active measures the secret history of
disinformation and political warfare

Active measures have long been a cornerstone of modern political warfare,
serving as tools for states and organizations to influence public perception,
undermine opponents, and manipulate political outcomes. This article delves
into the secret history of disinformation and the methods employed to engage
in active measures, examining their evolution, key players, and significant
case studies that illustrate their profound impact on global politics.

Understanding Active Measures

Active measures refer to a broad range of tactics employed by governments or
organizations to influence public opinion and political events. These tactics
can include disinformation, propaganda, psychological operations, and other
covert strategies aimed at achieving political goals.

Definition and Goals of Active Measures

The primary goals of active measures are to:

1. Discredit opponents
2. Influence political processes
3. Shape perceptions and narratives

4. Support friendly regimes while undermining adversaries

Active measures are not new; they have been a component of statecraft for
centuries. However, the sophistication and scale of these operations have
evolved dramatically with advancements in technology and communication.

A Brief Historical Overview

The roots of active measures can be traced back to the early 20th century but
gained particular prominence during the Cold War. Disinformation campaigns
became a critical aspect of the geopolitical struggle between the Soviet
Union and the United States.

The Cold War Era

During the Cold War, both superpowers engaged in extensive disinformation
campaigns. The Soviet Union created an intricate network of propaganda and
misinformation to promote its ideology and undermine Western narratives.



Key strategies included:

Creating fake organizations that appeared legitimate

Disseminating forged documents
e Using front groups to influence public opinion

e Leveraging cultural exchanges to spread ideology

One notable example of Soviet active measures was the "Operation Infektion,"
which sought to spread the false narrative that the United States had created
the HIV/AIDS virus as a biological weapon. This disinformation was
disseminated through various channels and gained traction in multiple
countries, significantly damaging the U.S. reputation internationally.

Post-Cold War Developments

With the end of the Cold War, active measures did not disappear; instead,
they adapted to the new geopolitical landscape. The rise of the internet and
social media provided new avenues for disinformation campaigns, allowing for
rapid dissemination and a broader reach.

The 21st century has seen the emergence of sophisticated tactics, including:

Social media manipulation

Bot-driven campaigns to amplify false narratives
e Targeted advertising based on user data

e Cyber operations to compromise and manipulate information

The 2016 U.S. presidential election exemplified the dangers of modern active
measures, as foreign actors exploited social media to influence voter
behavior and sow discord among the electorate.

Key Players in Active Measures

Active measures involve a myriad of actors, including state-sponsored
entities, non-state actors, and even individuals. Understanding these players
is crucial to grasping the full scope of disinformation campaigns.

State Actors

State actors have historically been the primary drivers of active measures.
The Soviet Union was perhaps the most notorious, but other nations have



adopted similar tactics. Countries such as China, Iran, and Russia continue
to utilize disinformation as a tool of statecraft.

Non-State Actors and Organizations

Non-state actors, including terrorist organizations and extremist groups,
also engage in active measures to achieve their goals. These groups often
leverage propaganda to recruit members, Jjustify their actions, and manipulate
public sentiment.

Individuals and Influencers

In the age of social media, individual users and influencers can play a
significant role in spreading disinformation. Whether through intentional
malice or negligence, the amplification of false narratives can have far-
reaching consequences.

Case Studies in Active Measures

To illustrate the impact of active measures, let’s examine a few significant
case studies from recent history.

1. The Russian Interference in the 2016 U.S.
Presidential Election

In 2016, Russian operatives employed a multifaceted disinformation campaign
to influence the outcome of the U.S. presidential election. This campaign
involved:

e Creating fake social media accounts

e Spreading false information about candidates

e Using targeted ads to sow division among voters

The campaign not only aimed to support Donald Trump but also to weaken public
trust in democratic institutions.

2. The Brexit Referendum

The Brexit referendum in the United Kingdom showcased the power of active
measures in shaping critical political decisions. Various disinformation
tactics were employed, including:



e Targeting specific demographics with tailored messages
e Spreading false statistics about immigration and the economy

e Leveraging social media to create echo chambers

These efforts contributed to a polarized electorate and significantly
influenced the outcome of the vote.

3. The COVID-19 Pandemic and Disinformation

The COVID-19 pandemic has seen a rise in disinformation campaigns related to
public health. Various actors have spread misinformation about the virus’s
origins, treatment, and vaccine efficacy. This has led to:

e Public confusion and mistrust in health authorities

e Resistance to vaccinations

e Increased polarization surrounding health measures

The pandemic has highlighted how active measures can exploit crises to
achieve political ends.

Counteracting Active Measures

As disinformation campaigns grow more sophisticated, so too must the
strategies to combat them. Addressing the challenge of active measures
requires a multi-faceted approach.

1. Media Literacy and Education

Enhancing media literacy among the public is crucial. Educating individuals
on how to critically evaluate information sources can help mitigate the
spread of disinformation.

2. Regulation and Oversight

Governments and social media platforms must implement stricter regulations to
combat the spread of disinformation. This includes:

e Monitoring and removing fake accounts

e Fact-checking misinformation



e Promoting reliable sources of information

3. International Cooperation

Disinformation is a global issue that requires international cooperation.
Countries must work together to share intelligence, develop countermeasures,
and hold accountable those who engage in malicious active measures.

Conclusion

Active measures represent a potent tool in the arsenal of political warfare,
with a long and secretive history that continues to evolve. Understanding the
tactics, players, and historical context of disinformation is essential in
navigating the complexities of modern politics. As technology advances and
the global landscape shifts, the need for vigilance and proactive measures
becomes increasingly critical to safeguard democratic institutions and public
trust.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are active measures in the context of
disinformation?

Active measures refer to a range of tactics used by intelligence agencies to
influence and manipulate public perception and political outcomes, including
propaganda, disinformation campaigns, and covert actions.

How have historical examples of active measures
shaped modern political warfare?

Historical examples, such as Soviet disinformation tactics during the Cold
War, have influenced modern political warfare by highlighting the
effectiveness of misinformation in destabilizing societies and swaying public
opinion.

What role does technology play in contemporary
disinformation campaigns?

Technology amplifies disinformation campaigns by enabling rapid dissemination
of false information through social media, data analytics for targeting
specific demographics, and creating sophisticated deepfakes that can mislead
the public.

Can you provide an example of a successful active
measure in recent history?

One successful active measure was the interference in the 2016 U.S.



presidential election, where various foreign actors employed social media
campaigns to spread disinformation and sow division among voters.

What impact do active measures have on democratic
processes?

Active measures undermine democratic processes by eroding trust in
institutions, polarizing public opinion, and creating confusion, thereby
making it more challenging for citizens to make informed decisions.

How can individuals protect themselves from falling
victim to disinformation?

Individuals can protect themselves by critically evaluating sources of
information, seeking out verified news, being aware of their own biases, and
engaging in media literacy education to recognize disinformation tactics.

What strategies are governments employing to counter
disinformation?

Governments are employing strategies such as developing public awareness
campaigns, collaborating with tech companies to identify and remove false
content, and enhancing legislation to penalize malicious disinformation
activities.
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