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Chapter I Introduction: A World in Transition

	We are living through a period of geopolitical shifts that are rarely seen in history. Power structures that have been dominant for decades are losing ground, whilst new power blocs are emerging. History teaches us that such transitions rarely proceed peacefully. The Athenian historian and general Thucydides (460–400 BC) described how the rise of a new power and the fear this instils in an established hegemon often leads to large-scale military conflicts. Whether or not one attributes this idea literally to Thucydides, the underlying mechanism is clearly visible: established powers defend their position, whilst rising powers stake their claim. 

	The Portuguese, Spanish, Dutch, Belgian, French and British empires laid the foundations for centuries of colonialism, during which countries in Asia and Africa rich in raw materials and food were plundered – for I have no other word for it. For centuries, the wealth of many Western European countries was based largely on this. Over the past 6,000 years or so, highly successful empires have ultimately collapsed, and the pattern has always been the same: rise, prosperity, overspending, inflation, stagnation, decline and demise. The Greco-Roman historian (203–120 BC) described that process in detail. Sometimes a natural disaster was the critical factor in its downfall or the final straw. 

	Sometimes it was an invasion by other peoples, but often the empire was already in a state of severe internal (moral) decline and socio-economic instability, which allowed invasions to succeed. Standards, core values, vigour and innovative drive are perhaps more important than we realise. If the population no longer believes in the government, the end is near. 

	We tend to look at hard economic factors to gauge whether we are doing well as a country, but those indicators only tell half the story. For many people, well-being and a rich culture are far more important than an increase in labour productivity.  After the Second World War, the US took over the baton from a bankrupt Great Britain. The Cold War between the Soviet Union and the Western Alliance lasted roughly 45 years thereafter. I have been fortunate enough to have been taught for many years by my country’s finest historians.

	 These historians were unanimous in their view that the threat posed by the Soviet Union was grossly exaggerated and that the USSR was not the dangerous and formidable enemy that NATO and its associated arms dealers – particularly in the US – sought to portray it as. But war is a highly lucrative business model, and to make a great deal of money from war, you must portray a country as a deeply malevolent enemy, capable of attacking your country at any moment. 

	Otherwise, the population is not prepared to make major financial sacrifices for armaments. The masses must be systematically instilled with fear, for they are ultimately the ones who foot the bill through their taxes. This enemy must be demonised, and the means to achieve this is blind, propaganda. The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines propaganda as: “The dissemination of ideas, information or rumours with the aim of helping or harming an institution, a cause or a person.” In other words, propaganda is manipulative persuasion in the service of an agenda. 

	The word itself implies neither truth nor falsehood in the content and passes no judgement on the agenda. In the current context, this geopolitical tension means that the United States and the wider West are confronted with the rise of China and, more broadly, with a repositioning of Russia and other non-Western power blocs, such as the BRICS. To understand these dynamics, it is necessary to distance oneself from idealistic explanatory models and tear-jerking emotional narratives, which are rarely based on facts. Apparently, our heads of government in Europe are very interested in managing the mood of their populations, but listening to the will of the people is no longer on the agenda in 2026. 

	Within international relations, the Realist school – as championed by Professor John Mearsheimer and the late Professor Stephen Cohen – offers a sober analytical framework: states act primarily out of self-interest, security and power. Both are regarded worldwide as the pre-eminent geopolitical experts on Russia. Although I consider myself a staunch adherent of this Realist school, I would like to add an important dimension which, in my humble opinion, remains underexposed in the work of John Mearsheimer and the late Stephen Cohen. I am referring to the extremely wealthy multinationals that are purely profit-driven and do not prioritise the interests of any country – not even the US – at all. 

	In addition to often astronomically large assets, these multinationals have an annual income that exceeds that of most countries in the world. As a result, they wield an unhealthily large amount of leverage or clout. To give an example: BlackRock, in addition to having assets of $11.6 trillion, has placed 20,000 directors in countless other multinationals and companies, in which it holds a significant proportion of the shares. The same applies to the property giants Vanguard and State Street. 

