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uncovers the covert tactics used by state and non-state actors to manipulate public opinion
and influence political outcomes. This article delves into the origins, evolution, and impact
of active measures, a term widely associated with Soviet and Russian intelligence
operations aimed at subversion through disinformation and psychological warfare.
Understanding this secret history reveals how propaganda, fake news, and covert influence
campaigns have shaped global politics for decades. The discussion highlights key methods
employed in political warfare, including infiltration, forgery, and media manipulation. By
exploring notable case studies and contemporary relevance, the article provides a
comprehensive overview of the strategies designed to destabilize governments and erode
trust in democratic institutions. This examination is crucial for recognizing ongoing threats
in the information age and the persistent role of active measures in international relations.
The following sections will guide readers through the origins, techniques, historical
examples, and modern implications of these clandestine operations.

The Origins of Active Measures

Techniques and Tools of Disinformation

Historical Case Studies of Political Warfare

The Role of Media and Propaganda

Contemporary Relevance and Challenges

The Origins of Active Measures
The concept of active measures (aktivnye meropriyatiya) originated within the Soviet
Union’s intelligence community during the early 20th century. These operations were
designed to influence political environments abroad without direct military confrontation,
utilizing covert and deceptive tactics to weaken adversaries. The KGB, the Soviet Union’s
primary security agency, institutionalized active measures as a core element of its foreign
policy strategy. This approach combined espionage, disinformation, and subversion to
destabilize Western governments and promote Soviet interests globally.

Active measures evolved from traditional espionage activities into a sophisticated form of
political warfare that blurred the lines between truth and fiction. They were intended not
only to gather intelligence but to manipulate political narratives, sow discord, and erode
public confidence in democratic institutions. The secret history of these operations reveals
a systematic and state-sponsored effort to reshape international affairs through
psychological and informational dominance.



Early Soviet Political Warfare
During the interwar period and World War II, Soviet intelligence began experimenting with
propaganda and influence campaigns targeting foreign populations. These efforts
intensified during the Cold War, as ideological competition with the West escalated. The
Soviet Union developed an extensive network of spies, front organizations, and media
outlets to carry out active measures globally.

Institutionalization by the KGB
The establishment of the KGB in 1954 marked a turning point for active measures,
formalizing these operations under centralized control. The KGB’s First Chief Directorate
was responsible for foreign intelligence and covert influence, conducting sophisticated
campaigns that included forgeries, rumors, and support for political movements
sympathetic to Soviet ideology.

Techniques and Tools of Disinformation
Active measures employ a variety of techniques designed to deceive, manipulate, and
influence target audiences. These methods exploit vulnerabilities in information channels
and rely heavily on secrecy and plausible deniability. Understanding these tools is essential
to recognizing and countering disinformation campaigns in the modern era.

Fabrication and Forgery
One common tactic involves creating false documents, reports, or news stories that appear
credible but serve to mislead or discredit opponents. Forged letters or official records have
been used to implicate individuals or governments in wrongdoing, fueling distrust and
political instability.

Rumor and Psychological Operations
Spreading rumors and unverified information is a subtle yet effective way to create
confusion and mistrust. Psychological operations (psyops) target emotions and beliefs,
exploiting social divisions and amplifying fears to weaken societal cohesion.

Front Organizations and Agents of Influence
Active measures often utilize front groups, NGOs, and sympathetic individuals to covertly
promote disinformation. These agents of influence operate within legitimate institutions,
lending credibility to false narratives and shaping public discourse from within.



Media Manipulation and Propaganda
Control or infiltration of media outlets allows disinformation to reach wide audiences. By
planting stories, controlling messaging, or amplifying divisive content, active measures
manipulate public opinion and obscure the truth.

Disinformation campaigns

Use of fake news and social media bots

Selective leaks and whistleblower exploitation

Cyber operations and hacking

Historical Case Studies of Political Warfare
The secret history of active measures includes numerous documented operations that
illustrate their scope and impact. These case studies demonstrate how disinformation and
political warfare have been deployed to influence elections, undermine alliances, and
destabilize governments.

