truth, tensions between it and the 

government grew. Instead of censorship, US officials pressed media to focus on the positive, and 
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Kennedy attempted to have problematic journalists bent on exposing the truth transferred by 

newspaper owners, unsuccessfully.443 Attempts to control the American information ecosystem, 

far from being a successful measure to dissuade criticism, led to animosity between journalists 

who towed official lines and those who did not, while decreasing trust in official narratives about 

the United States’ involvement in the prolonged conflict.444 

As the war progressed, media was increasingly used by both sides to champion their 

cause, playing the conflict out globally via television and other media. Viewers “closely 

followed its progression, as one would the storyline of a riveting melodrama or a daytime soap 

opera. People identified with it, were emboldened by it, and mobilized for it.”445 Even the fall of 

Diem’s influential brother and sister-in-law, the Ngos, was drama for television viewers.446 

Americans at home experienced the war “compressed between advertisements and confined to a 

small space in the living room; the explosion of bombs and the cries of the wounded would 

become the background accompaniment to dinner.” For the Vietnamese, this was a lived 

experience “the war would come one day out of a clear blue sky. In a few minutes it would be 

over: the bombs, released by an invisible pilot with incomprehensible intentions, would leave 

only the debris and the dead behind.”447 

In 1964, American journalists were invited to the scene of Buddhist monk Quang Duc’s 

self-immolation. The monks would afterwards show his heart encased in glass and ensure 

journalists would cover another half dozen self-immolations on television, “even those reporters 

who favoured the Buddhist cause could not help feeling that the performance was somehow crass 
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and sacrilegious,” an act that “remained unexplained by the Vietnamese.”.448 Coverage of these 

brutal suicides, and “a stream of media reports and images describing spectacular carnage 

suggested that the United States was embroiled in a brutal, dehumanizing struggle.”449 

The period leading up to the Vietnamese wars of independence was marked by 

significant changes in technology, both at home and abroad. Some of these changes seem 

anachronous for the Electric Age, such as wider spread adoption of a simplified writing system, 

while others, radio, and television, embodied the spirit of the time, but had little impact on the 

ground initially in Vietnam. Promotion of a simplified script helped increase literacy rates, and 

programs aimed at educating Vietnamese youth grew the number of people who could 

meaningfully engage with printed material within the information ecosystem. While radio 

became an important means of political communication after the Communists seized power in 

the North, it’s heavily restricted use and lack of electricity in the country slowed adoption of it. 

Fluctuations in the control of the Vietnamese information ecosystem enabled publishing booms 

that helped nationalist ideas for independence spread in the 1930s, and early reformer ideas 

inspired others, like the Communists. A growing ability to transmit multimedia messaging 

internationally further connected the Vietnamese information ecosystem to others, including 

France and the U.S., with the latter also using news media, including television to initially 

advocate for public support to enter the conflict. 

Information: Mimeme, Messaging, and Content 

Both the Vietnamese and American information ecosystems had a variety of media that 

were used to share ideas. These included forms of printed material, such as newspapers, but also 
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increasingly through new technologies like radio broadcasts, which the Americans, in particular, 

used to share popular music sometimes as a means for public diplomacy in Vietnam. Dominant 

ideas that were spread widely in the Vietnamese information ecosystem in the decades leading 

up to conflict with France centred on notions of independence and nationalism, which in turn 

were used by French authorities to draw the United States into the war by framing such desires in 

the context of the Cold War. The spreading fear of Communism in the United States occurred in 

the backdrop of a massive socio-political shift centred around demands for Civil Rights by 

African Americans.  

The Vietnamese information ecosystem in the decades leading up to the conflict with the 

French in 1954 was marked by a significant opening, resulting in increased exposure to other 

ecosystems and the adoption of ideas about independence from them. A variety of means existed 

for conveying messages related to independence, such as in the printed form of pamphlets, 

books, and newspaper, but also in person through strikes, and protests, including self-

immolation. Radio broadcasts would grow in importance with a relaxing of control over who 

could own a set and what could be broadcast. At the same time, television coverage became the 

lens through which Americans experienced the conflict at home. 

A core idea shared between Vietnamese entities in the North and South in the lead-up to 

the wars with France and the United States was that of an independent state. However, the form 

this idea took differed significantly between the two sides, with one side preferring a communist 

model and the other an authoritarianism with a thin democratic veneer. These competing ideas 

are explored in greater detail in Chapter Ten on information competition. 
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As mentioned above, by the mid-twentieth century Vietnamese had access to a wide array 

of printed content, including pamphlets, books, and newspapers.450 Texts from abroad shaped 

Vietnamese thinking, as well. Lenin’s 1920 Theses on the National and Colonial Questions 

influenced Ho, who himself was a prolific writer.451 The essay directed Communist parties to 

support “backward” countries in overthrowing landlords and colonialists, even entering into “a 

temporary alliance with bourgeois democracy in the colonial and backward countries.”452 During 

the conflict, Communists set up reading libraries in the north to foster a revolutionary 

education.453 The United States followed suit opening a reading room in 1946, promoting the 

American values and accomplishments, airing films, which irritated the French who saw this as 

an intrusion in to their sphere of influence.454 

Strikes and protests conveyed Vietnamese frustration with French rule. In 1925, after the 

sentence of Phan Boi Chau, and in March 1926 following the death of reformer Phan Chu Trinh, 

mass protests occurred.455 Bradley noted that “these events ushered in a new generation of young 

nationalists whose embrace of more radical paths to Vietnam’s social transformation and 

political independence would dominate indigenous political life in the interwar period.”456 
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Workers would stage strikes, with more than forty occurring just in December 1936.457 Later, 

under Japanese rule during the Second World War, “political rallies, public demonstrations, 

spontaneous and not-so-spontaneous political discussions occurred daily at public squares, 

marketplaces, and street corners.”458 

Suicides were also used as a public form of protest. This included the suicide of the 

president of Cochinchina, Nguyen Van Thinh, who hanged himself in 1946 leaving behind a 

letter calling on his compatriots to react, stating “I die in order to show you the path of duty, 

liberty, and honor.”459 This letter was read on radio services and reprinted in newspapers.460 

Later, in 1963 the Buddhist monk Quang Duc burnt himself alive before an Associated Press 

correspondent who documented it on camera.461 Six other monks would follow suit that 

autumn.462 Such acts conveyed a gruesome dissatisfaction with the existing order, and despite 

their hopelessness, signalled to other Vietnamese that faith in either the French or the South 

Vietnamese governments was misplaced.     

Radio was used domestically to push agendas, but also as a means for influencing 

external audiences, as Ho attempted to persuade the West to support his cause of Vietnamese 

independence.463 Americans would eventually launch their own broadcasts, which included 

promoting American music as a means of building cultural bridges.464 

Meanwhile, in the United States, the period leading up to the Vietnam Conflict was one 

of major social changes. The American information ecosystem at the time was becoming far 
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more diverse than it had ever been before, and changes within it can be tied to major domestic 

socio-political shifts. Musical tastes were diversifying in 1950’s United States, with the rise of 

rock ‘n’ roll, the roots of which can be found in music associated with African American music 

such as blues and jazz, and its growing popularity (likely because of its origins) horrified older 

Americans.465 The 1950s also saw changes in civil rights. The landmark Supreme Court ruling in 

the 1954 case Brown v. Board of Education “legally ended decades of racial segregation in 

America's public schools.”466 At the close of 1955, Rosa Parks refused to move the back of a 

bus, “violating a city law requiring racial segregation of public buses.”467 By the time President 

Eisenhower had to send in federal troops to protect nine African-American students attending 

Little Rock High School in 1957, television was documenting the struggles and achievements of 

the civil rights movement.468 The civil rights era represented a massive shift in thinking about the 

composition of American society and the rights of African Americans, in particular around the 

racial injustices that in large part were rooted in the period of another case study in this work, the 

American Civil War, and endure to this day.  Demands for equality were often met with hostility 

if not outright violence. Having anything else to focus on, particularly an issue that could be 

easily reduced to binary opposites, such as the Cold War, might have seemed like a welcome 

distraction to American politicians faced with domestic demands for social change. Indeed, the 

fear of Communism would increasingly come to occupy American attention. 
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The invasion of South Korea by northern communist forces in June 1950 “validated 

Americans’ worst fears about communism, and convinced Washington to increase and 

indefinitely extend its assistance to France and” and their South Vietnamese allies.469 The idea of 

containing communism spread from American policy in Europe to Asia. As Fitzgerald noted: 

“With the Korean War and the continued support for Chiang Kai-shek, it 

[America] had begun to build a wall of anti-Communist American dependencies 

around China. Vietnam, as the officials saw it, constituted the crucial southern 

element of that wall: if Vietnam “fell” under Communist domination, then the whole 

of Southeast Asia would follow after it.”470 

This notion of a domino theory took hold among American policymakers. The Truman 

doctrine first outlined the domino theory, which President Eisenhower continued to espouse.471 

McCarthy “was both a product of and spark plug for that hysteria” around the idea that if one of 

the Asian countries would fall to communism, they all would go.472 Senator Kennedy would 

adopt the concept as his own by 1956, and “at a meeting of the American Friends of Vietnam he 

called Vietnam ‘cornerstone of the Free World in Southeast Asia, the keystone to the arch, the 

finger in the dike.’”473 Johnson would later reflect the domino theory after a visit to Vietnam in 

1961.474 Along with the domino theory came “the argument that US prestige as the leader of the 

‘free world’ was on trial. If the United States failed in Vietnam, other nations would lose 

confidence in Washington’s willingness to project power.” 475 
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The fear of communism, coupled with the American idea of ‘manifest destiny’ and that 

the United States had an “obligation to export their benefits to last privileged civilizations 

abroad,” likely only bolstered calls for intervention.476 Indeed, diplomat George Kennan, in 

testifying at the Fulbright Hearings on Vietnam on February 10, 1966, warned against fear 

driving U.S. policymaking, suggesting the U.S. would be better off showing “ourselves a little 

more relaxed and less terrified of what happens in…the smaller countries of Asia and Africa, and 

not jump around like an elephant frightened by a mouse every time these things occurred."477 In 

a paper written by the then Assistant Secretary of Defence for International Security Affairs, of 

the American aims for going to war in Vietnam, 70 percent was "to avoid a humiliating US 

defeat”.478 Worry about humiliation is a form of fear, and has been tied to narcissistic personality 

disorders, with those afflicted preoccupied with loss of perceived status, in turn driving 

behavioural responses, not always opting for the best choices.479 Fear is an emotion, "a 

psychological and psychophysiological response to perceived or anticipated threats or danger" 

processed biologically through the amygdala, causing a fight or flight response mechanism.480 

Events like the success of Mao in overcoming the Chinese nationalists, Korean War, and the 

Cuban Missile Crisis all heightened fears around communist encroachment.481 Cold War tensions 
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also escalated in 1950 through a series of recognitions of new states who appeared to be adopting 

Communist ideals as their own. On 15 January, the DRV recognized the People’s Republic of 

China, which reciprocated in kind four days later, followed by the Soviet Union on 30 

January,482 along with “Poland, Romania, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Bulgaria, Albania, and 

Yugoslavia.”483 In response, the United States officially recognized the Associated States of 

Vietnam on 3 February, and “by the end of 1952…had assumed 40 percent of the costs of the 

war”.484 And as already noted, successive Democratic presidencies were more susceptible to fear 

baiting by Republican opponents, intent on making the latter seem weak on communism.   

Despite not officially entering the conflict, “by the end of 1952, the United States bore 

more than one-third of the cost of the war.”485 By the time the French were badly losing at Dien 

Bien Phu in spring 1954, “pressures grew on the Americans to come to their aid”.486 The United 

States Secretary of State was leading a public education campaign to inform the American public 

about the risks of losing Vietnam to Communism, including lecturing to politicians and 

journalists.487 The French defeat only raised the pressure from “hawks in Congress” to 

intervene.488 By May 1957, Diem was welcomed to the United States and publicly acclaimed by 

President Eisenhower as a freedom-loving hero, despite his despotic tendencies.489 

At the close of 1961, while American commitments quietly grew, the public remained 

largely uninformed.  “Kennedy denied that Americans were involved in a combat, and Vietnam 
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attracted little public or congressional attention. Vietnam was far from front page news and 

Americans still believe that their government told him the truth.”490 As the Kennedy 

administration’s rhetoric heated on being tough against Communism, its ability to disengage 

support for Diem declined.491 

The French were able to manipulate American fears of Communism by reframing its 

struggle to maintain domination over Vietnam within the context of the Cold War. This 

reframing negated the very real desires of the Vietnamese for independence, a concept that along 

with nationalism drew from the exposure of Vietnamese reformers to a wider information 

environment and new ideas of governance. At the same time, the Americans became prey to their 

own fears, drawn ever deeper into a violent quagmire from which it would take more than a 

decade to extricate itself, at great cost both financially and to human life. In failing to understand 

that the Vietnamese sought independence, regardless of governance model, American 

policymakers overlooked the pressing existential nature of North Vietnam’s struggle, only 

intensified by the repressive actions of Diem’s government. Whereas, Americans were 

compelled by a theory and fear of loss, both of status and the spread of their political-economic 

model of governance internationally, neither quite as tangible in terms of ideas as that of 

independence driving the Vietnamese. Instead of relying on French and South Vietnamese 

sources of information alone to fuel decision-making, American policymakers could have been 

better served by understanding the Vietnamese information ecosystem, first understanding 

Vietnamese perspectives before engaging in the conflict. 
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Chapter 8: Ukraine in the Early Twenty-First Century 

“The chances of factual truth surviving the onslaught of power are very slim indeed; 

it is always in danger of being maneuvered out of the world not only for a time but, 

potentially, forever.”  

Hannah Arendt, Truth and Politics, 1967 

 

The Ukrainian information ecosystem at the turn of the twenty-first century was porous, 

heavily influenced by entities in neighbouring information ecosystems, such as Russia, and 

experiencing significant fluctuations in terms of control over the information environment and 

access to information as a result. This period was also marked by the introduction of digital 

technologies, enabling peer-to-peer exchanges on a mass scale.   

Finding a secure footing in navigating the Ukrainian information ecosystem is 

challenging. Discerning fact from fiction in Ukrainian politics is an impossible feat, as other 

researchers have noted, and different parties had differing views on the origins of the conflicts 

starting 2014.492 In some cases, finding consistent statistics on key events is challenging. This 

research does not attempt to find the truth about the specific chain of events that led to this 

conflict, but instead uses the accounts leading up to 2014 to present an understanding of the 

Ukrainian information ecosystem up that point. 

Cognition: Populations, Geography, Capacity & Entities  

The Ukrainian information ecosystem is part of a wider European information biome, 

albeit nearing its eastern edge, which gradually ends in Russia blending into an Asian 

information biome. It is impossible to identify where it starts or ends exactly, with language 
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groups and communities spilling over national borders. The Ukrainian information ecosystem is 

diverse, with a variety of identities held among the population. Varying historical experiences, 

often marked by foreign rule, have shaped worldviews differently, a fact frequently used by 

domestic politicians, and foreign entities alike, to inflame and cajole Ukrainian voters in desired 

directions. 

Ukraine At a Crossroads 

Ukraine is a large country at crossroads, the word literally meaning ‘borderland’ which is 

the very reason it must be studied as part of a wider system.493 Situated in the middle of Eastern 

Europe, Ukraine is surrounded by Belarus, Hungary, Poland, Moldova, Romania, and Slovakia, 

as well as Russia, with a population between 43 and 45 million. The exact population size is 

anyone’s best guess as the government last conducted a census in 2001, but it is known that it 

declined between 1992 and 2000 from 52.2 to 49.3 million.494 

For at least a millennium, the land that is modern Ukraine has been an intersection: 

geographically between north and south, east and west; between religions like Islam and 

Christianity, but also between branches within the latter, of Orthodoxy and Catholicism; of 

languages and alphabets, and of ethnicities.495 The region has faced hundreds of invasions and 
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conflicts.496 As Toal quipped: “Ukraine might not be interested in geopolitics but geopolitics, to 

paraphrase one of its famous sons, is interested in Ukraine.”497 

Borders of other empires have moved back and forth across Ukraine, shaping regional 

identities for centuries.498 For example, “Lviv itself was not a Ukrainian, far less a Russian city, 

but a Polish-Austrian-Jewish one.”499 Located in western Ukraine, Galicia has fallen at various 

times under Polish and Austro-Hungarian rule, and until the late 1800s Ukrainians there were 

called Rusyns or Ruthenians.500 While the Habsburgs did not attempt to assimilate Ukrainians,  

the Poles certainly did.501 In the late nineteenth century, the Russian empire attempted to 

promote Russification by supporting Russophiles there.502 During the Second World War, “many 

Galicians were deported, but there was no large-scale Russian resettlement of the region,” as 

there was in Crimea. The Jewish population was all but wiped out and Poles were expelled, 

increasing “Ukrainian dominance of the region”.503 As a result of its relative geographic 

remoteness and these historic perturbations, Galicia has long been viewed as “the heartland of 

Ukrainian nationalism”.504 Despite not having as direct an experience with Cossacks, western 

Ukrainians still draw heavily on the national myth to construct identity.505 Another part of 
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modern Ukraine, Transcarpathia, under Hungarian rule for many centuries, was Magyarised.506 

Here, the overlapping of “Ruthenian and Slovak identities” led to a concept of Rusyn, that local 

activists claim as distinctly unique from Ukrainian and is more Western.507 This region has 

pushed for greater autonomy within Ukraine since the early 1990s and “…opponents of 

economic or political devolution have pointed to the support given to the Ruthenian (Rusyn) 

separatist movement by some Hungarian and Slovak politicians.”508 

Another former Habsburg province, Bukovina has been disputed, with Romania claiming 

it as “Moldova.”509 Between the First and Second World Wars, Romania resettled Romanians in 

the area and undertook Romanisation of the Ukrainians there, treating them as though there were 

amnesiac Romanians.510  

The Russian empire took Crimea from the Ottomans in 1783.511 The region is crucial for 

controlling the Black Sea, and “is regionally diverse, with a predominantly Ukrainian northern 

region and a vocal Tatar minority.”512 An autonomous republic as part of the Soviet Union, 

Crimea was added to Ukraine by then Secretary General of the Soviet Union, Nikita Khrushchev 

(himself a Russian-speaking Ukrainian), in 1954. The short-lived Korenizatsiya program that 

encouraged use of Ukrainian language in the territory where the use of Russian was widespread, 

was short-lived, which made the region decidedly more Soviet than either Russian or 

Ukrainian.513 Theories behind Khrushchev’s motivations vary: to win support from Ukrainian 
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party bosses in a bid for power;514 for greater administrative ease over the Dnieper hydroelectric 

dam;515 “celebrating the “eternal friendship” of the two East Slavic peoples,”516 and for 

economic reasons.517 But as with many issues related to Ukraine, the truth is a mystery, yet many 

narratives endure. Crimea had the highest support in all of Ukraine (87.6 percent) for staying in 

the Soviet Union during Gorbachev’s referendum in 1991 and the lowest support for 

independence nine months after.518 After 1991, Crimea was the only place where Ukrainians 

were a minority (24 percent), and they “were “highly Russified…there were almost no schools, 

newspapers or other Ukrainian cultural institutions in Crimea.”519 Accounting for just 13 percent, 

nearly 270,000 Crimean Tatars had moved back to Crimea by 2014 from the forced exiled by 

Stalin after the end of the Second World War.520 

A Diversity of People 

The southern and parts of eastern Ukraine fell under the Russian empire in 1783.521 In the 

East, this has led to people holding ‘multiple loyalties’ traditionally found among subject peoples 

in multi-national empires,” a particular persistence of Soviet identity in cities, and inter-marriage 

between Russians and Ukrainians.522 Much has been made about the region as a melting pot of 

ethnicities.523 The region experienced tremendous change through industrialisation in the late 
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nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, during which many technical and engineering 

specialists from across Russian Empire and later Soviet Union moved to Ukraine, including the 

families of Nikita Khrushchev and Leonid Brezhnev (who succeeded Khrushchev as the 

Secretary General of the Communist Party of the USSR), in a process “that contributed to the 

underrepresentation of ethnic Ukrainians in the cities.”524 This process of industrialisation made 

the south of Ukraine the agricultural and industrial powerhouse of the USSR. Here, the “rural 

population remembered the times of the Zaporozhian Cossacks, had hardly experienced serfdom, 

and was better-off than the rest of the country.”525 The economic decline in this region following 

the dissolution of Soviet Union and its centrally planned economic networks helped foster a 

mistrust of authorities in Kyiv. As experts noted, “civil society was almost non-existent, and so 

was a culture of compromise; instead, there was an intense informal culture of ‘looking after 

one’s own’ and of ‘winner takes all’.”526 

Donbas comprises the Donets River basin, located in Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts.527 

Only Crimea was home to a greater percentage of ethnic Russians and Russophiles than these 

two regions.528 The 1991 strikes by miners in Donbas “hastened the institutional crisis of the 

Soviet Union and its sudden collapse.”529 Since the 1990s, the area has been dominated by local 

clans, rather than central law, and relied “on state transfers to local oligarchs to the tune of $1.5 

billion a year.”530 Populous and an industrial powerhouse, Donbas held sway over the country,  
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including providing some 13 percent of all Ukrainian members of parliament.531 Once installed 

as Prime Minister in 2002, Yanukovych worked to increase Donbas influence in Kyiv.532 

Politicians from Donbas would consistently oppose any moves in Kyiv to break with Russia.533 

Ukraine experienced a bloody history, particularly in the 20th century. From a brief foray 

at independence (attempted in both the western and eastern halves of the country) following the 

Bolshevik Revolution, the Russian Civil War, pogroms, a conflict with Poland, two World wars, 

the brutal famine known as Holodomor, Stalinist purges, Chernobyl, the Donbass conflict and 

now an horrific invasion by Russia, this country and its people lived through generations of 

conflict.534 During the Second World War, Ukraine suffered terribly, losing millions of people. 

This figure ranges among historians including estimates of 5.3 million,535 under 7 million,536 and 

up to 8 million,537 and “less than a fifth of these were in the military.”538 Of all Ukrainian 

casualties, between 1 and 2.25 million were Jews, murdering nearly two-thirds of them in 

Ukraine, and more than 90 percent in Galicia.539 During Soviet times, ethnic groups were 

arrested on mass and deported to the far reaches of the Soviet Union with upwards of 1.25 

million people deported from Ukraine between 1939 and 1941, including some 180,000 Crimean 

Tatars.540 After the war, entire populations of Ukrainians and Poles were forcibly moved 
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between the two states.541 Between genocide, fratricide, and deportations, Ukraine’s ethnic 

make-up was significantly changed, which by extension increased the proportional 

representation of ethnic Russians.542 These traumas still linger in Ukrainian worldviews, 

aggravated by politicians using them for their own gain. 

The summer of 1989 marked the quick fall of communist states across Eastern Europe 

and anti-communist protests spread to Ukraine starting from Lviv to central Ukraine.543 The anti-

communist sentiments were already spreading before this, in part, fuelled by the inept handling 

of the 1986 Chernobyl Nuclear disaster Kyiv.544 On December 1, 1991, with turnout of 84 

percent, over 90 percent of voters across the country opted for Ukrainian independence, reaching 

99 percent in Ternopil in Galicia, 85 percent in Odesa, 83 percent in Donetsk, but just 54 percent 

in Crimea.545  

The 1990s were particularly difficult in Ukraine with mass inflation and growing 

economic problems.546 Kuzio noted that “as the Ukrainian economy plummeted and the central 

authorities proved to be weak and inept, regional demands grew and reached their peak in 1993-

1994.”547 Despite mounting economic problems since independence, Ukrainian elites have 
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proven ineffective (at best) or unwilling to introduce reforms to address these issues. Crony 

capitalism and corruption are rife.548 Intrinsic to the economic woes are mounting energy debts 

to Russia, which by 2001 “totaled $4 billion, currency reserves had all but evaporated, creditors 

were being repaid through bond issues bearing sky-high interest rates, and Ukraine lingered on 

the edge of default.”549 The external debt quickly rose in 2008 from $29 billion to $105.4 billion 

in 2008.550  

Much has also been made about differences between Ukraine’s western population and 

those in the east and south, often pointing to splits in voting and polling data as evidence.551 For 

example, votes from east Ukraine replaced nationalist-favoured Kravchuk with “ex-director of a 

missile factory in the Russian-speaking city of Dnipropetrovsk,” Kuchma.552 Scholars and 

pundits have decried language preference as a basis for political divisions.553 However, being 

Russian-speaking does not automatically imply a pro-Russia stand, and regionalism can be 

driven as much by economic or historic conditions.554 Others have noted a preponderance among 

those in western and central parts of the country to be more likely to support integration with 

Europe, while those in the east and south lean towards Russia.555 Indeed, eastern Ukrainians have 

had less exposure to the West than have those living in the western parts of the country.556 
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Ukrainians have a strong capacity for engaging in their information ecosystem. 

Ukrainians are well educated with a “secondary education enrolment rate [at] 99.2% and the 

tertiary education enrolment rate [at] 82.3%, although the quality can vary considerably 

depending on location (e.g. urban versus rural).557 In 2008, Ukraine had the highest rate of 

university students in its history.558 Since independence, schools teaching in Ukrainian “became 

predominant everywhere, except, revealingly, in Donbas and Crimea”.559  

A Diversity of Language 

Language remains a sensitive and often politicized topic in Ukraine.560 As of March 

2013, “56% of Ukrainians named Ukrainian as their mother tongue, 40% - Russian, 3% - another 

language and 1% could not answer this question.”561 Ukrainian, along with Russian and 

Belorussian, emerged from Old East Slavic, which continued to evolve up until the 14th century 

across Eastern Europe.562 A separate Ukrainian literary language can be traced from the 

eighteenth century.563 The first publication to use vernacular Ukrainian, Eneïda, was printed in 

1798.564 The first Ukrainian patriotic poem was published by Russian journals in 1807 during the 

Napoleonic War.565 The first Ukrainian grammar book was published in 1818, a short dictionary 
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in 1823, and finally a vernacular Bible in 1903.566 While Russian chauvinism has led some to 

question how different Ukrainian is from Russian, the negotiations between the Cossack leader 

Bohdan Khmelnytsky and Tsar Alexis I in 1648 exist as Russian translations, suggesting that the 

languages have been diverging for considerable time.567 Indeed, Reid described the modern 

differences between Ukrainian and Russian as “about as close as Dutch and German, or Spanish 

and Portuguese.”568 

Under rule by others, be it Poles, Russians or Soviets, learning the language of the ruler 

presented opportunities for upward mobility.569 This at times, as in the post-Second World War 

period led to decreased enrolment in Ukrainian-language schools.570 Dissenters of Russification 

were targeted by authorities in the 1960s and 1970s.571 Upon release in the 1980s, they “were 

among the first to take advantage of the new political and social climate…[developing] a new 

ideology—that of human rights, including the rights both of individuals and of nations, defined 

in political and cultural terms.”572 Speaking Ukrainian in the Soviet Union was considered 

bourgeois nationalism and succeeding in many professions then required Russian, if not a 

complete relocation to Moscow for better professional opportunities.573 Ukrainian has been 

derided as a peasant tongue, but is has also made a resurgence.574  
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Ukrainian and Russian have been used side-by-side in Ukraine, and their usage stems 

from geography, urban versus rural divides, age, social status, location, situation etc.575 

Bilingualism is common, especially in central and eastern parts.576 Most Ukrainians of a certain 

age were taught Russian in school, but not as much in reverse.577 Nearly one-third of Ukrainians 

still live in the countryside, where 87 percent are Ukrainian.578 

The ecological method of gradient analysis is particularly helpful for understanding 

language and ethnicity in Ukraine. Far from a neat split between East and West, others already 

noted that “the intervening space is marked by subtle gradations”.579 Ukrainian is more 

commonly spoken in the west of the country, likewise in the central regions with higher rates of 

bilingualism, use of Surzhik, and Russian in the cities.580 More Russian speakers are concentrated 

in the east and south of the country.581 Along the country’s external borders, “dialect 

variation…is sometimes manifest in pronunciation, lexicon, and syntactic forms similar to other 

standard languages, including Polish, Russian, Belarusian, Romanian, Hungarian, and 

Slovak.”582 For example, on the border with Belarus, people speak “transitional Ukrainian-

Belarusian dialects.”583 Similar variations can be found “between the Russian-influenced 

Ukrainian of the central provinces and the Polish-influenced Ukrainian of Galicia”.584 A pidgin 

tongue has developed blending Russian and Ukrainian, called Surzhyk.585 Varying from region to 
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region there are at least five broad types of surzhyk: “(1) urbanized peasant surzhyk, (2) village 

dialect-surzhyk, (3) Sovietized-Ukrainian surzhyk, (4) urban bilinguals’ surzhyk, and (5) post-

independence surzhyk.”586  

Identity can also be a fluid concept in Ukraine. Many Ukrainians are mixed, and Ukraine 

has a plurality of identities.587 As with patterns of language usage, ideas of ethnicity follow a 

gradient across the country, with greater Russian influence in the east and south, and more 

people in the west identifying as Ukrainian.588 As former Ukrainian Ambassador Olexander 

Scherba noted: “We feel like a part of Europe, but may look like a part of Russia. With our 

thoughts, we are in the West. With our sins, we are in the East.”589 Complicating matters are the 

various names that have been used to refer to different Ukrainians through the ages. In the West 

until the late 1800s they were called Rusyns or Ruthenians.590 Russians have called Ukrainians 

Malorossy (Little Russians) after the name given to the region following its annexation in late 

1700s.591 

Ukrainian Leadership: A Tale of Unmet Promises 

In general, average Ukrainians are dissatisfied with the situation which developed in the 

country since its independence in 1991. By 2013, 58 percent of Ukrainians thought the country 

was on the wrong course, up five percent from 2012, and 43 percent felt their lives were 
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worse.592 They were unhappy with the economy (87 percent) and the politics (79 percent).593 Just 

under half (43 percent) questioned the freedom of Ukrainian elections.594 Identity-based politics 

have also eroded public trust and cohesion.595 Ukrainians blamed a lack of reform on the 

“unwillingness of oligarchs to refuse excess profits (60%), corruption (59%), [and] the 

unwillingness of political elites to change the system (47%)”.596 Drawing from multiple polling 

sources, Veira-Ramos and Golovakha found that from 2005 “Ukrainians…trust in the mass 

media…remained around 30% for several years though decreasing slightly. After 2014, trust in 

the media has dropped considerably to a low record of 18% in 2018.”597 Finally, Ukrainians had 

little trust in each other. In one poll of emigres, Scherba noted, “Ukrainians in Paris distrust the 

most … other Ukrainians in Paris.”598 This lack of trust can impact how Ukrainians engage 

within the information ecosystem, affecting source selection and perceived reliability of 

information.  

Two types of entities have outsized influence on the Ukrainian information ecosystem. 

Politicians and oligarchs, who often overlap in roles.  
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The Soviet Nomenklatura and ‘Red Directors’ were well positioned to gain financially 

after the collapse of the Soviet Union. In merging with the political elite, they formed “the 

oligarchic class, which negatively affected the development of democracy and the market 

economy, led to social polarization and low trust in politicians, government officials, as well as 

the owners and managers of large private and public enterprises.”599 Oligarchs concentrated 

economic power and resources in their ownership during the transition from Communism, and in 

turn, political leaders leaned on oligarchs to win and maintain power.600  

Privatisation under Kuchma strengthened oligarchs, “some were based in Kyiv, but most 

were in Donetsk and Dnipropetrovsk, the stamping grounds of many top officials, Kuchma 

included.”601 The early oligarchs “made their fortunes by trading in Russian gas.”602 In the 1998 

election, economic actors won public offices on mass: “As many as 127 representatives of 

business, equal to 28 per cent of the total number of legislators, were finally elected.”603 Political 

party membership and experience in politics is higher among oligarchs than the average 

Ukrainian population.604 And very few parties are without oligarchic influence or presence.605 

Oligarchs pour ridiculous amounts of money to influence politics. As Wilson noted in the 

1999 election, “the shadowy ‘Social Protection Fund’, controlled by Oleksandr Volkov, may 

have had over $1.5 billion to spend. Russian mogul Boris Berezovskii reportedly pledged $150 
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million at Volkov’s birthday party to protect his investments in Ukraine.”606 In the 2010 election, 

“all the main candidates were supported by oligarchs…Anti-corruption rhetoric was therefore 

both universal and meaningless”: Tymoshenko by Zhevaho, Poroshenko, Taruta and Haiduk; 

Yushchenko by Kolomoiskyi and Pinchuk; Yanukovych by Akhmetov and Firtash.607 Oligarchic 

ownership of Ukrainian media has led to “outlets turning to gutter journalism, tabloidization.”608 

On advocating which direction Ukraine ought to orient itself, oligarchs could be found on 

both sides. Those wanting access to European markets promoted European Union integration, 

although some who made their money in gas deals looked to the Customs Union pushed by 

Russia.609 The fact that oligarchs do not always agree, has encouraged some degree of political 

plurality.610 While oligarchs might shift allegiance as it suits them, some like Rinat Akhmetov 

and Sergiy Kurchenko, who actively supported Yanukovych and the Party of Regions, picked a 

side.611 The pro-Russian NGO Ukrainian Choice, launched and supported by Viktor 

Medvedchuk, ran the biggest campaign in advocating for Customs Union membership.612 In 

2011, 2012, and 2013 Medvedchuk was also one of the biggest buyers of jeansa, or paid-for 

material disguised as news content, which in 2013 he used to advocate for the Customs Union.613 
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Others have hedged their bets according to their interests, like Dmytro Firtash, Ihor Kolomoiskiy 

(even if those sides are in opposition), and Viktor Pinchuk, who is married to Kuchma’s 

daughter.614 Petro Poroshenko was “among the founders of the Party of Regions in 2001”, 

however, he also supported Yushchenko’s election campaign, the Orange Revolution, and served 

in both Yuschenko’s and Yanukovych’s governments.615 Beyond supporting politicians, 

oligarchs also dabble in politics directly. Pinchuk has served in parliament, and Poroshenko as 

President. Despite her claims to little fortune, the ‘gas princess’, Yulia Tymoshenko, has vied 

endlessly for political power.616 

Ukrainian politicians tend to defy neat left-right categorisation on the political spectrum. 

Moreover, new parties are created all the time, often by oligarchs, rendering tracking parties and 

various name changes a study unto itself.617 

Broadly speaking of a left, are those “whose political base is in the still highly Sovietised 

population in the larger cities of the east and south.”618 Politicians in this camp “gained extra 

strength from being the main de facto vehicle for Russophone protest at ‘nationalising’ policies 

in Ukraine,” and tended to blame western meddling on a lack of reforms.619 In this grouping are 

the Communists, ‘Red Directors’ like Leonid Kuchma and Yuriy Boyko, Viktor Yanukovych 
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and his Party of Regions, which “ran a hysterical anti-NATO campaign in 2006, both before and 

after the elections.”620 

Towards the right of the political spectrum are what the left like to brand nationalists. 

This loose grouping of politicians tends to “see the main threat to national independence coming 

from Russia,” and often draw support from the west of the country, but accounting for only 20 to 

25 percent of the vote.621 This camp looked to the past, sometimes disastrously, to construct a 

modern Ukrainian identity, and included the first President of independent Ukraine, Leonid 

Kravchuk and Viktor Yushchenko, who while not from the west was seen as for the EU and 

reforms and a Ukrainianiser, married to a former United States State Department official of 

Ukrainian descent.622 During the 2004 election, he was derided by state media as “‘Bushchenko’, 

lackey of the West.”623 Posters appeared of Yushchenko and Bush’s pictures with the 

portmanteau written across it.624 While the far right remains marginal in Ukrainian politics, 

“winning only 2–3% of the vote in the 1994 and 1998 elections”, other right-leaning parties, 

already restricted in terms of where they can and how much support they can draw, swing farther 

right in rhetoric to compete with the far right.625 

Despite periods of heavy censorship, be it by the government or oligarch owners, 

journalists have been instrumental in various protests. The Journalistic Revolution helped launch 

the Orange Revolution.626 It was a journalist who made the first public call to protest during 

Euromaidan. Subsequently, “armed conflict drove many Ukrainian journalists into activism, 

 

620 Fesenko, “Ukraine”, 134; Wilson, The Ukrainians, 60, 330; D’Anieri, Ukraine and Russia, 106 
621 Wilson, The Ukrainians, 172, 190 
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626 Nikitina, “The Ukrainian Media Landscape,” 209-210. 
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resulting in blurred boundaries between journalism and activism and shifting objectivity.”627 The 

important role journalists play in protests highlights the need to assess information ecosystems 

holistically.  

Before the conflict, civil society was weak, and even mistrusted, in Ukraine.628 While 

thousands of NGOs had been registered by 2003, “10 percent were admittedly working”.629 The 

conflicts in 2014 sparked a resurgence, with regular Ukrainians stepping into the government’s 

void to support the military.630 This resurgence has continued and contributed considerably to 

Ukraine’s ability to defend against Russia’s aggression in 2022. 

Given Ukrainian history as a crossroads, influence from other information ecosystems 

continues to be a challenge.  

Russian Influence 

The proximity to Russia, and overlap in some Eastern and Southern populations, has 

encouraged elites in Ukraine to cooperate with their neighbour, and often attempt to maintain a 

balance between Russia and the West.631 Russia has long weighed-in on Ukrainian elections, 

making their desired outcome known.632 After the 2004 Orange Revolution, pro-Russian NGOs 

began to appear in Crimea.633 Putin sent ‘political technologists’, what Wilson described as 

“ultra-cynical political manipulators” including Marat Gel’man to help Yanukovych in 2004, and 
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an estimated US$300 million for the campaign.634 In turn, Yanukovych supporters attempted to 

build backing among Crimean Tatars, creating groups like the Kazan Party, “the Crimean Tatar 

Popular Front, the NGO Sebat (’Fortitude’) and New Generation”.635 Putin supported 

Yanukovych’s 2010 election campaign, encouraging the framing of one between Russia and the 

West.636 Yanukovych’s 2010 campaign slogan harkened back to the Orange revolution with “the 

election was stolen from me five years ago, and I won’t let it happen again’.”637  In response to 

the Orange Revolution, Yanukovych supporters tried to stir up support in Donbas for federalism; 

the Mayor of Moscow, a regular meddler in Ukrainian affairs, Yuri Luzhkov attended his rally 

“beneath a Russian flag”, where he “called the opposition a “sabbath of witches”.638 The 

Moscow Patriarchate also openly supported Yanukovych in 2004.639 Sergei Glazyev, Putin’s 

aide to the Customs Union made thinly veiled public threats about Ukraine joining the EU.640 

Much has been made of the Russian sense of defeat after the fall of the Soviet Union, 

including the loss of Ukraine, and the fears Russian elite have harboured about the West.641 A 

litany of events and revolutions unsettled Russia: the 1999 NATO bombing of Serbia;  Serbia in 

2000; Georgia in 2003; Ukraine in 2004; Lebanon and Kyrgyzstan in 2005.642 This culminated in 

a persistent paranoia that the West was supporting such events with the aim of regime change, 
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and it would try to do the same in Russia.643 Indeed, Putin blamed protests in Russia in 2011 on 

United States machinations, claim only helped by the activities of American officials.644 United 

States Senator John McCain taunted Putin on Twitter in 2001: “Dear Vlad, the Arab Spring is 

coming to a neighborhood near you.”645 Ambassador Michael McFaul was regularly meeting 

with protestors.646 EU and NATO expansion became a symbol of deliberate Western 

encroachment for Russia.647 

European & American Influence 

Since independence, Ukraine has been contested, with Russia competing against the West 

(the E.U and a host of its member states, NATO and the U.S.) for influence over the country.648 

The EU expanded significantly with 10 new members in 2004, mostly from the former Warsaw 

Pact countries, a fact that irritated Russia and Brussels seemed to ignore.649 The countries closest 

to Ukraine were most active in supporting its ascension to the EU.650 Many EU leaders became 

fixated with the imprisonment of Tymoshenko, with some member countries boycotting the 

European football championships in 2012, and her release becoming an unspecified condition of 

the EU Association Agreement with Ukraine.651 Yanukovych, in turn, demanded ever more 

money (upwards of US$165 billion) from the EU to commit to the agreement, who were offering 
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significantly less than US$1 billion.652 The EU was also prescriptive with prospective members, 

practically dictating their terms.653 

By 1998, Ukraine was receiving one of the highest rates of aid from the United States 

after Israel and Egypt, outstripping that given to Russia with three times the population, a fact 

noticed by Russian politicians.654 Ukraine’s leaders didn’t always manage this United States 

relationship well, as when Kuchma sold US$100 million in arms to Iraq.655 However, the Bush 

administration actively promoted Ukrainian membership in NATO.656 Russians weren’t the only 

ones involved in helping Yanukovych, who hired American consultant Paul Manafort,” and other 

lobbyists from DC to remake the Party of Regions for the 2010 election.657  

Russian fears about the West meddling in Ukraine are not entirely unfounded. Noginsky 

references testimony and evidence of western donors supporting protests in Ukraine.658 D’Anieri 

noted western-funded “training on how to conduct exit polling and alternative vote counts.”659 

Charap and Colton noted the conflation of ‘pro-Western’ and ‘democratic’ for Western actors 

discussing colour revolutions, which in turn can easily be inferred by Russians that the West 

supports such events.660 Indeed, many western countries actively promote the spread of 

democracy abroad.661 And, “some US officials did claim credit for these events, although 

sometimes the very same individuals would also downplay the American role.”662 American 
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rhetoric has fuelled Russian fears - but that’s a two-way street, and much has been made about 

the tone of Putin’s speeches.663 Although the actions of Russia in 2022 are by no means justified 

in the face of western efforts to support democracy.  