	I was taught in economics lessons that such cartels or oligopolies can carry very significant risks. Unfortunately, since time immemorial, it has been many people to abuse positions of power. Many people cannot exercise restraint, and it takes strong legs to bear such wealth. Power corrupts; absolute power corrupts absolutely. That is a truism. When I look from a distance at the world’s richest oligarchs since, say, 1900, one thing strikes me: in their maniacal drive, they seem to be completely obsessed with the accumulation of capital and power. 

	They went to great lengths to eliminate competitors to secure a monopoly. From John D. Rockefeller and J.P. Morgan to Bill Gates and Elon Musk, Jeff Bezos and Mark Zuckerberg, they all display the same monomaniacal behaviour. I regard that behaviour as pathological. It seems very likely that in the era of neoliberalism from the 1990s onwards, during which one merger after another took place, this cartel risk was either seriously underestimated or, conversely, deliberately encouraged. Big, bigger, biggest. Moreover, wealthy property giants such as are closely linked to the largest systemic banks, such as Chase Manhattan, J.P. Morgan and Citibank in the US. 

	But they are also linked to arms manufacturers, such as Boeing, Lockheed Martin, RTX, Northrop Grumman and General Dynamics, as well as to the major petrochemical companies and other mega-corporations around the world. It is an illusion to think that the US President has more leverage than these kinds of corporations, which are often also closely linked to the deep state – an overarching, shadowy, obscure layer in which the CIA, MI6 and Mossad play a dominant role. 

	A US president is primarily the figurehead of the country but must be strongly guided by the interests of such companies. Furthermore, every president is strictly bound by what is also known as the ‘continuity of agenda’. Private think tanks and advisory bodies, often funded and staffed by the corporations mentioned above, determine the US’s long-term foreign policy. If you go against this, as JF Kennedy did, things will not end well for you. In other words, we live in an era of extreme corporatism in which extremely wealthy oligarchs effectively call the shots. In that sense, the Realist school, in my view, operates within to narrow a framework, because reality is more diffuse and unruly. 

	The interests of states do not necessarily run parallel to those of these corporations and their shareholders. The massive outsourcing of products over the past three decades to low-wage countries such as India, China and Bangladesh was by no means in the interests of the American people.  I shall content myself here with one telling example. It is an open secret that US weapons are ineffective and exorbitantly expensive. This is one of the reasons why the annual defence budget is so obscenely high and is set to rise shortly from $1 trillion to $1.5 trillion. The failure of the F-35 is a good example of this. 

	This is certainly profitable for the shareholders of the arms manufacturers, but not for the US military, nor for the armed forces of other countries to which these weapons are supplied. In countries such as Russia and China, the state has a much firmer grip on the value for money of weapons and the production process, and in practice this means that these countries – which invest proportionally much less in defence each year than the US – are far more effective on the battlefield. 

	A Russian or Iranian drone costing $5,000 is often targeted by two HIMARS missiles costing $5.1 million each. You don’t need to be an economist to work out that you can never sustain this financially for very long, quite apart from the fact that production capacity for this type of weapon is very low. Already, these US weapon stocks are virtually depleted, and it takes years to replenish them. A single cheap drone can take out the entire $1 billion HIMARS system, which has already happened on several occasions. 

	Furthermore, partly because of the proxy war in Ukraine, it has become clear that wars are now waged in a completely different way to, for example, the Second World War. Aircraft carriers costing billions of dollars have become easy targets, and relatively cheap drones now play a very important role on the battlefield. NATO is still structured around Second World War scenarios and lacks any relevant combat experience whatsoever. Concepts such as democracy, human rights and the so-called ‘rules-based order’ often play a secondary role in practice or are selectively used by the Collective West to legitimise policy.  

	This does not mean that these values are meaningless in themselves, but rather that they are often used instrumentally in a geopolitical context. A new buzzword in this context is the ‘rules-based order’. Where can I find these rules, on what is their global legal force based, and why can these rules be adapted at will by the Collective West, whilst applying to others but not to the Collective West itself? A fundamental question therefore arises: to whom do they apply? After the Second World War, we had a robust set of rules of international law, enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations. 

