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The issue of disinformation is at the forefront of many 
contemporary debates on politics and security. While 
disinformation and related phenomena like fake news or 
propaganda can hardly be considered novel, newfound 
interest in them has led to an impressive amount of new 
insights and opinions on the topic, as well as a range of 
proposed policies to counter them. The purpose of this 
policy brief is to abstract for a moment from the 
particularities and technical aspects of countering 
disinformation and provide a brief characterization of the 
main existing perspectives in thinking about disinformation 
and their policy implications, the potential pitfalls, and the 
ways they can and should complement each other. 

COMPETING PERSPECTIVES

Two distinct perspectives can be identified in the current 
expert debate, each seeing disinformation as a part of
a greater problem. On the one hand, proponents of what 
could be called the ‘war perspective’ see disinformation 
primarily through the lens of a broader conflict or hostile 
campaign, mostly with Russia. Within this perspective, 
disinformation is interpreted through the lens of what is 
often called ‘hybrid warfare’ and often connected with 
election interference or propaganda. On the other hand, 
those adopting what could be tentatively called the ‘societal 
perspective’ see disinformation as a part of a broader crisis 
of media and the information environment, what RAND 
researchers call ‘truth decay’.

This basic difference between those perspectives has 
multiple implications for the thinking of the respective 
camps on disinformation. Those working from the ‘war 
perspective’ generally see disinformation as both a serious 
and imminent threat, especially if they assume they are 
mutually reinforcing other parts of a hostile campaign. 
Their ultimate goal is defeating the adversary or at least 
defending society from a threat it poses. When delimiting 
the issue, they focus mostly on how particular information 
furthers the adversary’s goals or hurts ‘ours’. This is 
especially visible in the frequent use of ‘pro-Russian’ or 
‘pro-Kremlin’ labels or the lack of distinction between 
disinformation and propaganda. 

This can be contrasted with the ‘societal perspective’. Those 
adopting it also see disinformation as a serious problem but 
compared to those working from the ‘war perspective’, they 
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generally see it as a long-term rather than immediate 
problem. They define the problem more broadly as 
misleading or false information in the public space and its 
impact on the functioning of society and democracy. Given 
a much broader definition of the problem, they emphasize 
a wider spectrum of causes including structural ones and 
focus on long-term and/or systemic changes to mitigate the 
issue, aiming to reestablished democratic discussion and the 
role of facts in it.

While both perspectives can be in stark contrast, they are by 
no means mutually exclusive. Those adopting the ‘war 
perspective’ generally accept the importance of long-term 
measures like media literacy or the significance of enabling 
factors like lack of social cohesion or the rise of social 
networks. On the other hand, those working from the 
‘societal perspective’ recognize the existence of designed 
disinformation campaigns perpetrated by hostile states. 
In many respects, the two perspectives are actually best seen 
as complementary to one another. 

TRUTH DECAY IN THE ‘WAR PERSPECTIVE’

The complementarity and legitimacy of the ‘war perspective’ 
only holds as long as it does not slide into what can be best 
described as a toxic version of itself. Such slide occurs when 
seeking victory in a perceived ongoing conflict overruns 
concern for truth and facts. When the ultimate goal of 
defeating the adversary combines with the perceived severity 
and urgency of the threat, some adherents of the ‘war 
perspective’ see ‘war measures’, such as limiting freedom of 
speech or suppressing dissenting voices as warranted, and 
possible negative externalities as non-existent or tolerable. 
A dangerously instrumental view of information is possibly 
the most severe and dangerous consequence of this line of 
thinking.

Evaluation of the information in this instrumental view does 
not depend on its merit (truthiness) but on its impact, and 
specifically its impact within the narrow context of 

the conflict of choice. The normative value of information 
is then ultimately decided by whether it benefits our side 
(good) or their side (bad). The instrumental logic of such 
arguments at the end of the day depends on prior 
agreement on which side is bad and should not benefit, 
and its zero-sum nature forces a dichotomous view in 
which you either stand on the good side or you benefit the 
enemy. This unsurprisingly leads to a tribal mentality and 
echo-chambers. 

Possibly the most unfortunate examples of this 
phenomena result from challenging those adopting the 
‘war perspective’ or their narratives. Criticism as benign as 
calling into question the real impact of the hostile 
disinformation or attempts at broadening the context in 
which it is discussed is often seen as undermining the ‘war 
effort’ and benefiting the enemy, irrespective of the 
veracity of their substance. Critics are then portrayed 
either as foreign agents helping the enemy intentionally or 
as misguided ‘useful idiots’ helping the enemy 
inadvertently. In such a situation, any complementarity or 
even compatibility of the ‘war perspective’ and the 
‘societal perspective’ is unattainable.

Disinformation can be legitimately seen as part of a war or as part of 
broader societal trends. Just like the famous image can be seen as 
a duck or as a rabbit. 
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Luckily, most of the experts and professionals working from 
the ‘war perspective’ have been able so far to resist this 
dangerous slide into ‘truth decay’. The same cannot be said 
for many in their audience, who have been mobilized by 
experts to such a degree that they see the disinformation as 
a matter of life and death and are quite vicious, especially in 
online interactions, arguably not only further harming the 
quality of public discussion but also being 
counterproductive to countering hostile disinformation 
campaigns. 

IN SEARCH OF COMPLEMENTARITY

So far, the ‘war perspective’ seems to have dominated most 
of the debates about disinformation, at the very least in 
Central Europe. And yet we need the ‘societal perspective’. 
We need it to check dangerous streams of thinking that 
might arise from the war perspective and we need it to 
tackle all other kinds and sources of disinformation beyond 
the most immediate hostile one, including those that are 
likely to arise in the near future and including those of 
domestic origin. While the ‘war perspective’ is needed in 
public discussion to push for immediate countermeasures to 
exiting threats, the ‘societal perspective’ is needed to push 
for broader systemic changes and reforms, which will be 
needed irrespective of whether the present hostile 
disinformation campaign will be defeated or not.

Governments should move to encourage non-security 
institutions to deal with issues of disinformation. Security 
institutions are logically inclined to adopt the ‘war 
perspective’ as it corresponds both to their mission and 
instruments. On the other hand, institutions, such as the 
Ministry of Education, can bring a more ‘societal 
perspective’ to the table and have suitable instruments at 
their disposal to enact reforms stemming from this 

perspective. At the same time, non-security institutions 
need to be equal partners in the policy debates, not 
subordinate actors purely implementing what they are told 
is needed to defend the country.

Media could cultivate the debate by giving more space to 
the ‘societal perspective’ instead of casting the issue of 
disinformation as a conflict between those fighting 
disinformation from the ‘war perspective’ and those 
propagating disinformation. While such debates might 
create a media-attractive conflict, they also create a false 
dichotomy and they run the risk of turning from discussing 
disinformation to discussing which side is the good side 
and which is the enemy. 

Finally, both media and experts should be more careful in 
mobilizing society against the threat of disinformation 
within the framework of the ‘war perspective’. As was 
mentioned above, relatively few experts working from the 
‘war perspective’ would dispute the elemental legitimacy or 
utility of the ‘societal perspective’. Yet in their well-meant 
efforts to mobilize society, they might be inadvertently and 
dangerously radicalizing their limited audience rather than 
reaching the undecided. Placing less emphasis on the 
potentially divisive ‘war perspective’ and more on the 
‘societal perspective’ might speak to a much broader 
audience.
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