Suffice it to say, competition between Russia and the West, in general, plays out within 

the Ukrainian information ecosystem, sometimes brutally. Ultimately, Ukraine is a contested 

information ecosystem, both by domestic actors, but also by entities within in neighbouring 

information ecosystems. 

The Ukrainian information ecosystem is a dynamic space where a multitude of peoples, 

with a variety of identities speaking different dialects and languages, overlap and interact. This 

region is shaped by a history of shifting borders and great power competitions by stronger, 

neighbouring powers. Since independence in 1991 (and even before), the Ukrainian people have 

been consistently let down by their leaders, who often seem more interested in retaining wealth 

and power than taking decisions in the interest of the wider society, as will be explored in greater 

detail throughout Part Three of this work. 

Technology: Processing, Delivery, Controls, and Volume  

In the early 2000s, as with most of the wider information environment, the Ukrainian 

information ecosystem was experiencing significant changes. The introduction of mobile phones 

and the web ushered in a Digital Age changing how people could interact and share information, 

directly with each other. These changes again increased the speed and reach at which 

information could travel, but also enabled obfuscation of the origin of those messages using fake 

social media accounts. The Ukrainian information ecosystem was also experiencing significant 
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shifts in control over information, first opening suddenly with the collapse of the Soviet Union, 

then through rapid increases in control depending on how leaders attempt to exert their influence. 

Oligarchy & Ownership 

Identifying who owned media outlets in Ukraine prior to the 2014 conflict was 

challenging, as it was often hidden behind complex offshore ownership vehicles.664 Some 

believed that upwards “80% of all Ukrainian television media are owned either by Russians or 

by pro-Russian citizens of Ukraine.”665 Media outlets are regularly “bought and sold, especially 

before elections, being exclusive political tools,” compounding the challenge of tracking who 

owns what.666 Even the “data on the number of TV and radio organizations in Ukraine vary 

greatly depending on the source”.667 By 2006, “more than a thousand television and radio 

organizations (TRO) are registered in Ukraine,” with roughly half being privately owned.”668 

The Media Ownership Monitor, a joint initiative from Kyiv’s Institute of Mass Information and 

Reporters Without Borders, tracks the ownership of media in Ukraine to just over 30 

individuals.669  

Television station ownership was highly concentrated among four major owners with a 

combined audience share of over 75 percent as of 2018.670 The four main media holdings each 

account for “an audience of around 20%: Media Group Ukraine (17.1%), Inter Media (19.65%), 

StarLight Media (20.96%), 1+1 Media (18.28%). These groups belong to the richest oligarchs: 

 

664 Reporters without Borders, “Media Ownership Monitor Ukraine.” 
665 Nedashkivska, “Symbolic Bilingualism in Contemporary Ukrainian Media,” 357 
666 Nikitina, “The Ukrainian Media Landscape,” 223 
667 Media Detector. "Five years of development of Ukrainian television," (17 October 2006) Accessed 23 
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669 Reporters without Borders and Institute of Mass Information, "Media Ownership Monitor: Ukraine," 
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Rinat Akhmetov, Dmytro Firtash, Viktor Pinchuk and Ihor Kolomoisky.”671 Other oligarchs such 

as Kurchenko and Poroshenko also owned media outlets, including Channel 5 by the latter.672 

Oligarchs often used media outlets for their own aims.673 Television was the “most popular 

media” in Ukraine, with nearly all Ukrainians accessing news weekly through it.674 Top TV and 

news channels are 1+1, Inter, 5 Kanal, ICTV and STB,675 mostly established in the mid-1990s.676 

As with TV, ownership of radio stations in Ukraine was also heavily concentrated among 

the big four media groups. The most popular radio holdings, Tavr Radio Group, Ukrainian 

Media Holding, Business Radio Group and TRK Lux have a combined “reach of 92% of the 

audience in Ukraine”.677 Roughly a third of Ukrainians used radio to access news on a weekly 

basis, and listeners skews to mostly middle-aged male car owners who listen to the radio while 

driving.678  

Like other information ecosystems studied here, “in most cases, new media in Ukraine 

does not supplant the old one but coexists with it.”679 Newspapers remained a source of 

information for Ukrainians, with the “most influential” belonging to oligarchs, Kurchenko and 

Akhmetov.680 
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Digital Media 

Internet and digital forms of media introduced a major shift in how information was 

processed and shared in Ukraine before the conflict. Mobile cellular subscriptions increased 

dramatically in the decade leading up to the conflict.681 Internet usage and fixed broadband 

subscriptions also increased significantly in the decade before the conflict, with around half the 

population online by 2013.682 In the wake of 2012, internet usage “added 49% to its weekly 

reach”.683 More likely to be better educated, young, and well-off, internet users had opted for 

digital news over radio and print, making online news media the second most popular source of 

weekly news.684 

 

Chart 1: Mobile cellular subscriptions in Ukraine 

 

681 The World Bank, “Mobile cellular subscriptions (per 100 people) - Ukraine,” in International 

Telecommunication Union ( ITU ) World Telecommunication/ICT Indicators Database (2019), 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.CEL.SETS.P2?locations=UA  
682 The World Bank, “Fixed broadband subscriptions (per 100 people) - Ukraine,” in International 

Telecommunication Union (ITU) World Telecommunication/ICT Indicators Database, (2019), 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.NET.BBND.P2?locations=UA; Kyiv International Institute of Sociology. 

"Dynamics Of Using the Internet In Ukraine," (28 October 2013),  

https://www.kiis.com.ua/?lang=eng&cat=reports&id=199&page=2&y=2013; Broadcasting Board of Governors and 
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683 Nikitina, “The Ukrainian Media Landscape,” 217 
684 Nikitina, “The Ukrainian Media Landscape,” 218; Broadcasting Board of Governors and Gallup, 
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Chart 2: Internet users in Ukraine 

 

The lower cost barrier to entry rendered online media more pluralistic in ownership than 

radio and television.685 That said, the most popular online news media were still owned by 

“major media holdings or people involved in politics”:686 Obozrevatel by former parliamentarian 

Mykhailo Brodskyi; Segodnya by Akhmetov’s Media Group Ukraine; TSN by Kolomoysky’s 

1+1 Media; 24tv.ua by TRK “Lux” holding.687 Obozrevatel is consistently among the biggest 

posters of jeansa, which in December 2013 focused on discrediting the Euromaidan protests.688 

Use of various social media platforms ebbs and flows in Ukraine. Surprisingly, usage of 

most social media platforms dipped in the lead-up to Euromaidan, except for Vkontakte which 

saw a sharp spike in adoption, especially so after increased censorship of Russian news media 
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was imposed. 689  In 2014, 10 percent of Ukrainian respondents used VKontakte as a main news 

source, although 74.5 percent had used VKontakte in the week prior, 66 percent used 

Odnoklassniki, 42.9 percent used Facebook, and 21.6 percent Twitter.690 

 

Chart 3: Active social media users in Ukraine by platform, user numbers dip on Facebook, YouTube and Twitter in the lead-up 

to Euromaidan in late November 2013, suggesting that while social media played a role in Euromaidan it might not be the only ore most 

important factor in causing the protest. 

Shifting Control 

The Ukrainian information ecosystem experiences regular fluctuations in attempts to 

control it, affecting access to information for entities within it.691 Throughout history a variety of 

rulers have attempted to curtail or promote the use of Ukrainian, with the former being more 
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common, and access to information has also fluctuated over time.692 While independent Ukraine 

had laws in place to protect press freedom, in 2013 they were noted by the OSCE to have not 

been implemented.693 Moreover, even when content is blocked, Ukrainians find ways of 

accessing it, via cable or through a VPN online.694 The state of access to information within 

Ukraine can be grouped into at least six periods, building on Nikitina’s categorisation, until 

2014:  

1. Before 1991 as Soviet controlled and thawed: The Soviet information ecosystem was 

heavily controlled by the Community Party, and “in Ukraine, there were only two 

Ukrainian channels and three Ukrainian radio stations.”695 Russian language and content 

dominated, and it was free.696 Gorbachev’s policies of glasnost and perestroika relaxed 

controls over the Ukrainian information ecosystem, increasing civic activism.697 The 

opening of the Ukrainian information ecosystem increased immediately after 

independence, leading to a reckoning with long-suppress regional history: Holodomor; 

the Stalinist purges; and long forgotten thinkers and writers were republished.698  

2. From 1991 to 1994 as highly free with a plurality of views. The 1996 constitution 

enshrined protection of free speech and media, banning censorship.699 Soviet periodicals 

were privatized and unrestricted, leading to a growth in new publications, and television 

stations alike.700 State-owned TV focuses on promoting Ukrainian and aired poorly 

funded folk concerts and educational programming that performed poorly against higher-
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quality Russian productions.701 Journalists were not yet pressed to support the 

government.702 

3. From 1995 to 1998 as a “pluralism of dependencies,” whereby the unprofitability of 

media companies led Oligarchs to buy and use outlets for their own agendas.703 Media by 

and large remained free in this period, though, with the exception of the unpopular state-

owned outlets.704 With American financial backing, ICTV began buying Western 

programming and dubbing foreign languages over in more modern Ukrainian.705 ICTV’s 

hit show Terytoriya A “was a tool for the soft Ukrainization of the youth as most songs in 

its hit parade were in Ukrainian.”706 The Russian Channel One’s broadcast was stopped 

by the government in 1996, as it had been critical of the Ukrainian government, which in 

turn boosted the popularity of 1+1 and Inter, a station that continued to broadcast Russian 

programming, including content “exploiting the nostalgia for Soviet times and 

traditions, continued broadcasting their content on Inter.”707  

4. From 1999 to 2004 as complete control over the media by the government, with the 

situation worsening considerable after release of secret tapes alleging President Kuchma 

called for the brutal murder of journalist, Georgiy Gongadze.708 Even private media 

outlets were controlled, “as Medvedchuk had consolidated all media outlets by 

appointing his people as their managers,” and oligarchs sought to maintain relations with 

the government.709 Independent media was squeezed, sometimes to death as was 

Gongadze.710 Bribery could often prevail on new anchors.711 Eventually, journalists 

pushed back, staging hunger strikes, and ultimately covering the election interference in 

 

701 Nikitina, “The Ukrainian Media Landscape,” 201-202; Wilson, The Ukrainians, 269 
702 Nikitina, “The Ukrainian Media Landscape,” 202 
703 Wilson, The Ukrainians, 269; Reporters without Borders and Institute of Mass Information. "Media 

Ownership Monitor: Ukraine”.; Nikitina, “The Ukrainian Media Landscape,” 203 
704 Nikitina, “The Ukrainian Media Landscape,” 205 
705 Nikitina, “The Ukrainian Media Landscape,” 203 
706 Nikitina, “The Ukrainian Media Landscape,” 203-204 
707 Nikitina, “The Ukrainian Media Landscape,” 204-205 
708 Wilson, Ukraine Crisis,  43; Kalb, Imperial Gamble, 128; Menon, Rumer, and Chasman, Conflict in 

Ukraine, 32; Reid, Borderland,  243; Wilson, The Ukrainians, 311; Nikitina, “The Ukrainian Media Landscape,” 

205; Plokhy, The Gates of Europe, 5784 
709 Nikitina, “The Ukrainian Media Landscape,” 206 
710 D’Anieri, Ukraine and Russia, 104-105 
711 Nikitina, “The Ukrainian Media Landscape,” 208 



 153 

 

November 2004 and leading to the Orange Revolution.712 During this period, Russian-

language content continued to dominate the Ukrainian information ecosystem, in 

particular, given co-production efforts with better funded Russian outlets, which “dictated 

not only the language but also the ideology that would be acceptable for the Russian 

audience and government,” and access to a much more lucrative post-Soviet market.713 

Language laws dictating percentages of Ukrainian in broadcasting were mostly ignored, 

but now used as a tool by politicians to crack down on media.714 However, “in 2001, 

Ukraine was among the first countries in the OSCE region to decriminalize 

defamation.”715 

5. From 2005 to 2010 as a move from government to financial censorship. While 

Yushchenko did not press journalists, he did amend the law “On Television and Radio 

Broadcasting” to force TV stations to run a minimum of three-quarters content in 

Ukrainian.716 Little stopped oligarchs from controlling their media outlets, however, and 

“this period saw the rise of a new phenomenon: “dzhynsa [or jeansa], journalistic 

materials with the hidden promotion of interests of a particular person or group.”717 

6. From 2010 to 2014 as a return to government control over media. With no 

institutional changes to protect the newfound media freedoms, government control soon 

returned.718 Outlets that criticized Yanukovych faced losing “their terrestrial broadcasting 

frequencies,” as happened to TVi and 5 Kanal.719 Changes to the Criminal Code 

narrowing the definition of slander were intended to put further pressure on journalists, 

who at the behest of the oligarch owners were already pressured by middle 

management.720 Yanukovych worked to put media outlets into the hands of his 

supporters. For example, Inter Media Group went to Firtash in February 2013, and in 
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June that year, “one of Ukraine’s largest media conglomerates was sold to a little known 

businessman,” Kurchenko.721 During the 2012 election, “OSCE/ODIHR EOM media 

monitoring results showed that state-owned Pershyi Natsionalnyi displayed a clear bias in 

favor of the Party of Regions, devoting 48 per cent of its campaign coverage, excluding 

coverage of institutional events, to that party, while devoting only 13 per cent to United 

Opposition–Batkivschyna.”722 In 2013, Reporters Without Borders ranked Ukraine 126 

out of 180 countries, just a couple spots up from Zimbabwe.723 Yanukovych also cracked 

down on civil society organizations, while allowing “increased donor activity from 

Russia aimed at lobbying for the Eurasian Customs Union instead of further pursuit of a 

closer integration with the EU.”724 

 

Chart #: Press Freedom Rankings for Ukraine, whereby a lower score represents better protections for media 
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After 2014, the government introduced new laws further restricting Russian content and 

access to Russian social media sites.725 These moves helped revive the Ukrainian film industry, 

while also breaking some hold over the media by government, but not oligarchs.726 While press 

freedoms markedly improved by 2016, Ukraine had its worst rankings in 2014 and 2015, with 

127 and 129 out of 180 countries, respectively.727 As Reporters Without Borders noted: “Much 

more is needed to loosen the oligarchs’ tight grip on the media, encourage editorial independence 

and combat impunity for crimes of violence against journalists. ‘Information warfare’ with 

Russia has had negative consequences that include bans on Russian media and social media, 

cyber-harassment, and treason trials.”728 

An increase in volume of informational outputs can be found in the growth of advertising 

in the period leading up to the Donbass conflict. Most media are dependent on advertising (or 

oligarchic backers) to survive in Ukraine. Between 2001 and 2006, the Ukrainian advertising 

market grew “by more than 500%, while the volume of the TV advertising market increased 

almost tenfold.”729 The advertising market in Ukraine hit a peak of “nearly $1.4 billion,” in 2013, 

which it has not yet since recovered remaining at just over half of that as of 2019.730 Elections 

are a significant driving force in increases in advertising in Ukraine, as well as jeansa, which saw 

a spike in November 2013, particularly in online publications.731 
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In the period leading up to the 2014 conflict in Ukraine, the Ukrainian information 

ecosystem experienced significant changes. While televisions and newspapers, often both owned 

and influenced by oligarchs pushing their interests, remained important, Ukrainians adopted 

digital media, including online news and social media. At the same time, the collapse of the 

Soviet Union resulted in an abrupt opening of the information ecosystem, leading to a reckoning 

of past adversity, followed by periods of increased and decreased levels of control over 

information. 

Information: Mimeme, Messaging, and Content 

The post-Soviet Ukrainian information ecosystem contained a diversity of content types 

delivered through a variety of means, including film, television, radio, print, and online. 

However, another type of communication helped an increasingly dissatisfied public express its 

displeasure with ruling elites, time and time again, through protest. At the same time, in the 

period leading up to the 2014 conflict, two key ideas dominated public discourse: whither 

Ukraine – to the West with Europe and NATO or to the East with Russia? And while Russia had 

a vested interest in answering this question, it also had an advantage in terms of shaping the 

Ukrainian information ecosystem, given its dominance in delivering content to Ukrainian 

audiences.  

Russian Influence 

The Ukrainian information ecosystem has long been dominated by Russian content. With 

its larger market, the quality of Russian content has given it a relative advantage over 

domestically produced Ukrainian content. Before the conflict, this dominance gave Russia an 

advantage in terms of attempting to influence the Ukrainian information ecosystem, that was 
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only somewhat rebalanced after 2014 and significant government investments into Ukrainian 

content were made, along with laws favouring the distribution of domestic content. 

In television, film and music, Ukrainian content had to compete with Russian material. 

Before the 2006 media language law (but even after until the conflict), Russian TV content 

dominated the Ukrainian market.732 However, in 2006, the combined share of channels from 

Russia accessed via cable was around seven percent, still five times more than that of the state-

owned Pershii (First).733 Effectively, this meant that Russian content had disproportionate 

influence over Ukrainian audiences, potentially setting agendas and shaping culture (in much the 

same way that American content affects Canadian audiences). 

As with other aspects of Ukrainian media, the film industry was over-shadowed by that 

of Russia and continued to be so up to 2013.734 In 2011, just one Ukrainian film was shown in 

theatres in Ukraine, eight in 2014, jumping to 25 in 2018, following changes to quotas on 

language content and an increase in available funding.735 Some of the films that did emerge 

before the conflict attempted to harken a distant, often Cossack, past, as did The Black Council 

(1999), Forward, to the Hetman’s Treasures! (1994), Mazepa (2001), Bogdan-Zinoviy 

Khmelnytsky (2007), A Zaporozhian Cossack beyond the Danube (2007), Thought about Taras 

Bulba (2008), and Haidamaka (2012). Other themes included revisiting the controversial 

Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN) and its Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA) in The 

Undefeated (2000), Iron Hundred (2004); and Far Shot (2005), as well as the aftermath of 
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Chernobyl in Aurora (2006), and Nuclear Waste (2012). Haytarma (2012) was set against the 

backdrop of the deportation of Crimean Tatars. Documentaries also covered touchy subjects such 

as the OUN/UPA in Between Hitler and Stalin (2004), History of the First Ukrainian Division 

UNA 1943-1945 (2005), and Stepan Bandera Museum in London (2006). Whereas the benefits 

of NATO were touted in the documentary NATO: Friend or Foe (2007). 

Up until 2013, Russian music also dominated the Ukrainian market, sparing the world 

another brand of Turbofolk à la Serbia, and many Ukrainian musicians sang in Russian.736 In 

2016, the Ukrainian government introduced new quotas for Ukrainian language radio music, 

mandating that “at least a quarter of a radio station's daily playlist will have to be in Ukrainian 

from now on, rising to 30% in 12 months' time and 35% a year after that.”737 However, these 

efforts to control Russian content and promote that of Ukraine really only had the desired effect 

after the conflict erupted, given a lack of investments from the government prior to it. 

When Politics Fail, Protest 

Protests have been a major form of popular communication in Ukraine. As the Soviet 

Union waned, Ukrainians, particularly in the West took to protesting against Communism.738 As 

noted, hundreds of thousands of Donbas steel workers went on strike in the early 1990s.739 As in 

many subsequent protests, tents were erected on Independence Square.740  ‘Ukraine without 

Kuchma’ was a series of street protests that arose after revelations in 2000 Kuchma may have 
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ordered the murder of independent journalist, Gongadze.741 The campaign driving it “included 

former national democrats, socialists, and even communists”.742 The protests quickly fizzled, 

though, and “in Kyiv never topped more than 30,000…The authorities organised a cover-up, 

demonised the opposition in the mass media, and infiltrated its ranks with agents provocateurs to 

provide the necessary scenes of violent protest at the last demonstrations in March 2001, 

providing them with the justification they needed for a crackdown.”743  

The famous Orange Revolution followed in 2004, after election tampering was 

uncovered, and took its name from the colour of Yushchenko’s campaign which was inspired by 

Georgia’s Rose Revolution the year before.744 Many people took their outrage to the streets of 

Kyiv, with estimates ranging from 200,000 to 500,000.745 This was a well-organized protest led 

by elites.746 As Kalb described: 

“A stage was constructed in Independence Square, popularly known as the 

Maidan. Large plasma television screens were installed. Fifteen hundred tents were 

set up on Kyiv's central boulevard, the beautiful Khreshchatyk. Busload after 

busload of protesters rode into the capital. They stayed in the tents or with friends. 

They had anticipated electoral finagling, and they were ready to move.”747  

Poroshenko’s 5 Kanal broadcast the protest in favourable terms.748 Protestors began 

“circulating Yanukovich jokes – ‘Yanekdoty’ – prank videos, satirical animations and video 
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games. Times and locations of rallies were communicated by text, as were reminders that no 

drinking was tolerated on the Maidan, and that demonstrators should not react to 

provocations.”749 Yanukovych had coal miners from the Donbas bussed into Kyiv, ready for a 

fight with the Orange protesters.750 Despite the high hopes the Orange Revolution instilled, little 

change followed it.751 The squabbles between Yushchenko and Tymoshenko, and her and 

Poroshenko were legendary and, in part, prevented real reform.752 Corruption remained common, 

even, it was alleged, among Yushchenko’s own family.753 When Yushchenko’s chief of staff, 

Oleksandr Zinchenko, stepped down he claimed that “corruption is now even worse than 

before,” pointing specifically to Poroshenko.754 Instead of meaningful and necessary economic 

reforms, Yushchenko focused on commemorating the Holodomor, and getting parliament to 

recognize it as a genocide in 2006.755 

In December 2010, another protest occurred, branded the Tax Maidan, against tax reform 

that would hurt small and medium businesses.756  

Local protests also erupted over violence against young women that was either ignored or 

executed by police. The first occurred in March 2012 after 18-year-old Oksana Makar was gang 

raped and burned to death in Mykolayiv, but as the alleged culprits were sons of local 
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government officials, the police initially did nothing.757 In July 2013, in the village of Vradiyivka 

within the same region, protests followed after “29-year old woman, Iryna Krashkova, had been 

gang-raped by three police officers, and that the police commander had covered for his 

subordinates.”758  

The Euromaidan protests began on November 21, 2013, following Yanukovych’s abrupt 

dropping of the EU Association Agreement and would last for three months.759 The next day 

marked nine years after Orange Revolution’s start.760 The protestors called the movement the 

‘Revolution of Dignity’, and will be explored in greater detail in a later chapter.761 

Whither Ukraine? 

Several key ideas dominated the Ukrainian information ecosystem in the period leading 

up to the 2014 conflict, often intertwined. At the core was the issue of Ukrainian autonomy, and 

which direction the country should head – east or west. A competition played out between 

domestic politicians and was aggravated by interference by both Russia and Western countries. 

Essentially, the EU and Russia were forcing Ukraine to make a binary choice.762 This was 

evidenced in official statements made by both sides after the 2004 Ukrainian election: “When the 

European Union announced that it rejected the second round of the vote, the Russian Foreign 

Ministry reacted angrily: The ministry cannot welcome the recent statement by the EU Office 

chairman qualifying the second round of the polls in Ukraine as counter to world standards and 
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to the will of the Ukrainian people.”763 Opponents of European integration attempted to tarnish 

proponents of it as fascists. The idea that Ukrainians are right-wing fascists lingers from the 

Second World War and was fostered by the Soviets and fed subsequently by Russians and 

Ukrainian politicians from the east of the country to attack political opponents.764 And the 

spectre of separatism, of all sorts of stripes, was alleged by a variety of regions and raised 

depending on who pushed the narrative, but included Donetsk, Transcarpathia, Bukovina, and 

Crimea.765  

The Ukrainian information ecosystem was also a vibrant, if unstable one, experiencing 

fluctuations in controls over media and thus access to content. This situation was further 

complicated by Ukrainian proximity to and understanding of the Russian information ecosystem 

, making the better invested Russian media more watched than some Ukrainian content. The 

internet was growing in prominence, enabling people to connect directly in novel mass ways. Yet 

people still relied on traditional methods to communicate discontent in protests.  

Taken together, the Ukrainian information ecosystem in the period leading up to the 

Donbas conflict can be described as volatile. A sudden opening of the ecosystem with the fall of 

the Soviet Union, led to a mass revisiting of historic trauma that had heretofore been repressed. 

The internet and web brought new media to an already turbulent ecosystem, enabling some 

plurality of online sources, but often of dubious quality. Changing levels of control exerted over 

the information ecosystem, coupled with a dominance by oligarchs owning major media 
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holdings to further their own agenda, rendered the Ukrainian information ecosystem a 

challenging operating environment, particularly for anyone seeking a sort of ground truth.  
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Chapter 9: Conditions & Entities 

“Convictions are more dangerous enemies of truth than lies.” 

Friedrich Nietzsche, The Philosophy of Nietzsche 

 

Much like with the physical environment, the information environment can be understood 

by identifying common conditions within ecosystems that define their changing and 

interconnected nature. The catalyst of newly introduced technology can lead to a measurable 

change, often in the form of an increase, of key conditions. Where those conditions in the 

physical environment are climate (precipitation and temperature), geography, soil, biota (fauna 

and flora)  and human influences, in the information environment, those conditions are the 

volume and delivery of information (including methods, speed, and reach), geography, capacity 

(measured in rates of literacy, education, and access to information), biota (entities processing 

information and content types), and deliberate influence.766 Fluctuations, particularly entailing a 

dialling up in these conditions, could be an indicator that an information disturbance, and 

possibly conflict, could follow.  

Evolving over time, every information ecosystem forms in its own particular way, 

marked by the types of information present, the means for distributing and consuming it, as well 

as the communities within the ecosystem and the networks they form. At the same time, each of 

the information ecosystems studied here experienced noticeable variations (typically in the form 

of a measurable increase) in three common conditions in the period leading up to conflict 

following the introduction of a new technology used to process, share, and consume information. 

These three changes are: (1) the number of people who can meaningfully engage with 
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information in an ecosystem; (2) the speed and reach at which information can travel; and (3) the 

volume of informational outputs. These ecosystems also contained four broad types of entities: 

political actors, profiteers, proselytisers, and consumers. 

Each of the case studies examined in this work assessed how the introduction of a new 

technology affected how information was processed. In Ancient Greece, while an oral tradition 

persisted as a standard way of delivering and absorbing information, the newly introduced 

writing enhanced both the speed and reach of messaging. The printing press increased the variety 

of material available to the early modern English reader and expanded audiences on both sides of 

the conflict for publishers pushing respective propaganda. The telegraph and innovations in 

printing enhanced the speed and lowered the cost of news in the mid-nineteenth century United 

States exposing ever larger groups to political campaigns and an eventual mobilisation. While 

radio became an important means of communication during the Vietnamese struggles for 

independence in the twentieth century, the introduction of a simplified alphabet changed how 

entities in that information ecosystem engaged with information. In Ukraine, digital technologies 

were rapidly adopted before the conflict, helping the public to mobilize but also opening them to 

manipulation. One common denominator in all these case studies is that the introduction of new 

technology in each respective media epoch undeniably produced effects on the previously 

existing conditions within respective information ecosystems. Since this assumption framed the 

selection of case studies, the introduction of a new technology will not be considered a condition 

per se. 

A: Conditions 

All information ecosystems examined in this work experienced a fluctuation in the 

number of people who can meaningfully access and/or engage with information in that 
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ecosystem. Athens’ rise to head the Delian League increased both the number of entities 

participating in and scope of its information ecosystem. After defeating a second Persian 

invasion in 480 BCE, Athenian delegates to Sparta claimed that “the allies attached themselves 

to us [Athens] and spontaneously asked us to assume the command.”767 In the lead-up to the 

Wars of the Three Kingdoms, the English information ecosystem underwent a period of rapid 

expansion becoming part of a burgeoning early modern British information biome. This was 

accompanied by growth in grammar school education, literacy rates, and printed material.768 The 

mid-nineteenth century saw rapid expansion in the United States, in terms of population size as 

well as territorial growth into the west (along with it renewed debate on the future of slavery), 

and a growth in literacy rates in the North.769 French colonialism exposed Vietnamese to a wider 

world, and advances in travel, wireless telegraphy, and radio broadcasting only increased that 

exposure, bringing with it new ideas about independence. Coupled with the introduction of a 

simplified alphabet and literacy campaigns, the number of Vietnamese who could engage more 

broadly within the information ecosystem was consistently growing in the lead-up to 1945 and 

beyond. In Vietnam, the DRV’s aggressive literacy campaigns were aimed at political education 

and building a network of supporters on the ground, that the oppressive and corrupt South 

Vietnam could not replicate. The information ecosystem in early twenty-first century Ukraine 

had just experienced a massive opening first with relaxations in media control at the tail end of 

the Soviet Union, and then increasing Internet penetration rates. This brought a complex and 

controversial history to the fore.  

 

767 Thucydides, The History of the Peloponnesian War, 19 
768 Brayshay, Harrison and Chalkl, “Knowledge, nationhood and governance”, 266; Raymond, Pamphlets 

and Pamphleteering in Early Modern Britain, 89; Purkiss, The English Civil War, 2354 
769 McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom, 6, 19 
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These information ecosystems also experienced a change to how information was 

distributed, increasing the speed and distance at which it could travel through new 

infrastructure, lower transactional costs, and quality of transmission. Once leading the Delian 

League, Athens levied her allies helping further develop a navy which provided a network for 

information to travel.770 In early modern England, the Parliamentarian network was fostered 

through waterways, including rivers and along the coast, and a weekly postal service was 

introduced in 1635 helping facilitate the spread of printed news.771 In antebellum America, 

railways and telegraphs helped move information farther and faster than before, and in the North 

universal public school education helped increase the number of entities who could consume 

contemporary information.772 While radios certainly increased the speed at which information 

could travel in mid-twentieth century Vietnam, their use was not widespread and official orders 

would often still be sent by couriers.773 However, in the North after 1945, “communication 

between Viet Minh units was excellent throughout, and Giap could move units precisely where 

they were needed within the battle zone.”774 The Viet Minh also built the Ho Chi Minh Trail in 

part as a communications link.775 Meanwhile, in the United States, television broadcasts brought 

the conflict home to American audiences. In Ukraine at the turn of the twenty-first century, the 

internet and mobile phone networks were rapidly connecting people in novel ways. 

Conversely, in geographical areas within three of the information ecosystems analysed 

where connectivity developed less quickly or remained stagnant, a stronger degree of 

 

770 Hornblower, The Greek World 479–323 BC, 129; Kallet, “The Athenian Economy,” 72 
771 Raymond, Pamphlets and Pamphleteering in Early Modern Britain, 124 
772 McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom, 12, 19-20 
773 Bradley, Imagining Vietnam and America, 148 
774 Logevall, Embers of War, 296 
775 Karnow, Vietnam, 347 
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conservative leanings were identified. Sparta was landlocked and compared to the politically 

innovative Athens, appeared stagnant and resistant to change.776 Charles I drew support for the 

Royalists mostly from harder to reach more conservative parts of England dominated by more 

feudal-like estates who drew their authority from the King. The South in the lead-up to the 

United States Civil War was outstripped in education and transportation developments by the 

North, instead relying more on existing methods of transportation in navigable waterways. When 

a steep increase in the price of cotton made slavery more lucrative, the South dug in and 

increasingly justified the necessity of slavery to themselves as a matter of honour and culture.777  
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existing elite  

        

Table 3: A simplified tabulated summary on the qualities of openness inherent in each information ecosystem or 

microecosystem. Those with half-markers indicate some control, for example the US had regulation over broadcast media during the 

twentieth century and the Cold War discouraged new thinking that resembled socialism or, worse, communism. In Ukraine, openness to 

new ideas depended on who was in power and fluctuated. 

 

Each of these information ecosystems also experienced an increase in available 

information. Athens experienced a cultural boon, including theatre plays and the Periclean 

 

776 Hanson, A War Like No Other, 6; G. E. M De Ste Croix, “The Helot Threat,” In Sparta, ed. Michael 

Whitby, (Edinburgh, UK: Edinburgh University Press, 2002): 190-195, 192 
777 Potter, The Impending Crisis,39 
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building program which itself was a form of propaganda to project Athenian power and 

ascendancy.778 The lead-up to the Wars of the Three Kingdoms  experienced an increase in 

printed material, with the average number of books printed doubling each year between 1640 and 

1642.779 The total number of newspapers in the United States nearly doubled from 1828 to 1840, 

from 852 to 1631, jumping again to 2,526 in 1850.780 Likewise, newspaper circulation increased 

in the decades preceding the conflict, from 6.8 million in 1827, to 195.8 million in 1840 and 

426.4 million in 1850.781  New printing presses introduced in Vietnam before 1945, and 

intermittent relaxing of censorship helped lead to a growth in printed materials like newspapers, 

with 230 new journals emerging in 1936.782 In the U.S, number of households with a television 

jumped from nine percent in 1950 to 63 percent in 1955 and 85 percent by 1960.783 And finally, 

by 2013, Ukrainians had been exposed to a massive growth in advertising and jeansa (paid 

political advertising presented as news or facts), aggravated by elections and used with abandon 

by politicians and oligarchs alike.  

Criteria Condition Description 
GR EN US VN UA 

Ecosystem 

Conditions 

Tech 

Innovation 

Introduction of a tool that 

changes how entities within that 

information ecosystem engage 

with information 

• • • • • 

 

778 Boedeker, “Athenian Religion in The Age of Pericles”, 54. 
779 Raymond, Pamphlets and Pamphleteering in Early Modern Britain, 165 
780 J.D.B. De Bow, Compendium of the Seventh Census, (Washington: Beverley Tucker, Senate Printer, 

1854), 155-156 
781 J.D.B. De Bow, Compendium of the Seventh Census, (Washington: Beverley Tucker, Senate Printer, 

1854), 155-156 
782 Kim Khánh Huỳnh, Vietnamese Communism, 36; Dutton, "Lý Toét in the City”, 80; Goscha, The 

Penguin History of Modern Vietnam, 379; Dutton, "Lý Toét in the City”, 80 
783 U.S. Census Bureau, “Section 31: 20th Century Statistics,” in U.S. Census Bureau, Statistical Abstract of 

the United States: 1999, 885. https://www.census.gov/prod/99pubs/99statab/sec31.pdf  

https://www.census.gov/prod/99pubs/99statab/sec31.pdf
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Criteria Condition Description 
GR EN US VN UA 

Change in 

Entities & 

Access 

A fluctuation in the number of 

people who can meaningfully 

engage with and/or access 

information in that ecosystem. 

This can occur because of a rapid 

territorial expansion, 

immigration, or education, or a 

reduction of control on 

information.  

• • • • • 

Enhanced 

Distribution 

A fluctuation in speed and or 

reach that information can travel 

stemming from a change within 

the information environment  

• • • • • 

Increase in 

Information 

A fluctuation in informational 

outputs, often because of the 

introduction of a new technology 

• • • • • 

Table 4: Common conditions defining information ecosystems across five case studies  

 

The first way in which physical ecology can be applied to understand the information 

environment is in identifying common conditions within ecosystems that define their changing 

and interconnected nature. The case studies have shown that at least three common conditions 

are always present, but the dial on each may be lower (before the introduction of a new 

technology) or higher (after a technological change has been introduced). The introduction of 

new technology serves as a catalyst that upsets the existing balance of status quo ante and leads 

to changes that can be analysed to understand chain reactions it produces in the information 

environment. In the physical environment those conditions are climate (precipitation and 

temperature), geography, soil, biota (fauna and flora)  and human influences.784 In the 

 

784 Tansley, The British Island and Their Vegetation. 
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information environment, those conditions are the volume and delivery of information (including 

methods, speed, and reach), geography, capacity (measured in rates of literacy, education, and 

access to information), biota (entities processing information and content types), and deliberate 

influence, which will be explored in the next section on information disturbances. Fluctuations in 

these conditions could be an indicator that an information disturbance, and possibly conflict, 

could follow.  

B: Entities  

Four types of common entities were found across all five case studies. Entities within an 

information ecosystem can be grouped and categorised by their broad archetypal characteristics, 

such as motivations and behaviours, which explain their engagement patterns within the 

information environment, including how they use disturbances to their advantage. There are at 

least four broad types of entities - political actors, profiteers, proselytisers, and consumers – 

identified in this research. These entities engage with each other, sometimes collaborating and 

other times competing, and are connected to each other through myriad channels, collectively 

contributing to making the information environment a complex and adaptive system. While brief 

examples are raised below to illustrate each category, different types of entities will be explored 

in greater detail throughout Part Three of this work. 
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Criteria Condition Description GR EN US VN UA 
E

n
ti

ti
es

 

Political Political entities engage within 

the information environment with 

the aim to seek power over public 

decision-making processes. 

• • • • • 

Proselytisers Proselytisers are entities who are 

motivated by the spread and 

adoption of their beliefs or ideas 

by others. 

• • • • • 

Profiteers Profiteers are entities who have 

the means for processing, 

producing and distributing 

information and do so for 

financial gain. 

• • • • • 

Consumers All of these types of entities 

actively try to engage with a 

broad category of consumers. 

• • • • • 

Table 5: A simplified summary table of which types of entities were present in each case study. 

 

Political entities engage within the information environment with the aim to seek power 

over public decision-making processes. They seek power in relation to other entities and have the 

ways and resources for potentially controlling the means of processing and distributing 

information, as well as societal governance structures. Political entities refer to those who seek to 

control group or public decision-making and use mechanisms in the information ecosystem to do 

so. In Ancient Greece, political entities included both the Athenian democrats, as well as the 

Spartan Oligarchs, both seeking Hellenic dominance for their city states. The Royalists and the 

Parliamentarians sought to influence political control in mid-seventeenth century England. In the 
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lead-up to the American Civil War, several political parties attempted to inform public decision 

making, including the Democrats, Republicans, but also the Free Soilers, among others. Both 

Diem and Ho were principally political entities in mid-twentieth century Vietnam, but so two 

were those who backed them such as France and the United States on one side, and the Soviet 

Union and China on the other. Similarly, external political entities attempted to exert influence 

over the Ukrainian information ecosystem in the lead-up to the 2014 conflict there, including the 

European Union, United States and Russia, while profiteers-turned-politicians in the form of Red 

Directors and Oligarchs did so as well, often with their own financial interests at heart. 