	It is abundantly clear from the behaviour of the heads of government of the Collective West that they have at the very least, mentally abolished these rules or are completely ignoring them. In modern geopolitics, it is not only power that plays a role, but also the narrative surrounding that power. Conflicts are rarely presented as clashes of interests. Instead, they are framed in moral terms: 

	•      defence of freedom 

	•      protection of democracy 

	•      the fight against aggression 

	These narratives are essential for mobilising public support. But it is precisely here that a tension arises between reality and representation. What is told is not necessarily untrue, but it is rarely complete. What is omitted is often at least as important as what is emphasised. 

	In every war, information is a strategic weapon. It is not only military capability that determines the outcome of a conflict, but also:

	•      public perception 

	•      perception 

	•      public opinion 

	Nowadays, the struggle for territory or strategic interests is waged in parallel with a struggle for interpretation. The media play a central role in this process. They form the primary window through which citizens, policymakers and international actors perceive reality. At first glance, the Western media landscape appears diverse:

	•      hundreds of newspapers 

	•      dozens of television channels 

	•      countless online platforms 

	Yet, on closer inspection, something striking becomes apparent: reporting on major geopolitical issues often displays a striking degree of uniformity. The same events are selected. The same emphases are placed. The same interpretative frameworks recur. This raises a fundamental question: How can a seemingly pluralistic media system operate in such a homogeneous manner? This book does not primarily aim to criticise individual journalists, but to dissect and analyse the system within which they operate. The central questions are: 

	•      How is the Western media system organised? 

	•      How is the mainstream media funded?

	•      Who are the key players and media tycoons?

	•      What economic, political and institutional forces influence this system? 

	•      How is news gathered, selected and interpreted? What news is systematically suppressed?

	•      Why is absolute control over the prescribed narrative so important?

	•      How does self-censorship work in practice? 

	•      Does NATO exercise centralised control over the mainstream media (MSM) on security issues? 

	•      What mechanisms lead to uniform narratives? 

	•      What is soft power and how does it work in practice?

	To provide concrete answers to these questions, later in this book we will examine a current and complex case study: the proxy war in Ukraine. This case study is not the starting point, but the point at which the analysis is put to the test. To gain a proper understanding of this proxy war, the broader geopolitical context is also outlined to provide further depth, as mentioned above.  

	


Chapter II The Western Media System 

	It is important first to understand the system of the Western mainstream media (MSM) before assessing its outcomes. Many readers will be inclined to test the conclusions of this book against their existing beliefs. That is understandable. But anyone wishing to fathom the workings of modern media must be prepared to face an uncomfortable possibility: that the provision of information is not merely a mirror of reality, but also a product of structures, interests and power.

	Western mainstream media (hereinafter: MSM) play a crucial role in shaping perceptions of geopolitical conflicts. This raises a fundamental question: how do these media function as a system? The public perception of journalism is that of a collection of independent editorial teams, each of which individually selects, analyses and disseminates news. The modern media structure is far more complex. Most Western media do not operate as fully autonomous institutions, but form part of a broad network of economic, political and institutional relationships. 

	Once one understands this interplay of forces, it becomes clear why reporting in many Western media outlets is often so strikingly homogeneous. To understand these dynamics, we must answer three questions:

	1.      How are Western media organisations structured?

	2.      What financial and institutional interests influence their functioning?

	3.      What mechanisms ensure that narratives are standardised? 

	A key feature of the Western media system is the high concentration of ownership. Whereas in the twentieth century there were thousands of independent newspapers and media companies, the media sector is now largely consolidated in the hands of a relatively small number of multinational conglomerates. 

