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War of Words Shaping Modern Conflicts

IRAN DAILY: From a theoretical 
perspective in international 
relations, how should media 
warfare be best conceptualized 
today: as soft power, cognitive 
warfare, influence operations, 
or an extension of hybrid war-
fare?
RANGAN: In international rela-
tions (IR), theories are not neu-
tral or universal truths; they are 
products of specific historical 
moments and power structures. 
They are developed by individu-
als and states to explain and of-
ten justify their own interests. In 
that sense, media warfare cannot 
be explained through a single IR 
theory. It is a strategic phenome-
non that cuts across realism, con-
structivism, and critical theories 
simultaneously.
At its core, media warfare is war-
fare by itself. It is an extension of 
power projection, not an auxilia-
ry activity. Media functions as a 
major sophisticated tool of soft 
power, enabling states to achieve 
political and strategic objectives 
without any direct defence-relat-
ed confrontation. This is where 
propaganda and influence oper-
ations become central. Influence 
operations are not subtle or acci-
dental; they are deliberate efforts 
to shape perception, control nar-
ratives, and manufacture consent 
at both domestic and internation-
al levels, like how China does.

Globally, the dominant narrative 
continues to be the Western nar-
rative. This dominance is structur-
al and has been entrenched since 
World War II. Western media does 
not merely report events; it has its 
own definition of legitimacy, mo-
rality, and acceptable opinion and 
backs it up with its reporting. By 
repeatedly projecting its perspec-
tive as the “international consen-
sus,” it marginalises alternative 
voices and normalises a pro-West-
ern worldview as objective truth.
Modern media warfare oper-
ates on multiple interconnected 
levels. Cognitive warfare targets 
how people think, feel, and inter-
pret reality. Information warfare 
determines what information is 
released, what is suppressed, and 
how events are framed. The cur-
rent narratives surrounding Iran 
and Palestine clearly demonstrate 
this selective framing, where cer-
tain actions are amplified while 
others are systematically ignored 
or justified by Israel and the US. 
Hybrid warfare is the deliberate 
fusion of media, diplomacy, eco-
nomic pressure, technology, and 
digital platforms into one offen-

sive strategy designed 
to shape outcomes 
without open conflict.
Ultimately, this is a battle for 
the human mind. Media warfare 
attacks perception itself. Media 
platforms like WhatsApp, Tele-
gram, Instagram, and Facebook 
act as force multipliers, accelerat-
ing narrative dominance and rein-
forcing ideological echo chambers. 
In today’s media environment, 
journalism is rarely neutral. News 
is increasingly designed to gener-
ate impact, align with a country’s 

interests and narratives, and sus-
tain propaganda news rather than 
present balanced realities. Media 
warfare is mainly about power, 
control, and the strategic manipu-
lation of truth.

To what extent is modern me-
dia warfare still state-driven, 
and how much has it become 
a networked process involving 
private media, platforms, and 
non-state actors?
The state remains the architect 
of media warfare. Targets, threat 
perceptions, and the overall na-
ture of media conflict are not 
accidental — they are designed 
and guided by state doctrines, 
national security strategies, and 
foreign policy objectives. Media 
houses and propaganda ecosys-
tems do not operate in isolation; 
they function within a framework 
created and sustained by the state 
to project legitimacy and shape 
global perception.
If we take the United States as an 
example, major media outlets such 
as CNN, The New York Times, The 
Washington Post, and Bloomberg 
act as narrative setters. Their fram-

ing often becomes the 
reference point that 
other countries’ media 

later adopt, sometimes 
with minimal variation. 

This has historically been the 
case. Every country has its own pri-
mary narrative drivers. India looks 
to The Hindu, The Times of India, 
and Deccan Herald; Iran relies on 
Iran Daily and Tehran Times. The 
difference lies not in the existence 
of national media, but in how stra-
tegically and systematically these 
narratives are deployed.
What we are witnessing today is a 
carefully curated information net-
work where narratives flow in a 
predictable pattern: from official 
statements to major media out-
lets and then into international 
reporting. While wordplay may 
differ, the core framing often re-
mains aligned with the original 
state position. This is where in-
fluence operations become cen-
tral to media warfare.
China offers a textbook case of 
influence operations. Through 
instruments such as Confucius 
Institutes, Beijing has embed-
ded soft power messaging with-
in major South and Southeast 
Asian countries. Its “50-Cent 
Army,” comprising thousands of 
online operators, actively ampli-
fies pro-China narratives while 
discrediting adversaries. During 
periods of heightened tension, 
including recent India-Pakistan 
escalations, coordinated digital 
campaigns were deployed to 
promote narratives favourable 
to Pakistan and hostile to India. 
These are not spontaneous pub-
lic reactions; they are structured 
influence efforts.
Similarly, the United States’ me-
dia strategy toward Iran over the 
past four decades and Palestine in 
recent years demonstrates how 
sustained narrative framing can 
shape global opinion. Through 
aligned media coverage, think 
tanks, and policy research insti-
tutions, certain perspectives are 
amplified while others are sys-
tematically marginalised. As a re-
sult, alternative viewpoints strug-
gle to gain legitimacy, regardless 
of evidence or context.
That said, the operational space 
of media warfare has expanded 
beyond direct state control. Pri-
vate media corporations, social 
media platforms, public relations 
firms, think tanks, and even in-
dividual influencers now act as 
force multipliers. While these 
actors may not be formally coor-