Proselytisers are entities who are motivated by the spread and adoption of their beliefs or 

ideas by others. For example, Pericles can be considered both a political and proselytising entity 

given his advocacy of democracy to other Greek city states, stating in the famous funeral oration, 

an Athenian custom for honouring the fallen in war, that “our constitution does not copy the laws 

of neighbouring states; we are rather a pattern to others than imitators ourselves.”785 Proselytisers 

are distinguished from political entities in that they need not necessarily seek to control the 

processing and distribution of information or societal governance structures, but rather aim to 

bring the perspectives of other entities in line with their own. In other words, proselytisers are 

driven by their beliefs whereas political entities want power over others. For example, the 

Scottish Covenantors were opposed to changes imposed by the King on their Kirk, and simply 

wanted control over their own form of religion and worship, but they also (either directly or 

indirectly) helped the cause of the Parliamentarians in occupying the North of England. Thus, 

proselytising, and political entities can both cooperate and compete. It is also possible that a 

proselytiser might eventually seek dominance in an information ecosystem, should they feel that 

 

785 Thucydides, The History of the Peloponnesian War, 55-56 
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political entities are threatening their beliefs through control of the processing and distribution of 

information or societal governance structures. Abolitionists in the lead-up to the American Civil 

War certainly used political means to eradicate slavery, ultimately pushing the Republicans to 

take up the cause. The early Vietnamese reformers were nationalists who began to demand 

greater autonomy from colonial powers, and when that was not forthcoming, some proselytizers 

became decidedly more political in nature, such as Ho in his spread of Communism as a form of 

governance to lead independence. In the Ukrainian information environment, proselytisers are 

often inherently tied to political entities, such as think tanks, civil society organizations, and 

advocates, encouraging for a particular direction for the future of the country, be it in greater 

integration with either the European Union or Russia.   

Profiteers are entities who have the means for processing, producing, and distributing 

information and do so for financial gain. Profiteers can be altruistic, claiming to have the best 

interest of their society at heart, as many of today’s mainstream media outlets believe their 

profession provides a crucial service in democracies by informing citizens. For example, in 

Ancient Athens, the oft derided Sophists, while paid, could very well have believed that their 

services teaching citizens the art of rhetoric were in the interest of a functioning democracy. 

Likewise, in the name of ending Slavery, abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison, undoubtedly felt 

that his newspaper The Liberator was contributing to a greater good. However, if an entity is 

driven by a ‘bottom line’ calculus, profiteers who care more about profit than the integrity of an 

information ecosystem could contribute to information disturbances such as flooding and 

pollution. This was the certainly the case with some of the pamphlet printers during the Wars of 

the Three Kingdoms, spreading salacious and false stories to English audiences on both sides of 

the conflict, as well as the Vietnamese astrologists hired by American psychological operations 



 175 

 

officers to spread disinformation in favour of Diem. Likewise, Ukrainian media outlets 

dependent on advertising have been swayed by political clients into helping push jeansa and 

false claims against opponents of advertisers. Regardless of motives, profiteers play an important 

role in the functioning and well-being of most information ecosystems given their ability to 

shape the environments through control of the means to process and distribute information.  

All these types of entities actively try to engage with a broad category of consumers who 

as audiences consume information and in their engagement with such information are shaped by 

it. While often consumers act as passive entities receiving information, they could also possess 

agency if enabled through conscious awareness of their role. For political entities, consumers can 

be a source of power legitimisation, particularly in democracies, but also in authoritarian regimes 

especially during a conflict when troops mobilisation and morale depend on perceived legitimacy 

of the regime and cause for fighting. Proselytising entities aim to spread their beliefs among 

consumers but are also dependent on the latter buying in for their continued survival. Whereas 

profiteers derive income from consumers who decide what products or services to purchase. 

These mutually entangled webs of information exchanges, some more transparent, targeted, and 

conscious than others, demonstrate how entities are shaped by and, in return, shape their 

surroundings. In this sense, the information environment evolves exactly like a natural 

environment -- through an array of symbiotic relationships, where mutualism, commensalism, 

predation, parasitism, and competition occur on a range of acceptability between entities 

involved.  

Tying all these entities together are the channels for moving processed information within 

an information ecosystem. These channels can be as simple as direct contacts between people in 

person, such as community and religious groups and events. As information ecosystems add new 
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technology and thus complexity, the types and number of channels increase. In the contemporary 

information environment, channels now include mass media (television, print, radio etc), digital 

media (websites, blogs, podcasts), social media (Facebook, Twitter, TikTok, VKontakte etc), 

messengers (post, telegraph, email, WhatsApp, WeChat, Telegram etc), and relay media (wired 

and wireless telephones, shortwave radio, fax etc). Some of these technologies are unidirectional, 

as with most of mass media, whereas others facilitate more dialogue, as with social media, 

messengers, and relay media. 

Taken together, entities, the channels connecting those entities, and the information 

flowing through those channels comprise a system. In order to understand an influence 

operation, it is not sufficient to focus on who is behind it and what their aim is, since this limited 

approach takes the activity out of the context in which it occurs. Instead, by adopting an 

ecological approach to understand the overall information ecosystem, and existing relationships, 

behaviours, and motivations as a whole, one can move the focus away from tactics to a more 

strategic understanding of the overarching system. To inform strategy, those entities need to be 

assessed not just for how they engage within an information ecosystem and what information 

they produce, but how their messaging competes with oppositional ideas, through what means it 

spreads, and how it resonates with various audiences.  
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Part 3: Information Disturbances 

“Panics make news, comparative statistics are boring and demanding – elitist.” 

Bernard Crick, Democracy, 2002 

 

The physical environment experiences disturbances, or a significant event causing a 

major and abrupt fluctuation in the state of key conditions within an ecosystem, even 

temporarily.786 Disturbances can include fires, floods, droughts, insect infestations, disease, and 

pollution and so on.787 Different types of physical ecosystems are more prone to specific 

disturbances. Desserts and grasslands are more likely to experience droughts, for example.788 

Disturbances can be caused deliberately, but they also occur of their own accord. 

Information ecosystems are also affected by disturbances. Disturbances in the 

information environment found across the case studies analysed in this research include: 

information competition, when two ideas become increasingly incompatible and their holders  

engage in a struggle for supremacy; information floods, whereby there is a marked increase in a 

specific type of informational output, usually identified by the message within the content; 

information pollution, often occurring alongside information floods, is the presence of low-

quality information degrading the integrity of an ecosystem; and disruption in the flow of 

information, particularly between the leaders within an information ecosystem and the 

populations they purport to govern. Some entities often cause or exacerbate these disturbances.  

  

 

786 Ian R. Noble, and R. O. Slatyer, "The use of vital attributes to predict successional changes in plant 

communities subject to recurrent disturbances," Vegetatio, 43, no. 1-2 (1980): 5-21. 
787 Stuart F. Chapin, Pamela A. Matson, Harold A. Mooney, Principles of Terrestrial Ecosystem Ecology, 

(Springer, 2012), 12 
788 Molles Jr. and Sher, Ecology, 33. 
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Chapter 10. Information Competition  

“This is how we live in a world run by thugs…who think a mind is just a weapon.”  

Eden Robinson, Trickster Drift 

 

With fluctuations in key conditions within an information ecosystem, new and 

challenging ideas tend to emerge. If the new idea is oppositional to a pre-existing belief, entities 

within an information ecosystem could ultimately engage in an information competition, 

particularly if the two concepts are mutually exclusive, escalating through stages into open 

conflict and violence to ensure that one side’s perspective triumphs, if even for a short time. New 

ideas emerging in one information ecosystem are also not isolated to that space, and can 

reverberate across the affected information ecosystem, and possibly beyond it.  

For an information competition to emerge, there must be opposition to the emerging idea. 

These oppositional ideas can also be persistent, at times deeply rooted in an information 

ecosystem, and spreading under the right conditions. In this way, ideas are much like weeds, 

once they are introduced into an information ecosystem, it can be difficult to remove them 

entirely. As oppositional ideas are expressed in response to an emerging competing belief, they 

are often framed by arousing emotions, such as fear, anger, and anxiety, and thus helping move 

them through an affected community.789 

A. The Hellenic Power Competition: Democracy vs. Oligarchy 

The main information competition preceding the Peloponnesian War was one between 

Athens, promoting democracy to other Greek city states, and Sparta, which advocated for its 

status quo of oligarchy. This competition between the two powers also played out along 

 

789 Jonah Berger, Contagious: Why things catch on, (Simon and Schuster, 2016). 
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economic lines and territorial expansion. Athens asserting its sovereignty around a radical new 

form of governance which it actively encouraged other city states to adopt, meant the idea could 

not co-exist with Sparta’s views on governance. Indeed, for a society of rule followers, 

traditionalists rigidly observing religious festivals “even at the risk of military disadvantage,” 

tolerance for change emanating from Athens would not have been high. 790 Hanson interpreted 

the Athenian democracy as providing incentives to the poor and lower classes at the expense of 

the rich, which threatened Sparta’s oligarchic model.791 And thus, Sparta sought to support city 

states under a similar type of rule and, as De St Croix noted, “enlist the enthusiastic cooperation 

of the propertied classes in whose hands power would in this way be permanently retained.”792 In 

response to Athenian proselytization around democracy, Spartans doubled down on oligarchy as 

their preferred form of government. The two concepts, particularly when pushed to other city 

states, could not co-exist together long. The rapid growth and spread of democratic ideas created 

an information competition between Athens and Sparta, like that between niche species, whereby 

they engaged in a struggle for hegemony over the Hellenic world with each other. 

Moreover, while claiming Hellenic hegemony, appeal to an existing concept of honour 

escalated the information competition.793 Honour was a long-standing concept marked by beliefs 

about where each city sat in relation to the other in the Hellenic hierarchy.794 The importance of 

position, according to Kagan, tied Sparta to its Peloponnesian allies and their interests out of the 

 

790 Robert Parker, “Religion in Public Life,” in Sparta, ed. Michael Whitby, (Edinburgh, UK: Edinburgh 

University Press, 2002), 161-176, 170. 
791 Hanson, A War Like No Other, 13 
792 De Ste Croix, “Sparta’s ‘Foreign Policy’,” 221. 
793 Park Jr, “History’s Catch-22, 25 
794 J.E. Lendon, “Athens and Sparta and the Coming of the Peloponnesian War,” in The Cambridge 

Companion to the Age of Pericles, ed. Loren J. Samons II, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 258-

281, 261 
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need to keep the League intact as it was key to their defence strategy.795 Sparta saw itself as the 

leader of Hellas and defender of liberty and couched its subsequent war under a campaign of 

‘freedom for the Greeks’.796 Yet, Athens was unwilling to subject itself to Sparta, and pointed to 

their own successes in fighting off the invading Persians as justification for their position.797 

What’s more, Athenian identity was also in part constructed in juxtaposition to Sparta, in that the 

Athenians were “autochthonous or indigenous”, not invaders like Spartans, an early example of 

‘othering’.798 Honour was at the heart of problems between Sparta and Athens when Athenians 

refused to tear down their defensive long walls to Piraeus and the Spartans rebuffed Athenian 

support to help quell a revolt of Helot slaves 465 BCE.799  

Several entity types were involved in the escalating information competition between 

Sparta and Athens. Political entities included Spartan hawks “who were unwilling to accept the 

‘dual hegemony’ of Sparta and Athens”.800 Radical democrats centred around Pericles were also 

unwilling to cow to Spartan demands to remove the long walls to Piraeus.801 The meddling 

Corinth, which as a political entity agitated for war between Sparta and Athens in pursuit of its 

own agenda to dominate Corcyra, and who in turn appealed to Sparta using fears of Athenian 

expansion to provoke and shame the Spartans for inaction.802 These actors were vying with other 

entities for power within Greece paying different or multiple roles at times. Given his need to 

 

795 Kagan, The Peloponnesian War, 46 
796 Kagan, The Peloponnesian War, 57 
797 Thucydides, The History of the Peloponnesian War, 18 
798 Kagan, The Peloponnesian War, 8; Boedeker, “Athenian Religion in The Age of Pericles”, 47; 

Hornblower, The Greek World 479–323 BC, 163. 
799 Thucydides, The History of the Peloponnesian War, 19.; de Ste. Croix, The Origins of the 

Peloponnesian War, 179-180; Kagan, The Peloponnesian War, 14. 
800 de Ste. Croix, The Origins of the Peloponnesian War, 170 
801 de Ste. Croix, The Origins of the Peloponnesian War, 179-180 
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push democracy in Athens and beyond, Pericles was both a political and proselytising entity,803 

and with many actors profiting from the evolving information ecosystem. For example, Sophists 

taught others rhetoric as the spoken means to persuade others through argument, which earned 

them some derision in Athens, including the playwright Aristophanes, for their dangerous role in 

democracies aiding ‘lesser men’ to win arguments.804 Later, Cleon in speaking at the Mitylenian 

debate about Athenian actions against the failed revolt bemoaned the resulting challenges of a 

society built around debate, accusing democrats of trusting “for the truth as to past events not to 

the fact which you saw more than to the clever strictures which you heard”.805 

Among these persuadable Athenian democrats, were the consumers, comprising the male 

citizens who could vote. Political entities sought to win them over at assemblies by using 

rhetorical arguments to advocate for a desired decision. However, citizens too had interests. The 

ways citizens in Athens were shaped by and in turned shaped their information ecosystem was 

satirised by Aristophanes in Archarnians (425 BCE) where the playwright mocked democratic 

decision suggesting that Athenian voters wanted war with Sparta because the city state paid the 

navy and army to go into conflict – a novelty in this new democracy.806  

While Athens and Sparta were different information ecosystems, a disturbance in one 

(such as an information flood in Athens to promote democracy) had reverberations in the other – 

after all, they existed in a shared information biome. Likewise, other entities from connected 

information ecosystems agitated to start a war between Sparta and Athens. Corinth played up 

 

803 Thucydides, The History of the Peloponnesian War, 55-56 
804 Paul Roche. "Introductory note to Clouds " in The Complete Plays by Aristophanes and translated by 
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fears of Athenian expansion in a bid to provoke Sparta.807 Whereas Corycra approached Athens 

for help, making claims of having the second greatest navy in Hellas, which was under threat of 

being lost to Sparta should Corinth conquer it.808 

B. English People Want a Voice: Autonomy vs. Autocracy 

The fierce information competition in mid-seventeenth century England pitted Royalists, 

supporting the status quo and King Charles I on one side, against a motley crew of the Godly, 

other vocal protestants such as the Scottish Covenantors, and sympathetic parliamentarians, on 

the other side. In the lead-up to the Wars of the Three Kingdoms new ideas of systematic 

democratic governance emerged dovetailing on other modernity concepts and developments, 

such as: social classes; industrialisation; print and mass literacy; and the concept of a public 

sphere.809 In this period, issues such as property rights and who had the right to pass laws, tax 

estates, form governments, and control the church all came to the fore.810 Ultimately, these 

reformist ideas were incompatible with Charles’ views of his role as King and right to rule. 

The Godly 

The concept of sovereignty sat at the core of much debate during this period. Greater 

mobility and flow of information led those aspiring for change to question existing processes 

around “the making or giving of law, the taxation of estates, the appointment of magistrates, the 

declaring of war and the making of alliances, and coinage…the governance of the Protestant 
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religion in England”, but also property rights.811 These issues were often intertwined with each 

other, particularly with religion.812 Fears of popish plots and most things foreign only aggravated 

the questioning of sovereignty with the Godly (reformists) leaning towards the millenarian view, 

or that an apocalypse was coming in the form of a reinstated Papacy in England, and the King 

and his supporters viewing such debates as treason.813 In short, a protestant business class driven 

by capitalist ethic was emerging in opposition to “a traditional mediaeval catholic economic 

morality”.814 As Hill noted, puritanism offered this community “a body of ideas which would 

emphasize the dignity of labour for its own sake; which would be critical at once of the careless 

and extravagant rich and of the idle and irresponsible poor.”815  

Parliamentarians like Strode and Pym, judging by their speeches, were driven by a 

religious mission to save English Protestantism from Catholicism.816 This community drew from, 

broadly speaking, the Godly, but also commercial and political interests, including prominent 

nobility who espoused a militant Puritanism that combined hostility to Spain with colonial 

ambitions for England.817 This group presented arguments competing with the existing order 

which Charles I tried to assert. Members of Parliament responded to these changes with cries of 

papist conspiracies, and the introduction of a bill that would have the Bishops removed from the 

Church and the House of Lords, an action the Scottish Covenantors were insisting be met as part 
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of a treaty for them to leave northern England which they had earlier occupied.818 Pym had been 

in contact with the Covenanters, and through their influence he came to view bishops, who were 

given seats in the House of Lords and considered a remnant of Popery, as the main threat to the 

Church and politics.819 Together, both political and proselyting entities collaboratively engaged 

in an information competition that demanded political changes from the King including 

removing civil power from the Bishops, who had tended to be an extension of the Crown’s 

power politically, with which Charles was loath to part.  

In the first year of the Long Parliament, Commons initiated investigations to uncover 

papist plots, including the roles of Catholics in armies raised to repel the Scots and at court.820 As 

Hibbard noted, anything could be viewed as part of a papist conspiracy to destroy Protestant 

England – from Ship Money to the Bishops’ Wars to the raising of armies.821 Given draconian 

laws preventing dissent about Charles, one approach was to attack Lord Strafford and “the 

propaganda campaign against Strafford that preceded his trial linked him with an intricate web of 

Catholic conspiracy in Ireland, Wales, and England.”822 The Long Parliament drew up lists of 

Catholics deemed dangerous to the country.823 

Those who did not agree with the Godly Parliamentarians intent on change were decried 

publicly to be attacked by the mobs.824 Those who would vote against the Godly bills would face 

public attacks, their names posted outside the House of Commons as traitors, to foment public 
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outrage.825 Pym and company seemed to understand that they were part of an interconnected 

environment. As Purkiss described it,  

“Pym and the crowds were engaged in a kind of dance in which neither led, but each 

responded to a music of discords in Church and state. Huge numbers signed petitions – 15,000 

signed the Root and Branch Petition…tendered in December 1640; 20,000 Londoners signed a 

petition against Strafford, and 15,000 ‘poor labouring men’ signed a petition complaining about 

the faltering economy on 31 January 1642.”826 

The Godly courted the support of trades apprentices, who were becoming more engaged 

in political information as consumers, developing a political consciousness as a result. Some 

pamphlets and plays directly targeted them as an audience.827 Along with young servants, the 

apprentices were also part of a communication network, being sent to gather news on behalf of 

their masters.828 Apprentices also reacted to rumours and events with protests and riots as in May 

1640 when “500 of them marched on Lambeth Palace… break open prisons, and to attack the 

house of the Earl of Arundel.”829 The following year at Christmas, “thirty thousand apprentices – 

nearly all of those in London – signed a petition presented in the violent demonstrations”.830 

The Royalists 

In response to Puritan cries for greater autonomy, Charles I sought to curtail privileges. 

He was a sickly child with rickets, and bullied by his father, the combination leaving him as an 

adult apathetic, irritable, indecisive, stubborn, and uncompromising.831 Moreover, he did not 
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believe a sovereign owed any explanation for his actions to the people, particularly on decisions 

of foreign policy.832 As Purkiss noted, “the events that were ultimately to lead to the Civil War 

were set in motion by a royal tantrum.”833 Charles I did not take criticism well and this 

manifested in his dissolutions of parliament, including in 1626 to avoid his advisor the Duke of 

Buckingham from being impeached, and in 1629 when he decided to rule alone, not calling 

another sitting until 1640.834 As Hyde noted “the course of exempting men from prosecution by 

dissolving of parliaments made the power of parliaments much more formidable, as conceived to 

be without limit”.835 In other words, denying people parliaments, only made them want such 

representation even more, an example of the scarcity heuristic.836   

Charles had many means at his disposal to influence his subjects, including through the 

pulpit; royal declarations which were rare and tended to be reactive; manuscript newsletters; and 

commissioning poems.837  While initially resisting the use of cheap print to propagandize, 

Charles increased his persuasion efforts after fleeing London and setting up court in York in 

1642.838 At this point, Charles attempted to project an image as the defender of “the traditional 

church and state, as a bulwark against parliamentary innovation and the anarchy it would 

unleash.”839 It might be said that Charles did not have a knack for communication, repeatedly 

misunderstanding his audiences and in some cases failing in practice, as when he insisted on 
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using English liturgy for his belated Scottish coronation or in the botched raising of his standard 

when war came.840 

Charles became increasingly afraid parliament would impeach the Queen and tried to 

stoke fears to encourage Parliament to side with him.841 For example, when a letter was 

discovered from the Scottish Covenantors to the French King requesting that he mediate between 

the two sides, and which was never sent, “Charles now used the letter to France as a major 

propaganda tool to demonstrate the treachery of the Scots and encouraged his English subjects to 

supply men and money to stop this ‘trampling of our crown under their feet.” 842 It didn’t work. 

Eventually, Charles I would draw on anti-puritanism sentiments to attack the Godly, 

given the close ties between puritanism and Parliamentarianism. In this narrative, Royalists tried 

to position themselves as “the protectors of the old festive culture of ‘the people’”.843 In royal 

propaganda, the King was positioned as upholding law and order.844 

However, Charles I is a prime example of how deeds communicate, often relaying a 

message that is not intended. For Charles, parliament’s principle function was to raise funds and 

with it dissolved, he sought other means to make money, including “selling the crown-lands, 

creating peers” and reviving an archaic law to collect Ship Money which only added to his 

unpopularity.845 Ship money was paid in lieu of conscription of vessels used to protect the 

realm.846 Port towns were obliged to pay ship money as part of a medieval system but only 

during war. Charles revived and expanded ship money more broadly across the country and on a 
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more regular basis such that it resembled a tax, which without parliament he had not the power to 

do.847 This led some detractors like Hampden to challenge the King in court.848 Charles also 

relied on “the London money market as well as on his subjects for forced loans”.849 He derived 

considerable revenue from customs, which was made possible due to England’s neutrality in the 

Thirty Years’ War and in protecting Spanish traffic through the English Channel – both which 

also helped feed papist fears.850   

In addition to these activities, perceived by opponents as unjust, Charles I attempted to 

exert more control over the information ecosystem. He used the Star Chamber, a closed court of 

hand-selected Privy Counsellors and judges that became synonymous with the arbitrary use of 

power, under his personal rule from 1629 to 1640, to impose “a series of highly controversial and 

draconian punishments upon leading critics of royal policy.”851 Carrying seditious letters and 

publicly criticizing the king and queen was criminalised.852 And in October 1632, Charles I 

banned publishing of corantos, the first regular news media, because the Spanish Ambassador 

complained about how some portrayed him, an act which must have done little to quell fears of 

popish plots given that represented a long-standing enemy and Catholicism.853 

Essentially, the more Puritans demanded greater representation, the more Charles I tried 

to take liberties away. These emerging ideas of modernity were increasingly incompatible with 

Charles’ traditionalist and authoritarian worldview. 
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External Influences 

Both the English Godly and the Scottish Covenantors were driven by their beliefs and a 

long-held fear of Catholicism. Attempts under Charles I to reform aspects of both the Anglican 

Church and the Scottish Kirk provoked both groups into an active information competition and 

later conflict with the King and his advisors. For the Godly and the Covenantors, the threats to 

Protestantism in England were part of an international struggle between the God and the devil, 

where Laud and the King were in league with the anti-Christ, embodied by the pope and the 

Vatican.854  

In the lead-up to the Wars of the Three Kingdoms, in addition to Charles I and the Godly, 

political actors also included a series of court factions hoping to influence the king and amass 

power through him.855 The English Godly interacted with and played off the Scottish 

Covenantors and events in Ireland to push an agenda questioning issues around sovereignty – 

fuelled by an information flood and pollution and supported in part by profiteers. Charles I, on 

the other hand, did next to nothing, disdaining appeals to the public until it was far too late. 

Moreover, lack of access to Charles I by his subjects, a result of his changes that disrupted the 

flow of information up from the people to the King, also provided an opportunity for detractors 

to accuse the King’s councillors of “subversion by division” or creating a divide between the 

ruler and the people.856 Charles himself accused the Scottish Covenanters of doing so by alleging 

that they conspired with Catholics to undermine England.857 These accusations were more 
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readily slung when the advisors accused of so doing were also unpopular.858 Indeed, Laud was 

one of Buckingham’s recommendations to the King.859  

Due to increasing mobility, communities and networks in early modern Britain 

overlapped, with “allegiances and connections…[spreading]…vertically as well as horizontally: 

factions at Court had clients in the Commons, and members of the Commons looked to patrons 

in the Lords and at Court.” 860 Cosgwell claimed that the “highly polarized political situation 

owed much to the interplay of foreign policy and court factions.”861 

The Printers 

As these varying entities vied for access to the king and power, the growing number of 

print houses fuelled much of the resulting information competition in early modern England. 

Most printers fell into the profiteer category, as they were not always motivated by politics or 

religion, and publishing sensationalist material or content espousing both sides of an information 

competition led to larger revenues.862 The printing process used new technologies, was labour 

intensive and involved a network of actors to produce and distribute content.863 Paper was 

expensive and produced outside of Britain, and printing presses in England were restricted to 

those who were licensed by the Stationers’ Company.864 Restrictions eased in 1640-1 with the 

Long Parliament, coinciding with an increase in book sellers.865 As a separate kingdom, Scotland 

was not affected by these rules.866 The Stationers’ control was increased in revisions made by the 
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Star Chamber decree of 1637.867 There were also limits on the volume of editions that could be 

printed.868 Despite these factors, Charles I struggled to control the English information 

ecosystem, and around half of all publications at the time were anonymously authored. 869 

During this period, London was a growing economy.870 With an increase in literacy rates, 

a new mass audience of readers was emerging driving the demand for reading materials. As 

Raymond noted “the many tradesmen, craftsmen and even artisans who lived in London and 

were able to read became the new patrons of cheap print. Many pamphlets and plays address 

particular attention to apprentices.”871 In early modern England, consumers were also a means 

for moving information through the country, passed along often from London by traders and 

travellers.872 However, core communities of consumers, like apprentices, were also important. As 

publishers would decry later in the United States Civil War, these readers were not just passive 

audiences, but “customers, the new patrons whose approval was sought and whose appetites 

were catered for out of financial prudence.”873  

Against this rapidly evolving and fluid information environment, different types of 

entities competed and cooperated to gain advantage. The proselytising Scottish Covenantors, for 

example, were co-ordinated in their influence efforts, and targeted an English audience to win 

sympathy among the proselytising Godly, propagandizing into 1640.874 The Covenantors helped 

the English Godly, by prolonging the treaty to end the Second Bishops’ War, thus helping keep 
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Parliament sitting longer.875 The Irish rebellion stoked anti-Catholic fears in England only 

increasing tensions.876 A variety of political entities used events or resources in one kingdom to 

influence outcomes in another, including the Parliamentarian John Pym and Charles I.877 

Increasingly literate consumers, such as apprentices, grew more politically conscious and began 

supporting the Godly, signing petitions and protesting. This put pressure on the King and 

precipitated poor decision making, such as his disastrous intervention in parliament at the 

beginning of 1642 to arrest five Godly parliamentarians, after which fleeing with his family, 

ultimately ending up in York and launching an influence campaign, thus escalating the 

information competition into conflict and eventually war.878 

C. America’s Peculiar Institution: Abolition vs. Slavery 

The likelihood of an information competition edging imperceptibly toward a conflict will 

rise should the belief held by a proselytiser be mutually exclusive with the beliefs of other 

entities within the same information ecosystem, as forceful expression of these beliefs is likely to 

enhance entrenched views by others. In the United States during the mid-nineteenth century, 

abolitionists proselytized an end to slavery.879 These northern abolitionists were “heirs of the 

Puritan notion of collective accountability that made every man his brother’s keeper,” and for 

them “the most heinous social sin was slavery.”880 In reaction to the abolitionist proselytising, 

southern slave holders developed and promoted a view of slavery as being a social good and 
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morally just, championed by the likes of Southern Nationalists.881 Secessionist states sent out 

commissioners to persuade other Southern states to join them in leaving the Union.882 Whereas 

editors of Southern newspapers took up the call and proselytized disunion to their readers.883 

Eventually, in the North the idea that slavery must end took hold; while in the South abolition 

was seen as the destruction of the white way of life.884  

While proselytisers are not always driven by a pursuit of power, their desire to impose 

their beliefs on others can be as problematic as the actions of political actors in escalating a 

competition into a conflict. When political and proselytising entities begin to play off each other 

or cooperate, they tend to amplify mutual efforts through the networks these create.  

Sectionalism & Slavery 

As transportation and communications links were rapidly developing in antebellum 

America, so too was a growing movement to end slavery, which also raised crucial governance 

issues about state versus federal sovereignty.885 At the same time, the United States was rapidly 

expanding westward, increasing its information ecosystem along with it. Territorial expansion 

led to debate about the future of slavery, with key events promoting antagonistic sectionalism, or 

the prioritisation of one’s part of the country over the whole.886 

The Wilmot Proviso in 1846 aimed to restrict the expansion of slavery to newly acquired 

Texas.887 Voting on it fell along sectional lines.888 Southern Nationalism after 1850 picked up a 
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strain of manifest destiny, (the idea that the United States was divinely preordained to spread 

capitalist-democracy across the continent), to expand slavery, which some argued couldn’t 

survive without expansion. 889 The likes of Virginia planter Edmund Ruffin began spreading 

fears that the South “faced ‘the extinction of the white race’ by ‘the brutal barbarism of the 

[emancipated] black,” and southern state conventions agitated for a swift response should 

something like the Wilmot Proviso ever be passed.890 Such fears led many in the South “to 

believe that they faced a crucial choice: they must somehow stabilize their position in the Union, 

with safeguards to preserve the security of the slave system, or they must secede before their 

minority position made them impotent.”891 From the Wilmot Proviso debacle emerged the Free 

Soil movement, which aimed to prevent slavery from existing in unsettled territories. The 

concept was “was highly explosive. No contemporary issue was more controversial; none 

possessed so much potential to destroy the Union.”892 

Following the Wilmot Proviso was the Compromise of 1850, which included provisions 

like a ban on the slave trade, a harsher fugitive slave act, and that “the status of slavery in New 

Mexico and Utah was to be determined on the basis of popular sovereignty”.893 The stricter 

Fugitive Slave law agitated Northerners, many of whom refused to comply, and inspired the hit 

book Uncle Tom’s Cabin.894 In the South, politicians saw each successive decision on slavery in 

newly acquired territories “to guarantee permanent Southern minority status in Congress.”895 
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While in the North, the 1850 Compromise was a propaganda gift. Abolitionists focused attention 

on the fugitive issue – “form press, pulpit, and rostrum, a storm of denunciation burst forth.”896 

Drawing on its Puritan past, with revived narratives of the Wars of the Three Kingdoms, 

abolitionists portrayed slaveholders and their supporters as evil sinners.897 Lithographs depicted 

brutal futures for African Americans, free and enslaved alike.898  

In 1854, the Kansas-Nebraska Act “reopened the territorial issue, apparently resolved in 

1850,” allowing those two territories to choose to be free or slaveholding.899  This notion of 

‘popular sovereignty’ was an idea championed by Democrat Stephen Douglas.900 The concept 

enabled “the settlers who migrated into the territory concerned to determine whether they would, 

or would not, have slavery in their midst,” as opposed to Congress deciding.901 The theory was 

unpopular with all sides, be them abolitionists and Republicans, or southern newspaper editors 

and nationalists.902 In what Foner called “one of the most effective pieces of political propaganda 

in our history,” the 1854 Appeal of the Independent Democrats attacked the bill.903 Reprinted in 

the Cincinnati Gazette, the Appeal positioned the Bill:  

“As a gross violation of a sacred pledge; as a criminal betrayal of precious 

rights; as part and parcel of an atrocious plot to exclude from a vast unoccupied 

region, immigrants from the Old World and free laborers from our own States, and 

convert it into a dreary region of despotism, inhabited by masters and slaves."904  
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The passing of this act led to an open competition between North and South to populate 

Kansas with supporters to sway the vote in their favour, turning the territory into a hotly 

contested space, in both the information and physical environments. In terms of information 

competition, the battle was “between slavery and free labour”, often resulting in physical 

violence.905 Free Soilers backed the movement of sympathetic people to Kansas to sway the vote 

on the status of slavery to prevent its spread. In 1856, “the annual migration of settlers promised 

to increase the free-state majority,” but the proslavery camp won the 1857 election.906 The 

information competition escalated, as McCardell noted: “The more free states demonstrated their 

willingness to compete for the territories, the more Southern writers and politicians expressed 

increasing fears of eventual confinement.”907 Likewise, northern newspapers “exploited Bleeding 

Kansas for all it was worth,” and their supporters staged “torchlight parades chanting a hypnotic 

slogan: “Free Soil, Free Speech, Free Men, Frémont!””908 The sectional voting on the Kansas-

Nebraska Act effectively split the Democratic party.909 Ultimately, rival governments were put 

forward by both sides, and armed clashes began to erupt.910 

The debate over slavery began to pull on a host of disparate, but oppositional threads. 

The North began to interpret Republicanism through the lens of free labour, whereas the South 

remained rooted in a concept of liberty, particularly around the freedom to own property, 

including slaves.911  
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Southern Nationalists 

Given Northern dominance in printing and education, a superiority complex developed 

vis-à-vis the South, whereby the latter were perceived to be uneducated.912 The very practice of 

slavery was thought to have “degraded labor, inhibited economic development, discouraged 

education, and engendered a domineering master class determined to rule the country in the 

interests of its backward institution.”913 In his 1857 work, Hinton Rowan Helper wrote “slavery 

is hostile to general education. Its strength, its very life, is in the ignorance and stolidity of the 

masses; it naturally and necessarily represses general literary culture.”914 Helper used statistics to 

argue that the South had fallen behind economically from the North. While Helper was a 

Southerner, his book was used by politicians in the North to campaign against slavery.915 In this 

line of argument:  

“Political anti-slavery was not merely a negative doctrine, an attack on 

southern slavery and the society built upon it; it was an affirmation of the superiority 

of the social system of the North— a dynamic, expanding capitalist society, whose 

achievements and destiny were almost wholly the result of the dignity and 

opportunities which it offered the average laboring man.”916  

However, it was also expected that men would be responsible for improving their own 

conditions through hard work, and that poverty would be alleviated by westward migration.917 

This perspective was reinforced by northern journalists filing reports from visits to the South.918 
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In response to the argument that slavery degraded labour and thus progress in the South, 

pro-slavery literature attempted to position slaves as being inferior to whites and in need of their 

protection.919 In his 1857 work Cannibals, All! George Fitzhugh argued “You, with the 

command over labor which your capital gives you, are a slave owner – a master, without the 

obligations of a master. They who work for you, who create your income, are slaves, without the 

rights of slaves. Slaves without a master!”920 In the same work, Fitzhugh pushed a popular trope 

that all slaves were happy.921  

To support paternalistic claims, the wage slavery of the North was highlighted, where 

workers were said to be “vulnerable to unemployment and starvation when economic conditions 

worsened, [whereas] the slave was protected by a wise and caring master.”922 Muscoe Russell 

Hunter Garnett even tried to argue in 1850 that the North had a greater proportion of insane 

people because of their capitalist system.923 Whereas Hammond suggested that some great 

unwashed white folk had grabbed power in the North.924 In his 1854 Sociology for the South, 

Fitzhugh argued slavery’s social good.925 In defending slavery’s paternalistic benefits, the 

institution was touted “both as a means of organizing society and as a distinctive feature of a 

South that was developing a conscious sense of sectionalism, of shared interests,” harkening a 

refrain for a separate South that grow louder over time.926 Beyond helping care for slaves, this 

pro-slavery argument also held that white people were elevated in having African Americans do 
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menial work, and were racially superior.927 At least until 1860 when some commentators in the 

South began suggesting “Yankees were perhaps fit only to be slaves,” whereby the history of the 

Wars of the Three Kingdoms was drawn on to suggest a different ancestry between North and 

South, with the former settled by Puritans and the latter by Cavaliers, a persistent idea that had 

roots during an earlier crisis.928 The bible and science alike were trotted out to justify slavery.929 

For example, in Diseases and Peculiarities of the Negro Race by Samuel A. Cartwright, a doctor 

in New Orleans tried to justify slavery along medical and religious arguments.930 

These rebuttals would often follow the publishing of something offensive from the 

North.931 For example, to Helper’s The Impending Crisis of the South, James D. B. De Bow 

penned The Non-Slaveholders of the South, arguing that all whites are superior to slaves.932 

DeBow used his journal, DeBow’s Review, to defend slavery, publishing essays in the beginning 

by Thomas R. Dew, Hammond and William Harper.933 The 1850 Union Past and Future by 

Hunter Garnett was a litany of injustices perpetrated on the South by the North, from its lack of 

representation federally to abolitionist plots and even disproportionate spending on 

lighthouses.934 This  tit-for-tat escalated the information competition between anti-slavery and 

slaveholder advocates. For example, when some states in the South criminalised distribution of 
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Helper’s book, Republicans fundraised to run “an abridged edition in 1859 to be scattered far and 

wide as a campaign document.”935 

As Kansas came to represent the future of slavery in the U.S., some Southern politicians 

began to raise an old idea of honour.936 This long-held concept of honour would, as Wyatt-

Brown posited, prevent Southerners from ever displaying the contrition abolitionists demanded 

of them.937 Honour was deeply ingrained culturally in the South, which nurtured an “image of a 

genteel, non-competitive way of life, where old families ruled, old values were retained, loyal 

slaves performed their happy tasks, and culture and chivalry abounded”.938 Along this line of 

thought, taking away one’s property, even slaves, was an attack on one’s honour, particularly 

when Northerners helped slaves escape.939 As Garnett claimed in 1850: “The South has at stake, 

not merely the fourteen hundred millions of dollars, the value of her slave property, but all of 

honor and of happiness that civilization and society can give.”940 The pamphlet was published in 

response to the 1850 Compromise.941 

Political entities across the antebellum United States were fixated on concepts of liberty, 

specifically states’ rights vis-à-vis the federal government to decide on questions such as slavery, 

which in the south was viewed as a right to personal property.942 Wrapped up in Southern 

concepts of slavery, however, was also an enduring belief in racial superiority of white people 

over African Americans.943 This notion led to a view that the so-called “Black Republican 

 

935 McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom, 200 
936 McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom, 147 
937 Wyatt-Brown, Southern Honor, 28 
938 McCardell, The Idea of a Southern Nation, 46-47 
939 Wyatt-Brown, Southern Honor, 39; McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom, 79-80 
940 Hunter. The Union, Past and Future, 4-5 
941 McCardell, The Idea of a Southern Nation, 293 
942 McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom, 40 
943 Dew, Apostles of Disunion.  



 201 

 

program of abolition was the first step toward racial equality and amalgamation.”944 This 

thinking drew on Southern Nationalism, which in response to abolitionism in the North, took to 

proselytizing for secession from the Union.   