The 1948 Italian Elections
The Soviet Union actively intervened in the Italian parliamentary elections by supporting
communist parties and spreading false information to discredit centrist and conservative
candidates. This campaign aimed to prevent Italy from joining Western alliances and
maintain Soviet influence in Europe.

The 1980 U.S. Presidential Election Interference
During the Cold War, Soviet active measures targeted the United States by distributing
forged documents and rumors intended to damage the reputation of political figures. These
efforts sought to weaken American political stability and public trust in the electoral
process.

The Disinformation Campaigns in the Baltic States
The KGB conducted extensive disinformation operations in the Baltic republics to suppress
independence movements by spreading false narratives about nationalist groups and
fomenting ethnic tensions. These campaigns delayed the region’s liberation and maintained
Soviet control.



The Role of Media and Propaganda
Media has always been a critical battleground in the secret history of disinformation and
political warfare. Control over information dissemination channels enables active measures
to shape public perception and manipulate political realities.

State-Controlled Media Outlets
Totalitarian regimes have historically used state-controlled media to propagate official
narratives while suppressing dissenting voices. This monopolization of information
underpins the effectiveness of active measures by limiting access to alternative viewpoints.

Exploitation of Free Media in Democracies
In democratic societies, active measures exploit the openness of free press and social
media platforms to spread falsehoods and conspiracy theories. These tactics undermine
confidence in journalism and blur the distinction between fact and fiction.

Information Warfare in the Digital Age
The rise of the internet and social media has transformed the landscape of political warfare.
Disinformation can now be disseminated rapidly and anonymously, reaching global
audiences and complicating efforts to identify and counter active measures.

Contemporary Relevance and Challenges
Active measures continue to be a significant threat in the 21st century, adapting to new
technologies and geopolitical contexts. Understanding their secret history is crucial for
developing effective countermeasures against ongoing disinformation and political
interference campaigns.

Modern Examples of Disinformation Campaigns
Recent elections and geopolitical conflicts have seen renewed use of active measures,
including hacking, fake news dissemination, and social media manipulation by state actors.
These operations aim to influence voter behavior, exacerbate social divisions, and weaken
international alliances.

Challenges in Detection and Response
Identifying active measures is increasingly difficult due to sophisticated techniques and the
blending of genuine and false information. Governments and organizations face challenges
in balancing freedom of expression with the need to combat harmful disinformation.



Strategies for Mitigation
Effective responses include:

Enhanced intelligence sharing and cooperation among allied nations

Public education on media literacy and critical thinking

Technological solutions to detect and flag disinformation

Strengthening democratic institutions and transparency

Frequently Asked Questions

What are 'active measures' in the context of
disinformation and political warfare?
Active measures refer to a range of covert operations conducted by intelligence agencies,
particularly the Soviet KGB, aimed at influencing political events and public opinion through
disinformation, propaganda, and subversion.

Who coined the term 'active measures'?
The term 'active measures' (aktivnye meropriyatiya) was used by the Soviet KGB to
describe their political warfare tactics involving disinformation, propaganda, and influence
operations.

How did the Soviet Union use active measures during
the Cold War?
The Soviet Union used active measures to destabilize Western governments, spread
disinformation, discredit opponents, and influence foreign political processes by planting
false stories, supporting front organizations, and exploiting social divisions.

What role does disinformation play in active measures?
Disinformation is a central tool in active measures, involving the deliberate spread of false
or misleading information to deceive, confuse, or manipulate public opinion and political
outcomes.

Can active measures be traced in modern political
conflicts?
Yes, active measures continue in modern forms, including cyber operations, fake news,



social media manipulation, and covert influence campaigns by various state actors to
interfere in elections and political discourse globally.

What is the significance of the book 'Active Measures:
The Secret History of Disinformation and Political
Warfare'?
The book provides a detailed historical account of active measures, exposing the tactics
and strategies used by intelligence agencies to conduct disinformation and political
warfare, helping readers understand the origins and evolution of modern influence
operations.

How do active measures differ from traditional
espionage?
Unlike traditional espionage, which focuses on intelligence gathering, active measures
involve proactive efforts to influence and manipulate political events and public perceptions
through disinformation and covert actions.

