
MEDIA AND SECURITY CRISES



Should Crises Matter?

Graham Allison (1971): A foreign policy decision is a 

“calculated solution to a strategic problem” offered by 

“consistent actors”

If this is the case, crises are deliberate, calculated events

Michael Howard (1983): 

Anthony Eden and the invasion of Suez in 1956



Yet, crises and wars are usually undesirable!

Ralph White (1970): “Nobody wanted war”

Self /enemy images, selective inattention, lack of empathy 

responsible for Vietnam and other wars

Robert Jervis (1976): “Perception and misperception in 

International Relations”

Misperception can have substantial explanatory power in 

decisions over war and peace

Security dilemmas may arise, leading to war



What is a security crisis?
Political scientists have not reached an agreement on the definition but 

Lebow suggested three operational criteria for identifying crisis episodes: 

1) Policy-makers perceive that the action or threatened action of another 

international actor seriously impairs concrete national interests, the 

country’s bargaining reputation, or their own ability to remain in power

2) Policy-makers perceive that any actions on their part designed to 

counter this threat (capitulation aside) will raise a significant prospect of war

3) Policy-makers perceive themselves to be acting under time constraints

Lebow, R. (1981), Between Peace and War: The Nature of International Crisis, 

Baltimore, MD: John Hopkins University Press, pp. 10-12.



Why are crises important?

Conflicts usually constitute the “final episode” in a process 

that begins with a conflict of interest, disputes, crises and 

finally escalates to armed conflict

Crises are situations characterized by stress, complex, 

ambiguous, or unanticipated circumstances. Decisions 

are thus likely to be heavily affected by the “cognitive 

maps,” the set of psychological predispositions of 

individuals



What do we expect to see?
Rationality should be compromised in crises, as emotional stress, time-

constraints and pervasive uncertainty intensify cognitive rigidities 

among policy-makers. 

Policy-makers may, for instance, fail to pay heed to information 

contradicting their previously held beliefs, undermining their capacity 
to receive and process new information. 

Erroneous perceptions are likely to arise, resulting in problematic 

policies, with inadvertent escalation a strong possibility

CRISES MISPERCEPTION ERRONEOUS DECISIONSCONFLICT



Post Cold War: 

The CNN Effect



 Use of shocking images of humanitarian crises around the world 

compels U.S. policy makers to intervene in humanitarian situations 

they may not otherwise have an interest in.

 Low tolerance of civilian casualties

 US Military prowess

 (Partial) absence of the CNN effect from numerous crises: 

 Rwanda

 Former Yugoslavia

 Myanmar



Fake news and the 1st Gulf War



2000s: Media and Narratives in 

Security Crises





Georgia 2008: A Prelude?



Battle of narratives

 Georgian narrative: a young liberal democracy that 

aspires to join the European Union and NATO

 Terrorist threats coming from secessionist regions

 Russian narrative: Neocons encroaching on our 

neighbours

 Russian citizens to be protected



Crimea: A new kind of war?                     

Pervasive Disinformation                                               

The Kremlin has repeatedly denied supplying troops and sophisticated 
military hardware to rebels

Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko estimated that as many as 9,000 
Russian troops were backing the rebels



Crimea: A new kind of war?





“Hybrid”, “Multi-Dimensional”, 

“new Generation”, “Irregular”

 An approach to conflict that 

embraces “simultaneous 

employment of multiple 

instruments of war, including 

non-military means where 

information warfare, such as 

mass political manipulation, is 

a major capability” 

Lieutenant General Ben 
Hodges, commander of 
United States Army 
forces in Europe



TRADITIONAL METHODS “NEW WARFARE”

Military action starts after strategic 

deployment (declaration of war)

Military action starts by groups of troops 

during peace time (no war declaration).

Frontal clashes between large units 

consisting mostly of ground units 

Non-contact clashes between highly 

maneuverable interspecific fighting 

groups 

Defeat of manpower, firepower, 

taking control of regions and 

borders to gain territorial control 

Shift in focus from direct destruction to 

direct influence; from direct annihilation 

of the opponent to its inner decay 

Combat operations on land, air, 

and sea (traditional “3D” 

battleground”

A combination of political, economic, 

information, technological, and 

ecological campaigns. Emphasis on 

information/psychological warfare

Conventional forces managed by 

rigid hierarchy and governance 

Specially prepared forces and 

commercial irregular groupings; use of 

armed civilians 

War has spatial and temporal limits State of permanent war as the natural 

condition in national life 



So what exactly is Hybrid Warfare?

 McCulloh and Johnson (2013): Most wars are of hybrid nature

 Example: Jewish uprising of 66 AD

 However: The study of Hybrid Warfare is new!

 Frank Hoffman (2007): HW incorporates conventional 

capabilities, irregular tactics and formations, terrorist acts and 

criminal disorder

 2008: Robert Walker: It is somewhere between conventional and 

special warfare

 2010: NATO: Hybrid threats operate across multiple systems 

including legal, financial, social, political and military 

 2014: Research on HW proliferated!



So where are we now?

 1) Media activism and autonomy in the 1990s

 2) The “narrativization” of media in the 2000s

 3) The “weaponization” of media in the 2010s (Hybrid Warfare)

 The dynamics of security crises can be affected through the 

transmission belt of perceptions

 Fake news and propaganda are impossible to prevent BUT during 

security crises it is crucial to filter information esp to decision makers