Abolitionists & Allies 

Abolitionism arose in the 1830s out oft “a wave of Protestant revivals known as the 

Second Great Awakening [that] swept the country during the first third of the nineteenth 

century.”945 Abolitionism counted among its supporters the Quakers, a religious minority that 

encouraged women to participate with the right to speak at public meetings.946 From this 

movement emerged the Liberty Party in 1840.947 Abolitionists viewed themselves as agitators 

trying to influence public opinion, seeing slavery and upholding the institution a sin.948 Leading 

abolitionists included Lloyd Garrison, Wendell Phillips, John Greenleaf Whittier, Theodore 

Parker and Frederick Douglass.949 Books like Theodore Weld’s American Slavery As it Is and 

Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin helped push the abolitionist cause.950 Abolitionists 

benefited from Southern opposition, gaining new followers in the North whenever the South 

retaliated.951 Ashworth also pointed to the tit-for-tat information competition that escalated 

within Congress in the 1830s, whereby petitions to ban slavery in the capital, were met with a 

ban pushed by Southern politicians on discussion about such petitions. Abolitionists then used 

this gag rule to make the debate about free speech, increasing their spread of antislavery material 

 

944 McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom, 242 
945 McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom, 8 
946 Wyatt-Brown, Southern Honor, 76 
947 Potter, The Impending Crisis, 246 
948 Jackson, American Radicals, 63; Ashworth, The Republic in Crisis, 1848–1861, 18 
949 Potter, The Impending Crisis, 39-40 
950 McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom, 38 
951 Ashworth, The Republic in Crisis, 1848–1861, 19 



 202 

 

in the South, to which leaders there then censored mail delivery.952 By 1845, abolitionists were a 

significant-enough political power to have the “gag rule” removed on bringing petitions about 

slavery to Congress.953 

Eventually backing abolitionists, the Republican Party succeeded the Whigs, and 

managed to absorb large components of the Nativist, Know Nothing, and Free Soiler 

movements.954 Leading Republicans subscribed to Southern publications to follow pro-slavery 

arguments.955 The party contained radicals, who were not party purists, but more proselytizers 

campaigning for an end to slavery and using political parties to achieve it.956 Those radicals 

refused to compromise with the South on slavery and counted among them and Charles Sumner, 

William H. Seward, David Wilmot, Galusha Grow, Salmon P. Chase, Elihu Washburne, and 

several influential editors.957 These radicals deliberately and openly attempted to manipulate 

public opinion in the North.958 

Southern Nationalists espoused a worldview that the Union was hostile to Southern 

interests, and viewed a potential Republican government as grounds for secession.959 The 

perspective gained grounds in the 1850s, and drew from a young professional class with interests 

in agriculture and law.960 Southern Nationalists included Ruffin and William Lowndes Yancey; 
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Robert Barnwell Rhett of South Carolina and De Bow.961 Some like Rhett emerged from the 

Nullifiers who were against trade tariffs in the late 1820s.962  

Like the abolitionists in the North, the Southern Nationalists aimed to agitate public 

opinion to their side, and they actively campaigned to have anti-slavery petitions banned from 

Congress.963 Although, McCardell cautioned that this agitation does not necessarily mean there 

was coordination between different Southern Nationalists.964 

A War of Words 

The information competition between anti-slavery and slaveholding advocates played out 

in speeches and newspapers alike. Political speeches were reprinted by sympathetic newspapers 

to increase distribution.965 In the North, William Seward spoke of an “Irrepressible Conflict” 

between North and South on slavery in 1860.966 Similarly, Lincoln’s famous House Divided 

speech spoke to an unresolvable conflict on the issue of slavery:  

“Either the opponents of slavery, will arrest the further spread of it, and 

place it where the public mind shall rest in the belief that it is in course of ultimate 

extinction; or its advocates will push it forward till it shall become alike lawful in all 

the States, old as well as new-North as well as South.”967  

Lincoln also called to shape public opinion accordingly: “Auxiliary to all this, and 

working hand in hand with it, the Nebraska doctrine, or what is left of it, is to educate and mould 
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public opinion, at least Northern public opinion, to not care whether slavery is voted down or 

voted up.”968 

The debate was often taken to Congress. For example, Alexander H. Stevens argued at 

the House of Representatives in 1856 that:  

“Nor does the negro feel any sense of degradation in his condition— he is not 

degraded. He occupies and fills the same grade or rank in society and the State that 

he does in the scale of being; it is his natural place; and all things fit when nature’s 

great first law of order is conformed to.”969 

Given the popularity of newspapers in antebellum America, it is unsurprising that the 

information competition between anti-slavery and slaveholding advocates would play out in that 

print medium.   

By the late 1850s “virtually every family in New York was buying a daily paper.”970 

Most newspapers were businesses, but proselytizers like abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison 

launched newspapers to further their cause. In 1831, Garrison opened the Liberator, following 

that with the creation of the American Anti-Slavery Society in 1833. Garrison attacked not just 

slaveholders in the Liberator but also what he viewed as Northern white complicity.971 What set 

the paper apart from prior abolitionist works was “both the emotional pitch and the high 

ambition of the Liberator”.972 The Liberator also featured work by African Americans, and as 

Varon explained, could be interpreted as a chain of mutually respectful conversations between 

the editor and his correspondents, which were intended to “persuade white readers to listen in on, 
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and eventually to participate in, these conversations.”973 The Liberator was acclaimed by 

escaped slave and abolitionist Frederick Douglass who said of it: “ 

“The paper became my meat and my drink. My soul was set all on fire. Its 

sympathy for my brethren in bonds—its scathing denunciations of slaveholders—its 

faithful exposures of slavery—and its powerful attacks upon the upholders of the 

institution—sent a thrill of joy through my soul, such as I had never felt before!” 974 

Garrison pursued immediate abolition, a view that was still very much fringe even among 

abolitionists.975 In the South, newspaper editors blamed Garrison and his paper for causing slave 

rebellion, and the Liberator was banned in the South.976 

The weekly National Era was launched in 1847 in Washington and championed 

antislavery.977 The paper backed political parties like Liberty, Free Soil and ultimately the 

Republicans. Foner described the National Era as having been “the most consistently radical 

paper” and was created by the American and Foreign Antislavery Society.978 

Other widely read newspapers that criticized Southern institutions included Horace 

Greeley’s New York Tribune launched in 1841.979 In his work on the role of Southern 

newspapers in the conflict, Reynolds noted that the Tribune “was possibly the most widely 

influential newspaper that American had ever produced”, yet only had subscribers in the low 

hundreds in the South, compared to the North with a “ combined daily and weekly circulation of 

287,750 in early April of 1861.”980 Given local official control over news distribution in the 
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South, most southerners were not as exposed to northern publications, especially abolitionist 

literature which was often censored.981 

The South had fewer newspaper subscribers.982 Given cost constraints and lower 

subscriptions, Southern editors considered public opinion in producing their content.983 Reynolds 

pointed to an editorial in Raleigh’s La Grange on 6 January 1860 in which the author lamented:  

“The popular theory is that the press is free. ‘The fact is, that no man has less 

freedom allowed him to express his opinions than an Editor. His patrons regard him 

as a penny trumpet through which not a note is to be sounded, unless it accords 

precisely with their own music.”984 

The number of newspapers in the South fluctuated, “partisan journals intended to last 

only until the election,” coming out before a vote.985 At the outset of 1860 the estimate sat at 

“700 political newspapers in the eleven future Confederate states”.986 Both the number of papers 

and their circulation rates increased significantly in the preceding decade.987 Reynolds broke the 

newspapers into four categories: secessionist actively campaigning for the South to leave the 

union in 1860; a larger group of radical Southern-rights papers that argued secession should 

depend upon northern aggression, including the election of a Republican president; the moderate 

southern-rights papers were less clear about secession before Lincoln’s election; and Unionist 

papers which argued against secession.988 
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Journals and periodicals also played a role in the information competition between anti-

slavery and slaveholding advocates, albeit with lower subscription rates than newspapers.989 

McCardell pointed to a spat between the Southern Literary Messenger and the newly minted 

Atlantic Monthly in the North during the mid-1850s, in which the latter’s opening salvo 

questioned what cultural good the South ever offered.990 

The Southern Literary Messenger and Southern Quarterly Review were leading 

periodicals in the South.991 Launched in 1834 in Virginia, according to its new owner in 1847, 

the Messenger aimed “to show our Northern brethren that Southern learning can think for 

itself.”992 The Messenger also endured longer than other periodicals, making it what McCardell 

called “an accurate barometer of changing feelings in the South toward the Union.”993 As the 

publication leaned into Southern sectionalism, its advocation for secession occurred in response 

to events like the 1850 Compromise, the Kansas-Nebraska Act and ensuing bloodshed, the Dred 

Scott ruling, and the 1860 election, but also to speeches made by anti-slavery advocates, like 

New Yorker Seward’s ‘Higher Law’ address to the Senate.994 In the 1850s, the Review 

“gradually became an organ of Southern nationalism, often preferring the partisanship of a 

contribution over its quality. Virtually every issue contained a defense of slavery”.995  

The information competition in the lead-up to the United States Civil War was led by two 

sets of proselytisers, with abolitionists pitted against slaveholding advocates. Both communities 

were supported by political actors in the Republican and Democratic parties, respectively. Both 
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causes, ending and extending slavery, were taken up by newspaper editors in the North and 

South, helping escalate the competition. Given that both causes were mutually exclusive, and as 

both sides increasingly became radicalised, compromise between them was less likely as the 

situation slid into open violence in Kansas, and ultimately war.  

D. The Fight for Vietnam: Independence vs. Colony 

Vietnamese independence was at the core of the often complex information competition 

occurring in the mid-twentieth century information ecosystem in Vietnam. The information 

competition pitted Vietnamese against each other, split between preferred governance models, 

with the Communist Viet Minh gaining support from the Soviet Union and China in the North, 

and the autocratic Diem in the South first backed by France and later the United States. In 

attempting to gain popular support, the Communists engaged in widespread education 

campaigns, increasing literacy rates to indoctrinate followers, while doing so establishing 

networks of sympathetic organizations at local levels to encouraged peasants to address their 

own local issues. With an emphasis on propaganda by the deed, Viet Minh and National 

Liberation Front members were required to live by the principles they propagated in a bid to win 

the hearts and minds of villagers. Conversely, following a brutal French legacy, Diem sought to 

win the information competition and subsequent conflict through repressive measures, propped 

up by the Americans, which push the people further away and towards the Communists.  

 

 

 

 

The French Failure 
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French rule was brutal for most Vietnamese, pushing youth like Vo Nguyen Giap towards 

communism following his father and sister’s deaths in a French prison.996 The French 

consistently demonstrated a poor understanding of their colonial subjects, relying on a small 

French-trained elite for their understanding of Vietnam, who were often out of touch with their 

countrymen.997 Dependence on Vietnamese agents for intelligence was an ongoing concern.998 

Ignoring cries for independence, the French signalled no intention to let Vietnam go.999 Instead, 

they chose collaborators to ‘lead’ Vietnam in name only.1000 The tone deaf rule of the French 

pushed the likes of Ho Chi Minh to advocate for independence, often promoting ideas for self-

governance through their own political journals. Influencing new audiences in Vietnam while 

still in exile abroad.1001 For example, a young Giap joined a secret youth group where they read 

banned copies of Ho’s journal Le Paria and his tract French Colonialism on Trial.1002 

Vietnamese Hearts & Minds 

The Vietnamese experience with socio-economic reality was inextricably linked with the 

success of communist indoctrination. In this manner, the physical and information environments 

are interconnected. The vast majority (between 80 and 90 percent) of Vietnamese lived in the 

countryside in 1945, widely ignored by anti-communist parties.1003 Crushed by taxation and 

debts, many peasants struggled to survive.1004 Yet, the Vietnamese were traditionally tied to their 
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village, believing this is where their ancestors’ spirits resided and guided them.1005 For the 

villagers, Vietnamese communism appealed for what Huỳnh called its ‘millenarian message’. 

The peasants didn’t need to be poor and were only miserable because the French and their 

supporters exploited them so – but this need not be the case, which can be ended through 

revolution. “You could enter into a socialist society, in which you can be your own master.”1006 

Following a generation of reformers, Vietnamese Communist leaders emerged from and 

tapped into a growing sense of nationalism in the country to advocate for independence.1007 Even 

Ho claimed that “patriotism, not yet communism, led me to have confidence in Lenin, in the 

Third International.”1008 This nationalistic version of communism spoke to the Vietnamese 

population, but often put Ho at odds with radicals and the Soviet Union, sometimes hindering his 

ability to win external support.1009  

By 1943 in the North of the country, the Viet Minh had assumed some trappings of 

officialdom, taking over the postal system, and introducing communications and education.1010 

They published a newspaper, and short simplified political pamphlets to promote their version of 

self-governance for Vietnam. Public demonstrations were regularly staged, and “mobile teams 

brought propaganda materials to remote areas. In addition, the revolutionary regime established 

short-term, month-long courses in political and military tactics for its members.”1011 Ho and Giap 

had a keen sense of how military activities and propaganda worked together, using both with an 
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eye towards further recruitment into the Viet Minh.1012 In the lead-up to declaring independence 

in 1945, the Japanese had allowed Viet Minh to proselytise, as Huỳnh found: 

“In Hanoi, for example, speeches on soapboxes at streetcorners became daily 

affairs, while Viet Ming propaganda publications flooded the city. Selective 

terrorism also sowed fear, demonstrated Viet Minh power, and confirmed the 

rumors, deliberately exaggerated, about daring Viet Minh attacks on the 

Japanese.”1013  

In guerrilla warfare, the entire population is engaged, and thus the Viet Minh focused 

efforts on the masses.1014 It drew on the horrible 1945 famine, and called for the destruction of 

granaries, leading the charge to break into rice stores to feed starving people.1015 The devastation 

of the famine and the lack of response by the French and Japanese pushed some Vietnamese to 

the Communists.1016 Events like this offered the Viet Minh clear examples to demonstrate to 

Vietnamese audiences that France did not have their interests at heart.   

While the Communists were not alone in advocating for autonomy, they arose as a 

leading force to declare independence on 2 September 1945 in Hanoi.1017 In their pursuit, the 

Viet Minh “devised propaganda campaigns targeting both domestic and foreign publics,” 

positioning their plight as an anti-colonial fight against France, often tapping into patriotic 

fervour to win support from the people.1018 Indeed, the Viet Minh were popular enough later in 
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September that when the government was short on reserves, they called on citizens to donate 

their gold, amassing “in a few days…twenty million piasters and 370 kilograms of gold.”1019 

This nationalistic positioning also enabled the Viet Minh to court unlikely allies 

periodically. Positioned around anti-colonialism, nationalism, and patriotism, Ho’s cabinet at 

times included Catholics and Socialists, and in declaring independence claimed that “the new 

government would include all “patriotic elements” in the society, not merely workers and 

peasants,” going so far as to disband the Indochinese Communist Party in 1945 to downplay the 

role of Communism in the DRV.1020  

Ho also courted support from a broad range of external entities, including the United 

States. Ho’s announcement of Vietnamese independence drew heavily on the United States 

Declaration of Independence.1021 He sent several letters several letters to President Truman 

seeking support via contacts of the U.S. intelligence agency, the Office of Strategic Services.1022 

However, these letters went unanswered.1023 Ho went so far as to create the Vietnamese-

American Friendship Association in 1945, which promoted economic ties in a bid to encourage 

Washington to reconsider its relationship with the new country.1024 Alas, these outreach efforts to 

the U.S. did little to gain American support. Moreover, French efforts starting in late 1948 to 

reframe their efforts at retaining their colony as part of the Cold War aimed to sway Americans 
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to help France conquer Vietnam.1025 Although some American diplomats questioned the sincerity 

of these claims.1026 De Lattre, the general who commanded French troops in Indochina, would 

push the domino theory fears through American media, and later in his visit to the U.S.1027 Fears 

were also heightened by ongoing events, such as the fall of Chiang Kai-Shek to Communist 

forces in China, debacle, and the Korean War. The Viet Minh attempted to quell these fears in 

launching new Vietnamese Worker’s Party in the early 1950s, mandating it to conduct public 

diplomacy and manipulate international anti-war sentiments, but to no avail.1028 The United 

States would begin supporting the French war efforts starting in 1950. 

Because of American concerns that France would swing towards the Soviet Union in 

Europe, the French were given a lot of latitude.1029 France would ignore American guidance on 

the war, or suggestions to engage Vietnamese nationalists as a counterweight to the Communists, 

but they also blackmailed the U.S., threating “to undermine American military programs in 

Western Europe unless [they] fulfilled [French] requests for help in Indochina.”1030 Moreover, 

the French were resentful of American involvement, despite wanting their money and equipment, 

and “either refused them intelligence or fed the misleading information”1031 

While American support remained elusive, the Viet Minh understood how to win hearts 

and minds at home. Ho’s thinking was informed by a melange of inspirations, including the 

French and American revolutions, as well as Marxism-Leninism, Sun Yat-sen and a sprinkling of 
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Confucianism, in for example, how ideal leaders must be sincere.1032 This melange of ideas, 

coupled with an apparent talent for understanding the Vietnamese mindset helped Ho craft a 

careful image of the desired leader as ‘Uncle Ho’ “the gentle, bachelor relative”.1033 This 

thinking, argued FitzGerald, led the Vietnamese to seek a leader “who expresses in his life how 

the government and the society ought to behave.”1034 This image of Ho as the effortless and 

humble leader was reinforced by a cult of personality campaign.1035 By 1952, French accounts 

noted Ho’s regular presence among the people, “dressed in his now-standard simple peasant 

garb, he exhorted one and all to commit fully to the anti-French struggle and to sacrifice 

everything for the common goal.”1036 For the Vietnamese, “a man of real power is not one who 

makes a brazen display of his might, but one who speaks softly and maintains his reserve.”1037  

Ho also courted the support of ethnic minorities in Vietnam, often left outside the 

political pale. Unlike the French who regarded them as savages, the Communists “recognized the 

importance of the ethnic minorities to the Vietnamese revolution,” actively recruiting from 

among them.1038 

Core to Viet Minh efforts was mass education. In 1952, Ho claimed that the DRV had 

nearly doubled the number of schools and attendance rates over the year before and that 

“people’s organisations opened 837 classes attended by 9,800 public employees.”1039 In 1956, 
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Ho congratulated “the mass education service on its achievements during the first six months of 

the year. Over the past six months, 2,100,000 persons attended classes.”1040 In 1956, Ho called 

on followers:  

“To wipe out illiteracy among the great masses, where the overwhelming 

majority are peasants, the education movement should be a mass movement. We 

should stand close to the masses, discuss with them, apply forms and methods 

suitable to their life, and rely upon them to promote the movement.”1041  

For Ho, increasing Vietnamese capacity to engage meaningfully within the information 

ecosystem there, through greater literacy rates, was key to their success in winning popular 

support. An informed public was one that could be mobilised.   

France, Diem & the United States 

Whereas France seeking to maintain its hold over the country, pushed a succession of 

leaders it intended to control, leading to the rise of the authoritarian Diem, his fall, and further 

escalation and involvement by the United States in Vietnam. The Diem government offered the 

people no ideology or vision to follow, instead they pushed a convoluted and inaccessible 

concept of ‘personalism”.1042 Diem’s attempts to appear less like a French puppet government 

failed, even after ousting the former Emperor: “The Republic of Vietnam had the same flag and 

the same anthem as the Bao Dai government, and Diem himself lived in the governor’s 

palace.”1043 And like Charles I during the Wars of the Three Kingdoms, Diem’s deeds often 
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conveyed strong messaging to the masses that only made him more unpopular, and worse, drove 

support for his opponents.  

Through his brother Ngo Dinh Thuc, a Vietnamese Bishop, Diem used Catholic networks 

to lobby the United States for support against Ho.1044 Diem spent two years in New York 

seminaries, pushing for Vietnamese independence, gaining the support of Senators Mike 

Mansfield and John F. Kennedy.1045 Drawing on the raging fears from McCarthyism, Diem 

“repeated to his listeners that the French failure to decolonize was only helping the communists, 

while also pointing out that the French colonial powers were playing the Americans for 

fools.”1046 When Diem came back to Vietnam, Ho viewed this as a precursor to American 

intervention.1047 South Vietnam became entirely dependent on American funding, fuelling it’s 

“aura of middle-class prosperity in the cities”.1048 

Utterly dependent on American financing, South Vietnam’s independence was not 

Diem’s only questionable claim. Purporting to be a democracy, “in the first five years of his term 

in office Diem violated every article in the constitution, concentrating his attacks most heavily 

on the bill of rights.”1049 In 1955 Diem launched a propaganda campaign attacking Boa Dai and 

rigged a referendum on abolishing the monarchy in his favour in 1955, winning 98.2 percent of 

the vote.1050 His Law 10-59 “gave legal grounds for the creation of political prison camps 

throughout the country and the suspension of all habeas corpus laws,” and “abrogated the right of 
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assembly in such a definitive manner as to forbid not only demonstrations but assemblies of over 

seven people — or most family gatherings.”1051 He also refused to hold the 1956 elections 

stipulated in the Geneva Accords.1052 Regardless, the United States took over “training and 

equipping the Vietnamese army…[and] the Eisenhower administration worked outside the 

Geneva agreements to weaken Ho’s North Vietnamese regime through psychological warfare in 

covert operations.”1053 Catholic villages received most of the American aid as orchestrated by the 

Diem government.1054 Diem steadfastly refused to engage Ho, even on economic terms.1055 At 

the same time, Diem methodically closed the border with the north and cutting of “thousands of 

families whose members the war had scattered between north and south.”1056 

Diem attacked everyone, communists, and non-communists alike. They went after “the 

Hoa Hao and the Cao Dai, thus crippling the two most powerful non-Communist organizations 

in the south,”1057 with support from the U.S.1058 In 1955 Diem launched the ‘Anticommunist 

Denunciation Campaign’ adopting Communist tactics like self-criticism sessions, re-education, 

and public forgiveness and allegiance ceremonies.”1059 Reforms were forgotten and repression 

grew.1060 Diem’s efforts to crush the Communists were so damaging to average people that they 

were driven to join Ho.1061 As Asselin argued, “it encouraged surviving, [pushing] until now 
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inactive veterans of the Vietminh to pledge loyalty to Ho’s regime and resume their 

revolutionary activities on its behalf.”1062  

The Diem government, under pressure from the U.S., implemented a layer of bureaucracy 

to replace the landlord system.1063 Villages lost traditional autonomy, replaced instead by Diem’s 

increasing authoritarianism.1064 Coupled with severe repression of anyone suspected of helping 

the NLF, this reform alienated villagers in the South further.1065 Landlords were spooked, and 

villages were left without local governance, which in contrast only helped make the NLF land 

reforms more popular.1066 This disrupted an important feedback loop between the governed and 

their government, a void in which Communists could readily show that French and American-

backed Vietnamese leadership in the South cared not for the people. This view was only 

reinforced time and again through Diem’s actions, as propaganda of the deed.  

To secure and control the rural countryside, Diem enacted two disastrous re-settlement 

plans. The first was his agroville project in 1959, whereby the government forcibly moved 

peasants to fortified hamlets to cut them off from the Viet Minh, but also inadvertently their 

ancestors.1067 Despite the lack of success with this initiative, Diem followed this up a couple 

years later with the similar Strategic Hamlets program.1068 In this new effort, villagers weren’t 

forced to relocate, but it added “security perimeters around existing villages in contested areas 

and well-trained self-defense forces to protect them.”1069  
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A Networked Approach 

While Diem opted for cruel repression, Ho took to network building. To better appeal to 

the masses, the Viet Minh followed “strict rules, including a ten-part oath containing a pledge to 

respect, help and protect the people. Soldiers were always to be on their best behaviour.”1070 This 

would later help the National Liberation Front as well, about whom villagers in South Vietnam 

would regularly speak of as being nice, polite and friendly, unlike the Diem’s officials.1071 A key 

difference between northern and southern operatives, is that the former saw deeds and behaviour 

as a form of communication, whereas the latter, along with its American backers later, focused 

on the message alone.1072 

On December 20, 1960, the National Liberation Front (NLF) of South Vietnam was 

established by the Viet Minh, “and within a year membership quadrupled to 300,000. By then the 

insurgency had taken root.”1073 Drawing mostly on southern personnel, the NLF “established 

bases among villages, intensified anti Diem propaganda, initiated land reform or possible, 

operated a policing, militia, and taxation system, and began organizing women, children, youth, 

and peasants and patriotic associations.”1074 The NLF aimed to aggregate any forces against 

Diem, including religious sects, and peasant and youth associations alike.1075 As part of its tenets, 

the NLF drew from the Confucian idea of “a social contract between the government and the 

governed.”1076 Members fought once a month, spending the remaining time teaching and 
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indoctrinating the masses.1077 Unlike the French and Diem government, the NLF did not 

superimpose new bureaucracy on top of villages. As Fitzgerald explained, the NLF:  

“Brought the villagers into a new relationship with government authority and 

with each other. Through their constant meetings, their private talks with the 

villagers, and their organization of collective work, they had established a network of 

personal contacts much more dense than the village had ever known.”1078  

This helped create a network of intertwined organisations, with each household a part of 

a bigger group of families in a village association, and everyone a part of the Liberation 

association.1079 Through these concentrically circled associations, schooling was organised and 

propaganda spread: “The secure Front village would usually possess its own mimeograph 

newspaper or information center to relay the news of the war and to bring the villagers into 

contact with the outside world.”1080 

The National Liberation Front was able to recruit non-communist southerners into its 

ranks motivated by Vietnamese nationalism and independence.1081 Asselin argued this feat 

helped “give Hanoi a major propaganda advantage over Washington during the Vietnam War, as 

the two battled for hearts and minds there and around the world,” positioning the conflict as a 

civil war into which the United States was unnecessarily intervening.1082 While these mass 

education efforts were propagandistic, for many villagers it could be argued the approach was in 

their greater public interest as it aimed to eradicate illiteracy, elevate economic hardships etc. 

Some American efforts seemed less so. For example, Colonel Lansdale organized English 
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classes for the “mistresses of important personages.”1083 Likewise, Where the Communist 

created cells and associations to access the masses, Diem and his brother created “an underworld 

of warlords, secret societies, and bandit groups such as had existed in the periods of greatest 

anarchy between Confucian governments.”1084  

The main information competition in mid-twentieth century Vietnam was lopsided to say 

the least. The Communist focused on reaching the masses through widespread education 

campaigns and creating networks of organisations engaging peasants to solve their own local 

problems, an approach that emphasised propaganda by the deed. Viet Minh and later NLF cadres 

were expected to live by the tenets they preached, winning the trust of villagers. Whereas French 

and Diem efforts, backed by Americans, seemed engineered to alienate the masses, their brutal 

actions pushing people to support the Communists. 
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E. Ukraine’s Right to Exist: Russia’s Bid to Hold on  

At the heart of the main information competition in the lead-up to conflict in Ukraine in 

2014 was the issue of self-determination, and who had the authority to execute on it. 

Disentangling this information competition is a challenge, given the many threads knotted in it 

by a great many entities. Central to the contest is Ukraine’s future direction, raising questions 

about who determines this. Choosing a course was undermined by regionalism and domestic 

entities, and political actors and profiteers alike, inflaming perceived differences across the 

country to gain power and resources. This information competition was wrapped up in debate of 

whither Ukraine heads, westward toward integration with the EU or eastward toward integration 

with Russia and its Customs Union. This tension was exacerbated by neighbouring Russia, 

constantly questioning Ukraine’s very existence and along with it the identity of many 

Ukrainians. At the same time, Western officials openly supporting protestors in Kiev gave 

Russian fears of staged revolutions fuel for their propaganda fires. Ultimately, the information 

competition hit a crescendo when frustrated members of the public, consumers, were rallied by 

westernising proselytisers to protest Yanukovych’s about-face turn on signing the Association 

Agreement with the EU, demonstrating for three months. From there things escalated, first with 

Russia’s annexation of Crimea, subsequent conflict in Donbas, and ultimately a brutal invasion 

in 2022 by Russia. 

In 2013, Viktor Yanukovych had been closing in on four years as President of Ukraine. 

From rough roots, Yanukovych had been in jail twice for violent crimes in the 1980s and he was 

openly connected to Donbas oligarchs, including Rinat Akhmetov, where he was born and 
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raised. Russian is Yanukovych’s first language and he spoke Ukrainian with an accent.1085 The 

concentration of power and resources in the hands of his nearest cronies and relatives, known as 

‘the family’, led to a loss in support from oligarchs.1086 He went after his opponents, jailing 

former Prime Minister Tymoshenko, and his opposition was harassed, sometimes physically, as 

happened during the 2012 election.1087 His abrupt pull-out of the Association Agreement with the 

EU, nine years to the day of the Orange Revolution’s start, followed by the announcement that 

the government would resume negotiations with Russia on entering the Customs Union, 

prompted the Euromaidan protests.1088  

Yet this telling of what happened in Ukraine is overly simplistic, putting the blame on 

one man’s poor decisions. The roots of the problem were deeper, going back to Ukrainian 

independence and beyond.  

The Troubles with Russia 

Ukraine and Russia share a long and storied history, making it a challenge to discern 

concretely where one began to separate from the other.1089 The Russian view is that ancient Rus’ 

is their history, of which Ukraine is a part and, conversely, Ukrainians see Kyivan Rus’ as their 
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direct origins.1090 In this sense, both Russia and Ukraine claim Kyiv as their first capital.1091 The 

Mongol invasion marked a separation in paths between northern (modern Russia) and southern 

Rus’ (modern Ukraine), with the latter being dominated less long before falling under Lithuanian 

rule in 1362.1092 For the next 700-odd years, parts of Ukraine would move back and forth under a 

variety of different rulers, enhancing “long-standing linguistic and cultural differences that 

divided the future Belarus and Ukraine from the future Russia.”1093  

What is now the modern state of Ukraine began to emerge after the Russian Civil War in 

1921, where in the East, the Bolsheviks gave Ukraine a parliament with ministers.1094 However, 

at that point, the current territory of Ukraine was divided between four countries: Bukovyna 

under Romania; Transcarpathia under Hungary who gave it to the Czechoslovaks; Poland took 

Galicia and Volhynia; and the Bolshevik Russia controlled the rest.1095 After defeating the Nazis 

in the Second World War, Ukraine’s borders were extended westward, and ultimately southward 

with the addition of Crimea.  

The collapse of the Soviet Union resulted in new states emerging, as well as an endless 

list of things for Ukraine and Russia to fight about.1096 The Black Sea Fleet and who should 

control it was a bone of contention.1097 This was an ongoing issue that would flare up with 

subsequent politicians, including President Yushchenko who “sought to raise the cost of the lease 
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while declaring it would not be renewed.”1098 Crimea was a constant friction point. Successionist 

rumblings began as early as 1990 in Crimea, when the Communist party called for the peninsula 

to re-join Russia.1099 In 1994, the Sevastopol city council “voted to transfer the city to Russian 

jurisdiction.”1100 Post-annexation in 2014, Sevastopol Mayor Aleksey Chalyi suggested in an 

interview that the return of Crimea to Russia was discussed as early as the 2004 Orange 

revolution.1101 Russia’s war with Georgia became an issue, with then President Yushchenko 

expressing solidarity with Georgia, despite only 20 percent of Ukrainian respondents blaming 

Russia for starting the war, compared to 38 who believed Georgia had.1102 Even on names, 

Ukrainians and Russians cannot agree. As former Ukrainian diplomat Oleksander Scherba 

explained: “We dislike the Russian-originated spelling “Kiev”—as it reminds us of our colonial 

past under the Russian empire. If you reject colonialism—you use the Ukrainian spelling: 

“Kyiv”, “Odesa”, “Lviv””.1103 The simple act of discussing Ukraine can end in polarisation, 

depending on what language one uses, knowingly or otherwise. All of this is to say that the 

Ukrainian information ecosystem has been a contested space for as long as the country has 

existed. 

Finding Ukraine 

Unsurprisingly, then, the attempts of some Ukrainian politicians to look to the past to 

build a modern state have led to controversy. The 24 August 1991 Ukrainian parliamentary 

declaration of independence drafted by, “the longest-serving prisoner of the Gulag and now a 
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member of parliament,” Levko Lukianenko, mentioned “continuing the thousand-year tradition 

of state building in Ukraine” harkening back to Kyivan Rus’1104 Some Ukrainian politicians 

attempted to remake the country along the lines of nation states in Europe, which “presumes that 

territory, political structure, ethnicity, language and culture were all more or less coterminous,” 

yet as outlined in the section on the Ukrainian information ecosystem, the country is diverse, 

with a plethora of identities held, as well as languages and dialects spoken.1105  

Even the word Ukraine is problematic in the context of independence, meaning ‘on the 

edge’ or ‘borderland,’ and it has been used historically to describe different parts of the modern 

country.1106 The national anthem opens with “Ukraine has not yet perished,” reminiscent of 

neighbouring “Poland is not yet lost”, neither song starting out with much certainty.1107 Popular 

Ukrainian literature in the years leading up to the conflict like Oksana Zabuzhko’s 1996 Field 

Notes on Ukrainian Sex and Yuri Andrukhovych’s 2006 Moskoviad, portrayed bleak pictures of 

a people caught in limbo trying to make sense of and assert their identity – all the while having 

other reflections imposed on them.1108 Serhiy Zhadan’s 2012 Voroshilovgrad, offered a stagnant 

yet turbulent vision of Eastern Ukraine reminiscent of the post-war genre, Theatre of the 

Absurd.1109 The word Ukraine is not new, though. Reid found that the word Ukraina, “denoting 
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the lands around Kyiv, first appears in a chronicle of 1187.”1110 Woe betide the unsuspecting 

foreigner who adds the definite article to Ukraine.  

Seeking an identity, some Ukrainians turned to the history of Cossacks. Of particular 

appeal was the Cossack ideal of liberty, which dovetailed nicely with desires for democracy, yet 

offered little in terms of the usual trappings required to shape a nation-state. For example, 

Cossackdom was more a way of life than an ethnicity on which to base a nation-state.1111 

Moreover, the Cossack hetmancy was crushed by Catherine II in 1781, breaking any direct 

historical line between Cossacks and modern Ukrainians, in terms of continuity of way of 

life.1112 Conversely, when Cossacks were assimilated, to many Russians “Ukraine simply 

disappeared off their horizons.”1113  

Russians have at times struggled to accept Ukrainians and their perspective on history. In 

this they aren’t alone. Historically, Russians have seen Ukraine as part of Russia; likewise, Poles 

have claimed it as Poland. And depending on the orientation of any given Ukrainian and the 

timeframe, “many Ukrainians, Russified or Polonised by centuries of foreign domination, 

thought the same way.”1114 The varied use of names to describe parts of Ukraine reflect this: the 

Poles referred to Galicia as ‘Eastern Malopolska’ or ‘Little Poland’”; Russians have called parts 

of eastern and southern Ukraine as Novorossiia (‘New Russia’), ‘New Europe’ and the 

‘European California’.”1115 The concept of Novorossiia has been revived, and several Russian 
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intellectuals have advocated for it to be reincorporated into Russia, including Glazyev and 

Alexander Prokhanov.1116 Indeed, in 2022 Russia would attempt to brutally take it by force, 

Russia only recognized Ukraine’s borders in 1997 with the “Friendship Treaty”, which 

also extended its lease on the Sevastopol naval base, a move opposed by many Russian 

politicians.1117 This however has not stopped Russian politicians from negating Ukraine’s very 

existence.1118 Russian officials, including Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov, have insisted that 

Ukraine and Russia “have been one nation for more than 300 years, even before that.”1119 Much 

hay has been made about Putin allegedly telling Bush in 2008 that Ukraine wasn’t really a state, 

however, Toal argued that the unofficial transcripts, as there were no official ones, suggested 

Putin instead referred to it as ‘a difficult state’ with many ethnic Russians living there.1120 

Either way, a narrative emanating from Russian politicians since the fall of the Soviet 

Union has undoubtedly been troubling for Ukrainians: that parts of Ukraine are just Russia and 

ought to be taken back. Russian politicians have repeatedly made remarks that indicated some 

desire to regain parts of Ukraine. Aleksandr Dugin espoused a “mystical Eurasianism”, 

eventually believing that some purer Russia would emerge from Novorossiya.1121 This idea that 

Russia should re-integrate with its nearest neighbours, coupled with a tendency to believe the 

only thing preventing this was Western interference, is reminiscent of American ideas of 

manifest destiny.1122 Scherba sees this perspective reflected “every night in Russia’s leading 

political talk-shows. The Kremlin’s thinking is based on (a) the notion of taking back what once 
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was theirs and (b) questioning Europe’s premise that respect to every human being comes before 

the interests of the state.”1123 This retaking what was really Russian has been embodied in 

comments about Crimea by politicians and intellectuals alike including Anatoliy Sobchak, Boris 

Yeltsin, Andrei Kozyrev, Alexander Lebed, Yuri Luzhkov, Andranik Migranyan, and Vladimir 

Zhirinovsky.1124 The widespread commentary from Russian officials about a near abroad or 

Russian World, and the need to protect Russian-speaking citizens living within it, furthered fears 

of what Russia might ‘take back.’1125 Indeed, Putin predicated his annexation of Crimea on the 

fact that Russians made up the majority there and “had to be protected from Ukrainian 

oppression.”1126 This policy of protecting Russia’s near abroad entailed “bribing local politicians 

and setting up pro-Russian front parties and sending shadowy funding to new pro-Russian 

NGOs…spending at least $8 billion a year on PR…[and] working through shadowy front 

companies like RosUkrEnergo in Ukraine.”1127 This is yet another example of how the Ukrainian 

information ecosystem is hotly contested, in particular by external entities such as Russia. For 

D’Anieri, Ukraine and Russia are locked in a negative feedback loop, whereby “the more 

Ukraine asserted its sovereignty, the more Russia questioned it, and vice versa”1128 This 

information competition came to a head when Ukraine was forced to choose a singular path: go 

east or go west. 
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Ukraine & The West 

EU integration was sold by several Ukrainian politicians, including Kuchma, who all 

failed to make the necessary reforms membership required.1129 As Scherba noted “despite our 

heartfelt pro-European enthusiasm, we [Ukrainians] have a blurry understanding of what Europe 

is. We haven’t yet really comprehended either the scope or the gist of this new world that we 

want to enter.”1130 In November 2013, roughly the same number of Ukrainians fell on either side 

of the European Union versus Customs Union debate, at 38 percent. Greater support for the 

European Union was found in western and central Ukraine, whereas those in the East and South 

favoured the Customs Union.1131 Likewise, younger Ukrainians favoured European Union 

integration.1132 In April 2014, nearly 40 percent of the population had no idea that Ukraine was 

holding talks with the European Union.1133 Moreover, the European Union “had taken positions 

on an Association Agreement with Ukraine when it was well aware that this would require Kyiv 

to meet tough conditions with major reforms taking many years.”1134  

Whenever relations with the West would become rocky, Ukrainian leaders could always 

turn to Russia. After the leaked tapes of Kuchma purportedly ordering the murder of the 

journalist Gongadze in late 2000, “Ukraine’s relationship with the West was deteriorating, and 

relations with Russia were improving.”1135 This in turn helped to isolate Kyiv, pushing Kuchma 

 

1129 Fesenko, “Ukraine”, 136; D’Anieri, Ukraine and Russia, 95 
1130 Scherba, Ukraine vs. Darkness, 99 
1131 Kyiv International Institute of Sociology. "Which Way Ukraine Should Go - Which Union Should 

Join? (Population Preferences For Two Weeks Before The Vilnius Summit)," (26 November 2013). Accessed on 31 

August 2021 from https://www.kiis.com.ua/?lang=eng&cat=reports&id=204&page=2&y=2013  
1132 Kyiv International Institute of Sociology. "Which Way Ukraine Should Go - Which Union Should 