	Below is an example of the concentration of the mainstream media (MSM) in the US:

	•      Comcast/NBCUniversal

	•      Disney

	•      Warner Bros Discovery

	•      News Corporation

	•      Paramount Global

	These companies own not only television channels and newspapers, but also film studios, streaming services, publishing houses and advertising platforms. This results in vertical and horizontal integration of media infrastructure:

	•      news production

	•      distribution via television, the internet and streaming

	•      control over advertising channels

	The result is that the media system is less pluralistic than is often assumed. Although there are hundreds of media channels, these often stem from the same corporate structure. A second crucial element in the media system is formed by the major international news agencies. Most of the world news originates from a very limited number of agencies, including: 

	•      Reuters

	•      Associated Press (AP)

	•      Agence France-Presse (AFP)

	These organisations supply ready-made news stories to thousands of newsrooms worldwide. In practice, this means that:

	•      many newspapers use the same source

	•      stories are often barely rewritten

	•      the same selection of events is distributed worldwide

	This system is efficient but has a significant adverse side-effect: the diversity of perspectives diminishes. When a small number of agencies determine which events are newsworthy and how they are presented, a certain uniformity in reporting automatically arises. Journalism is not a purely intellectual activity; it is also an economic sector. News organisations need revenue to:

	•      pay editorial staff

	•      fund correspondents

	•      maintain infrastructure

	Historically, this income came from two main sources: 

	1.      subscriptions

	2.      advertising

	 

	Over the past twenty years, however, subscription revenues have fallen sharply, whilst digital platforms such as Google and Facebook have taken over a large share of the advertising market. As a result, many traditional media organisations have become economically vulnerable. To survive, they must:

	•      collaborate with technology platforms

	•      keep advertising partners happy

	•      remaining dependent on investors

	This creates a subtle but very real economic pressure on editorial decisions. In addition to economic factors, political relationships also play a role in how the media operates. Journalists depend on the following for information:

	•      government departments

	•      diplomatic sources

	•      military institutions

	•      think tanks

	•      international organisations

	These sources often determine what information becomes available for publication. This leads to a phenomenon known in communication studies as ‘source dependency’: news organisations become dependent on official sources for access to information. When the media lose this access, they find it difficult to function. This creates an implicit incentive to maintain relationships with these institutions. Another striking feature of modern news programmes is the prominent role played by so-called experts. These experts are often affiliated with:

	•      think tanks

	•      universities

	•      military institutes

	•      policy organisations

	Many think tanks are funded by:

	•      governments

	•      defence industry

	•      large companies

	•      (so-called) philanthropic funds

	Although this does not automatically mean that their analyses are incorrect, it does create a structural ideological framework (bubble) within which discussions take place. This results in a limited range of acceptable opinions within public debates. 

	Groupthink is a constant threat. One of the most important functions of the media is not only to report facts, but also to interpret facts and structure narratives. In communication studies, this process is referred to as ‘framing’. Framing means that events are presented within a framework of interpretation. For example:

	•      who is the aggressor

	•      who is the victim

	•      What are the motives?

	•      what solutions are conceivable

	When media organisations use similar sources and have similar institutional relationships, these frames will often be very similar. This explains why news in different countries sometimes appears strikingly identical. In addition to structural factors, professional culture also plays a role. Journalists operate in an environment where:

	•      reputation is important

	•      career opportunities depend on networks

	•      social acceptance within the profession matters

	In such environments, groupthink often arises. Dissenting opinions are not always consciously suppressed but may become less visible because they deviate from the dominant consensus. This process is usually subtle and implicit. However, mundane, personal motives on the part of journalists also play a role in the background. Many modestly paid journalists in our country, on temporary or freelance contracts and working for the mainstream media, dream of a much better-paid permanent job as a press officer in government or the private sector. These days, everything you say is recorded on the internet. 

	Is it therefore wise, as a journalist, to speak out negatively about a particular politician, a political party, a multinational, a policy or the government? Are the current dynamics really that trivial? Certainly, this is how self-censorship works, but the issues and dynamics are broader and more complex. A less discussed but historically well-documented aspect of the Western media system is the relationship between intelligence services and news organisations. This relationship has taken various forms, ranging from informal contacts to structural cooperation. 

