
RUSSIA or RUSI  

One man’s bias is another man’s……………well………..bias 

 

 

 

‘Russia's information warfare - airbrushing reality’ is written evidence submitted to the 

Westminster Defence Committee, by Ben Nimmo, Institute for Statecraft and NATO, and 

Jonathan Eyal, Royal United Services Institute. The link is below. 

The paper, also submitted by the authors as the second assessment for a BA module in 

International Media at the Institute for Cultural Diplomacy, in Kiev, is assessed below by Dr 

John Robertson, former Professor of Media Politics at the University of the West of 

Scotland’s Seychelles Campus.  Professor Robertson’s comments will be passed to the UK 

Defence Committee secretary and to the Chief Executive of RUSI. 

Overall Grade:  D   Score: 38%   Decision: RESIT 

Comments and Advice: 

 

Ben and Jonathon have written quite a long and, in places, quite well-referenced, group-

paper, attempting to support the thesis that: ‘Russia is conducting a coordinated but 

undeclared information campaign against the United Kingdom, attempting to influence the 

UK's domestic debate on key issues in order to produce an outcome of benefit to Russia’, 

suggesting that: ‘This campaign is lobbying for a British exit from the EU, the scrapping of 

Trident, and a Scottish exit from the Union - all outcomes which would weaken the UK and 

give Russia a freer hand in world affairs.’ Further, they go on to claim that: ‘This is 

unacceptable behaviour by a foreign government.’ Revealing what is I suppose charming 

naivety, they admit that: ‘The precise impact of this behaviour is hard to measure. However, 

Russian claims that the Scottish independence referendum was fixed certainly fuelled the 



broader campaign to question the vote, and the Kremlin-funded media certainly amplified 

and expanded on those claims. Anecdotal evidence supports the thesis that this coverage 

had at least some degree of impact on some individual voters; the degree to which the 

disinformation has penetrated different audiences merits further study.’ 

  

Sadly, for both students, they have allowed their personal enthusiasm and previous, 

unconscious or semi-conscious, conditioned predispositions, for attacking Russian media, to 

distort the research process, to produce a paper that is both lacking in key indicators of 

quality and which merely produces the results they set out to find and which they were 

determined to find regardless. Such key failures must require a resubmission. 

I shall discuss the resit options with both of them and write to the Defence Committee to 

apologise for their ill-judged submission of the work before marking. I’ll also write to NATO 

to inform them that we will, with immediate effect, be withdrawing from our work-

placement agreement with them until such time as they can offer a more rigorous 

experience.  

So, here are my criticisms which I hope both will learn from in the processing of a 

resubmission. 

1. You must formulate your hypothesis and methodology so that what emerges from 

the data is what you find there even if this completely contradicts your initial 

expectations. It is only human to have such expectations of research but it is 

essential that you allow the data to form the basis for any conclusions you make. 

Imagine that I demonstrated that Fox News was heavily biased against Russia, China 

and Iran. What would be the point? What value would my research have? Imagine I 

demonstrated that BBC Scotland News was biased against Scottish Independence? 

Again, little depth would be added to what we already know. Now, had you also 

surveyed a wide array of news broadcasts on, say, the current action by the Turkish 

Army in the Kurdish region and revealed, let’s say, that only RT offered any regular 

reports on this issue and that BBC, ITV and several US TV news corporations were 

ignoring it, might this tell us something about bias? Similarly, what about the Saudi 

Airforce, equipped and trained by the UK, bombing civilian areas in Yemen? RT is 



covering this and BBC is not. Is this bias too? You see, all the evidence you offer of 

Russian media bias against the USA and the UK could be characterised, just as easily, 

as evidence that they are, in fact compensating for the imbalance in ‘Western’ media 

coverage of serious war crimes by a NATO partner and by an ally. RT does, I am sure 

select stories which will help counter Western media attacks on Russia but this 

editorial bias does not mean that the reports are inaccurate. My impression is that 

they are commonly very professional and evidence-based.  Imbalance within RT 

itself is of little import if all of the other mainstream media are imbalanced, in the 

other direction. RT’s critical commentary on Turkey, Saudi Arabia, the Emirates, the 

USA and the UK may be seen as an informative, useful, corrective and given the 

global imbalance in favour of the UK, very unlikely to ‘damage’ the latter as you 

suggest. 

2. In theorising your study, you must be careful not to adopt, uncritically, a paranoid, 

conspiratorial explanation of what may be more complex processes of influence. 

Please re-read Chomsky and, in particular, his notion of ‘interlocking elites’ where 

there is no requirement for a conspiracy to achieve outcomes favourable to any 

political system. You have argued that Russian state funding is the determining 

source of bias in RT and Sputnik reporting yet you offer no evidence of this beyond 

the presence of a particular, pro-Russian, climate. One can find, easily, a pro-British 

climate on BBC reporting on UK foreign policy or, similarly, a pro-US climate in 

mainstream media there. This does not evidence a conspiracy. What can be argued 

reasonably, to be happening, is the generation by multiple actors of a climate, or of 

hegemonic media dominance, sympathetic to these policy perspectives. Crucially, as 

Chomsky has demonstrated, this results from multiple members of elites (political, 

military, industrial, media, academic…) acting in their own interests which are also in 

the interests of other members of these interlocked elites. This behaviour emerges, 

often unconsciously or sub-consciously, from shared experience in elite schooling, 

in elite higher education, in post-graduate internships or in the military. It is also 

produced by shared experience of a social and cultural nature in elite parenting, in 

affluent gated communities, luxury holiday locations, exclusive youth group 

membership and so on. In the mainstream media, appointments are then made and 

promotions awarded to those same elite members. For example, the BBC’s Sutton 



Trust, itself noted with concern, in 2006, that of the 100 best paid journalists in the 

UK, 56 went to Oxbridge and 40 went to Oxford alone.  Even more striking, 54 of the 

100 were educated privately and only 14 went to comprehensives. 

3. Though you have exceeded the minimum number of references required for this 

submission, far too few are from reliable and peer-reviewed journals and far too 

many are from clearly partisan sources. You must show evidence of reading across 

the debate and not just sources selected to suit your preconceptions. 

 

This paper requires serious work to include: 

1. a more modest and feasible plan; 

2. a less positivist and determinist hypothesis which allows unexpected outcomes to 

emerge; 

3. a clear description and rationale for research methods which will enable the 

minimisation of bias, at the outset, on your own part; 

4. a comparative element with perhaps study of one Western news agency such as the 

BBC or Fox; 

5. the use of more academic references; 

6. the discontinuation of the use of ‘anecdotal evidence’. 

You may contact me for advice at any of the above stages by email at: 

Properresearchmethods@gmail.com 

Yours Sincerely, 

Professor John Robertson 
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Copied to RUSI: smueen@rusi.org 

And to Defence Committee: douglas.chapman.mp@parliament.uk 
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