Join? (Population Preferences For Two Weeks Before The Vilnius Summit)," (26 November 2013). Accessed on 31 

August 2021 from https://www.kiis.com.ua/?lang=eng&cat=reports&id=204&page=2&y=2013  
1133 Ilko Kucheriv Democratic Initiatives Foundation. "Ukrainians opt for EU membership, in particular the 

youth," (14 April 2012). Accessed on 23 August 2021 https://dif.org.ua/en/article/ukrainians-opt-for-eu-

membership-in-particular-the-youth  
1134 Freedman, Ukraine and the Art of Strategy, 101 
1135 D’Anieri, Ukraine and Russia, 103 

https://www.kiis.com.ua/?lang=eng&cat=reports&id=204&page=2&y=2013
https://www.kiis.com.ua/?lang=eng&cat=reports&id=204&page=2&y=2013
https://dif.org.ua/en/article/ukrainians-opt-for-eu-membership-in-particular-the-youth
https://dif.org.ua/en/article/ukrainians-opt-for-eu-membership-in-particular-the-youth


 231 

 

back towards Russia.1136 In the two years following 2000, “Kuchma met with Putin eighteen 

times, culminating in Putin declaring “2002 the “Year of Ukraine in Russia,” and Kuchma 

reciprocating in 2003 with the “Year of Russia in Ukraine.”1137  

The relationship with the West would again sour, after Yanukovych jailed his rival 

Tymoshenko.1138 Many European Union leaders became fixated with the imprisonment of 

Tymoshenko, with some member countries boycotting the European football championships in 

2012, and her release became an unspecified condition of the European Union Association 

Agreement with Ukraine.1139 Yanukovych, in turn, demanded ever more money (upwards of 

US$165 billion) from the European Union to commit, who were offering significantly less than 

US$1 billion.1140 The more the European Union pushed for Tymoshenko’s release, the more 

Yanukovych dithered on the AA.1141  

Likewise, Moscow advocated hard for Ukraine to join its Customs Union.1142 By the 

summer of 2013 “Russia began slowing the movement of goods across the Ukraine-Russia 

border” and introducing sanctions on Ukrainian products.1143 A leaked document purporting to 

outline Russian strategy on Ukraine claimed these moves were intended to influence 

 

1136 Reid, Borderland, 244; Wilson, The Ukrainians, 312; Menon, Rumer, and Chasman, Conflict in 

Ukraine, 29 
1137 D’Anieri, Ukraine and Russia, 110-111 
1138 Charap and Colton, Everyone Loses, 2498 
1139 Kalb, Imperial Gamble, 139; Wilson, The Ukrainians, 347; Charap and Colton, Everyone Loses, 2553; 

D’Anieri, Ukraine and Russia, 195 
1140 Wilson, Ukraine Crisis, 64; D’Anieri, Ukraine and Russia, 202; Menon, Rumer, and Chasman, Conflict 

in Ukraine, 61; Wynnyckyj, Ukraine's Maidan, Russia's War, 78 
1141 Charap and Colton, Everyone Loses, 2498 
1142 Menon, Rumer, and Chasman, Conflict in Ukraine, 63; Charap and Colton, Everyone Loses, 2482; 

D’Anieri, Ukraine and Russia, 191; Freedman, Ukraine and the Art of Strategy, 68; Plokhy, The Gates of Europe, 

5923 
1143 D’Anieri, Ukraine and Russia, 200; Wilson, Ukraine Crisis, 64; Charap and Colton, Everyone Loses, 

2532 



 232 

 

Yanukovych and his cronies, “with the aim of creating and enhancing the dependence of this 

business on Russian structures”.1144  

While a variety of interests attempted to influence the direction of Ukraine’s future 

integration, the cacophony of domestic politicians, oligarchs, Russian interests, and Western 

entreaties was drowned by a bigger movement. The Euromaidan protests began on 21 November 

2013 following Yanukovych’s abrupt dropping of the European Union Association Agreement 

and would last for three months.1145 The next day marked nine years after the Orange 

Revolution’s start.1146 The protestors called the movement the ‘Revolution of Dignity’.1147 Many 

commentors see Euromaidan as emerging from the disappointment of unmet change following 

the Orange Revolution. 1148  

What made Euromaidan different from the Orange Revolution was an initial lack of 

central organization.1149 Despite being grassroots, the protests were well organized, spawning 

sub-protests like Auto-Maidan, which helped move participants and introduced the use of cars as 

a form of protest.1150 A stage was erected where famous Ukrainian musicians performed during 

the protest, where on 31 December 2013 “the legendary Ukrainian rock group Okean Elzy put on 

a reunion concert with its original band members, and former Eurovision song contest winner 

Ruslana—a regular on the stage throughout December—organized a show with the 200 000 

strong crowd waiving flashlights while singing the national anthem.”1151 A very small percentage 

 

1144 Wilson, Ukraine Crisis, 64 
1145 Wilson, Ukraine Crisis, 66; Kalb, Imperial Gamble, 141; Freedman, Ukraine and the Art of Strategy, 

76; Wynnyckyj, Ukraine's Maidan, Russia's War, 37; Plokhy, The Gates of Europe, 5899 
1146 Wilson, Ukraine Crisis, 66 
1147 Menon, Rumer, and Chasman, Conflict in Ukraine, 8; Wilson, The Ukrainians, 354 
1148 Toal, Near Abroad, 212; Wilson, Ukraine Crisis, 66 
1149 Wynnyckyj, Ukraine's Maidan, Russia's War, 74 
1150 Wynnyckyj, Ukraine's Maidan, Russia's War, 103; Menon, Rumer, and Chasman, Conflict in Ukraine, 

9; Wilson, Ukraine Crisis, 75 
1151 Wynnyckyj, Ukraine's Maidan, Russia's War, 127; see also: Reid, Borderland, 262 



 233 

 

of protestors (two percent) “had been organised by civic groups (rising to 13 per cent in 

February).1152 Just two percent turned out from calls by political parties,  with just four percent 

belonging to a political party.1153 The vast majority (92 percent) “came on their own.”1154 By 

2014, estimates of attendance at the protest were anywhere between 50,000, 100,000, 200,000, 

and one million.1155 Most of the protests took place in western and central Ukraine, “less than a 

fifth of all pro-Maidan protests were in the south and east. By contrast, over 40 percent of all 

anti-Maidan protests were in the Donbas.”1156 Fed up with corruption, “many protestors were 

entrepreneurs or small-business owners.”1157 The NGO Spil’na Sprava (Common Cause), which 

“played a leading role in the ‘tax Maidan’ protests”, represented small and medium business 

interests and was also active in Euromaidan.1158  

Demographics of protestors changed over time to become more male and rural.1159 

According to one survey, nearly 70 percent of participants were over 30, and 24 percent were 

over 55.1160 Nearly two-thirds were employed, and 76 percent had higher education.1161 More 

than 80 percent said Ukrainian was their first language.1162 For nearly 40 percent, this was their 

first protest.1163 
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Social media was used to encourage people to protest, initially drawing a few thousand 

participants after journalist Mustafa Nayem posted on Facebook and emailed friends.1164 Another 

journalist, Yuri Andreev, then tweeted about the protests.1165 Nayem worked for the paper 

Gongadze founded, Ukrainska Pravda, and co-led the youth group Pora!1166 Traditional media 

played a key role. When authorities turned to violence caught on camera and aired on the internet 

and television, even more protestors came out.1167 Indeed, 70 percent of participants said their 

motivation for turning out was the repression.1168 This despite journalists being issued editorial 

instructions “de-emphasize the protest actions”.1169 Websites were created such as 

www.yanukovich.info, documenting ‘The Family’s’ wealth; www.personalaccountability.info 

reporting on corruption; and www.skoty.info tracked protest violence. Drones were used to 

expose the affluence of public officials.1170 According to a survey taken at the protests, just under 

half learned about the events from Facebook, 35 percent from VKontakte, and 51 percent from 

online news outlets.1171  

In response to Euromaidan, Yanukovych supporters hired protestors and thugs, called 

titushki, to counter Euromadian protests.1172 For example, on 4 December, “the Party of Regions 
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bussed in about 2,000 ‘protestors’”, and in the capital “the titushki were coordinated by the 

former interior minister, Viktor Zubrytsky, the director of Kontakt media holding”.1173 Oleksandr 

Yanukovych and oligarch Yuriy Ivanyushchenko supported titushhki in Donetsk and Luhansk, as 

did Mercury Bank in Kkarkiv.1174 St. George ribbons, a Russian symbol commemorating the 

Second World War, “were worn, so that they could identify each other. Some even had police 

IDs”.1175 And, a 16 January 2014 draconian bill intended to help break the protests only further 

inflamed the situation.1176  

Then, on 22 February 2014, Yanukovych left a power vacuum, when he disappeared.1177 

After Yanukovych fled and the new parliament banned Russian television, anti-maidan activists 

took to social media via Vkontakte, to promote and organize.1178 

The presence of far-right politicians and activists at Euromaidan helped Russian officials 

brand Euromaidan as a fascist coup.1179 Far-right “Svoboda leader, Oleh Tiahnybok, roused the 

crowd with chants of “Re-vo-lyu-tsiya!” (Re-vo-lu-tion!) while Vitaliy Klitschko angrily waved 

off a protester brandishing a mock gable with a Yanukovych doll hanging from the noose.”1180 

As D’Anieri noted: “While extreme nationalists were a very small minority in the large 

demonstrations, their persistent presence, willingness to face violence from the security forces, 

and readiness to use direct action themselves, gave them disproportionate influence.”1181 Here 
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too estimates on far-right participation vary from source to source, from 800 to 2500.1182 

Impressions were not helped when the protestors began using a slogan used by the OUN and 

UPA, “Glory to the Heroes!” [Heroyam Slava!].”1183  

One far-right group that garnered much attention was Pravy Sektor (Right Sector), “born 

as a loose collection of extra-paramilitary groups ranging from an ultra-conservative to a partly 

neo-Nazi fringe, counted about 300 militants when it was established in late November 2013 and 

several thousand at its peak. It claimed to form the core of the violent resistance to the 

regime.”1184 It was members of Pravy Sektor who “threw the first Molotov cocktails, and set 

ablaze the police bus parked in front of the gate to Dynamo stadium. These rock throwing youths 

were the first to provide the global press with stunning images of Kyiv’s city center descending 

into chaos.”1185 On January 1, 2014, the “torch-lit march through Kyiv in honour of …Stepan 

Bandera,” helped bolstered claims of a fascist presence.1186 There were also fringe groups of neo-

Nazis, like “the White Hammer group, Patriot of Ukraine and the Social-National Assembly”.1187 

Wilson claimed that Pravy Sektor  

“Split between genuine hard-line nationalists and opportunists who were 

prepared to sell themselves to political sponsors and criminal elements. Most of the 

fakes, some ‘30% to 50% of their guys’, belonged to the extremist sub-groups which 

had a long history of collaboration with the security services.”1188  
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Among other alleged backers of Pravy Sektor was oligarch Dmytro Firtash, who had ties 

to Yanukovych  but also supported his opponents Vitaliy Klitschko and Poroshenko.1189 Firtash 

is said to be connected to Putin.1190 RosUkrEnergy, a company Firtash owns with Gazprom, 

“was designated in a 2006 agreement between prime ministers Putin and Tymoshenko as the 

middleman for Ukraine’s gas imports.”1191 

Many in the West openly supported the protests “framing the issue as one of democracy 

vs. authoritarianism”.1192 United States secretary John Kerry publicly stated: “The United States 

stands with the people of Ukraine. They deserve better.”1193 Visits to the protest were made by 

high level United States officials and politicians including Victoria Nuland and senators, John 

McCain and Chris Murphy,” as well as the European Commission’s Catherine Ashton.1194 These 

visits by Western figures were “officially censured by both the Russian Duma, and personally by 

Russian Prime Minister Medvedev, as an “intervention in the internal affairs” of Ukraine.”1195 

An infamous wiretap of a telephone call “between two senior United States officials overseeing 

United States policy in Ukraine, in which they discussed the likely composition of the post-

Yanukovych government,” poured more gasoline on Russian fears about Western-backed regime 

change.1196 The officials also discuss their interactions and advice to the opposition leaders.1197 

Meanwhile, in the capital of neighbouring Poland “Ukrainian flags lined the main street, and the 
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Palace of Culture and Science building was illuminated in blue and yellow in solidarity with the 

Maidan protests.”1198 

The Euromaidan protest, itself an attempt to communicate a public’s dissatisfaction with 

an inept and corrupt elite, had become the focus of an information competition, with 

Yanukovych and his Russian backers portraying Euromaidan as a fascist coup, and pro-

Euromaidan politicians and western media downplaying the role of the far right and emphasizing 

the calls for democratic reform as being more important.1199 In the wake of Euromaidan, Russia 

spared no time in using the pretext of a “fascist coup” in Kyiv to annex Crimea and protect its 

naval interests.1200 This narrative resonated with some in the south and east of the country where 

“46 per cent saw the events as an ‘armed coup d’état, organised by the opposition with the help 

of the West’”, jumping to 70 percent in Donetsk.1201. In a matter of weeks, the open conflict 

between sides would erupt in Donbas.  

D. Conclusion 

At the heart of all the five conflicts studied here is a competition between two ideas, 

usually with a new concept emerging that is oppositional to a firmly rooted pre-existing notion. 

This was the case with democracy’s rise in Athens, threatening Sparta’s preferred oligarchy. The 

rebels pressing King Charles I also had novel ideas about governance and a demand for greater 

representation, which fell on deaf ears with the petulant monarch who believed he deserved to 

rule autocratically. Abolitionists challenged that ‘peculiar institution’ of slaveholding, which 
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became further ingrained with concepts of Southern identity the more anti-slavery advocates 

pushed. In Vietnam, the competition centred on independence from colonialism, starting as one 

between Communists in the North and French overlords, but soon shifted to a battle between 

competing ideas about independent governance, with one form that co-opted the masses and 

another that, dependent on foreign backers, sought to impose authoritarianism across the country. 

Indeed, the Vietnam Conflict is a nesting doll of information competitions. At the outer shell 

level is the overarching Cold War, with the United States and its western allies pitted against the 

Soviet Union and other communist countries. This information competition plays out in a 

localised manner, between the North and South Vietnamese. Half-way around the World, yet 

another layer of information competition emerges between the Republicans and Democrats, with 

the former using the Cold War to attack and tarnish their political opponents. The information 

competition in Ukraine centred on the country’s self-determination, and who had the right to 

define that – but this debate was often muddied by other narratives, supported by opposing 

camps from Russia and the ‘collective West’.   

Sometimes the opponents engaged in an information competition are very clear, as was 

the case between Sparta and Athens, the Puritans and the Cavaliers, and between abolitionists 

and pro-slavery advocates. In other examples, particularly those where the information 

competition depended heavily on the masses, like Vietnam, lines quickly blurred as citizens were 

pushed and pulled by events, and the Viet Minh consciously tried to engage all anti-colonial 

forces in one shared aim. It is also possible for multiple information competitions to persist 

simultaneously, overlapping with each other. For example, the story of American involvement in 

Vietnam is just as much driven by domestic political competition as it was a fear of Communist 

encroachment, however credible that concern was. In Ukraine, the high levels of manipulation by 
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political entities and profiteers alike, who also switched allegiances on a need’s basis, with the 

additional element of regular foreign interventions, makes drawing neat lines between camps 

more challenging – but highlights the need for external entities seeking to engage to take greater 

care when intervening.  

In communications studies, audiences are often oversimplified in generalisations. Some 

approaches portray consumers as passive, “a vulnerable and perusable lot at risk from 

propaganda.”1202 Conversely, other approaches portray consumers as rational actors who “chose 

to align with the message content and its senders’ subject as a result of some perceived benefit – 

be it personal, political, economic, social, or even pleasurable gain, for example, in doing so”.1203 

Yet, considered from an ecological perspective, information consumers are part of a complex 

and dynamic system, meaning that both the ecosystem in which a consumer resides, as well as 

other entities, will inform and shape consumers, and be shaped in return forming an 

imperceptible network of interrelationships. In other words, the flow of information through an 

information ecosystem binds various types of entities together through dependencies. If the 

conditions within the information ecosystem do not foster the ability to consume or access 

information, then the number of consumers will be small, which in turn will make it more 

difficult for proselytisers or political entities to reach audiences. When conditions encourage 

consumption, such as an increase in literacy rates, if the information presented is not appealing to 

consumers, they might not see a value in consuming and internalising it – and thus profiteers 

tend to cater to what will sell, offering up content that consumers desire. In their turn, Consumers 

 

1202 Will Brooker and Deborah Jermyn, The Audience Studies Reader (London: Routledge, 2003), 5 
1203 C. Kay Weaver, Judy Motion, and Juliet Roper, "From Propaganda to Discourse (and Back Again): 

Truth, Power, the Public Interest and Public Relations" Public relations: Critical debates and contemporary practice 

(2006): 7-21, 12 
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develop interests in part based on their upbringing and their surroundings, which might lead 

them to align with content offered by political entities or follow proselytisers. Meanwhile 

proselytising and political entities actively attempt to persuade and win over consumers, at times, 

much like profiteers, tailoring their messaging to appeal to the former. All these relationships 

make for a dynamic interplay between entities, content, and means of communication as part of 

an information ecosystem.   

Entities within information ecosystems are not operating in isolation. They act and react 

in relation to each other and their information environment. And in this way, information 

competitions and conflicts spill across geographies. Fears about popish plots driven by the Thirty 

Years War and later the other Wars of the Three Kingdoms spilled over from continental Europe 

to England during its Civil War. The Vietnam struggles for independence were swept up in the 

Cold War, ultimately involving the United States whose own citizens watched the conflict unfold 

via television, and all sides attempted to use the media to champion their causes. The Donbas 

conflict followed a string of events including both the European Union and Russia pushing 

Ukraine to choose one over the other. Conflicts also spill over in time. The defeat of Persia led 

Athens to believe it was at least equal to Sparta in the Hellenic notion of hierarchy. Narratives 

from the Wars of the Three Kingdoms persisted in how some Americans defined their identity in 

the American Civil War. The brutal history of Ukraine during the Second World War continues 

to be used in modern politics to inflame fears and tarnish political opponents. The strings that 

bind ecosystems together over space and time is information.  
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Chapter 11: Information Floods  

“Who can reade them? As alreadie, we shall have a vast Chaos and confusion of 

Books, we are oppressed with them, our eies ake with reading, our fingers with 

turning.” 

Robert Burton, The Anatomie of Melancholy, 1638 

 

Information floods occur when there is a marked increase in a particular format of 

informational output conveying a repeated narrative. This increase in output can be caused 

deliberately, as in an entity or community intentionally flooding an information ecosystem with a 

repeated narrative by creating and distributing large amounts of content. Floods can also occur 

because of a change in the capacity to produce information, thus causing a growth in available 

information overall, including of a particular format. In the context of an information flood, a 

unit of information is defined by a particular narrative representing an idea that is being repeated 

at an increasingly faster rate and volume in a short period of time, such that it dominates the 

information ecosystem in which this occurs, drowning out other types of information.  

Ancient Greece: Architecture for Democracy 

The information flood in ancient Athens was manifested in the ambitious Periclean 

building program, and evidenced by the increase of buildings constructed, as an informational 

output aimed at promoting the city state’s radical new form of governance, democracy, to others. 

The plan was aimed at projecting Athenian glory through newly constructed grand buildings 

following the destruction of the Persian invasion, and included the erection of some of the most 

impressive classical structures remaining today in Athens, such as the Parthenon.1204 While these 

 

1204 Kallet, “The Athenian Economy,” 72; Hornblower, The Greek World 479–323 BC, 129 
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buildings paid homage to the gods, they were also propagandistic, invoking Athenian heroism in 

defeating the Persians and the city state’s rise to power with democracy.1205 As already discussed 

in Chapter Four, buildings can be a format for conveying information. Along with this building 

program, Pericles doubled the western walls to the port of Piraeus, further signalling (likely 

intentionally) that Athens perceived Sparta to be a threat.1206 The speed and scale of the Periclean 

building program would have made for a noticeable increase in significant structures, 

particularly those associated with the Parthenon, such that it would have been disruptive in the 

information ecosystem, sending a message to anyone who set sights on it of Athenian 

ascendancy.  

Such a massive program would have also been an effective form of network building, 

given how much of society would have been mobilized to achieve it. This would have included 

the Athenian elites and the citizens, raising funds, organising labour and materials, ensuring the 

proper delivery of supplies, and creating more jobs. Such an effort would have exemplified the 

growing sophistication of Athens' organisational capacity (culminating in erection of the said 

buildings), helping reinforce the message that democracy as a governance model was superior to 

oligarchy. Engaging a populous in a collective effort is a huge production, including 

communities beyond Athens, in hiring labourers or sourcing materials, establishing bonds and 

networks which bind people across lands together. These networks are how the message of 

democracy’s superiority was spread and manifested itself across Attica and its allies. This 

growing interdependency could have aided in the promotion of Athens and democracy, but also 

 

1205 Boedeker, “Athenian Religion in The Age of Pericles”, 54. 
1206 de Ste. Croix, The Origins of the Peloponnesian War, 176; Gaddis, On Grand Strategy, 36 
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could have been perceived as a possible threat to others who were not happy to see this growth, 

such as Sparta. 

England: Plentiful Printed Pamphlets  

The information flood in mid-seventeenth century England was caused by profiteering 

printers who under the commission of proselytising entities, such as the Scottish Covenantors 

and the Godly, significantly increased printed outputs conveying fears of Popish plots, which 

evidenced the flood. There was a marked increase in printed material produced in the lead-up to 

the Wars of the Three Kingdoms, with the average number of books printed nearly doubling each 

year between 1640 (848), 1641 (2042), and 1642 (4038).1207 The information flood, however, 

was manifest in a spike in printed pamphlets, or shorter form booklets, conveying anti-

Catholicism and outlining popish plots.1208 These pamphlets espoused a fear that a fifth column 

of domestic Roman Catholics would attempt to overthrow the King and government to return 

England to the Vatican. Anti-Catholic sentiments in print “proliferated and intensified in hostility 

in the summer of 1640 after the Short Parliament failed.”1209 With a reduction in censorship, 

pamphlet publishing only increased between 1640 and 1641.1210 While the printing press created 

the conditions for a new type of informational flood, consisting of mass printed material, such 

 

1207 Raymond, Pamphlets and Pamphleteering in Early Modern Britain, 165 
1208 Anonymous, Gods late mercy to England in discovering of three damnable plots by the treacherous 

Papists and Iesuits in England and Wales (London: F. Coules and T. Bates, 1641), Early English Books Online 

https://bit.ly/2UJ78nL; Anonymous, The truest relation of the discoverie of a damnable plot in Scotland (London: 

Bernard Alsop, 1641), Early English Books Online https://bit.ly/2UGkP6O; Anonymous, A Happy Deliverance, or a 

Wonderfull Preservation of Foure Worthy and Honourable Peeres of this Kingdome (London: John Thomas, 1641). 

Early English Books Online https://bit.ly/2UBmASP; Anonymous, A bloody plot, practised by some papists in 

Darbyshire..." (London: John Thomas,1641), Early English Books Online https://bit.ly/3hsF0ic; Anonymous, No 

pamphlet, bvt a detestation against all such pamphlets as are printed, concerning the Irish rebellion (London, 

1642). Early English Books Online https://bit.ly/37pVkvA; Anonymous, The Iesuites plot discovered intended 

against the Parliament and City of London very lately (London: S.N.,1642), Early English Books Online 

https://bit.ly/3d3BrLX  
1209 Hibbard, Charles I and the Popish Plot, 2099 
1210 Hibbard, Charles I and the Popish Plot, 4501 

https://bit.ly/2UBmASP
https://bit.ly/3hsF0ic
https://bit.ly/37pVkvA
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floods tended to also occur in responses to events including: The introduction of the Common 

Prayer Book in Scotland; The dissolution of the Short Parliament in May 1640; and The Irish 

Rebellion in November 1641.1211  

Antebellum America: More Printed Propaganda 

The information flood in antebellum America was caused, in the beginning, by 

abolitionists using newspapers and books to push for an end to slavery. The flood was only 

increased in the response by Southern Nationalists and editors to counter abolitionists narratives, 

adding more informational outputs into the information ecosystem. 

The antebellum period in the United States saw a rapid growth in newspapers, which had 

become the most important source of information for Americans at the time.1212 In some ways, 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin, by Harriet Beecher Stowe was itself an information flood. Within its first 

year of being published as a book in 1852 it sold 300,000 copies in the United States, and by the 

close of a decade sales were up to two million.1213 The growing practice at the time of 

unauthorised reprints also contributed to the flood.1214 For example, books like Theodore Dwight 

Weld’s 1839 American Slavery As It Is was reprinted multiple times and were a source for 

Beecher Stowe’s hit.1215 Books like Helper’s Impending Crisis were republished by Republican 

supporters, who along with other materials, attempted to flood the South with abolitionist 

messaging.1216  

 

1211 Prior, “Religion, Political Thought and the English Civil War,” 25-26; Shagan, “Constructing Discord”, 

7; Hibbard, Charles I and the Popish Plot, 3212 
1212 Reynolds, Editors Make War. 
1213 McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom, 88 
1214 McCardell, The Idea of a Southern Nation, 159 
1215 McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom, 38-39 
1216 McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom, 200; Ashworth, The Republic in Crisis, 1848–1861, 19 
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The pro-slavery response to this informational flood, was to add yet more information 

outputs into the information ecosystem. Southern authors responded, adding “at least fifteen 

novels whose thesis that slaves were better off than free workers in the North” in the two years 

following the Beecher Stowe’s book’s release.1217 In addition to refutations about the horrors of 

slavery, successionist narratives began to increase in the lead-up to the 1860 election.  Reynolds 

found that as the 1860 election neared, the topic of secession was increasingly covered in 

Southern newspapers: 

“By the end of October it was difficult to find the great preponderance of 

Southern newspapers a cool examination of the issues or a fair evaluation of the 

candidates. Emotionalism, like a great magnet, drew editors farther and farther from 

the path of common sense and reason, into a morass of fear and hate form which any 

exit – even secession – might seem a desirable alternative.”1218  

In this example, the flood initiated by abolitionists and evidenced in printed outputs, was 

reciprocated by another flood caused by slavery defenders in the South. Information floods 

sometimes beget more floods.  

Vietnam: Print Remains Prince in Propaganda 

The information flood in mid-twentieth century was instigated by Vietnamese reformers 

promoting Communism as a form of governance for an independent Vietnam, and was evidenced 

in an increase in printed outputs, such as newspapers.  

Information flooding in mid-twentieth century Vietnam mostly carried Communist 

messaging. This began in the 1930s, when a brief lifting of French restrictions on printing in the 

 

1217 McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom, 90 
1218 Reynolds, Editors Make War, 137-138 
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country led to an increase in Communist print outputs in the 1930s.1219 The Japanese occupation 

in Hanoi during the Second World War, only opened the floodgates further, enabling the Viet 

Minh to increase their propagandistic outputs in the city.1220 This information flood did not go 

unnoticed by French authorities, who felt these printed outputs, often produced in China and 

attacking French imperialism, were effective at winning the hearts and minds of Vietnamese 

masses.1221 The distribution of communist material in Vietnam was assisted by a concerted effort 

to create cells and networks of supporters across the country, in tandem with mass education 

programs to increase literacy and political awareness.1222 Much like the example of the Periclean 

building program, the Communist flooding of the information ecosystem in Vietnam included a 

massive effort to engage a wider population in its development and spread.  Indeed, later, the 

NLF would ensure that every supporting village was able to produce and disseminate 

propaganda supportive of Communist efforts, usually with “its own mimeograph newspaper or 

information centre to relay the news of the war and to bring the villagers into contact with the 

outside world.”1223 

Ukraine: A Plague of Political Advertising 

At the turn of the twentieth-first century in Ukraine, information flooding took a 

commercial form. The information flood was instigated by political and profiteering entities, 

who used political advertising to push respective agendas on the future direction of Ukraine.  

Most media were dependent on advertising (or oligarchic backers) to survive in Ukraine. 

The period leading up to the Donbas conflict experienced a growth in overall both political and 

 

1219 Kim Khánh Huỳnh, Vietnamese Communism 212-213 
1220 Kim Khánh Huỳnh, Vietnamese Communism 320 
1221  Logevall, Embers of War 104 
1222 Karnow, Vietnam, 197; Asselin, Vietnam’s American War, 40 
1223 FitzGerald, Fire in the Lake, 185 
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commercial advertising, increasing from 2001 to 2006 “by more than 500%, while the volume of 

the TV advertising market increased almost tenfold.”1224 The advertising market in Ukraine hit a 

peak of “nearly $1.4 billion,” in 2013, remaining at just over half of that as of 2019.1225 Every 

election period brought with it a noticeable spike in political advertising in Ukraine.1226 This 

growth in advertising included a rise of another phenomenon called jeansa, or paid-for material 

disguised as news content, which tended to spike in advance of elections in Ukraine.1227 In online 

media outlets, jeansa was entirely political by 2012.1228 Jeansa, like many influence activities, is 

not new in Ukraine, as Verstyuk noted it is “a natural extension of Soviet media practices that 

included direct government interference in the editorial policy of broadcasters and publishers, all 

of which were state-owned.”1229 

In 2012, during the contested elections which in the end went to Yanukovich, political 

jeansa outstripped the commercial kind, accounting for 81 percent of the practice in June.1230 By 

September the practice climaxed, accounting for eleven percent of all press coverage, and mostly 

supported the authorities.1231 That year, in its election report, the OSCE warned that the practice:  

“Hinders investigative journalism and ultimately undermines the media’s 

crucial role as the watchdog for political power and business. Paid content disguised 

as news leaves citizens unable to distinguish between editorial and paid-for coverage 

 

1224 Media Detector. "Five years of development of Ukrainian television." 
1225 Datskevych, "Ukrainian advertising enters 2019 trying to get back to 2013."  
1226 Datskevych, "Ukrainian advertising enters 2019 trying to get back to 2013."  
1227 Nikitina, “The Ukrainian Media Landscape,” 211-212 
1228 Institute of Mass Media, "All Key Political Forces Use “Jeans”", (07 August 2012). Accessed 26 

August 2021 https://imi.org.ua/monitorings/vsi-klyuchovi-politichni-sili-vikoristovuyut-djinsu-i28586  
1229 Ivan Verstyuk, "Ukraine’s deep-rooted media problem", Columbia Journalism Review, (4 December 

2013). Accessed 23 August 2021 https://archives.cjr.org/behind_the_news/ukraines_deep-rooted_media_pro.php  
1230 Institute of Mass Media, "Monitoring of “Jeans” and Improper Labelling: Report for June 2012", (09 

June 2012). Accessed 26 August 2021 https://imi.org.ua/monitorings/monitoring-djinsi-ta-nenalejnogo-

markuvannya-zvit-za-cherven-2012-roku-i28590  
1231 Institute of Mass Media, "IMI: In September, 11% Of The Materials In The Press Are Political  ‘Jeans”, 

(09 September 2012). Accessed 26 August 2021 https://imi.org.ua/monitorings/imi-u-veresni-11-materialiv-v-presi-

tse-politichna-djinsa-i28581  
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that is de facto (political) advertising. Poor professional standards and the current 

economic crisis leave journalists even more vulnerable to corruption.”1232  

The problem was not just confined to newspapers and online outlets. Political advertising 

outstripped news about the election fivefold “on the four main commercial TV stations… 

Ultimately, the media, and in particular the leading TV stations, failed to provide a forum for a 

robust debate on electoral issues and political alternatives.”1233 What’s more, many Ukrainians 

“aren’t fully aware that jeansa exist at all”.1234 

By September 2013, 92 percent of jeansa in print and 100 percent online were political in 

nature.1235 In October, jeansa reflected the ongoing political debate, with Medvedchuk and 

Communist leader Petro Symonenko championing the Customs Union with Russia, and Mykola 

Katerynchuk paying for content to promote the European Union.1236 By November 2013, rates of 

jeansa peaked online, and in December, 20 percent of all jeansa discovered discredited 

Euromaidan.1237 This included articles published by Obozrevatel claiming protestors spread 

diseases, were hospitalised with mental disorders, and overall, had no right determining which 

direction Ukraine took.1238 Obozrevatel was consistently among the biggest posters of jeansa, 

 

1232 Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights. "Ukraine,” 20 
1233 Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights. "Ukraine,” 21 
1234 Ivan Verstyuk, "Ukraine’s deep-rooted media problem", Columbia Journalism Review, (4 December 
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and was owned by Mykhailo Brodskyi, a former parliamentarian, whose main campaign aim in 

2010 seemed to be attacking Julia Tymoshenko.1239 This use of political advertising and jeansa 

spans the political spectrum in Ukraine. Chapter Twelve explores how information floods and 

another type of disturbance, information pollution, often go together.  

Conclusion 

Information floods tend to follow a very rapid change in how information is processed 

and delivered within a given information ecosystem. A rise in the volume of content about a 

specific topic gives the issue prevalence, and if that idea is oppositional to another point of view 

held by others within that information ecosystem, it can exacerbate growing tensions between 

two communities. Depending on how the two sides react, flooding the information environment 

can escalate an information competition into a conflict, as opponents attempt to gain an 

advantage over the other by either promoting their message or drowning the opposition. Pericles’ 

attempts to promote democracy through an extensive building campaign, helped Corinthians 

provoke Sparta to war with the competing city state, playing on fears of Athenian ascendancy 

and Spartan loss of honour and status as a result.   

Flooding an information ecosystem with messaging on a particular topic can create the 

illusion that the belief conveyed is more widely held than it might be. Abolitionists in the 

antebellum United States started very much as a fringe group of activists, eventually 
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proselytising enough supporters to their cause to counter slaveholders both in Congress and at 

least in northern society. Efforts by slaveholders to stem the flow of abolitionist material might 

have succeeded in holding southern perspectives in their favour, but lacking such controls in the 

North, every attempt made to curtail abolitionist rhetoric and, indeed, an end to slavery in 

general, especially through Congress only helped anti-slavery activists gain more support.      

In other instances, such as seventeenth century England, the beliefs carried in an 

information flood, such as fears of papal plots, were an actual reflection of widely held notions. 

Perhaps, had Charles I taken seriously that his people widely feared a return to Catholicism, he 

might have realised that the choices he made in his French Catholic bride and supporting the 

Spanish could be conveying confirmation of such threats to a deeply suspicious public. 

Key to understanding information floods caused by increases in informational outputs is 

the establishment of baselines and regular monitoring of information ecosystems to assess and 

detect fluctuations. In a modern information ecosystem, this includes regular assessment of the 

volume of output and the various types and channels of distribution, including things like books, 

radio, newspapers, television, and social media, among others.  
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Chapter 12: Information Pollution 

“So little pains do the vulgar take in the investigation of truth, accepting readily the 

first story that comes to hand.” 

Thucydides, The History of the Peloponnesian War, early fourth century BC 

 

Often occurring alongside information floods is information pollution, or the presence of 

low-quality information. Information pollution includes an array of types, ranging in scale in 

their degree of degradation to the information environment. On the lower end of the spectrum are 

irrelevant or unsolicited messages such as spam email and redundant or empty information that 

contributes little to knowledge, such as many forms of entertainment. At the other end of the 

scale is information that misleads or is false, including disinformation, as well as narratives that 

provoke arousing emotions, such as fear or anger.1240 Whereas higher quality information, to 

borrow from data science, would be accurate, complete, timely, unique, and coherent.1241  

The concept of information pollution offers a more flexible term to account for other low-

quality types of information that while not outright lies, degrade the information ecosystem in 

which they occur that it makes it challenging for entities within it to discern fact from fiction. 

Moreover, as with pollution in the physical environment, polluting the information environment 

can happen both deliberately and unintentionally.  

The definition of disinformation is that misleading or false information is deliberately 

shared.1242 As will be explored in the examples below, this intentional act of information 

 

1240 Berger, Contagious. 
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pollution has been executed by both politicians and profiteers.1243 Pollution can also occur 

unintentionally, stemming from poorly processed information, caused by misunderstandings, 

faulty foundational knowledge, and uncertainty. Information pollution becomes more 

problematic in uncertain situations, where there is a lack of immediate information to explain 

current events.1244 The same part of the brain that is activated by fear, the amygdala, reacts 

during ambiguous situations.1245 This can lead people to seek answers to alleviate a stressful 

response to uncertainty, and invent explanations where none can be found, contributing to 

information pollution. Moreover, such situations can lead to a greater prevalence of magical 

thinking, seeking simplified causes to explain outcomes.1246 Uncertainty also causes people to 

want to fit into groups more, encouraging greater group cohesion in the short term.1247  This can 

exacerbate feelings of us-versus-them, helping to escalate an information competition into a 

conflict. 

Ancient Greece: Rumours and Rhetoric 

Information pollution has been around for a long time. Thucydides left us with several 

examples, as well as keen insights into human psychology on why information pollution is so 

salient. 
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In his framing of the History of the Peloponnesian War, Thucydides takes pains to 

outline his worldview about discerning facts from fiction, which formed the basis of his work. 

He noted that “there are many other unfounded ideas current among the rest of the Hellenes, 

even on matters of contemporary history, which have not been obscured by time.”1248 In 

recounting the events of the conflict in his history, Thucydides tells the reader that he put eye-

witness accounts, even his own, to the “most severe and detailed tests as possible.” This took 

considerable legwork, comparing accounts from different witnesses, whose versions of events 

could vary considerably, “arising sometimes from imperfect memory, sometimes from undue 

partiality for one side or the other.” And in taking this measured approach, Thucydides was 

aware that his work might endure, but would not likely have much of an immediate audience due 

to “the absence of romance.”1249 Such are the tastes of audiences, seeking drama and legend, 

over plain facts. 

Later in his chronicling of events, Thucydides captured the funeral oration given by 

Pericles in which the Athenian leader raised the age-old problem that people hear or accept what 

they want to and how difficult it can be to persuade them otherwise should they not share one’s 

views.1250 Whereas Cleon would later lash out about democratic processes, such as debates, as 

challenges to good public decision-making accusing his fellow citizens of going “to see an 

oration as you would to see a sight, take your facts on hearsay, judge of the practicability of a 

project by the wit of its advocates, and trust for the truth as to past events not to the fact which 

you saw more than to the clever strictures which you heard.”1251 Clearly, a lack of critical 
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thinking along with disinformation, and persuasion have long bothered mankind, whether from a 

want of good memory, personal biases, or simply because the claim was made in such a way it 

seemed more credible. 

England: Popish Plots 

Information pollution was also present in the lead-up to the Wars of the Three Kingdoms. 

In this example, information pollution was driven by events as they arose and often generated 

intentionally both for profit and political gain. 