dinated by governments, they of-
ten operate within the same ideo-
logical, economic, or geopolitical 
alignment. Algorithms, platform 
policies, monetisation models, 
and ownership structures ensure 
that some narratives are priori-
tised while others are suppressed.
Non-state actors further blur ac-
countability. Diaspora networks, 
advocacy groups, and digitally 
mobilised movements partici-
pate actively in narrative battles, 
often providing states with plau-
sible deniability. This diffusion of 
responsibility is a defining feature 
of contemporary media warfare. 
Ultimately, what has changed is 
not who benefits, but how pow-
er is exercised. Media warfare 
has evolved from a centrally con-
trolled, state-broadcast model 
into a decentralised yet strategi-
cally aligned ecosystem.

Do you believe the traditional 
distinction between informa-
tion, propaganda, and psycho-
logical operations still holds in 
contemporary conflicts?
In today’s media environment, 
the traditional distinctions be-
tween information, propaganda, 
and psychological operations no 
longer function as separate cat-
egories. In practice, they form a 
single influence continuum. Of-
ten, it is not the content itself but 
the interpretation and framing of 
that content that has the great-
est impact. What is presented as 
news today is rarely neutral; it is 
shaped by perspectives, interests, 
and strategic intent rather than 
objective reporting.
As I mentioned earlier, contempo-
rary news is frequently a culmina-
tion of selective viewpoints rather 

than a complete representation of 
reality. Algorithms do not distin-
guish between information and 
propaganda. They reward core 
engagement. This means emo-
tionally charged narratives, mor-
al framing, and polarising content 
are systematically amplified, 
while nuanced or inconvenient 
perspectives are deprioritised. As 
a result, the line between inform-
ing the public and manipulating 
perception has become increas-
ingly blurred.
Social media platforms further 
collapse these distinctions by 
placing state narratives, media re-
porting, influencer commentary, 
and public opinion within the 
same ecosystem. In modern con-
flicts, influence is not exercised 
through isolated campaigns but 
through sustained narrative envi-
ronments. A single news story can 
simultaneously inform, persuade, 
and psychologically condition 
audiences. This is clearly visible 
in conflicts such as Ukraine, Is-
rael-Palestine, or narratives sur-
rounding Iran, Russia, and other 
non-aligned countries — if I could 
put it that way — where reporting 
and strategic messaging operate 
in parallel and reinforce one an-
other.
While the terminology of infor-
mation, propaganda, and psy-
chological operations still exists 
for analytical clarity, the reality 
is that contemporary media war-
fare operates on a fused model. 
These elements now function 
together to shape not just short-
term opinion, but long-term per-
ceptions of legitimacy, threat, and 
morality.
Today, social media often influ-
ences public opinion more than 
traditional news itself. Influ-
encers shape perceptions more 
powerfully than institutions, and 
consumption patterns are de-
termined by algorithmic design 
rather than informed choice. 
Platforms like Meta effective-
ly decide what gains visibility 
and what does not. Content that 
challenges dominant Western or 
pro-Israel narratives often faces 
“shadow-banning”. This is not an 
anomaly. It is how modern media 
power operates.

Which classic media theo-
ries — such as agenda-setting, 
framing, or “manufacturing 
consent” — remain most use-
ful for analyzing modern media 
warfare, and which have lost 
explanatory power?
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In today’s interconnected world, war is no longer fought only on conventional battlefields. It has expanded into the media space, where 
narratives, images, and perceptions shape public opinion and political outcomes. Media warfare increasingly relies on news framing, 
digital platforms, and social networks, blurring the line between information and propaganda.
The following exclusive interview, conducted with Annunthra Rangan, senior research officer at the Chennai Centre for China Studies, 
explores this evolving landscape and examines how control over narratives has become a key source of power in contemporary global 
politics.

In today’s media 
environment, 
the traditional 
distinctions 
between 
information, 
propaganda, and 
psychological 
operations no 
longer function as 
separate categories. 
In practice, they form 
a single influence 
continuum. Often, 
it is not the content 
itself but the 
interpretation and 
framing of that 
content that has 
the greatest impact. 
What is presented as 
news today is rarely 
neutral; it is shaped 
by perspectives, 
interests, and 
strategic intent 
rather than objective 
reporting.14-year-old Ahmad Salaymeh, a Palestinian teenager who was released on November 

28, 2023, as part of a captives-prisoners swap deal between Hamas and Israel, and his 
father Nawaf Salaymeh talk through social media after Ahmad was prevented from 
returning to school, in the occupied al-Quds (Jerusalem), on December 7, 2023.
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