	During the Cold War, various Western intelligence agencies developed strategies to wage the information war against the Soviet Union. A well-known example is the American programme Operation Mockingbird, which, according to subsequent investigative journalism, maintained contacts with journalists and media companies in the 1950s and 1960s. The aim at the time was twofold:

	1.      to disseminate pro-Western narratives

	2.      to counter Soviet propaganda

	 

	Although such programmes are said to have officially ended, historical research shows that close ties between the media and security services have never completely disappeared. I would venture to argue that these ties have intensified significantly again in the run-up to and during the proxy war in Ukraine. In modern democracies, journalists and intelligence services maintain regular contact for practical reasons:

	•      journalists need access to information

	•      security services wish to explain their perspective on events

	These interactions take place, for example, through:

	•      background briefings

	•      confidential discussions

	•      information leaks 

	This can lead to situations in which security services indirectly influence the public narrative. The rise of digital platforms has further transformed the media landscape. News consumption is increasingly taking place via:

	•      search engines

	•      social media

	•      recommendation algorithms

	These algorithms largely determine which posts are displayed. Their aim is not journalistic quality, but to maximise attention and engagement. As a result, posts that:

	•      are emotionally charged

	•      highlight conflicts

	•      evoke strong reactions

	•      be highly ideological in nature

	This can reinforce the polarising dynamics of news. When all the above factors are combined, a picture emerges of the media as part of a complex network of economic, political and technological relationships. The media do not operate in a vacuum. They stand at the intersection of various systems of power:

	•      politics

	•      economics

	•      technology

	•      geopolitics

	It is therefore too simplistic to regard the media solely as independent observers of reality. In many cases, they are also actors within the power dynamics they describe. A key mechanism in this relationship is the invocation of national security. 

	When editorial teams believe that publishing certain information could jeopardise their country’s security, they may decide not to publish it. This is not formal censorship, but rather a form of voluntary restraint. In geopolitical crises, this effect can become more pronounced, as the media sometimes identify with the interests of their own state. In the 21st century, the information landscape has changed further because of digital communication and social media. States now actively seek to protect their strategic narratives from foreign influence. 

	This has given rise to new structures, such as:

	•      strategic communications units

	•      cyber and information warfare centres

	•      fact-checking networks

	•      bots that deliberately spread fake news

	Although these initiatives are often presented as a defence against disinformation, they may also contribute to the further integration of the state and the media system. Although globalisation has led to a significant homogenisation of news, there are still distinct national variations in media systems. In this section, we examine four major European media markets, and here too it is evident that the mainstream media in those countries are heavily concentrated in the hands of a few key players:

	Great Britain

	The British media system is one of the most influential in the world. London has served as one of the most important international media centres for decades. The main media companies are: The British media are dominated by several large conglomerates. 

	Key players include: 

	•      News UK (part of Rupert Murdoch’s News Corp)

	o      The Times

	o      The Sun

	•      DMGT (Daily Mail Group)

	o      Daily Mail

	o      Mail on Sunday

	•      Reach plc

	o      Daily Mirror

	o      Express

	In addition, the public broadcaster BBC plays a central role in the British media landscape. The BBC is funded through a compulsory licence fee and therefore occupies a unique position as a semi-public institution. One of the most influential figures in British media history is undoubtedly Rupert Murdoch. 

	Since the 1980s, Murdoch has built up a global media empire comprising newspapers, television channels and digital platforms. His influence often extends beyond the media itself and has regularly played a role in British election campaigns. 

	Germany

	Germany has one of the largest media markets in Europe. The system is characterised by a combination of strong public broadcasters and large private media groups. The most influential media group in Germany is Axel Springer SE. Well-known titles include *Bild* and *Die Welt*. Axel Springer has a distinct editorial tradition that has historically been strongly pro-Atlantic and pro-NATO. Germany also has an extensive network of public broadcasters, including ARD and ZDF. These organisations are funded through a compulsory media licence fee and play a central role in news provision.