Often the information pollution present drew on a persistent and common fear of popish 

plots to reinstate Catholicism in England, which was wrapped up in a wider millenarian concept 

of an international fight between God and the devil to save Protestantism.1252 These fears were 

exacerbated by current events. The religious reforms introduced by Archbishop of Canterbury, 

William Laud, were perceived by the Godly as a return to Catholicism.1253 Dozens of Catholic 

conspiracies were covered in the press in late 1641 and early 1642.1254 Hibbard explores several 

of these in her work Charles I and the Popish Plot. For example, John Browne testified at a 

House of Commons committee in 1641 about a detailed popish plot that involved the Jesuits, 

courtiers, the archbishop, and Catholic emigration from England. In another, a French fleet 

raised a panic, leading to a plot whereby Charles’ wife was planning to overthrow the King, with 

 

1252 Hibbard, Charles I and the Popish Plot, 4501; Prior, “Religion, Political Thought and the English Civil 

War”, 25-26; Raymond, Pamphlets and Pamphleteering in Early Modern Britain, 136; Hill, Puritanism & 

Revolution, 1294; Purkiss, The English Civil War, 1740; Prior, “Religion, Political Thought and the English Civil 

War,” 25; Raymond, Pamphlets and Pamphleteering in Early Modern Britain, 136 
1253 Purkiss, The English Civil War, 534; Prior, “Religion, Political Thought and the English Civil War,” 

25-26 
1254 Shagan "Constructing Discord", 23 



 256 

 

financing from the Pope. In November 1641, the tailor Thomas Beale claimed to overhear 

plotters planning to kill parliamentarians in advance of a general Catholic uprising.1255 

Similarly, in the wake of the Irish Rebellion in November 1641, atrocity stories stoked 

anti-Catholic fears in England, alleging that the rebels were acting with the king’s approval.1256 

These atrocity stories would sometimes be accompanied by fabricated letters from papists 

acknowledging this regal support. Published as pamphlets, these atrocity stories “appealed to an 

audience which was willing at least to entertain the notion that the Irish Rebellion was the 

armada, the Gunpowder Plot, and the Spanish Match all rolled into one.” Charles I in response 

issued denials, trying to “shift the ground of debate away from popery and toward "order.”1257 

In this example, information pollution arose from misperceptions, like about the nature of 

Laudian reforms, or the retelling of eyewitness accounts which may not have been reliable. 

These perceptions where readily seized on by political actors, having these accounts and claims 

raised in parliament, or by profiteers, printing pamphlets and newssheets, for their own aims. 

Antebellum America: Slave Revolts and Abolitionists  

Information pollution in antebellum America was present in Southern corners of the 

information ecosystem, manifesting as false stories about slave uprisings and horrifying visions 

of what a post-slavery America would entail.1258 Following the Kansas-Nebraska act, “anti-

Yankee rhetoric” resurged in Southern newspapers.1259 As the 1860 presidential election loomed, 

Southern voices began decrying that a Republican rule would mean enslavement for the South to 
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the North who would free all the slaves, preying on fears to arose emotion and response.1260 The 

only answer was secession. Newspapers claimed millions of slaves would be turned loose.1261 

This, in turn, would result in miscegenation, or the mixing of races, as Southern editors 

claimed.1262  

A common narrative in information pollution at the time, centred on emancipation plots. 

Despite small numbers of slaves running away and rare occurrences of revolts, Southerners were 

preoccupied with the threat of both. Yet the measures southerners enacted to counter such 

eventualities, including censoring the press, further aggravated relations with the North.1263 The 

prospects of Republicans winning the 1860 election only fuelled these fears, which McPherson 

noted “brewed a volatile mixture of hysteria, despondency, and elation in the South.”1264 

Southern newspapers reported on slave revolts “that followed the visits of mysterious Yankee 

strangers, reports of arson and rapes and poisonings by slaves crowded the southern press. 

Somehow these horrors never seemed to happen in one’s own neighbourhood.”1265 Outsiders 

were not to be trusted.1266 And when a prolonged drought sparked a massive fire in Dallas in the 

summer of 1860, Southern newspapers were quick to blame it on abolitionists and slave 

revolts.1267  

In this example, information pollution was pushed by profiteering entities, Southern news 

editors, to advocate for the continuation of slavery and secession to ensure the former’s outcome. 

Such pollution aimed to stoke fears to gain popular support for their cause. 
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Vietnam: Rumours and Psychological Operations  

Information pollution played a less obvious role in Vietnam than other conflicts studied 

here. Mostly, information pollution presented as rumours. For example, during the war with 

France, Ho was rumoured to be dead, particularly in the West where he was widely invisible. 

The possible causes varied, from “from tuberculosis, or an assassin’s bullet, or a French bombing 

raid.”1268 Sometimes spreading of rumours was deliberate. American psychological operations 

team under Colonel Lansdale in 1954 forged and distributed leaflets disguised as Viet Minh 

documents directing people in Tonkin on how to behave during the Communist takeover.1269 

Rumours were intentionally spread that Chinese Communists had attacked a Viet Minh 

village.1270 One Lt. Phillips oversaw the hiring of well-known Vietnamese astrologers to craft 

prognostications of pending disaster for the Viet Minh and unification with the South.1271 In one 

of Lansdale’s reports, he referred to one of the hires: 

“As The Dragon Lady…a fine Vietnamese girl who has been the mistress of 

an anti-American French civilian. Despite anti-American remarks by her boyfriend, 

we had helped her keep her paper from being closed by the government…and she 

found it profitable to heed our advice on the editorial content of her paper.”1272  

The hiring of astrologists to publish fake horoscopes also suggests that some Vietnamese 

were engaged in supporting an information competition for profit, although the instances within 

the texts read for this work were rare.  
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In South Vietnam under Diem, rumours were abundant, often to the detriment of the 

government. In 1960, American officials recommended sending Diem’s brother and sister-in-

law, Mr. and Mrs. Nhu, abroad, as rumours about them “created growing dissension within 

country.”1273 But the Nhus could manufacture rumours too. In a letter to President Kennedy in 

1963, an architect of American policy in Vietnam complained about rumours in Saigon that told 

of America’s intention to bail on their agreement with the South:  

“These rumors were given credence by an article appearing in the English 

language “Times” of Vietnam, which is dominated by the Nhus. The article 

contained a veiled attack on the US and on the Buddhists. There was a suggestion 

that the monk who burned himself to death was drugged in a provocative challenge 

to the Buddhists”.1274  

Indeed, the Nhu’s response to the Buddhist protest was wholly unhelpful. Diem’s brother 

cut the American embassy’s telephone lines to keep them in the dark and “claimed that the army 

had executed the raids” against the Buddhists.1275 Nhu spread rumours that the protest was “a 

vast international conspiracy against the regime and hinted broadly that he had opened 

negotiations with Hanoi.”1276 Madame Nhu referred to the self-immolations as barbecues, which 

the Nhus applauded.1277 Meanwhile, international media broadcast these horrific protests, but 

Diem chose to crack down on the Buddhists, and American intelligence reports viewed the crisis 
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as aggravating “a widespread and longstanding dissatisfaction with the Diem regime and its style 

of government.”1278 

Ukraine: Disinformation and Historical Distortions  

The Ukrainian information ecosystem has long been hotly contested and, as a result, 

degraded with information pollution. This has partly been a problem with Ukrainian media, 

which suffered from low-quality content and an imbalance between journalists and media outlets 

owners, which discouraged professional solidarity.1279 As Reporters Without Borders noted, 

oligarch-owned media turned “to gutter journalism, tabloidization. They did not need an 

audience that can think, an audience that can analyze different options.”1280 The situation 

worsened from 1999 to 2004 with increasing government control over the media, which “created 

“virtual reality” which had little to do with the truth. The president’s activity was covered 

partially, news on international affairs was distorted, while the activity of the opposition was 

either ignored or shown in a negative light.”1281 Opposition media was little better, “for it often 

used the same methods as the pro-government media but towards opposition candidates.”1282 

Opposition media, like STB, were targeted by authorities, but so too were opposing political 

candidates on rival channels, whose “TV appearances were book-ended by comedians who 

mocked their performance.”1283 There was little to stop such information pollution, “the Law on 

Television and Radio Broadcasting relies solely on self-regulation by stipulating that 
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broadcasters’ editorial statutes should include provisions on impartial and balanced information,” 

and jeansa was widespread.1284  

In this environment, conspiracy theories and dangerous tropes polluted the Ukrainian 

information ecosystem. These would often fall along recurring themes. The claim that 

Yushchenko had poisoned himself in 2004 was pushed by members of the Party of Regions, and 

during the 2010 election picked up by the Ukrainian newspaper Segodnya, which reportedly 

published an article suggesting Yushchenko faked his poisoning and was cited in other outlets 

including Russia state-backed RT and Ukrainian outlet Korrespondent.1285 Segodnya was owned 

by long-time Party of Regions backer, Akhmetov, and Korrespondent, by Serhiy Kurchenko, 

another close contact of Yanukovych.1286 Another conspiracy theory in 2013 was that 

Yanukovych had sold Ukraine. Rumours spread that Yanukovych signed a secret deal on 

December 6 in Sochi to join the Customs Union.1287 This rumour was furthered by a subsequent 

meeting and press conference between Yanukovych and Putin in Moscow on 17 December, 

where Russia’s promise of a US$15 billion loan and a dramatic (between one-third and half) cut 

in gas rates was announced.1288 Putin’s claims at the press conference: “To reassure everyone: 

we did not discuss the issue of Ukraine joining the Customs Union,” did little to quell fears that 
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Yanykovych had sold the country.1289 Opposition media promoted the claim, with headlines like 

“The Rada Gave Ukraine Away,” published by digital outlet, Ukrains’ka Pravda.1290 Opposition 

politicians were also quick to take up the narrative. Oleg Tyagnibok claimed Yanykovych had 

exacted his “price Moscow paid him for rejecting European integration.”1291 From eastern 

Ukraine came a different perspective, the Russian perspective. Lawmaker Alexander Volkov 

praised the Moscow deal, saying “our economy can get a second breath and start climbing out of 

its stupor.”1292 As much of these viewpoints can be taken as opinion, labelling such back-and-

forth as disinformation is a challenge, given that the spreader of such misleading or false 

information must do so intentionally as per the definition.1293 This is a common problem 

experienced across many modern democracies, often exacerbated by political, proselytising and 

profiteering entities, who sometimes engaging information pollution in tandem. 

Information pollution was persistent about Europe, which was portrayed as either 

Ukraine’s saviour or a source of degenerates.  

Consecutive Ukrainian leaders sold the public on European Union integration as an 

answer to all Ukraine’s problems, while in reality making few reforms that would ensure that 

outcome.1294 In this myth, joining the European Union “will supposedly propel Ukraine into a 

bright and prosperous democratic future overnight and will cleanse it of Soviet rudiments and 

post-Soviet deformities.”1295 Ukrainians were fed this myth so often that it could be argued the 
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disappointment about Yanukovych ditching the Association Agreement led to months of 

protests.1296 

For others, the idea of greater European integration was a perceived threat to traditional 

values. In jeansa in December 2013, the Communist leader Symonenko called to replace so-

called “gay ministers from Europe” who were currently sitting in the Ukrainian parliament.1297 

Oligarch-backed media outlets pushed fears about degeneracy imported from Europe.1298 There 

were also reports that security services were encouraged to view the Euromaidan protestors “as 

paid sub-human representatives of gayropa (‘Gay Europe’)”.1299 Fear and bigotry were 

commonly used to inflame the masses for political ends. 

The left did not hold a monopoly on slandering Europe. Despite the far-right’s 

involvement in Euromaidan, the group Pravy Sektor also posted anti-Western comments to 

Facebook. In one post on May 11, 2014, below a photo of Eurovision song-winner, drag queen 

Conchita Wurst, they asked: “Ukrainians! Do we need such a "Europe"? Could it be better to 

revive a real Europe at home and build a strong nation-state that would be free not only from the 

Moscow imperialists, but also from the Western Liberals?!”1300 The post garnered just over one 

thousand likes, 498 comments, and 168 shares some eight years later, not overly remarkable for a 
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page with a following over 50,000. As others noted, even Pravy Sektor followers condemned the 

post.1301 

The idea that Ukrainians are right-wing fascists lingered from the Second World War, a 

concept fostered by the Soviets and fed subsequently by Russians and Ukrainian politicians from 

the east of the country to attack political opponents. This narrative draws heavily on the history 

of the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists’ (OUN) collaboration with the Nazis, in the OUN’s 

pursuit of an independent Ukraine.1302 Even though one of OUN’s leaders, Stepan Bandera, 

broke with the Nazis upon realizing they had no intention of helping Ukraine gain independence, 

Kalb noted:1303  

“The OUN clearly tied the Jews to Ukraine's traditional enemies, Poles and 

Russians, believing that, if necessary, they were all to be “exterminated” in the 

Ukrainian struggle for independence. Jews, especially, were to be “isolated” and 

“excluded from government positions.”1304  

This position was expressed at the OUN’s 1941 congress where they “promised to 

‘vanquish’ the Jews from Ukraine, as they were ‘the most loyal prop of the ruling Bolshevik 

regime and the avant-garde of Muscovite imperialism in Ukraine’.”1305 Nonetheless, Poles were 

the majority of OUN victims.1306 Bandera was released by the Nazi’s in September 1944 to 

continue his fight against the Soviets.1307 The OUN created the Ukrainian Insurgent Army or 
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UPA in 1943, for which between 40,000 and 200,000 Ukrainians fought, and would continue 

attacks against the Soviets up to the 1950s.1308 These efforts included support from the 

Americans and British who, under the aim of intelligence gathering, began parachuting Bandera 

supporters and other nationalists back to the country in 1951.1309 

Statistics seldom seem to be consistent when it comes to Ukraine. Upwards of 250,000 

Ukrainians became Nazi auxiliaries as Hilfswillige (willing helpers), although Reid puts that 

number at “several tens of thousands.”1310 This included Ukrainians who assisted in arresting, 

deporting and killing Jews.1311 Between 13,000 and 20,000 Ukrainians were recruited in the SS 

Galicia Division, which was destroyed in its first battle in Brody in July 1944.1312 Some 2 million 

to “2.2 million Ukrainians were apprehended and sent to Germany in 1942 and 1943” to work as 

Ostarbeiter, little more than slave labourers.1313 However, between 2.5 and 7 million Ukrainians 

“of various nationalities” were enlisted into the Soviet Army.1314 And “Israel has recognized 

more than 2,500 citizens of Ukraine as “Righteous Among the Nations” for sheltering Jews 

during the Holocaust.”1315 Adding to challenges in discerning what’s what historically in 

Ukraine, when the war turned “against the Germans in 1942, more and more policemen changed 

sides and joined the partisans. At times it was difficult to tell a collaborator from a resistance 

fighter.”1316 
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As with most things regarding Ukraine, anti-Semitism and its prevalence remains a 

contested topic. Jews have had a long, and often tragic, history in Ukraine.1317 They were 

attacked in 1113, 1648, 1871, 1881, 1905, 1919, and during the Second World War.1318 Of those 

Jews murdered in the Holocaust, one in six was from Ukraine.1319 The Stalinist purges also 

tended to target Jews.1320 After the collapse of the Russian empire, Ukrainian politician, Symon 

Petlyura, bemoaned pogroms, but claimed “they uphold the discipline of the army.”1321 Referring 

to Jews in derogatory terms is common in Ukraine, and the historian Reid quipped “there are few 

anti-Semites left in Ukraine, because there are few Jews. They were less than 1 per cent of the 

population in 1989”.1322 With the fall of the Soviet Union, the Jewish population in Ukraine fell 

by nearly 80 percent.1323 Lev Golinkin’s auto-biography recounting his family’s emigration from 

Ukraine at the tail end of the Soviet Union detailed how common anti-Semitism was in Kharkiv 

in the 1980s.1324 And acts of anti-Semitism continue to occur.1325 A supposedly Jewish themed 

restaurant operated in Lviv with waiters dressed up as Hassidic Jews and promoting a lack of 

fixed prices such that customers were forced to haggle at the end of their meal.1326 All of this is 

not to assert that Ukrainians are anti-Semitic, or at least not that much more than other countries. 

Indeed, the Anti-Defamation League found in 2014 that 44 percent of Ukrainian respondents 

thought that Jews were more loyal to Israel then the country where they lived, compared to 36 
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percent in Russia and 32 percent in Canada.1327 And many point to the fact that Ukrainians 

elected a Jewish president in 2019 as progress (but that restaurant was operating at least up to 

then).1328 It’s clear that Ukraine has work to do regarding anti-Semitism, but so too do many 

other countries, Russia included. 

The history of occupation lingered long for Ukraine. Soviets branded Ukrainian 

nationalists as fascists and Banderites.1329 Up to the 1980s, Plokhy noted that:  

“Soviet citizens would fill out numerous forms that included questions about 

whether they or their relatives had lived in German-occupied territory. Those 

questions were next to the ones about the individual’s criminal record.”1330  

The readoption of one of the OUN’s leaders, Bandera, as a hero by some Ukrainians in 

the 2000s only helped feed the fascist narrative.1331 Something Yanukovych readily seized on to 

portray “the opposition as fascist supporters of Bandera.”1332 Instead of badly-needed economic 

reforms, Yushchenko focused on commemorating Holodomor and the UPA.1333 Similarly, 

Yushchenko posthumously designated Bandera a ‘Hero of Ukraine.’1334 This recognition of 

Bandera alienated Ukrainians in the east and south, as well as “the Ukrainian liberal 

intelligentsia in Kyiv and Lviv” and Europeans alike.1335 Recognition aside, several 

commentators claim there was little lasting legacy for the OUN in Ukrainian politics leading up 

to the 2014 conflict. Although, candidates include “the Ukrainian National Assembly (UNA), a 

 

1327 Anti-Defamation League, "The ADL Global 100: An Index on Anti-Semitism," 2014 

https://global100.adl.org/map  
1328 Scherba, Ukraine vs. Darkness, 100 
1329 Kuzio, Ukraine – Crimea – Russia, 58; Toal, Near Abroad, 47; Plokhy, The Gates of Europe, 4900 
1330 Plokhy, The Gates of Europe, 4832 
1331 Wilson, Ukraine Crisis,  40-41; Wilson, The Ukrainians, 133 
1332 D’Anieri, Ukraine and Russia, 126 
1333 Menon, Rumer, and Chasman, Conflict in Ukraine, 30; Plokhy, The Gates of Europe, 5857 
1334 Menon, Rumer, and Chasman, Conflict in Ukraine, 41; Reid, Borderland, 252; Wilson, The 

Ukrainians, 342; D’Anieri, Ukraine and Russia, 171; Plokhy, The Gates of Europe, 5857 
1335 Plokhy, The Gates of Europe, 5857 

https://global100.adl.org/map


 268 

 

small neo-Nazi paramilitary group which sent volunteers to fight against the Russians in the 

Moldovan and Georgian civil wars.”1336 Another potential inheritor of the OUN legacy was the 

‘Congress of Ukrainian Nationalists’ (or KUN), which fed “off the reputation of its Banderite 

(that is, pre-1943) past in the only region where it has anything of a political base – Galicia – and 

is still prone to racist musings about the ‘national genotype’ and reinventing the pre-war myth of 

Ukraine as an anti-Bolshevik vanguard.”1337 Both organizations were founded in the early 1990s. 

Much has been made about Russia’s use of the fascist narrative, but domestic politicians 

are just as bad for pushing it. In the early 1990s, “some local movements, like Interrukh of the 

Donbas, stood against “the nationalist rise in western Ukraine.”1338 The Communist party in 

1990s Ukraine “raged against their internal enemies – ‘Galician messianism,’ ‘Galician 

ideological aggression’ and ‘Uniate fanatics.’”1339 Wilson thought left-leaning Ukrainian 

politicians saw themselves “not as ‘anti-national,’ but as defenders of the Soviet Ukrainian 

identity. It is ‘national-fascist’ Galicians and their Western puppet-masters who are not just anti-

Soviet, but ‘anti-Ukrainian,’ rather than the other way around.”1340 During the 2004 election, 

“Russian and pro-Russian media branded the seemingly pro-Western Yushchenko a virtual 

Nazi.”1341 Meanwhile, pro-Yanukovych ‘political technologists’ staged neo-Nazi support for 

Yushchenko to discredit him.1342 

Euromaidan was branded a fascist coup.1343 Despite Yanukovych and Russian claims, the 

interim government was diverse: The prime minister was from Bukovina; the ethnically 
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Armenian interior minister made his career in Kharkiv; the Jewish deputy prime minister was 

from Vinnitsa, near Moldova; and the Baptist president from Dnipropetrovsk.1344 However, the 

inclusion of the far-right Svoboda party in government, heading up three ministries, coupled with 

immediate steps to “downgrade the official status of the Russian language,” only fuelled Russian 

claims “that Russian-speakers were to be stripped of citizenship and Russian-language schools 

closed, and that even doctor’s prescriptions would have to be written in Ukrainian.”1345 After 

Euromaidan, the right-wing Svoboda (Freedom) Party polled high enough to form an 

independent faction for the first time, drawing its support mostly from western Ukraine.1346 It has 

covertly received funding from Ukrainian authorities, helping foster the narrative that the new 

government was fascist.1347 

The idea that western-back fascists overthrew the Kyiv government lives on in eastern 

parts of the country. In 2014, Reid found English-language posters hanging in rebel-held areas of 

Donbas reflecting this narrative. Describing what she saw:  

“‘America, Hands off Eastern Ukraine!’, ‘No to Fascism!’ and ‘Yankee Go 

Home!’ One of the slogans – ‘Donbass Arise!’ – is a conscious inversion of the 

‘Ukraine Arise!’ chanted by anti-government demonstrators in Kyiv a few months 

earlier. A poster captioned ‘Agent Yuliya Obamovna’ shows Barack Obama dressed 

in the blonde braids of the pro-European opposition leader Yuliya Tymoshenko. 

Another contrasts a couple kissing on a Gay Pride float with goose-stepping military 

cadets, above the question ‘Which parade will your son be in?’”1348 
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Another common and disputed narrative pushed in Ukraine is that ethnic Russian and 

Russophiles are being Ukrainianised. Russian-speaking Ukrainian politicians and Russians alike 

claimed that attempts to increase the use of Ukrainian is tantamount to enforced 

Ukrainianization. Although, Ukrainians make up between 73 and 77 percent of the total 

population.1349 Russian politicians, like Luzhkov, push the Ukrainianisation narrative, sometimes 

with inaccurate statistics.1350 

Ukrainian politicians have inflamed the topic of language for their own gain. Kuchma 

touted the importance of Ukrainian, and Russian, and promoted Ukrainian in schools, yet did not 

support Ukrainian publishing or media.1351 During the 2004 presidential election, Yanukovych 

campaigned for Russian “to become equal to Ukrainian (the state language),” but in 2010 

delivered mixed messaging on his delivery.1352 Yushchenko introduced a new law in 2006 

forcing three-quarters of all broadcasts to be in Ukrainian and anything otherwise to be dubbed 

over.1353 Yanukovych and the Party of Regions played the threat to Russian language card in 

both 2010 and 2012.1354 In his 2012 law, Yanukovych enabled any municipal or regional 

authority with 10 percent of Russian speakers to declare it an official language.1355 This sparked 

protests in the Rada, demonstrations, and hunger strikes.1356 These tactics mobilized pro-Russian 

voters, while readily inflaming Ukrainian nationalists.1357 Attempts to reverse this law in 2014 
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were “seen as an aggressive nationalist move that helped justify Russia’s intervention.”1358 It was 

one of the first measures of the new parliament.1359 A new language law was passed in 2017, to 

further outrage.”1360 

While the language laws are political lightning rods, the reality on the ground makes 

claims of forced Ukrainianisation questionable. Indeed, in March 2013 nearly half of Ukrainians 

thought Russian “should be made regional language in areas where the majority of the 

population so desires,” and just nearly a third thought Russian should be an official state 

language.1361 After independence, “prestigious universities began requiring Ukrainian literacy for 

entry,  but books and lectures were often still in Russian.1362 As Reid noted “in the Donbass and 

Crimea, contrary to what the Russian press would have one believe, nearly all schools remain 

Russian-speaking.”1363 Russian-language media still dominated the Ukrainian information 

ecosystem: “As of 2011, the top eight TV channels only had 22 per cent of their primetime 

content in Ukrainian; only 30 per cent of total newspaper circulation was in Ukrainian.”1364 If 

anything, Ukrainian media promoted bilingualism. In a study of language used in TV, film and 

print media, Nedashkivska found repeated representations of characters and presenters carrying 

on conversations where one person speaks in Russian and the other Ukrainian.1365 She saw this 

signalling as:  

“An interest in portraying a boundary free, common culture shared by two 

language communities…an attempt to soften and depoliticize the existing conflicts 
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between the two languages and cultures, as well as to steer away from the language 

question as such, while preserving bilingualism.”1366  

Still, in films such as Orange Sky “people in power, i.e., the economically advanced 

strata, tend to use Russian. Ukrainian is reserved for the more common folk, represented by the 

participants of the Maidan.”1367 Nonetheless, Ukrainian usage increased in urban centres, “partly 

due to the requirement that all administrative paperwork be filed in the state language.”1368  

A final trope polluting the Ukrainian information ecosystem is that some region or other 

is separating. Regionalism has long been an issue in Ukraine, and “the 1996 Ukrainian 

constitution banned regional parties,” forcing regional parties to re-register as national ones.1369  

Fears of regionalism were aggravated by Kyiv’s lack of hegemony in Ukraine.1370 Regions about 

which separatism was decried have included: Donetsk, Crimea, Novorossiya as a whole, 

Transcarpathia,, and Bukovina.1371 Again, as with most examples of information pollution in 

Ukraine, it is not as though the separatist narrative is without any truth, more so, the use of it by 

politicians usually to brand their opposition in negative terms inflames already sensitive issues 

around regionalism.1372 Depending on who pushes the narrative, the claim follows that some 

region is full of separatists, usually the area where the claimant’s opposition is supported.1373 In 

2004, Yanukovych supporters created maps purportedly coming from the Yushchenko campaign 
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“displaying “three Ukraines”—first-class (west and center), second-class (south), and third-class 

(east).”1374 

In the period leading up to EuroMaidan, far less academic research and media coverage 

was given to phenomena such as automated software programs, commonly referred to as bots, 

and trolling using fake accounts to manipulate online discussion than followed or indeed 

continues to the period at which this was written. There was evidence of bot activity related to 

Ukraine on Twitter towards the end of the EuroMaidan protest, although not of who was behind 

this network, their motives, or the scope and impact of their operations.1375 In its Freedom on the 

Net 2013 report, Freedom House found that Russia, with China and Bahrain, had been at the 

forefront of paying pro-government commentators to manipulate online discussions.1376 Leaked 

correspondence between the then head of the Russian Federal Agency for Youth Affairs and the 

press secretary of the Nashi youth movement indicated that a practice of paying people to post 

content online favourable to the Kremlin had existed at least since 2012.1377 As Tanchak notes, 

this trolling often took the form of polluting comment sections on media outlets with posts, 

leading publications like The Moscow Times to close commenting on their site.1378 The Guardian 

also received complaints about trolling in comments sections of Ukraine-related articles, with up 

 

1374 Wynnyckyj, Ukraine's Maidan, Russia's War, 58 
1375 Simon Hegelich and Dietmar Janetzko, “Are social bots on Twitter political actors? Empirical evidence 

from a Ukrainian social bot,” Proceedings of the Tenth International AAAI Conference on Web and Social Media 

(ICWSM 2016), 579-582. https://cosmos.ualr.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/13015-57863-1-PB.pdf  
1376 Sanja Kelly, Mai Trunong, Madeline Earp, Larua Reed, Adrian Shahbaz, and Ashley Greco-Stoner 

eds., “Freedon on the Net 2013: Global Assessment of Internet Digital Media,” Freedom House, (October 3, 2013). 

4. https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/resources/FOTN%202013%20Summary%20of%20Findings.pdf  
1377 Anastasia Karimov, “Kremlin bloghouse,” Kommersant’ (February 13, 2012) 

https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/1868022  
1378 Peter Tanchak, “The Invisible Front: Russia, Trolls, and the Information War against Ukraine,” in 

Revolution and War in Contemporary Ukraine ed. Olga Bertelsen, (London: Columbia University Press, 2017), 

161:253.  

https://cosmos.ualr.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/13015-57863-1-PB.pdf
https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/resources/FOTN%202013%20Summary%20of%20Findings.pdf
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/1868022


 274 

 

to 40,000 such posts a day.1379 Similar tactics were noted by journalists at Forbes as well.1380 

Later in 2014, it would emerge that some of these efforts were part of a coordinated campaign 

operated by the Internet Research Agency in St. Petersburg, Russia, the quality of posts 

particularly on topics related to Russia and Ukraine were usually obvious and followed a 

subsequently leaked playbook.1381 Such attempts to pollute the information environment would 

gain increasing attention as operations targeting Western countries became more known. 

Conclusion 

Information pollution can make it more challenging to find accurate or reliable 

information within an affected ecosystem, as exemplified in the case of Ukraine. When 

information pollution is packaged using arousing emotions like fear and reflects persistent ideas 

already present within an information ecosystem, consumption rates can increase and tension 

between opposing communities can rise. Fears were certainly spread to push Athens and Sparta 

into war, but also around popish plots in mid-seventeenth century England and abolition in the 

antebellum American South.  

Political, proselytising, and profiteering entities alike contribute to information pollution 

within their own information ecosystems, often for their own gain. The information pollution by 

these types of entities can overlap and sometimes be coordinated. Teachers helped rhetoricians 

makes their speeches more appealing in Ancient Greece. Pamphleteers helped push fears of 
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popish insurrections in England. Newspaper editors in both the United States North and South 

amplified causes such as abolition and secession, sometimes spreading information pollution as 

was done around claims about slave revolts. Some enterprising astrologists in Vietnam gained 

from American efforts to pollute the Vietnamese information ecosystem. And politicians and 

oligarchs alike supported media outlets by buying jeansa, contributing to an already polluted 

information ecosystem.  

Information pollution is not without audience, and sometimes profiteers tailor their 

content to appeal to consumers. In Ancient Athens, the audience were other voters who were 

persuaded of the merits of war. Popish plots and horror birth stories were two of the themes 

readily consumed by a growing reading public in England, engaging the apprentices and other 

working classes. Southern newspaper editors in the United States bemoaned how dependent they 

were on subscribers, such that they gave them the content they sought. The Vietnamese people 

were targeted with fake fortunes and forged documents to erode support for the Communists. In 

Ukraine, old and newer divides were inflamed to push the population in the desired direction, be 

it back towards Russia, or to join the E.U., ultimately resulting in massive public demonstrations.  
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Chapter 13: Disruption in Information Feedback Loops 

“Democracy is the power of equal votes for unequal minds” 

Charles I, (attributed) 

 

A final disturbance in the information environment common to all five case studies was a 

disruption of the flow of information between publics and elites, essentially a breakdown in the 

feedback loop informing elites about the needs and concerns of the people. The information 

environment is an interconnected system, much like a network. Key nodes with more 

interconnections to them have a greater prominence within that network.1382 Leaders purporting 

to govern within an information ecosystem constitute key nodes, and movement of information 

through and to them is crucial for the continued healthy functioning of that ecosystem. When a 

disruption to this information feedback loop occurs, bad things can follow.  

Ancient Greece: Sparta Loses the Plot  

The information feedback loop disruption in Ancient Greece occurred between Sparta 

and the other members of the Peloponnesian League. As the head of the Peloponnesian League, 

Sparta was the only member who could call for a League Congress, rendering the city state the 

central node in the alliance network.1383  The members of the League tended to be oligarchies, 

and while Sparta did not intervene in the day-to-day governance of allies, it did take measures to 

ensure that they maintained the form of governance they had when first joining the alliance.1384 

The League provided its members with security, including to Sparta with support against any 
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possible Helot revolts.1385 However, continued Athenian expansion posed a threat to the 

Peloponnesian alliance, particularly should Sparta fail to protect its allies from Athens.1386 As the 

conflict between League member Corinth and the newly Athenian-aligned Corcyra intensified 

and Athens besieged the Delian tribute of Potidaea, who was also a colony of Corinth, Sparta 

called a congress of Peloponnesian allies.1387  

At this congress, Corinth painted Athens as a serious and expanding danger vis-à-vis 

Spartan stagnation and inaction, effectively questioning the utility of the Peloponnesian League. 

The Corinthian delegation explained: “You, Lacedaemonians, of all the Hellenes are alone 

inactive, and defend yourselves not by doing anything but by looking as if you would do; you 

alone wait till the power of an enemy is becoming twice its original size, instead of crushing it in 

its infancy.”1388 The Corinthian delegates berated the Spartans for taking too long to convene the 

allies, for failing to stop Athens from building defensive long walls, and described Athens 

provocatively as: “Addicted to innovation, and their designs are characterized by swiftness alike 

in conception and execution; you [Sparta] have a genius for keeping what you have got, 

accompanied by a total want of invention, and when forced to act you never go far enough.”1389 

Sparta had failed to convene a congress in a timely manner, and her allies were frustrated by this 

feedback loop disruption and not having their needs heard as well as the lack of a Spartan 

response to curtail Athens. In this example, the lack of action by Sparta conveyed a message to 

its allies that it was disinterested and unwilling to defend them against Athens. Perhaps, had 

Sparta convened more regular League congresses, its leaders might have had a better handle on 
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the growing discontent among the League. In a difficult position, however, this pushed most 

Spartans to vote for war with Athens, despite concerns raised by one of the city state’s two kings, 

Archidamus.1390 The war would last for nearly thirty years. 

England: Charles Loses his Ear… on the People 

In early modern England, changes at court implemented by Charles I disrupted what was 

effectively the centre of a complex system, blocking the flow of information up from the 

counties and countryside to the monarch. Charles I distanced himself from his subjects, “only 

peers, bishops and Privy Councillors could tread on the carpet around the king’s table in the 

Presence Chamber, for example.”1391 Moreover, the lack of access was further problematic given 

the king’s selection of advisors. The king was expected to “rise above court factions, selecting 

advisors who would act in the interest of the country and king.”1392 Striking this delicate balance, 

noted Sharpe, “communication to the king and from the king was the binding thread of 

government,” whereby information flowed down from the top and up from the bottom via 

parliament.1393 However, once George Villers, the Duke of Buckingham, was installed as 

favourite, his subsequent manoeuvres to control future patronage destabilized this balance of 

power.1394 For example, Villiers would bypass the Privy Council should it not agree with him, 

going straight to Charles I, diminishing the power of the principle executive body.1395 This 

shifted influence at the court from the traditional aristocracy “those with vast estates, patronage 

and local influence, the king turned first for assistance with the execution of royal commands 
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throughout the country,” towards “court acolytes entirely dependent for their fortunes upon his 

[Duke of Buckingham] favour”.1396 Moreover, on those aristocracy and gentry Charles I was 

most dependent, the king insisted they reside not in London but on their estates year-round, 

further challenging regular feedback loops of information between the countryside and king, 

while the other newly risen men had few links to the localities, leading to a break in the chain 

connecting King and the people.1397 Lacking access to the king, many “turned to parliament in 

order to serve their localities and represent their interests.”1398 As a result, petitions were 

increasingly used to apply pressure on Charles I, which in turn engaged a growing body of 

apprentices and tradespeople into the dissatisfied public engaged in politics.1399 

Antebellum America: South Blocks the North, Congress Blocks Abolitionism 

The information feedback loop disruption in antebellum America manifested in attempts 

to block information flows about abolition within Congress and into the South. Both blocks were 

discussed as part of the information competition between abolitionists and slavery advocates in 

Chapter Ten, but are revisited here briefly in the context of disrupted feedback loops  

In antebellum America, a disruption in information feedback loops can be seen in 

Congress, where lawmakers from across the country infrequently met. Despite regional 

differences, voting had tended to fall along party lines, as opposed to regional or sectional ones. 

The expansion of the United States west- and southward returned “the problem of slavery to the 

federal level and making Congress the area of combat for the whole complex of sectional 

antagonisms.”1400 The introduction of the Wilmot Proviso in 1846 initiated dreaded sectionalism 
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in Congress.1401 As sectional divisions worsened between North and South, the ability of 

Congress to reach the necessary consensus to resolve disputes deteriorated. Sectionalism spurred 

stereotyping, as Potter noted:  

“Instead of reacting to each other as they were in actuality, each reacted to a 

distorted mental image of the other – the North to an image of a southern world of 

lascivious and sadistic slavedrivers; the South to the image of a northern world of 

cunning Yankee traders and of rabid abolitionists plotting slave insurrections.”1402  

Indeed, by the time of the 1860 election, editors of Southern newspapers were claiming 

that a Republican presidential win would be tantamount to a declaration of war by the North on 

the South.1403 The flow of information within the American information ecosystem at the time 

was further disrupted by increased censorship in the South attempting to block the spread of 

abolitionist material.1404  

As noted in Chapter Ten, abolitionists would use these measures aimed at curtailing the 

spread of anti-slavery information as a means for further proselytising, only escalating the 

information competition. These disruptions in the information feedback loop only increased 

tensions, and the two sides grew increasingly incompatible and uncivil in their views towards 

each other. 

Vietnam: The French and Diem Fail the People 

In Vietnam, the French never had a good grasp of the information ecosystem there, 

seldom caring what the people thought. Diem was no better. Like Charles I, Diem was 
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authoritarian who surrounded himself with his family and favourites.1405 Where Diem isolated 

himself from the people, Ho actively sought to connect to them. The Viet Minh and later the 

NLF took a deliberate networked approach to reaching the masses. They created small cells 

encouraging a handful of men to “fight, not for ideological abstractions, but to gain the respect of 

his comrades.”1406 To that end officers and operatives lived among and like the villagers, helping 

build a bottom-up supply chain of support.1407 Personal appeals were made, asking people: “How 

can you help your families, if the nation is in such trouble? The best thing you can do for your 

families is to fight for the Liberation.”1408 And when Ho made a big enough mistake, he would 

publicly acknowledge it, unlike Diem. In late 1956, Ho apologized for a disastrous land reform 

initiative started in 1953 that was extremely unpopular, and leading figures associated with it 

were demoted.1409 None of this is to suggest that Ho, and the Communists, were not without 

fault, only that they tapped into and listened to the people a great deal more than the French or 

Diem, enabling a two-way flow of information between leaders and the ruled.  

Whereas Diem and the French seemed to wilfully ignore the needs of the people. The 

French let Vietnamese starve in the 1945 famine, clearly communicating a message of disdain, as 

did Diem’s disastrous pushes to forcibly move people into fortified villages, cutting them off 

from their ancestors and thus history. Diem’s violent repression of villagers supporting 

Communists and Buddhists further indicated that he had lost touch with the people and their 

wants and needs. In the end, he was assassinated in a military coup by his own army in 1963. 

 

1405 Butterfield, “Origins of the Insurgency in South Vietnam,” 73; FitzGerald, Fire in the Lake, 94; 

Karnow, Vietnam, 281; Tucker, Vietnam, 82; Butterfield, “Origins of the Insurgency in South Vietnam,” 72; 

Goscha, The Penguin History of Modern Vietnam, 326 
1406 Karnow, Vietnam, 197 
1407 Karnow, Vietnam, 197; FitzGerald, Fire in the Lake, 192 
1408 FitzGerald, Fire in the Lake, 203 
1409 Lawrence, The Vietnam War, 54; Asselin, Vietnam’s American War, 86 
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Ukraine: A Corrupt Elite Loses Touch  

A corrupt Ukrainian elite seemed to care very little for what the people thought about 

anything.1410 Ukrainian politicians used wedge issues like ethnicity, language and foreign policy 

to win power, but once in office continued more of the same corruption and lack of reforms.1411 

Oligarchic interest groups controlled and robbed the state.1412 Fringe politics pulled at the edges, 

while “the political centre has been occupied by virtual politics, a shifting kaleidoscope of clan 

groups, shadowy business and old nomenklatura interests.”1413 Despite how badly people wanted 

them, serious reforms just never came.1414 Often, the only recourse for publics to be heard in 

Ukraine was to protest.  

In the lead-up to the conflict in 2014, Ukraine had consistently ranked poorly on 

Transparency International’s annual Corruption Perceptions Index, landing “144 among 177 

countries” near Iran and Nigeria, and worse than Russia at 127.1415 Out for themselves, 

Ukrainian elites “do not see themselves as custodians of the national patrimony.”1416 But then 

again, Ukrainian elite have a history of being co-opted by whatever ruling power dominates that 

day, adopting their language and doing their bidding for their own gain, often at the expense of 

the people, be it to the Poles, Cossacks, Russians, or Soviets.1417 Given the frequency with which 

protests took place in independent Ukraine, Euromaidan can hardly have come as a surprise. 