What impact have active measures had on democratic
societies?
Active measures have undermined trust in institutions, spread polarization, distorted public
discourse, and interfered in democratic processes, posing significant challenges to open
and transparent governance.

How can societies defend against active measures and
disinformation campaigns?
Defenses include promoting media literacy, ensuring transparency in information sources,
strengthening cybersecurity, fostering critical thinking, and implementing policies to detect
and counter foreign influence operations.

Additional Resources
1. Active Measures: The Secret History of Disinformation and Political Warfare by Thomas
Rid
This comprehensive book delves into the origins and evolution of political warfare, tracing
disinformation campaigns from the early 20th century to the present day. Rid explores how
state actors have used propaganda, fake news, and covert operations to influence public
opinion and destabilize adversaries. The book offers a detailed analysis of the tactics and
technologies behind active measures, providing context for contemporary information
warfare.

2. Russian Active Measures: From Lenin to Putin by Mark Galeotti
Galeotti provides an in-depth examination of Russian political warfare strategies, focusing



on the continuity of active measures from the Soviet era to modern Russia. The book
highlights key operations, including election interference and cyber campaigns, revealing
how Moscow leverages disinformation to achieve geopolitical goals. It also sheds light on
the interplay between intelligence services and propaganda efforts.

3. Information Wars: How We Lost the Global Battle Against Disinformation and What We
Can Do About It by Richard Stengel
Former Under Secretary of State Richard Stengel recounts his experience combating
disinformation while leading the U.S. State Department’s Global Engagement Center. The
book outlines the challenges democracies face in countering propaganda and fake news,
especially from authoritarian regimes. Stengel proposes strategies and policy
recommendations to strengthen resilience against information warfare.

4. Network Propaganda: Manipulation, Disinformation, and Radicalization in American
Politics by Yochai Benkler, Robert Faris, and Hal Roberts
This work investigates the media ecosystem in the United States and how it facilitates the
spread of disinformation and political manipulation. The authors analyze the role of social
media, partisan outlets, and conspiracy theories in shaping public discourse. Their research
reveals how network dynamics contribute to political polarization and the challenges in
combating active measures.

5. The Weaponization of Information: The Need for Cognitive Security by P.W. Singer and
Emerson T. Brooking
Singer and Brooking explore how information has become a tool of modern warfare, with
disinformation campaigns targeting societies’ cognitive processes. The book covers various
case studies of influence operations and discusses the implications for national security. It
argues for the development of cognitive security measures to protect populations from
manipulation.

6. Disinformation: Former Spy Chief Reveals Secret Strategies for Undermining Freedom,
Attacking Religion, and Promoting Terrorism by Lt. Gen. Ion Mihai Pacepa and Ronald J.
Rychlak
Written by a former Romanian intelligence officer, this book exposes the Soviet and Russian
tactics used in disinformation campaigns aimed at destabilizing Western societies. It details
operations targeting religion, democracy, and international institutions. The authors provide
insights into the mechanisms of active measures and offer suggestions for countering
them.

7. Cyber War: The Next Threat to National Security and What to Do About It by Richard A.
Clarke and Robert K. Knake
While focused on cyber warfare broadly, this book addresses the role of cyber-enabled
disinformation as a key element of modern political warfare. Clarke and Knake discuss how
cyber attacks and information operations combine to threaten national stability. Their work
emphasizes the need for robust cybersecurity policies and international cooperation.

8. Enemies of the State: The Secret History of the FBI, America’s Most Powerful Law
Enforcement Agency by Tim Weiner
Although centered on the FBI, this book uncovers the agency’s involvement in countering
domestic and foreign disinformation campaigns throughout American history. Weiner
reveals how political warfare has often been conducted covertly within the U.S., blurring
lines between security and political interests. The narrative provides context for



understanding internal struggles against active measures.

9. The Plot to Hack America: How Putin's Cyberspies and WikiLeaks Tried to Steal the 2016
Election by Malcolm Nance
Nance details the Russian interference in the 2016 U.S. presidential election, focusing on
cyber espionage, hacking, and coordinated disinformation efforts. The book explains the
tactics used by Russian intelligence and affiliated groups to influence voters and undermine
democratic processes. It serves as a case study in modern active measures and the
challenges of defending elections.
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