	France.

	France has a highly centralised media landscape, in which large industrial groups play a significant role. Many French media outlets are part of conglomerates with interests in other sectors. Major media groups include: 

	•      Vivendi (Vincent Bolloré)

	•      Canal+

	•      CNews

	•      LVMH (Bernard Arnault)

	•      Les Echos

	•      Le Parisien

	•      Altice (Patrick Drahi)

	•      BFM TV 

	This creates a system in which media organisations are often linked to broader economic interests.

	The Netherlands and Belgium

	The media landscape in the Netherlands and Belgium is smaller but exhibits similar trends towards concentration. Major media groups in the Netherlands include: 

	•      DPG Media

	•      de Volkskrant

	•      AD

	•      Trouw

	•      NU.nl

	Mediahuis

	•      NRC

	•      De Telegraaf

	In addition, the Dutch Public Broadcasting Service (NPO) plays an important role in television and radio news. Both are predominantly controlled by two Belgian media tycoons, namely Christian Van Tillo (DPG Media) and Thomas Leyen’s Mediahuis. The NPO is funded largely by taxpayers’ money, currently amounting to around €1 billion a year. One would therefore expect such an organisation to deliver high quality and objectivity, yet the news on that platform – for example, regarding the proxy war in Ukraine – is exceptionally one-sided.

	Belgium also sees a high degree of concentration amongst a few media groups. Key players include DPG Media, Het Laatste Nieuws, VTM, Mediahuis, De Standaard and Het Nieuwsblad. Due to the limited size of the market, these companies exert a relatively large influence on the national media landscape. Since the end of the Cold War, information has played an increasingly significant role in geopolitical strategy. NATO countries now explicitly recognise that modern conflicts are fought not only on the battlefield, but also in the information and media spheres.

	•      Within NATO, there is therefore a doctrine known as Strategic Communications (StratCom). The aim of this strategy is:

	•      coherent communication between military and political institutions

	•      to influence international public opinion

	•      countering enemy propaganda

	A key centre within this structure is the NATO Strategic Communications Centre of Excellence (Riga). Among other things, this institute researches:

	•      propaganda

	•      social media influence

	•      information warfare 

	Although mainstream media are formally independent, in crisis situations they often operate within the same information environment as: 

	•      governments

	•      military institutions

	•      international organisations

	As a result, journalistic narratives can sometimes run parallel to the strategic communication of states. According to media experts, this does not necessarily mean that the media deliberately spread propaganda (personally, I find this a rather naïve interpretation when I consider the more than four years of North Korean-style propaganda by the NPO and the commercial broadcasters), but it does mean that they operate within the same information flows and interpretative frameworks. Are there no editors-in-chief who (can) take corrective action, if only out of professional pride?    

	Philosophical reflection on truth, propaganda and power

	Every war begins with a battle for the truth. Not the truth itself — for that is often complex, multi-layered and tragic — but for the narrative that is told about the truth. In times of conflict, societies crave clarity and simplicity. They want to know who is right and who is wrong. Who is the victim and who is the aggressor. But the reality of geopolitics is rarely so simple. The Russian writer Fyodor Dostoevsky once remarked that people sometimes prefer to believe a compelling narrative rather than an uncomfortable truth. 

	After all, a story offers order in a world that is often chaotic. The media play a crucial role in this process. They form the window through which millions of people view the world. But every window has a frame. That frame determines:

	•      what one looks at

	•      what remains out of view

	•      and how events are interpreted

	That is why the study of media is not merely a journalistic exercise, but also a philosophical one. Anyone who wishes to understand how wars are waged must look not only at tanks and missiles, but also at words, images and stories. For ultimately, every war is fought twice: once on the battlefield and once in the human consciousness.

	Conclusion

	Although Western media are often presented as a diverse landscape of independent voices, a structural analysis reveals a different picture. The system is characterised by:

	•      a high concentration of ownership

	•      dependence on international news agencies

	•      economic pressure from advertising markets

	•      institutional relationships with governments
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