 

1410 Wilson, Ukraine Crisis, 39 
1411 Wilson, Ukraine Crisis, 41; Kalb, Imperial Gamble, 188; Reid, Borderland, 238; Scherba, Ukraine vs. 

Darkness, 11 
1412 Puglisi, “The rise of the Ukrainian oligarchs", 100; Wilson, The Ukrainians, 256 
1413 Wilson, The Ukrainians,185 
1414 Charap and Colton, Everyone Loses, 1598; D’Anieri, Ukraine and Russia, 67 
1415 Transparency International, "Corruption Perceptions Index 2013 (CPI)", (2013) https://ti-

ukraine.org/en/research/cpi-2013/  
1416 Wilson, The Ukrainians, 263 
1417 Wilson, The Ukrainians, 263; Toal, Near Abroad, 61; Plokhy, The Gates of Europe, 248, 1341, 5185 

https://ti-ukraine.org/en/research/cpi-2013/
https://ti-ukraine.org/en/research/cpi-2013/
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What’s perhaps more boggling is how little change occurred time and again after a protest. 

Eventually, a frustrated public might not see protest as leading to sufficient change.  

Conclusion 

The flow of information is crucial to the functioning of the overall information 

ecosystem. Disruption of information flows between key nodes, particularly affecting the 

feedback loops between leaders and the people, can affect the health of that information 

ecosystem. Just as energy feeds the physical environment, information drives the information 

environment, and is the basis for human decision-making at all levels. A disruption in 

information feedback loops, impedes civil public debate required for collective decision-making, 

particularly in the context of democracies. The disruption of information flow can be manifest in 

an inability to communicate, which can, in turn, further exacerbate an information competition 

into a conflict, as occurred in antebellum America on the debates about slavery. As the 

information competition escalates the ability of opponents to understand one another worsens 

making a peaceful reconciliation increasing less likely over time. In Ukraine, the abrupt dropping 

of the Association Agreement with the European Union took some of the public by surprise. 

Having been fed a false hope for so long that joining the European Union would solve all 

Ukraine’s problems, while the elite avoided reforms that would make that happen, protests were 

the natural, if only, recourse. Yanukovych kept his about-face turn on the Association Agreement 

a secret, which when finally disclosed was tantamount to pouring gasoline on a smouldering fire.  

A disruption to the flow of information can also impede intelligence gathering 

capabilities, leading to an incomplete perspective of that information ecosystem. This lack of a 

holistic perspective hinders the development of strategy, which by natures demands a big picture 

view of a situation. In not calling a congress for so long, Sparta misjudged the brewing 
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dissatisfaction among league members, which ultimately helped push them into war with Athens. 

Charles I cut himself off from his nobles, along with the wider public in doing so, wilfully 

avoiding criticism and yet continuing to take actions communicating messaging that confirmed 

widespread fears of popish plots, whether true or not. This was particularly bad in the City of 

London, upon which both Charles I depended on financing without the parliament, and was a 

source of support for the Parliamentarians, to where the five members who the King disastrously 

tried to arrest in January 1642 fled.1418 An inability to speak Vietnamese and a reliance on a 

corrupt locally-trained elite impeded French intelligence-gathering in Vietnam, leading to an 

underestimation of Viet Minh capacity and a disastrous outcome at Dien Bien Phu1419 – a bungle 

so bad the ignorance leading to it was reflected in fictional accounts like The Ugly American.1420 

The European Union and Russia seemed to have miscalculated events in Ukraine – with neither 

side having overwhelming support from Ukrainians to join either union. Both continued to push 

for what was a zero-sum choice for Ukraine, likely drawing on the perspectives shared by those 

Ukrainian political entities sympathetic to each course of action, presenting a potentially biased 

and incomplete view of events.  

While it might be tempting for some leaders to want to manage the information 

environment, heavily controlling access to information, such an approach disregards the 

important role publics play in society. Having poorly informed publics only leaves them more 

susceptible to manipulation by other entities within an information ecosystem. Cutting off or 

maintaining poor communications with the public does not dampen dissatisfaction, if anything, it 

 

1418 Purkiss, The English Civil War, 2227; Hyde, The History of the Rebellion, 118; Hill, Puritanism & 

Revolution, 218 
1419 Karnow, Vietnam, 210 
1420 William J. Lederer and Eugene Burdick, The Ugly American (New York. W.W. Norton & Company, 

1958, Reprint 2019), Kindle, 195. 
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can push people to act, often in the form of protest. At the same time, external entities seeking to 

engage within an information ecosystem that is experiencing a disturbance like a disruption to 

the flow of information or information pollution, should tread very carefully to ensure that they 

have an accurate picture of the operating environment before acting.   
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Chapter 14: Patterns of Information Disturbances  

 

The aim of this section was to identify possible disturbances in the information 

environment and any patterns associated with them. This research has demonstrated that like the 

physical environment, the information environment is also affected by disturbances. At least four 

types of disturbances affect the information environment including: information competition in 

which two or more communities attempt to gain supremacy of their idea over another within an 

information ecosystem; information floods, whereby an idea is promoted by entities resulting in 

a marked increase in information outputs about it in an information ecosystem; information 

pollution or the introduction of low-quality information degrading the integrity of an information 

ecosystem making it difficult for entities within it to be accurately informed; and finally the 

disruption to the feedback loop between leaders within an information ecosystem and 

populations, whereby the former is no longer taking into account or understanding the latter. All 

four of these disturbances were present in the five case studies.  

In some cases, these information disturbances are sparked by an event or change within 

an information ecosystem. For example, information competition tends to be triggered when a 

new idea emerges that challenges existing thinking. Similarly, information floods are made 

possible by the introduction of technology that enables greater informational outputs on a topic. 

And while I hazard to use the term organic to describe these events, as both examples require 

humans to do something such as think up new ideas or technology, as inventions both can occur 

quite by chance. In this sense, some information disturbances can be unexpected and seemingly 

naturally occurring as a by-product of humans. This can make them more challenging to predict 

in advance, but as this research has shown, there appears to be a pattern of such disturbances 
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occurring after the introduction of new technology changing how information is processed and 

distributed within an information ecosystem.  

Table 6: A summary table of which types of disturbances were present in each case study. 

 

Other disturbances also appear to be naturally occurring, but result less from an event and 

more from inertia. An example of this type of disturbance is the disruption to the feedback loop 

informing leaders within an information ecosystem about the needs and perspectives of those 

Disturbance Description GR EN US VN UA 

Eruption of a 

New Idea 

(Information 

Competition) 

The emergence of a new idea that 

challenges existing beliefs and quickly 

spreads throughout an information 

ecosystem 

• • • • • 

Persistence of 

an Old Idea 

(Information 

Competition) 

The rooting and promotion of an old idea in 

response to the emergence of a new one 

• • • • • 

Information 

Floods 

A marked increase in a specific type of 

informational output, usually identified by 

the message within the content 

• • • • • 

Information 

Pollution 

Often occurring alongside information 

floods is information pollution, or the 

presence of low-quality information. Such 

pollution can be introduced deliberately by 

an entity for a specific purpose or 

accidentally 

• • • • • 

Feedback Loop 

Disruption 

A disruption in the ability of the governed to 

hear, understand, and react to the needs of 

the governed 

• • • • • 
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populations they purport to govern. It could be, here too, that new technology is the catalyst that 

makes this disruption in information flows apparent, whereby populations become dissatisfied 

with the status quo as they gain access to more information as well as greater abilities to 

communicate between themselves. At the same time, this disruption also entails elites either 

doing nothing in response or actively aggravating this feedback loop disruption in an attempt to 

maintain that status quo. 

 All four disturbances covered in this research are aggravated by deliberate actions taken 

by entities within the information ecosystem in which they occur. Moreover, those actions tend 

to be a by-product of an escalating information competition. Indeed, in many ways the central 

disturbance occurring within the information environment is information competition, which 

itself is reminiscent of how species compete and adapt to survive in the physical environment. 

And while most species in the physical environment do not deliberately seek to use disturbances 

for their own gain, humans have the distinction of trying to harness disturbances in both the 

physical and information environments for their own ends. Often those deliberate actions both 

aggravate the disturbances entities attempt to harness, as well as the information competition 

itself. The use of information floods and pollution to gain an advantage in an information 

competition, as we have seen, tends to lead to an escalation into conflict. 

Identifying and describing information disturbances is a first step in understanding how 

the information environment works. The very act of so doing, though, might provide a key for 

future work that could lead to approaches for addressing disturbances. The ecologist Nalini 

Nadkarni has been exploring how a variety of different types of systems experience disturbances 

and then recover. While her work has focused on the physical environment, specifically forests, 

she has drawn from work by researchers in other disciplines. For example, researchers in urban 



 289 

 

studies analyse traffic jams as a form of disturbance, while those in human development studying 

attachment theory have framed the orphaning of children as a disturbance and still others look at 

the movement of populations resulting from conflict as disturbance.1421 Like the information 

environment, these other disturbances involve and impact humans directly, suggesting that there 

might also be a natural recovery process that occurs within the information environment 

following information disturbances, warranting further exploration and analysis. 

 

 

 

 

 

1421 Nalini M. Nadkarni. "After the fall: The tapestry of disturbance and recovery." Critical Care Medicine 45, no. 2 

(2017): 348-355. 
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Part 4: Why Does information Ecology Matter?  

Chapter 15: Applying Physical Ecology to the Information Environment  

 

“A story is an idea, wild as a weed, springing up wherever it is planted.”  

Victoria E. Schwab, The Invisible Life of Addie LaRue 

 

The information environment can be understood in similar ways to how the physical 

environment is analysed. Just as conditions can be identified and measured over time in a 

physical ecosystem, so too can be conditions within the information ecosystem. With continued 

monitoring, fluctuations in those conditions can be connected to recurring types of disturbances 

in the information environment, in a similar manner to how they are tracked in the physical 

environment. In physical ecology, for example, an abrupt and continued increase in rain could 

lead to a flood, just like measurement of seismic activity and knowledge of the continental shelf 

structure could inform about risks of tsunamis. The information environment operates under 

similar principles. For example, a change in how information is processed and distributed, can 

lead to information floods. And, the content of messaging, especially one that includes calls for 

action, could indicate rising heat of popular discontent. Similarly, diversity in the physical 

environment leads to complex relationships and dependencies between species, rendering 

ecosystems more fragile to fluctuations and loss.1422 The same is true for the information 

environment, where the growing interconnectivity between ecosystems coupled with the mass 

movement of people in a globalized world has increased diversity of entities in some information 

ecosystems as well as reach between audiences internationally, making them more susceptible to 

 

1422 Molles Jr., and Sher, Ecology, Kindle, 21. 
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fluctuations and disturbances both abroad and at home. There are conditions within the 

information environment that could indicate challenges ahead. If such patterns are discerned over 

time, strategists can develop the means for navigating information ecosystems and make 

informed decisions through the application of information ecology.  

The Ancient Hellenic information biome was home to at least two closely related 

information ecosystems, whose leadership engaged in an information competition for supremacy 

of their idea. One ecosystem, Athens, was open and rapidly innovating, while the other, Sparta 

was stable and closed. The information competition between them centred on competing ideas of 

governance, and ultimately domination of one in the Hellenic world, with Athens aggressively 

promoting democracy through a flood in the arts, architecture, and decrees. Meanwhile, 

information pollution about Sparta being backwards and simple persisted, and the new emphasis 

on persuasive rhetoric was bemoaned to hinder good decision-making in Athens. Sparta took too 

long to call for a meeting of the Peloponnesian League, disrupting the flow of information 

between members and putting the city state in a position whereby war with Athens was the only 

choice. All four types of entities were also present, at least in Athens. Proselytisers like Pericles 

promoted the adoption of democracy, while the sophists helped political entities learn the art of 

rhetoric to persuade voters, or consumers, on the merits of war with Sparta. Too little is known 

about Sparta to confirm the presence of all entities there, however, political entities consisted of 

the Hawks who advocated for war with Athens too. 

The early modern English information ecosystem, while controlled by the King, was 

porous and affected by surrounding ecosystems such as Scotland, Ireland, and the Netherlands, 

among others. The ecosystem was heavily polluted with popish plots, and the Godly, both 

Puritans and Covenantors, flooded the environment with propaganda. At the heart of the 
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information competition between the Godly and the Royalists was yet another issue of 

governance models. The Godly sought increased representation and independence of the Church, 

whereas Charles I believed he deserved to rule autocratically. This situation was exacerbated by 

changes the King implemented that distanced him from the people and disrupted the flow of 

information within the information ecosystem. In this case study again, all four types of entities 

were present. Political entities included the King and his courtiers, as well as the 

Parliamentarians advocating for change. The Godly and the Scottish Covenantors proselytised 

for their version of Protestantism to be adopted. Printers were the chief profiteers publishing 

popish plots and other horror stories for financial gain. And consumers arose to support the 

Parliamentarians through networks of agitated apprentices and others among the working class, 

who were increasingly being educated.  

Like the Ancient Greece biome, the antebellum American information ecosystem was 

marked by competition between communities within it. Overall, the United States ecosystem was 

open, with more control increasingly exerted by officials in the South. This ecosystem was also 

experiencing rapid growth, which in turn affected perspectives of those living within it, with the 

period marked by the emergence of many new and revolutionary ideas. At the core of the 

information competition in this case study was a struggle between anti-slavery and slaveholder 

advocates, widely played out in printed material leading to a sharp increase of outputs espousing 

both views. Information pollution abounded about abolition-backed slave revolts and post-

Slavery visions of America. A disruption to the flow of information occurred in the key node of 

Congress, whereby the information competition played out to disastrous and sometimes violent 

result, with political entities never finding a compromise. Here too, political, and profiteering 
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entities, in the form of newspaper editors, were active. Consumers, emerging from religious 

groups, transformed into proselytisers with the aim to end slavery. 

The mid-twentieth century Vietnam information ecosystem had experienced decades of 

fluctuating levels of control over it by external powers, the result of which created at least two 

competing communities within it. Before the French arrival, the Vietnamese information 

ecosystem could be described as stable and relatively closed, however with the introduction of a 

new simplified alphabet, increased travel and education opportunities, the ecosystem was forever 

changed. Here again, competing ideas of governance was at the centre of the information 

competition. While both ideas were rooted in a concept of Vietnamese independence, the idea in 

the North drew on Communism, while that in the South was authoritarian, even if it was propped 

up by democracies. The role of Communism in this conflict tied it to numerous other information 

ecosystems, including that of America whose population at home experienced this conflict 

through news media, including television, and whose politicians were just as driven by fear of 

being branded soft in the Cold War as much as the threat of communism itself. The diversity of 

entities within the Vietnamese information ecosystem was not as great as in the other case 

studies. Both the Ho and Diem were political entities, and there was at least one example of 

profiteering in the creation of fake horoscopes. The Viet Minh put great emphasis on reaching 

and educating the masses, which veers into proselytising territory somewhat, and engaged 

consumers as allies to their cause. And in this pursuit, the Viet Minh were able to improve the 

flow of information between the people and their leadership, whereas Diem pursed the opposite 

course.  

Finally, the Ukrainian information ecosystem at the start of the twentieth century was 

cacophonous, experiencing fluctuating levels of control over access to information, porous and 
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heavily influenced by neighbouring ecosystems. The crux of the information competition in 

Ukraine was around self-determination and who really had the authority to exert it, yet even this 

muddled competition was not always clear as politicians and oligarchs shifted allegiances like a 

game of hot potato. The Ukrainian information ecosystem was heavily polluted, exacerbated by 

politicians and oligarchs alike, who used media to achieve their ends. Several narratives 

contributed to information pollution, and political advertising and the practice of jeansa helped 

push them. In following the antics of Ukrainian elite in this period, it’s a challenge determining if 

there was ever a regular flow of information up from the people to their leaders – and if there 

was, it is painfully apparent that the elite cared not for what the public thought or wanted. 

Political and profiteering entities engaged aplenty, but consumers in the form of mass public 

protests stole the show, led by proselytising journalists turned activists, determined to see 

Ukraine join the European Union.  

The approach to information ecology as outlined in this work is a layered one, offering a 

new way of understanding the information environment. There are at least three core layers 

within the information environment, and aspects within each layer must be studied together to 

provide the necessary context for strategy development.  

The first layer within the information environment relates to cognition. The conditions 

within this layer help shed light on the entities within an information ecosystem, such as what 

connects them into populations and communities, their capacity for meaningful engagement in 

the information environment, and the roles entities play within it. Assessing these conditions 

provides insight into the potential of entities within information ecosystems to engage with 

others and what factors might affect how they do so. The cognitive layer consists of several 

aspects. Conditions such as shared languages and demographics can be used to group entities 
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within an information ecosystem into populations, whereas criteria like shared interests and 

beliefs can help identify specific communities. Cognition is an individual act of processing 

information and is heavily influenced by shared experiences of people living in same geographic 

area with common linguistic skills and demographic attributes that affect the emergence of 

commonalities in what information people see, how various entities present in this geography. 

Moving into greater specificity, entities themselves are another criterion of assessment. Entities 

can be analysed according to their type and the role they play within an ecosystem, such as 

political, proselytising, profiteering or consuming. 

The second layer in the information environment is technology. The technological 

conditions are the connective tissue binding entities together within an information ecosystem, 

helping entities process, spread and consume information. There are several aspects of study 

within the technological layer. The first relates to the methods for processing information, based 

on available tools, such as printing presses and mobile devices, their computing power or 

production capacity, ultimately impacting the volume of information outputs. The second relates 

to the means of delivery and scale of distribution reach of informational outputs to target 

audiences, including the types of channels used, and the speed at which information can travel 

between points within the information environment. Finally, the technical layer must be assessed 

for possible barriers, technical or otherwise, which may affect processing and delivering of 

information, such as varying controls imposed by owners of technologies or states, as regulators. 

For example, social media platforms are predominately owned by private companies, who can 

decide what sort of behaviour and content is acceptable through their terms of service. In some 

information ecosystems, mass media is heavily controlled, both by government repression but 

also by the owners and advertisers whose interests might dictate what gets produced or 
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distributed. Understanding who can impose controls and of what kind of technological layer of 

an information ecosystem, is crucial in developing a strategic understanding of information 

feedback loops and who might be consuming what type of information.         

The third layer of the information environment is that of information itself. The 

information layer consists of processed information present within an information ecosystem. 

Aspects of analysis within the information layer include mimeme, or the concepts, beliefs, and 

notions that self-replicate between people, taking hold within a specific information ecosystem 

and shared by at least one community within it.1423 These ideas might be manifest by entities 

within an information ecosystem through messaging, or the common narratives and framing used 

to express them, as well as content which can take many forms, including in books, plays, 

images, songs and so forth.  Of particular concern in the information layer is information 

pollution, or the presence of low-quality information, which can include unsolicited messages 

such as spam email but also disinformation, and narratives that provoke arousing emotions, such 

as fear or anger.1424 More must be done to understand the effects of such information on the 

overall environment, as well as their relationship to conflict escalation and violence. 

In studying these three layers and their various aspects together, this research identified 

common conditions that experience fluctuations after the introduction of a new technology 

changes how information is processed and shared. These fluctuations include: (1) a change in the 

number of people who can meaningfully engage with information in that ecosystem; (2) a change 

in the speed and reach at which information could travel; and (3) an upward change in 

informational outputs. 

 

1423 Richard Dawkins, The Selfish Gene (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1976), 192. 
1424 Berger, Contagious. 
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Likewise, all the information ecosystems studied here also experienced similar types of 

information disturbances. These disturbances occurred when fluctuations of key pre-existing 

conditions within information ecosystems reached certain thresholds beyond which a violent 

conflict erupted. Those disturbances include (1) information competition, whereby two or more 

communities competed for hegemony of their beliefs; (2) information floods, or the sharp 

increase of information outputs about a belief; (3) information pollution, which often 

accompanied both information competition and floods; and (4) a disruption of the flow of 

information, particularly between leaders and the people they claim to rule. 

At least four broad types of entities were identified across five case studies in this 

research which were divided into, political, proselytising, profiteering and consumers. Each type 

affects their information ecosystem, while also being influenced by it. These entities overlap and 

interact, making it important to study their broad objectives or interests, perceived opportunities 

and known barriers, and related behaviours, in relation to their environment.  

Many challenges within the information environment are complex, such as 

disinformation, yet much of the public discourse about these threats are set in binary terms – 

good versus evil, acceptable versus unacceptable. However, notions like political opinion, 

beliefs, and rumours can often defy neat binary classifications. While it can be tempting to view 

conflicts as merely a binary opposition, the reality and context in which they occur often defies 

such neat dual categorisation. The dichotomy of peace and war is a prime example of this, as 

there are varying levels of activity in between the two states that could be problematic. Indeed, as 

concepts such as the ‘grey zone’ or ‘activities below-the-threshold of open conflict’ capture 

contemporary professional literature, information competition becomes better understood as 

activities that occur along a scale, with various stages of de/escalation which may or may not 



 298 

 

lead to war. At the one end, two ideas are so homogenous the holders of those views can live 

peaceably together in the same information ecosystem. At the opposite end is war, stemming 

from an information competition whereby two or more opponents could no longer reconcile their 

different perspectives and resorted to physical violence to triumph over their adversary. 

Information ecology offers a more contextual way of understanding the information environment 

and conflict within it that can transcend the tendency towards basing discourse of influence 

operations dichotomously.  

As with the evolution of physical ecology, information ecology too might develop into 

different branches. Ecology is a wide field, consisting of many different disciplines, such as 

population and applied ecology.1425 Given the complexity of complexity of the information 

environment, and the various disciplines required to make sense of it as a system, the initial work 

conducted in this research can lead to more focused and inter-disciplinary studies enhancing a 

holistic understanding of information ecology as a field of theoretical and applied research. In 

this manner, information ecology would seek to systematise disparate fields currently 

researching aspects of the information environment from existing perspectives, such as 

communications studies, political science, behavioural economics, and computer science, to 

name a few. Under the rubric of information ecology, which focuses on how entities, human and 

others, interact in the information environment, a better understanding of the various effects of 

those interactions on the system as a whole could emerge. By enhancing existing perspectives in 

mass media studies to include ecological analysis of the information environment as system, they 

would contribute to enriching a more strategic understanding that goes beyond a narrower focus 

on Media alone.  

 

1425 Ghazoul, Ecology, 95-96. 
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Some branches in physical ecology, like that of population ecology, are readily adaptable 

for studying the information environment. Population ecology is concerned with studying 

populations of organisms, understanding how they are organized and what dynamics are at play. 

In population ecology factors such as population size, density, and changes in numbers are 

assessed. In studying populations within the information ecosystem, contributions from 

disciplines such as history, ethnography, linguistics, and social psychology would be extremely 

relevant. 

Another area, microbial ecology, studies how microorganisms establish themselves and 

self-organize into communities. In information ecology, an equivalent area of study would look 

at mimeme, or the concepts, beliefs, and notions that self-replicate between entities, taking hold 

within a specific information ecosystem. Here fields like anthropology and cognitive psychology 

can help shed light on the underlying socio-cultural drivers of a community or population where 

a specific mimeme takes root, and why they might resonate.  

Evolutionary ecology explores how issues such as competition and parasitism affect 

changes within organisms over time, whereas behavioural ecology deals with the interactions 

between organisms within an ecosystem. The equivalent in information ecology might be in 

mapping entity behaviour and tactics over time vis-à-vis two or more actors engaged in an 

information competition, to understand better how such activity escalates conflict, or how 

entities change approaches and adapt tactics over time in relation to others. Similarly, 

behavioural ecology in terms of the information environment, would study how entities engage 

with each other, technology, and information on a regular basis, as opposed to in an information 

competition.   
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Another model from physical ecology that could be adapted for studying the information 

environment, is conservation ecology, which is concerned with managing biodiversity. This 

branch brings several areas together and includes topics such as legal regulation and ethics. In 

information ecology, an equivalent branch might consider issues such as the impact of 

hyperconnected diaspora within their new information ecosystem, as well as how they might 

continue to engage with and affect the ecosystem from whence, they came, if at all. This branch 

could explore how laws impact the information environment, and what harmonisation might be 

possible at a global level on regulation of social media platforms, doing so in such a way that 

measures do not negatively impact the free flow of information, for example. Ideally, this branch 

would focus on developing a concept of information environment stewardship, aimed at ensuring 

the integrity of information, such that democracy can be fostered and not hindered. Fields that 

should inform this branch include law, ethics, public policy, sociology, and international 

relations.  

Applied Ecology, as the term suggests, aims to apply knowledge to actual situations, 

including to address human influence. The equivalent branch in information ecology is 

experimental, specifically designing research experiments to measure things like the impact of an 

activity such as disinformation or interventions to counter related threats. Again, such work is 

multidisciplinary, and would draw on fields including experimental psychology, engineering, 

and computer science to design and execute studies. 

Systems Ecology attempts to understand the environment through abiotic factors such as 

how energy is processed and moves through an ecosystem. In information ecology, the 

equivalent branch would aim to understand how different types of information flow between 

different entities and channels, and to what impact. Ideally, the application of systems ecology 
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approach for studying the information environment would encourage development of taxonomies 

in respective disciplines outlined above which overtime would lead to a more detailed 

understanding of how various entities interact, influence, dominate or suppressed in an 

information ecosystem. Creating that bigger picture, however, will require fostering a new 

interdisciplinary focus, a sort of subject matter generalist who can understand the different 

branches of information ecology, making sense of them as a whole.   

From the examples described above it becomes clearer that methods from physical 

ecology can be adapted to study the information environment. As a field, information ecology 

would build on existing and evolving research across disciplines to develop a strategic 

understanding of the information environment and the relation of entities in it to each other and 

their respective information ecosystems. By identifying taxonomies and patterns of behaviour, 

such as fluctuations in conditions that can be measured over time and similar types of 

disturbances correlated to specific fluctuations in common conditions, one can construct a 

holistic view on root causes of conflicts. Yet to build this field, standard research methods, 

universal definitions, and taxonomies are required to ensure that researchers are working on the 

same topics and building upon one another’s work. 

While the technology changed in each of these case studies, many of the tactics remained 

constant. Indeed, types of tactics used to develop an analytical framework for introducing an 

informational layer into modern traditional military training were present in most of these case 

studies.1426 Almost all the entities engaged in an information competition in this research 

employed mobilising tactics, convincing a variety of publics to support them. Speeches were 

 

1426 Michael Berk, Alicia Wanless, and Steven Desjardins, “The Canadian Information Ecosystem and the 

Informational Layer Concept,” The ALRM Group, (18 February 2020).  
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often reprinted in newspapers in both seventeenth-century England and antebellum United States 

as a means for amplifying messaging. Pericles was attention seeking in his ambitious building 

program. The Godly and Parliamentarians forced votes in the Commons on difficult issues, such 

as prosecuting the King’s advisor Wentworth, deliberately compromising those who did not vote 

in their favour providing an argument for branding them traitors publicly. Obfuscation is a 

deceptive tactic as old as time, and was applied by, among others, by the American 

psychological operations team operating in support of Diem in Vietnam attempting to pollute the 

information ecosystem against the Communists. Types of messaging used by entities was also 

consistent over time. Charles I used attacking messaging when he attempted to use the unsent 

letter from the Scottish Covenantors to the French King requesting that he mediate between the 

two sides, as propaganda against them. Much of the Southern media coverage related to the 1860 

United States presidential was misleading, painting a bleak future should Republicans win office 

and slavery abolished. A common type of messaging in Ukraine has been divisive, pitting 

Ukrainians against each other based on geography, language, and worldviews about the 

country’s future.  

Much of the discussion today about threats within in the information environment, be 

those influence operations or disinformation, is focused on the role of new technology. Yet, 

technology changes over time, and an over-emphasis on the tools used to influence people and 

outcomes might be causing some decision-makers to react unnecessarily and intervene within the 

information environment. Being distracted by the latest technology, and our lack of 

understanding for its role within the wider information environment, prevents the development 

of theory that explains how the information environment works. This, in turn, creates 

uncertainty, driving an increased desire by policymakers to react to alleviate the discomfort 
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associated with ambiguity. However, as this research has shown, problems with disinformation 

and information competition are not new. Nor are the changes brought on by the introduction of 

new technology that alters the way entities process and distribute information. Humans have 

been here before, and if we focus on developing a scientific field for analysing the information 

environment regardless of what future technology is introduced, we can better inform strategy 

for operating within it.   



Chapter 16: Where Can Information Ecology Be Applied? 

“If you try to treat an outbreak in one part of the body politic, you merely 

exacerbate the symptoms elsewhere.”  

Thomas More, Utopia, 1551 

 

While threats to the information environment, like disinformation, remain an important 

theme in global risks forecasts, the field researching this complex and adaptive system lacks 

consilience.1427 Researchers from many different fields are attempting to understand aspects of 

the information environment, but each one pursues this through their own frame of reference, 

whether it be in data science, ethnography, political communications, or experimental 

psychology, to name a few.1428 Unsurprisingly, researchers exploring the information 

environment lack universal terminology to describe and standardised methods for studying the 

phenomenon.1429 For a scientific understanding of the information environment to emerge, a 

convergence of fields must occur, with researchers beginning to speak the same language and 

working consistently together on the topic.1430 Information ecology provides a framing for 

building this field.  

 

1427 World Economic Forum, “The Global Risks Report 2021 16th Edition,” (2021), 

https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_The_Global_Risks_Report_2021.pdf; Wilson, Consilience. 
1428 Tom Wilson, and Kate Starbird, "Cross-Platform Disinformation Campaigns: Lessons Learned and 

Next Steps," Harvard Kennedy School Misinformation Review, 1, no. 1 (2020) 

https://misinforeview.hks.harvard.edu/article/cross-platform-disinformation-campaigns/ ; Jonathan Corpus Ong and 

Jason Vincent A. Cabañes, "When disinformation studies meets production studies: Social identities and moral 

justifications in the political trolling industry," International Journal of Communication, 13, no, 20 (2019): 5771–

5790; Deen Freelon, and Chris Wells, "Disinformation as political communication," Political Communication, 37, 

no. 2, (2020): 145-156; Ullrich KH Ecker, Stephan Lewandowsky, Ee Pin Chang, and Rekha Pillai, "The effects of 

subtle misinformation in news headlines," Journal of Experimental Psychology: Applied,  20, no. 4, (2014): 323–

335. 
1429 Victoria Smith and Natalie Thompson, “Survey on Countering Influence Operations Highlights Steep 

Challenges, Great Opportunities,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, (December 7, 2020),  

https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/12/07/survey-on-countering-influence-operations-highlights-steep-challenges-

great-opportunities-pub-83370  
1430 Wilson, Consilience, 14 

https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_The_Global_Risks_Report_2021.pdf
https://misinforeview.hks.harvard.edu/article/cross-platform-disinformation-campaigns/
https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/12/07/survey-on-countering-influence-operations-highlights-steep-challenges-great-opportunities-pub-83370
https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/12/07/survey-on-countering-influence-operations-highlights-steep-challenges-great-opportunities-pub-83370
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The lack of consilience makes it more challenging to fill key gaps in research about the 

information environment. At least three key gaps in understanding persist. The first is on 

understanding how the information environment works as a system, exploring how information 

feedback loops between different types of information management platforms, including social 

media, through different types of entities, into mainstream media and elsewhere.1431 The second 

gap is knowledge of the measurable effects of influence operations, both in terms of impacting 

the information environment as well as targeted audiences.1432 The third gap relates to 

interventions in the information environment. Research on measures aimed at countering 

influence operations is focused mostly on fact-checking, inoculation, and disclosures, often 

conducted as experiments whereby results are driven by participant surveys.1433 Very little is 

publicly known about the interventions social media companies have tried. In public 

announcements by industry about tweaks to respective platforms to counter aspects of influence 

operations, just eight percent even mention efficacy, providing no findings.1434 The big 

technology companies might know more, but if they do it is not often shared publicly, beyond 

insider leaks.1435 If societies are to meaningfully address threats like misinformation, more must 

 

1431 Jacob N. Shapiro, Natalie Thompson, and Alicia Wanless, “Research Collaboration on Influence 

Operations Between Industry and Academia: A Way Forward,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace 

(December 3, 2020) https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/12/03/research-collaboration-on-influence-operations-

between-industry-and-academia-way-forward-pub-83332  
1432 Laura Courchesne, Jacob N. Shapiro, and Isra M. Thange, “Review of Social Science Research on the 

Effects of Influence Operations,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace (2021), 

https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/06/28/measuring-effects-of-influence-operations-key-findings-and-gaps-from-

empirical-research-pub-84824  
1433 Courchesne, Ilhardt, and Shapiro, “Review of social science research on the impact of countermeasures 

against influence operations.”  
1434 Kamya Yadav, “Platform Interventions: How Social Media Counters Influence Operations,” Carnegie 

Endowment for International Peace, (January 25, 2021), https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/01/25/platform-

interventions-how-social-media-counters-influence-operations-pub-83698  
1435 Damien Gayle, “Facebook aware of Instagram’s harmful effect on teenage girls, leak reveals,” The 

Guardian, (September 14 , 2021). https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2021/sep/14/facebook-aware-

instagram-harmful-effect-teenage-girls-leak-reveals  

https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/12/03/research-collaboration-on-influence-operations-between-industry-and-academia-way-forward-pub-83332
https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/12/03/research-collaboration-on-influence-operations-between-industry-and-academia-way-forward-pub-83332
https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/06/28/measuring-effects-of-influence-operations-key-findings-and-gaps-from-empirical-research-pub-84824
https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/06/28/measuring-effects-of-influence-operations-key-findings-and-gaps-from-empirical-research-pub-84824
https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/01/25/platform-interventions-how-social-media-counters-influence-operations-pub-83698
https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/01/25/platform-interventions-how-social-media-counters-influence-operations-pub-83698
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be done to systematise research on measurements of the information environment. Information 

ecology provides a structured approach to studying the information environment as a whole 

system, including contextualizing research exploring cause and effect. 

Information Ecosystems are not islands. They are connected to other ecosystems that can 

affect them, causing disturbances. Likewise, to paraphrase Clausewitz, conflicts are not isolated 

but occur within an interconnected and structured information environment.1436 Within that 

environment, information ecosystems are also interconnected. They are bound together over 

geographies and time through informational threads, shaping what follows. The Persian invasion 

shaped the information ecosystem leading up to the Peloponnesian War. Both the Thirty Years’ 

War in Europe and the Wars of the Three Kingdoms shaped the information ecosystem in which 

the English Civil war occurred. The English Civil War, in turn, shaped the American information 

ecosystem in antebellum United States – but so too did Athenian concepts of slavery, as were 

drawn upon by Tidewater slaveholders to justify the institution and their concept of democracy. 

The Vietnam struggle for independence would inspire similar movements across Africa and 

Asia, and a “a counter-cultural movement that electrified and radicalized young people” in the 

West.1437 The disastrous American involvement in the conflict would lead “Americans to 

question the integrity of their government as never before.”1438 Much of the troubles in Ukraine 

can be tied back to the challenges of being a crossroads between other bigger competing powers. 

Information ecology is inherently systemic as an approach, and thus contextualises events within 

a combination of factors, including how history shapes current information ecosystems.  

 

1436 Carl von Clausewitz, On War translated by Michael Howard and Peter Paret, (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1976), 17. 
1437 Asselin, Vietnam’s American War, 3; Logevall, Embers of War 30 
1438 McMaster, Dereliction of Duty, xiii 
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Militaries in democracies must learn that information ecosystems are inherently 

interconnected. While their operations might often be confined overseas, to the theatre of 

conflict, the actions they take will reverberate back home. Indeed, United States engagement in 

Vietnam led to a drop in public faith in institutions.1439 Doctrine and literature aimed at military 

audiences about information operations often reference an ability ‘to shape the information 

environment,’ as if it can be any more deliberately reordered at scale than the physical 

environment.1440 Indeed, it takes time and ongoing effort to clear a forest, or redirect rivers for 

irrigation, and yet most military operations are short-lived, starting at the point of conflict 

erupting. This prevailing notion that the information environment can be shaped, also coincides 

with an over-emphasis by most Western militaries on offensive capabilities involving 

information and influence, often at the expense of understanding how one’s own efforts might be 

used by and adversary in response.1441 Neither approach is overly strategic, framed as they are in 

one-sided tactics. Information ecology provides the much-needed holistic framing for 

understanding the information environment, and more importantly, the context in which 

operations occur, such that governments and militaries can be strategic.  

The information environment builds over time. New technology only adds complexity, 

while older technology still matters. Speeches remained important in Athens as rhetoric was used 

to persuade the voters to act on issues like when to go to war. Printed material like pamphlets 

 

1439 Michael McGrath, "Beyond Distrust: When the Public Loses Faith in American Institutions," National 

Civic Review Vol. 106, No. 2 (Summer 2017): 46-51 
1440 U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff, "Joint Publication 3-13: Information Operations", I-2; Matthew J. Fecteau, 

"Understanding Information Operations & Information Warfare," Global Security Review (June 7, 2019) 

https://globalsecurityreview.com/understanding-information-operations-information-warfare/; Heidi Holz, and Ryan 

Loomis, "China’s Efforts to Shape the Information Environment in the Mekong Region," CNA Information 

Memorandum, (September 2020). https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/AD1145691.pdf  
1441 Alicia Wanless and Michael Berk, "The Strategic Communication Ricochet: Planning Ahead for 

Greater Resiliency," The Strategy Bridge, (March 7, 2018) https://thestrategybridge.org/the-bridge/2018/3/7/the-

strategic-communication-ricochet-planning-ahead-for-greater-resiliency  

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/AD1145691.pdf
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and corantos were added to handwritten letters, gossip, and pulpit speeches in early modern 

England. Likewise, speeches and lectures were reprinted in newspapers in antebellum America, 

while trains and telegraphs increased the speed at which information could travel. In mid-

twentieth century Vietnam, an innovation in alphabets coupled with modern printing did more to 

assist the Viet Minh in reaching the masses than radio, although this new technology played an 

important role in organising and communicating to the broader world. It was television that 

helped the Euromaidan protests in Ukraine preceding the Russian invasion of Crimea and the 

Donbas conflict. Social media was used more to coordinate among the protesters once it started. 

It is thus crucial to look beyond the latest technology to the wider information environment as a 

system. Digital media is undoubtedly important in a modern information environment, but it is 

not the only factor that matters. Likewise, content types build over time. Old types of content do 

not disappear because a new technology changes how information is processed, rather, they are 

incorporated or built on as new forms emerge. For example, poems and plays did not disappear 

with the introduction of print technology, nor did letters cease to be written. Instead, the 

handwritten newsletter morphed into printed newsbooks and eventually newspapers.1442 

Likewise, newspapers were not supplanted by the telegraph, instead the latter was used to 

facilitate development of the former. What content is present in an information ecosystem is 

dependent on the ability of those within it to process and consume it. As the information 

environment increases in complexity with each new technological change, studying this complex 

system becomes more challenging. Even more reason why a structured field drawing on physical 

ecology is needed. 

 

 

1442 Raymond, Pamphlets and Pamphleteering in Early Modern Britain, 132 
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Processing 

Technology 

Alphabet • • • • • • • 

Printing   • • • • • 

Photography    • • • • 

Recording     • • • 

Film/Video     • • • 

Computers       • 

Distribution 

Technology 

Word-of-mouth  • • • • • • • 

Waterways •  • • •   

Postal system   • • • • • 

Telegraph    • • •  

Radio     • • • 

Television      • • 

Internet       • 

Content Poetry • • • • • • • 

Music • • • • • • • 

Sculpture • • • • • • • 

Plays •  • • • • • 

Speeches • • • • • • • 

Letters, Private 

Messaging 

  • • • • • 

Pamphlets, Books   • • • • • 

Newspapers   • • • • • 

Movies     • • • 

Social Media Posts       • 

Table 7: A simplified tabulated summary of occurrences of different types of technology for processing and distributing 

information and content across case studies. As it shows, information ecosystems tend to build in complexity over time, and tools and 

content develop into something new rather than being replaced entirely, for example the telegraph into fax and later email.  
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Disturbances like information pollution are not new, and they tend to be aggravated by 

domestic entities. A typical response to influence pollution is to ban it. Attempts to control the 

information environment, including information pollution, however, have not always led to 

desirable outcomes. Sparta’s tight control of its information ecosystem, shaping how the outside 

world viewed it, did little to protect it from the reverberations of a radical new idea, democracy, 

in nearby Athens. Tightly controlling the printing press and making all criticism of him illegal, 

did not spare Charles I his head in the end. Censoring mail to prevent the distribution of anti-

slavery material in the South did not protect that peculiar institution. France’s fluctuating control 

of the Vietnamese information ecosystem at times hindered and helped the Communist cause; 

likewise, Diem’s brutal authoritarian rule to root out all opposition pushed people towards the 

Viet Minh and NLF. Similarly, political, and economic interests variably exerting control over 

the Ukrainian information ecosystem did little to stop mass protests when people were again 

disappointed by their elite, but often backfired horribly as initiatives like language laws were so 

easily politicised, only contributing to a further erosion of trust in institutions by wider publics. 

Countering influence operations once they have started is extremely difficult. Information 

ecology presents a way of studying the information environment that is proactive, focusing on 

common ever-present conditions within information ecosystems, which moves the focus of 

research on issues like influence operations beyond just the actors, their methods, and messaging 

as they are identified, to understanding how the system works and what early-warning indicators 

warrant intervention. 

Among the more common policy recommendations put forward by the research 

community working on influence operations, is increased regulation of social media companies 
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and more content moderation.1443 Yet, little is publicly known about the impacts of interventions 

like content moderation and deplatforming, removal of accounts and related content from social 

media platforms.1444 It is possible that censorship has an adverse effect, exacerbated by the 

cognitive bias, the scarcity heuristic. People tend to assign greater value to the things they cannot 

possess, and evidence jurors are told to disregard is seldom forgotten by them.1445 In the case 

studies explored in this research, censorship had mixed results. It did little to help Charles I, for 

example, or the slaveholding South in the United States Civil War. While this research drew on 

historical case studies, the same challenges outlined in this work persist today. The Ukraine 

conflict continues, as do attempts to control the information ecosystem there. The knee-jerk 

reaction by the government to close an opposition news website Strana.ua in August 2021 under 

the pretext of it promoting Russian narratives backfired when the not only site reopened on a 

hosting site abroad, but the affair added fuel to those criticising or mistrusting the government. 

Later in November, the English-language KyivPost newspaper was abruptly closed by its owner, 

real-estate tycoon Adnan Kivan, due to a rumoured dispute with journalists over his editorial 

interference.1446 While details of each case may not be apparent to all, the cumulative effects of 

these, likely disconnected, actions reinforce the perception of an information environment being 

manipulated for political gains. 

 

1443 Kamya Yadav, “Countering Influence Operations: A Review of Policy Proposals Since 2016,” 

Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, (November 30, 2020), 

https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/11/30/countering-influence-operations-review-of-policy-proposals-since-2016-

pub-83333  
1444 Laura Courchesne, Julia Ilhardt, and Jacob N. Shapiro, “Review of social science research on the 

impact of countermeasures against influence operations,” Harvard Kennedy School (HKS) Misinformation Review 

(September 13, 2021), https://doi.org/10.37016/mr-2020-79   
1445 Michael Lynn, “Scarcity effects on value: A quantitative review of the commodity theory literature,” 

Psychology & Marketing, 8, no. 1 (1991): 43-57.; Shari Seidman Diamond, and Jonathan D. Casper, "Blindfolding 

the jury to verdict consequences: Damages, experts, and the civil jury," Law and Society Review, (1992): 513-563. 
1446 Todd Prince, “Ukraine's Top English-Language Newspaper Suddenly Shut Down Amid Owner-Staff 

Dispute,” Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, (November 8, 2021). https://www.rferl.org/a/kyiv-post-closed-

kivan/31551747.html  
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Moreover, even when a group of entities triumphs in an information conflict attaining 

hegemony over an information ecosystem, the dominated idea does not disappear. Much like the 

seasons, information competition can follow a cycle, whereby one idea wins out over another 

competing notion, even if for a short time, however, the non-dominant idea could one day return 

to prominence. Sparta’s triumph over Athens did not erase democracy. The Parliamentarian rule 

was short-lived in England, lasting from 1649 to 1660 when the monarchy was restored. Fears of 

popish plots (and dare I say European domination) live on in England in the annual 

commemoration of burning the Catholic conspirator, Guy Fawkes. Harvard professor Henry 

Louis Gates Jr has argued that far from stamping racism out, the Reconstruction period following 

the United States Civil War shaped the systemic racism still experienced in America today.1447 

As of 2018, thirteen percent of Ukrainian respondents to a survey by the National Museum of the 

Revolution of Dignity saw the Euromaidan as being caused by western efforts to control 

Ukraine.1448 And while there was more support from Ukrainians to join the EU in 2020 (51.6 

percent up from 31 percent in 2013), that accord dips to 40 percent in the southern regions and 

26 percent in the East.1449 Of course, Russia’s subsequent brutal and unlawful invasion of 

Ukraine in 2022 has undoubtedly galvanised the population in a decided direction as far away 

from its neighbour as possible. 

 

1447 Henry Louis Gates Jr, "How Reconstruction Still Shapes American Racism," Time (April 2, 2019), 

https://time.com/5562869/reconstruction-history/  
1448 National Museum of the Revolution of Dignity, "What Ukrainians think about the Revolution of 

Dignity: all research data," (2019).  http://maidanmuseum.org/uk/node/668  
1449 Kyiv International Institute of Sociology, "Consequences of Ukraine's Accession to Integration 

Associations (Public Opinion Two Weeks Before the Vilnius Summit)," (November 26, 2013), 

https://www.kiis.com.ua/?lang=eng&cat=reports&id=206&page=2&y=2013; Yulia Sakhno, “Geopolitical 

Orientations of the People of Ukraine: February 2020,” Kyiv International Institute of Sociology, (April 1,2020), 
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Controlling the information environment seems to do little over time to permanently 

remove ideas once they have emerged.  

Censorship is a reactive measure, akin to putting out fires after they start. Information 

ecology offers a mode of study that develops proactive interventions in the information 

environment. As information ecology studies the fluctuations of the overarching conditions 

within an information ecosystem, it offers a way of measuring changes overt time to provide 

early warning indicators for potential disturbances. In studying the ecosystem in which influence 

operations occur, through information ecology, researchers can identify and predict changes 

within a specific information ecosystem that prelude problems.   

Interventions by leaders in the information environment are often driven by events. 

Repeatedly, we experience similar responses when an information ecosystem expands. There is a 

surprise and dismay over the increase in informational outputs, and as information floods and 

information pollution ensue fear rises. Ultimately, this presents a very challenging situation for 

rational decision-making, and thus strategists should take care to check their choices against the 

discomfort they might be experiencing because of an uncertain situation. Increasing criticism 

about the royal family encouraged Charles I to introduce more draconian measures against 

detractors’ speech. Southern leaders increased censorship of Northern content with every 

subsequent Bill introduced to Congress that antagonised the debate around slavery’s future in the 

new territories. Mao’s victory in China spurred fears about a domino effect leading to disastrous 

decisions by the United States to enter the Vietnamese conflict more deeply and contribute to 

information pollution there. The Ukrainian parliament immediately moved to ban Russian 

television in the wake of the Crimean annexation. Indeed, history repeats itself. Alongside the 

COVID-19 pandemic came the introduction of more interventions by social media companies 
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and laws by several countries to counter aspects of influence operations.1450 Given the 

relationship between events and reactions to intervene in the information environment, having a 

more objective way to analyse information competition in the context of the information 

ecosystem in which it occurs can help decision-makers feeling pressed to intervene to make more 

objective and strategic choices.  

Indeed, many of the conditions identified within the information ecosystems studied 

recently fluctuated in most of the world, but in the United States in particular. In many 

democracies in the West, social media helped those on opposite ends of the political spectrum 

organise and voice their respective displeasures with the system. First on the left with the 

Occupy Movement, following the 2008 economic crisis, enabling it to pursue an aim of 

inclusivity, while protesting economic inequality.1451 And later, on the right, what has been 

branded the far- or alt-right also used digital technologies to mobilise, helping propel the 

politicians they support into power, and which some see as a global phenomenon.1452  

The United States has often been centre stage for movements from both extremes of the 

political spectrum, with commentators fearing that “left and right are radicalizing each other” 

taking a page from similar efforts abroad.1453 Indeed, groups at the fringes of the political 

 

1450 Kamya Yadav, “Platform Interventions: How Social Media Counters Influence Operations,” Carnegie 
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Samikshya Siwakoti, Jacob N. Shapiro, and Alicia Wanless, "Countries have more than 100 laws on the books to 

combat misinformation. How well do they work?," Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 77, no. 3 (2021): 124-128 
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spectrum have even faced off violently, as happened in Portland, Oregon in August 2019.1454 On 

January 6, 2021, a mob stormed the United States Capital Building, comprising several fringe 

groups, including the conspiracy theorising followers of QAnon, the white nationalist Proud 

Boys, average Americans, and politicians.1455 Considered in the context of information ecology 

as outlined in this work, the United States appears to be in the midst of an information 

competition. While Russia has been meddling in it, the burgeoning conflict appears to be 

between American political opposites, and should their worldviews grow increasingly 

incompatible, might worsen into further violence. Much comes down to how interventions are 

made to address this information competition within the information environment.  

In terms of the cognitive layer of the American information ecosystem, the United States 

has been experiencing socio-economic shifts in recent years. As of 2016, Pew Research Center 

had identified several demographic trends in the United States.1456 Americans had become more 

ethnically diverse than before, estimating that by 2055 there would be no single visible majority. 

Immigrants from Asia supplanted those from Latin America. As of 2019, baby boomers are no 

longer the most populous generation, with Millennials, born between 1981 and 1996 overtaking 

them.1457 And fewer Americans were living in middle class households, falling below 50 percent 

in 2015.1458 
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To say the technological layer of the American information ecosystem has been 

developing quickly is a gross understatement. Americans have been rapidly adopting new 

technologies. Internet users jumped from less than one percent in 1990 to 88 percent in 2019.1459 

Computational power has increased exponentially, the processing speed of super computers 

jumped from 124 billion floating-point operations per second in 1993 to 442,000 trillion in 

2020.1460 The creation of information grew globally from two zetabytes in 2010 to estimated 79 

zetabytes in 2021.1461 The technology consultancy IDC predicted that “data creation and 

replication will grow at a faster rate than installed storage capacity,” also noting that in 2021 less 

than two percent of new data was saved or retained.1462 To put that into perspective, as of 2019 

every day 500 million tweets were posted, nearly 300 billion emails sent, 65 billion WhatsApp 

messages shared, and 5 billion online searches conducted.1463 Essentially, there have been three 

significant shifts in communications, particularly affecting the United States as drivers of these 

changes. Information can move much faster than ever before, at great distances. Media is far 

more multi-directional thanks to social media, enabling audiences to engage with and 

disseminate content to bigger audiences.1464 And finally, in these two shifts an increasing amount 

of data is also being generated about individuals, providing those with access to such information 
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with insights into consumer behaviours and preferences, which in turn is used to develop 

behavioural advertising tools to target those audiences – often with very little public 

oversight.1465  

Indeed, social media usage rose from eight percent of adults in 2005 to 72 percent by 

2019.1466 The earliest adopters were Americans aged between 18 and 29, of which by 2019, 90 

percent were using social media.1467 Older users have also increased in numbers, with the 

percentage of those aged 65 and older increasing five-fold between 2010 and 2021.1468 Facebook 

continued to be a dominate platform with 69 percent of American adults using it in 2021, 

surpassed only by YouTube at 81 percent. 1469 Just under half of all adult Americans often or 

sometimes get news from social media.1470 The web has enabled people with similar interests to 

connect. Believers in fringe conspiracy theories, such as the earth is flat, can congregate and 

proselytise their views online via sites such as YouTube, whereby those already predisposed to 

believing conspiracy theories are more susceptible to adopting new ones.1471 

By 2020, the average American adult was spending 10 hours a day connected to some 

form of media, with live television accounting for 2.14 hours, radio 1.31, and a smart phone 

2.26.1472 Radio continued to reach most American adults up to 88 percent, followed by 

 

1465 Bruce Schneier, and Alicia Wanless, “The Peril of Persuasion in the Big Tech Age,” Foreign Policy, 
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https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-sheet/social-media/  
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1469 Pew Research Center, “Social Media Fact Sheet.”  
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smartphones at 85 percent and televisions at 80 percent.1473 There are different demographic 

patterns in terms of channels, with older Americans (50 years and over) consuming more 

television than internet-based media, compared to adults aged 35 to 45, whose split between 

analogy and digital is relatively even, and those 18 to 24 consuming more internet-based 

media.1474 However, radio consumption remains relatively consistent across all age groups with 

between 13 and 17 percent listening to it regularly.1475 While less well-off Americans are more 

likely to get their news via television, the split between democrats and republicans is fairly even, 

with 34 percent of the former and 37 percent of the latter receiving information through this 

channel.1476 Slightly more Republicans (nine percent) get news via radio than Democrats (six 

percent).1477  

The American information ecosystem is a diverse, highly interconnected system. 

Americans are intaking information from many sources. However, those sources are not always 

the same across political divides. In terms of weekly news consumption, local television news is 

watched by 26 percent of adult Americans, with Fox News enjoying a slightly bigger audience 

(25 percent), over CNN (24 percent) and ABC, NBC/MSNBC, and CBS (20 percent each).1478 

Talk radio programs continue to reach American audiences. Conservative commentators like 

Rush Limbaugh, Ben Shapiro, and Sean Hannity capture more than a quarter of the market share, 

whereas National Public Radio’s Weekend Addition reaches 34 percent.1479 In fact, “Republicans 
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and Democrats place their trust in two nearly inverse news media” networks.1480 And some 

researchers believe that the United States has never been more polarised than it is today.1481 

Drawing from years of polling data, the Pew Research Center found there was an “increasingly 

stark disagreement between Democrats and Republicans on the economy, racial justice, climate 

change, law enforcement, international engagement and a long list of other issues,” pointing to 

the COVID-19 pandemic as exemplifying these divides.1482 Indeed, under Trump’s 

administration, 76 percent of Republicans thought the United States was dealing well with the 

pandemic, compared to 29 percent of non-Republicans.1483 And those views look like they have 

persisted but in reverse, in a lack of trust by Republicans for the subsequent Biden 

administration’s efforts. 

Republicans are less likely to be vaccinated against COVID-19, but more likely to spread 

disinformation about the vaccines as well as take dangerous unproven alternative cures, like 

ivermectin, a horse deworming drug.1484 (Although, the political right does not have an 

exclusivity on being anti-vaccination, pockets of left-leaning libertarians, “organic farmers, 

members of homeschooling and alternative-education communities, anti-war hippies,” are also 
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shunning the shot in Massachusetts.)1485 Doubt about the vaccines is peddled by conservative 

commentators like Fox News host Tucker Carlson and high ranking Republican National 

Committee officials.1486 When President Biden imposed mandatory vaccinations for federal 

employees, the Republican Governor of Florida promised to sue the administration, and federal 

Republican lawmakers threatened a government shutdown to debate the issue.1487 The push-back 

against mandatory vaccinations is supported by Republican voters, who perceive such measures 

as an infringement of personal freedoms, a perspective which conservative politicians seem all 

too keen to exploit and promote.1488 This is particularly problematic as David Gorski, an 

American physician and researcher of anti-vaccination movements, stated in an interview, “the 

more they dig into it being about freedom, the more susceptible they become to the 

theories…Appeals to freedom are like the gateway drug to pseudoscience.”1489 Lewandowsky, 

Oberauer, and Gignac found similar patterns regarding beliefs in conspiracy theories and denial 
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of climate science, with the free market ideology having “a larger effect on rejection of climate 

science than did conspiratorial thinking.”1490 

Not that more encouragement is needed, given existing Republican perspectives on 

science in general, showing “a large and meaningful decrease in their confidence in the scientific 

community over time.”1491 In 2020, Republicans were found to have less trust in medical 

scientists (31 percent), and scientists (27 percent) than did democrats (53 percent and 52 

percent).1492 The year before, Republicans felt “scientists should stay out of policy debates and 

instead focus on establishing sound scientific facts,” compared to 73 percent of Democrats who 

believed “scientists should take an active role in policy debates.”1493 These divides extend to 

other pressing areas for society, such as climate change. In 2019, around half of all Democrat-

leaning respondents thought “environmental research scientists provide fair and accurate 

information all or most of the time,” cared about public interests, and were doing a good job. 

Comparatively, fewer Republican-leaning respondents agreed these scientists were accurate (19 

percent), doing a good job (26 percent) or working in the public interest (22 percent).1494  
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The very act of trying to assess American susceptibility to disinformation can be a 

challenge. As Garrett and Bond point out, empirical evidence of an increased conservative 

susceptibility to disinformation is limited, “based on Americans’ beliefs about a relatively 

narrow set of topics, which were, in many cases, intentionally selected to reflect falsehoods 

promoted by conservative political elites.”1495 And while their own study found that “American 

conservatives are more likely than liberals to hold misperceptions,” Garrett and Bond suggest the 

reason for this might be in the substance and the entities peddling such views.1496 Put simply, 

more of the views promulgated and held on the right of the political spectrum are less accurate 

than on left. For example, “fully two-thirds (65.0%) of the high engagement true statements were 

characterized as benefiting the political left, compared to only 10.0% that were described as 

benefiting the right,” whereas in reverse, “45.8% benefited the political right versus about a 

quarter (23.3%) the left.”1497 Moreover, respondents on both sides tend to favour their ingroup, 

and are more likely to believe a statement that supports their political standpoint.1498 This is a 

finding corroborated by Washburn and Skitka whose research indicated that both “liberals and 

conservatives were also more likely to deny the scientific credibility of the results when the 

correct interpretation of the data conflicted with their attitudes (for most issues).”1499 While not a 

question of believing in science, but demonstrating the difference in beliefs about their own 

parties, 83 percent of Democrats think “their party is trying to make capitalism work, while eight 
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in ten Republicans (82%) say the Democratic Party has been taken over by socialists.”1500 

Conversely, 94 percent of Republicans believe their “party wants to protect American 

traditions,” whereas “Democrats overwhelmingly view the Republican Party as being controlled 

by racists (80%), a view shared by 48% of independents and only five percent of 

Republicans.”1501 It is as if Democrats and Republicans hold two distinctly different worldviews. 

Democrats and Republicans seem unable to even agree what the problems facing the 

United States are. As of 2020, the top three most critical issues were not shared across the 

political divide. For Democrats, health care (77 percent), climate change (72 percent), and 

foreign election interference (63 percent) were most pressing, whereas for Republicans it was 

terrorism (63 percent), immigration (60 percent), and crime (50 percent).1502 Nearly 80 percent of 

Democrats believe that climate change is real and caused by humans, compared to 30 percent of 

Republicans.1503 Yet another 35 percent of Republicans do not even believe climate change is a 

thing, and two thirds think it will not personally harm them.1504 

Democrats and Republicans disagree on the nature of the January 6 storming of Capital 

Hill and what ought to be done about it. In a poll for NBC News, 32 percent of Republican 

respondents thought January 6 was an attempt to overturn the election, 23 percent saw it as an act 

of terrorism, whereas 82 percent felt the event was exaggerated with the aim to undermine 

Trump. In an almost complete reversal, 89 percent of Democrats saw the event as an attempt to 

overturn the election, 81 percent as a terrorist act, and just twelve percent as a means to discredit 
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partisan-polarization-and-key-issues-in-2020-presidential-elections/#_ftn4  
1501 Public Religion Research Institute, "Fractured Nation.”  
1502 Public Religion Research Institute, "Fractured Nation.” 
1503 Public Religion Research Institute, "Fractured Nation.” 
1504 Public Religion Research Institute, "Fractured Nation.” 

https://www.prri.org/research/fractured-nation-widening-partisan-polarization-and-key-issues-in-2020-presidential-elections/#_ftn4
https://www.prri.org/research/fractured-nation-widening-partisan-polarization-and-key-issues-in-2020-presidential-elections/#_ftn4
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Trump.1505 As of September 2021, just 57 percent of Republican respondents felt that it was 

“very or somewhat important that federal law enforcement agencies find and prosecute those,” 

behind the January 6 raid on the United States Capital, down from 79% in March that year. In 

fact, of those Republicans just 27 percent thought it was very important, compared to 80 percent 

of Democrats.1506 In another survey by Hill-HarrisX, 79 percent of Republican respondents and 

55 percent of independents viewed the investigation by Congress into January 6 as a political 

exercise, whereas 75 percent of democrats saw it as an independent inquiry.1507 Such disparate 

perspectives will make it a challenge to reckon with the violent events surrounding the storming 

of the Capital Hill.  

These diverging perspectives are not likely to be mitigated without concerted effort to 

make them so. Brown and Enos found in their study measuring the partisan segregation of 180 

million Americans, that “a large proportion of voters live with virtually no exposure to voters 

from the other party in their residential environment,” including within the same city or 

neighbourhood, and across “a range of places and densities…distinct from racial and ethnic 

segregation”.1508 If anything, a strengthening of these divides seems more likely.  

Entities on the right of the political divide in the United States appear to be well 

coordinated. Mann and Schleifer noted that “conservative social movements have established 

 

1505 Ben Kamisar, “Attitudes on Jan. 6 Capitol attack settle in along familiar partisan lines,” NBC News, 

(August 24, 2021).  https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/meet-the-press/attitudes-jan-6-capitol-attack-settle-along-

familiar-partisan-lines-n1277534  
1506 Pew Resarch Center, “Declining Share of Republicans Say It Is Important to Prosecute Jan. 6 Rioters,” 

(September 28, 2021). https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2021/09/28/declining-share-of-republicans-say-it-is-

important-to-prosecute-jan-6-rioters/    
1507 Gabriela Schulte, “Poll: Majority of voters view Jan. 6 probe through political lens,” The Hill, (October 

22, 2021). https://thehill.com/hilltv/what-americas-thinking/578053-poll-majority-of-voters-say-jan-6-investigation-

is-more-of-a?amp  
1508 Jacob R. Brown, and Ryan D. Enos, "The measurement of partisan sorting for 180 million voters,"  

Nature Human Behaviour, 5, (March 8, 2021): 998–1008, 998. https://www.nature.com/articles/s41562-

021-01066-z 

https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/meet-the-press/attitudes-jan-6-capitol-attack-settle-along-familiar-partisan-lines-n1277534
https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/meet-the-press/attitudes-jan-6-capitol-attack-settle-along-familiar-partisan-lines-n1277534
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2021/09/28/declining-share-of-republicans-say-it-is-important-to-prosecute-jan-6-rioters/
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2021/09/28/declining-share-of-republicans-say-it-is-important-to-prosecute-jan-6-rioters/
https://thehill.com/hilltv/what-americas-thinking/578053-poll-majority-of-voters-say-jan-6-investigation-is-more-of-a?amp
https://thehill.com/hilltv/what-americas-thinking/578053-poll-majority-of-voters-say-jan-6-investigation-is-more-of-a?amp
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41562-021-01066-z
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41562-021-01066-z
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their own conservatively oriented scientific institutions” increasingly helped with web-based 

tools.1509 In proselytising an anti-globalisation (if not overtly racist) perspective, far-right entities 

such as Proud Boys, Soldiers of Odin, think tanks like the National Policy Institute and Robert 

Taft Club and media outlets Breitbart, Infowars and Rebel Media in Canada, have been aided by 

online channels such as 4chan, Gab, reddit and other major social media platforms.1510 

Republicans more broadly have been accused of flaming a “culture war”.1511 Think tanks and 

Republican state legislatures have reacted against ‘social justice’ campaigns.1512 And issues such 

as abortion are again a major focal point of American debate, with the 1973 landmark ruling that 

made the practice legal in the United States now under threat once more.1513  

Meanwhile, on the political left, social justice movements have emerged to address socio-

economic inequities and promote human rights, including gaining and protecting rights for 

transgender Americans.1514 Here too views about issues such as transgender rights fall along 

political lines. For example, more Democrats (87 percent) than Republicans (43 percent) are 

likely to support “allowing openly transgender service members in the military.”1515 Despite 

being a small minority of the overall population, the emergence and growth of transgender rights 

 

1509 Mann, and Schleifer, "Love the science, hate the scientists”. 
1510 Blake Stewart, "The Rise of Far-Right Civilizationism," Critical Sociology 46, no. 7-8 (2020): 1207-

1220, 1214. 
1511 Allan Smith and Sahil Kapur, "Republicans are crusading against 'woke'," NBC News, (May 2, 2021) 

https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/congress/republicans-are-crusading-against-woke-n1264811  
1512 John Patrick Leary, “Why “Social Justice” Triggers Conservatives,” The New Republic, (May 21, 

2021). https://newrepublic.com/article/162264/social-justice-triggers-conservatives  
1513 BBC, “Mike Pence asks Supreme Court to overturn abortion rights,” (December 1, 2021). 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-59480917  
1514 John T. Jost, and Aaron C. Kay, "Social justice: History, theory, and research," in Handbook of Social 

Psychology ed. Susan T. Fiske, Daniel T. Gilbert, & Gardner Lindzey (New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons, 2010), 

1122–1165. 
1515 Justin McCarthy, “Mixed Views Among Americans on Transgender Issues,” Gallup, (May 26, 2021). 

https://news.gallup.com/poll/350174/mixed-views-among-americans-transgender-issues.aspx  

https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/congress/republicans-are-crusading-against-woke-n1264811
https://newrepublic.com/article/162264/social-justice-triggers-conservatives
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-59480917
https://news.gallup.com/poll/350174/mixed-views-among-americans-transgender-issues.aspx
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has been significant and impressive.1516 However, the LGBTQ advocacy organisation, The 

Human Rights Campaign, ranked 2021 “the worst year for anti-LGBTQ legislation in recent 

history,” by May of that year, after the seventeenth anti-LGBTQ law was passed by state 

legislatures in the United States, with another eleven waiting in the wings, indicating that entities 

on both the left and the right of the political spectrum might already be engaged in an 

information competition.1517 This could be played out in a tit-for-tat struggle over rights: as more 

rights are won, a growing opposition to those rights forms. 

Indeed, at the same time as more attention is being paid to racial inequities in the United 

States, particularly around police violence against African Americans, commentators on Fox 

News are attacking critical race theory, leading to bans by Republican lawmakers on it being 

taught in public schools.1518 And while it is tempting to simply assess the situation along value-

judgements (personally, it seems unconscionable to argue against doing away with inequities and 

racism), some like The Economist, allege that approaches to social justice comprise an “illiberal 

left” pushing an “agenda obsessed with a narrow vision of obtaining justice for oppressed 

identity groups,” and of using “tactics to enforce ideological purity, by no-platforming their 

enemies and cancelling allies who have transgressed-with echoes of the confessional state”.1519 

 

1516 Jami K. Taylor, Donald P. Haider-Markel, and Daniel C. Lewis, The remarkable Rise of Transgender 

Rights, (Ann Arbor, Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 2018). 
1517 Wyatt Ronan, “2021 Officially Becomes Worst Year in Recent History for LGBTQ State Legislative 

Attacks as Unprecedented Number of States Enact Record-Shattering Number of Anti-LGBTQ Measures Into Law,” 

The Human Rights Campaign (May 7, 2021). https://www.hrc.org/press-releases/2021-officially-becomes-worst-

year-in-recent-history-for-lgbtq-state-legislative-attacks-as-unprecedented-number-of-states-enact-record-shattering-

number-of-anti-lgbtq-measures-into-law  
1518 Rashan Ray and Alexandra Gibbons, “Why are states banning critical race theory?” Brookings, 

(November 2021). https://www.brookings.edu/blog/fixgov/2021/07/02/why-are-states-banning-critical-race-theory/   
1519 The Economist, “The threat from the illiberal left,” 440. 9261, (September 4, 2021): 7-8. 

https://www.economist.com/leaders/2021/09/04/the-threat-from-the-illiberal-left  

https://www.hrc.org/press-releases/2021-officially-becomes-worst-year-in-recent-history-for-lgbtq-state-legislative-attacks-as-unprecedented-number-of-states-enact-record-shattering-number-of-anti-lgbtq-measures-into-law
https://www.hrc.org/press-releases/2021-officially-becomes-worst-year-in-recent-history-for-lgbtq-state-legislative-attacks-as-unprecedented-number-of-states-enact-record-shattering-number-of-anti-lgbtq-measures-into-law
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Whether or not the accusation is fair or accurate, the perception persists and provides detractors 

with attacks. 

It is little wonder that the United States has not been a leader in figuring out how to 

ensure the integrity of the information environment. As with so many other issues, the two sides 

cannot even agree on the nature of the problem. For Republicans the issue with the information 

environment is that social media companies are aiming to censor conservative voices, whereas 

Democrats see the issue as one of disinformation spread by their political opponents.1520 

Meanwhile, as lawmakers in the United States continue to debate the problem, Russia is 

leading international framing of issues related to the information environment. The United 

Nations General Assembly Third Committee approved by consensus a new resolution on 

disinformation in November 2021.1521 The resolution entitled “Countering disinformation for the 

promotion and protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms,” was co-sponsored by 

Pakistan, the Central African Republic, Côte d’Ivoire, Eritrea, and Russian Federation.1522 While 

lip-service was paid to democratic values in this resolution, its emphasis on state responsibility to 

address disinformation suggest this measure is instead aimed at enabling authoritarian control 

over their respective information ecosystems. The fact that this resolution was adopted without a 

vote, by consensus, suggests that no single democracy or group of such countries had the 

backing to stem its passing, or indeed, change the language to something more appropriate. 

 

1520 John Hendel, “Democrats attack fake news, and Republicans cry foul,” Politico (February 24, 2021). 

https://www.politico.com/news/2021/02/24/democrats-republicans-fake-news-471486  
1521 Third Committee, “Third Committee Approves 13 Drafts on Preventing Disinformation, Crime amid 

Vote, Deep Divisions over Follow-up to 2001 Durban Declaration,” United Nations, (November 15, 2021). 

https://www.un.org/press/en/2021/gashc4338.doc.htm  
1522 United Nations General Assembly, “Countering disinformation for the promotion and protection of 

human rights and fundamental freedoms,” United Nations, Agenda item 74(b), Seventy-sixth Session, Third 

Committee, A/C.3/76/L.7/Rev.1 (November 10, 2021). https://undocs.org/A/C.3/76/L.7/Rev.1  

https://www.politico.com/news/2021/02/24/democrats-republicans-fake-news-471486
https://www.un.org/press/en/2021/gashc4338.doc.htm
https://undocs.org/A/C.3/76/L.7/Rev.1


Wanless - 328 

 

A polluted information ecosystem hinders decision-making, a situation exemplified by 

the various and often inconsistent government responses to COVID-19. Perspectives have varied 

wildly on what should be done to address the pandemic, differing along political lines in some 

places such as the U.S., and affecting vaccine uptake and mask wearing practices.1523 Despite 

research finding that in an ambiguous situation, people will seek out and accept any explanation 

that makes sense, even if the answer is a form of magical thinking, countries like Canada, the 

United Kingdom and United States left individual chief medical officers to communicate with 

and reach the wider public to encourage adoption of pandemic measures, in a loud and busy 

information environment.1524 This lack of forethought for how the pandemic would play out 

within the information environment, and how that in turn might influence political leadership 

(e.g. fearing a backlash from lockdowns or mandatory vaccinations), helped actors benefiting 

from the spread of disinformation further polluting the information environment. At the time of 

writing this, societies like Canada and the United States are deeply divided on mandatory 

vaccinations and the use of so-called vaccine passports for entry into public spaces, like 

restaurants. Such divisions are only likely to deepen as the pandemic wanes on, especially 

considering that uncertainty causes people to want to belong to groups more, helping exacerbate 

feelings of us versus them.1525 Perhaps more disturbing, if the response to an immediate 

existential crisis (a deadly pandemic) was so challenged, how do democratic societies hope to 

 

1523 Shannon Meraw. "How misinformation is distorting COVID policies and behaviors," Brookings, 

(December 22 ,2020), https://www.brookings.edu/research/how-misinformation-is-distorting-covid-policies-and-

behaviors/  
1524 Coombs, Ongoing Crisis Communication: Planning, Managing, and Responding), 141; Keinan, 

"Effects of stress and tolerance of ambiguity on magical thinking," 48.; Victoria Smith and Alicia Wanless, 

“Unmasking the Truth: Public Health Experts, the Coronavirus, and the Raucous Marketplace of Ideas,” Carnegie 

Endowment for International Peace (July 16, 2020), https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/07/16/unmasking-truth-

public-health-experts-coronavirus-and-raucous-marketplace-of-ideas-pub-82314  
1525 Richard J. Crisp, Social Psychology: A Very Short Introduction, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2015), 50. 
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address a more complex threat collectively in climate change? It is clear current approaches 

leave much to be desired in terms of how we understand the information environment.  

In terms of the physical environment, the concept of stewardship has evolved inspiring 

governments and organizations to “preserve, protect and maintain natural, social and economic 

assets for the benefit of stakeholders and communities.”1526 In environmental stewardship, here 

too is another model upon which those concerned about the health of the information 

environment can draw to increase accountability and social responsibility. Any concept of 

information environmental stewardship ought to start with a society determining why they feel 

compelled to intervene within their information ecosystem at all. What is the desired end state 

for intervening? What are the values compelling policymakers to act? These principles, along 

with evidence related to the impacts of proposed interventions, should drive strategy 

development for operating within the information environment.  

As with the physical environment, rules are needed to govern how entities engage within 

the information environment, with the aim of ensuring an information ecosystem’s integrity. An 

immediate step would be to introduce regulation mandating transparency reporting of companies 

profiting from information communications technology, specifically social media platforms. 

Transparency reporting, or the regular disclosure of aggregated statistics around aspects of 

operations, would help inform researchers about what data might be available to study, and 

contribute to the measurements required to build information ecology as a field. If regulated by a 

statute, transparency reporting could also help rebuild trust of social media companies and thus 

the wider information environment. Transparency reporting should not be limited to big 

 

1526 Massimo Contrafatto, "Stewardship theory: approaches and perspectives," In Accountability and social 

accounting for social and non-profit organizations, Advances in Public Interest Accounting, Vol. 17 (Emerald Group 

Publishing Limited, 2014): 177-196. 
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technology companies. Media outlets continue to play a crucial role in modern information 

ecosystems and should also be held to account.   

Rules around data-sharing are also badly needed. Researching the modern information 

environment can require access to sensitive personal data. Such data can shed light on an 

individual’s preferences, the way they interact with others, and how they develop views and 

beliefs. Such data also raises ethical and legal questions. Rules guiding data-sharing in practice 

are required to protect end users, ensure fair access for researchers, and limit liability on 

companies who share data. Details around what types of researchers require access to what types 

of data, through what means, will need to be worked out, along with a vetting process that can 

account for ethical issues related to social media data.  

A concept of corporate social responsibility is also required to support stewardship of the 

information environment. In addition to regular and comprehensive transparency reporting, 

companies profiting on information communications technologies should be compelled to 

contribute to a global fund to further independent research on the information environment. Less 

profitable companies might share only data.1527 A collective contribution could lever economies 

of scale, helping pool together research funds and the interdisciplinary skills required for 

research on the information environment. A permanent mechanism, that facilitates international 

research collaboration, should also be established building global research capacity for the study 

of the information environment and sharing expensive resources, like computing power.  

While the public has never been merely a passive receptacle for influence operations, 

tools like social media have made them a more engaged entity in attempting to affect the 

 

1527 Nathaniel Persily and Joshua A. Tucker, “Conclusion: The Challenges and Opportunities for Social 

Media Research,” in Social Media and Democracy: The State of the Field and Prospects for Reform, ed, Nathaniel 

Persily and Joshua A. Tucker (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2020), 313-331, 323 
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information environment. Audiences are increasingly co-opted to help spread persuasive 

messaging, becoming propagandists themselves.1528 We absolutely must have a better 

understanding for how digital technologies are affecting human decision-making, particularly in 

tools such as behavioural advertising, identifying what is the threshold at which people lose their 

agency to make free and informed decisions. Once that threshold is crossed, the very legitimacy 

of democracy is called into question. As of 2018, nearly half the populations in countries like 

Canada, the U.K., and United States finished high school before the web was invented. The odds 

of most of those people, especially those working outside of the tech sector, understanding how 

the modern information environment works are very low. More must be done to educate people 

about how information is processed, manipulated, and finds its way to unsuspecting consumer 

entities, but also how the data an individual generates through use of technology is also used to 

target them. Such awareness campaigns must be devoid of politicisation, and ideally would draw 

from successful campaigns aimed at curtailing things like pollution in the physical environment. 

All entities need to better understand what their role is within the information environment. 

Information ecology provides a means for studying the information environment that 

moves beyond looking at the activities and messaging used by entities to influence their 

information ecosystem. In studying the overarching system, the information environment, as well 

as the entities within it, holistic approaches required for developing strategy become possible. 

This research is a beginning, not the end, laying a foundation for some of the methods that can be 

drawn from physical ecology to develop information ecology. Just as the field of ecology 

emerged from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, for information ecology to develop, a 

field of researchers building on the same approaches over time is essential. This research moves 

 

1528 Wanless and Berk, “The Audience is the Amplifier: Participatory Propaganda,” 85-104. 
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beyond borrowing terms from ecology, to identifying the types of conditions, disturbances, and 

methods for studying those that can be a starting point for developing information ecology, 

which in turns provides a systemic approach to understanding the information environment that 

is fit for strategic purposes. This research offers an approach to studying the information 

environment that leads to measurements and monitoring of it, which in turn offer indicators for 

when leaders ought to intervene as part of a stewardship program. Ultimately, a new field is 

needed, one that is framed by the concept of ecology but drawing from other disciplines. A 

program of study on information ecology should include inputs from political communications as 

well as aspects of computer science and engineering, to understanding the role of messaging as 

well as the underlying infrastructure driving the modern information environment. Methods from 

data science and cognitive psychology are imperative for conducting measurements into the 

effects of influence operations and the impact of interventions. A sound basis in strategic theory, 

international relations and conflict will also be required to inform policy-development for 

intervening in the information environment, particularly given the global nature of today’s 

hyperconnected world. Lastly, given the need for stewardship of the information environment, 

ethics are necessary for guiding both research and interventions related to influence operations. 

Information ecology could bring these disciplines together to foster a new field for studying the 

information environment.  

The task at hand is gargantuan. However, as this research has shown, there are theoretical 

models upon which we can draw. Moreover, while new technology causes conditions within an 

information ecosystem to fluctuate, the periods marked by change have been experienced by 

humanity throughout our existence on this planet many times before. Indeed, as Jean-Baptiste 

Alphonse Karr wrote in 1862, the more things change, the more they stay the same. The key is to 
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identify the patterns that make the information environment more predictable – and information 

ecology can help. 
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Further Work 
 

Building on this thesis, the author is currently developing a multinational research facility 

to study the information environment with partners at Princeton University, which includes 

creating a global council and working groups to explore how best to study the information 

environment and what types of data can be applied.1529 She is also working on applying this 

model of information ecology to the contemporary U.S. information ecosystems with the aim of 

publishing a book.  
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