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ABOUT THE BOOK

This book aims to explore the use of disinformation in international
broadcasting of an authoritarian state, and asks what the Russian state
media’s narrative about Sweden is and how it is constructed in news cover-
age of Sputnik and RT 2019 to 2020. The question is answered by analy-
ses of the projection of strategic narratives about Sweden in these media,
and draws on narrative theory and method. Sweden is seen as a particu-
larly suitable case for studying disinformation of Western liberal states by
a hostile authoritarian state. The study builds on previous work by
Charlotte Wagnsson and Costan Barzanje (2021) who analyzed Sputnik
new narratives about Sweden between 2014 and 2018. They extracted six
so-called subplots from the coverage and identified three antagonistic
strategies for disinformation—suppression, destruction, and direction.
This study seeks instead to identify the narratives about Sweden in a later
time period and to deconstruct RT and Sputnik narratives in depth to
reveal structures and storytelling techniques at the microlevel. By doing so
our understanding of the construction of harmful narratives can be
enhanced, and distinctions between disinformation by way of interna-
tional news media and liberal journalism be made manifest.

The book is divided into ten chapters. The first three chapters deal with
key concepts and previous research about Russian disinformation in order
to contextualize the Swedish case study. It is argued that disinformation
should be seen as an everyday security practice. This part of the book also
introduces the news organizations Sputnik and RT. A methods chapter

vii
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presenting framing and narrative analyses is followed by five empirical
chapters—one chapter presenting results from the framing analysis and
four chapters presenting results from the narrative analyses. The final
chapter discusses the resulting master narrative about Sweden and the sto-
rytelling techniques identified in the analyses.

This first introductory chapter introduces the main arguments of the
book about disinformation as an everyday practice, as well as the research
question, which is empirical and seeks to address how Russian disinforma-
tion about Sweden is narratively constructed. Chapter 2 introduces the
Russian state media organizations RT and Sputnik and describes how RT
in particular became an international broadcaster. The chapter also pres-
ents the story telling techniques, which are found to be key to the narra-
tives. The final section reviews research on audiences and what is known
about the imprints of RT and Sputnik on target audiences. Sweden, it has
been argued, has been especially hard hit by Russian disinformation, but it
is far from the only country in Europe and North America to have
experienced being targeted by disinformation. Chapter 3 examines studies
on Russian disinformation directed against countries other than Sweden
to put the Swedish case in context. There are significant similarities
between the disinformation campaigns targeted at European states and
the United States, but also important differences. Most of these studies
center on election campaigns and crisis events, such as the downing of
Flight MI17 or the so-called Skripal crisis, where a former Russian agent
and his daughter living in the United Kingdom were poisoned, but some
studies also address everyday disinformation. Chapter 4 outlines the meth-
odologies used in the analyses: narrative analysis and framing analysis. The
differences and similarities between the two methods are also discussed.

Chapter 5 is empirical and presents the results of the framing analyses.
Framing is useful for systematizing and categorizing larger amounts of
material and provides an opportunity to quantify some features to gain an
overview and provide guidance on how to approach the in-depth narrative
analysis. The empirical findings are thus presented first as a distribution of
frames to provide a comprehensive view of how RT and Sputnik depict
Sweden. This chapter also serves to provide an overview of the news cov-
erage used for the narrative analysis.
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Chapters 6, 7, 8, and 9 constitute the core of the empirical study. They
outline the results of the narrative analysis. The four main narratives iden-
tified are analyzed and presented in greater depth. These chapters seek not
merely to present the resulting narratives, but also to demonstrate how
they were identified in and defined from the news material. In Chap. 10,
the study concludes with a summary of the main findings by way of a mas-
ter narrative. The storytelling techniques are also further elaborated in
relation to the empirical findings. The aim is to show the journalistic style
used by the Russian international news media, which distinguishes news
considered part of everyday disinformation from news journalism.
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CHAPTER 1

Disinformation as a Security Problem

INTRODUCTION

The European Council announced a ban on the Russian media outlets RT
and Sputnik in March 2022, just weeks after Russia’s full-scale invasion of
Ukraine. The invasion has cost many thousands of lives, created millions
of Ukrainian refugees, and caused enormous material damage, but also
increased the disinformation activities of Russia in Ukraine and the rest of
Europe. The two Russian state international media organizations, Sputnik
and RT, have been pinpointed as key actors. In a press release announcing
the ban, the Council of the European Union noted that:

the EU will urgently suspend the broadcasting activities of Sputnik and RT/
Russia Today... in the EU or directed at the EU until the aggression to
Ukraine is put to an end, and until the Russian Federation and its associated
outlets cease to conduct disinformation and information manipulation
actions against the EU and its member states. (Council of the European
Union, 2022)

The EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy,
Joseph Borrell, added that:

Systematic information manipulation and disinformation by the Kremlin is
applied as an operational tool in its assault on Ukraine. It is also a significant
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2 M. HELLMAN

and direct threat to the Union’s public order and security. Today, we are
taking an important step against Putin’s manipulation operation and turn-
ing off the tap for Russian state-controlled media in the EU. We have already
carlier put sanctions on leadership of RT, including the editor-in-chief
Simonyan, and it is only logical to also target the activities the organisations
have been conducting within our Union. (Council of the European
Union, 2022)

Whereas most scholars of propaganda and disinformation would assert
that the international broadcasters are used to further Russian strategic
interests, many also argue that, to achieve these aims, Sputnik and RT use
their news coverage to spread disinformation in order to inflict harm on
Western and European societies. In its justification for the ban, the
European Union states that Russia has undertaken what it refers to as
“propaganda actions” through various state media outlets, and that “Such
actions constitute a significant and direct threat to the Union’s public
order and security” and “are essential and instrumental in bringing for-
ward and supporting the aggression against Ukraine, and for the destabi-
lization of its neighboring countries”. This book argues that such security
threats are promoted through everyday disinformation by way of constant
and continuous Russian news coverage intended to cause harm.
Disinformation should therefore not be conceived as separate campaigns
or a sudden crisis limited in time and spurred by critical, dramatic situa-
tions. It is an everyday practice that feeds on current political and social
events, be they normal or extraordinary, and poses long-term rather than
short-term security threats. Everyday disinformation describes a practice
in which the stability of a society is shaken, its constitutional pillars are
torn down and its legitimacy weakened. Among the tools used to accom-
plish this are international news media, which are constructed for practices
of the everyday and have the capacity to produce harmful narratives as part
of their strategic communications.

The reason for the EU ban is the use of disinformation by Russia in its
attacks on Ukraine. Within that context, however, the EU includes the
threat that RT and Sputnik pose to European states (Council of the
European Union, 2022). The EU has since been joined in the blocking of
RT and Sputnik by Google, YouTube, Twitter, and Facebook (France24,
2022; RFE/RL, 2022).

Although censoring Russian state media outlets is an acute and dra-
matic measure that cuts to the core of EU norms and principles, scholars
of propaganda and disinformation have for many years observed the
manipulative and biased coverage of such media in providing international
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or foreign audiences with denigrating messages about their own countries
(Wagnsson & Barzanje, 2021; Hoyle et al., 2021; Chatterje-Doody &
Crilley, 2019; Bennett & Livingstone, 2018; Yablokov, 2015). These
media are seen as active participants in information warfare, and as con-
nected to Russia’s military and security forces with the aim of destabilizing
foreign (especially Western) societies by creating mistrust and hostility
between the population, the government and state institutions. Moreover,
this is an enduring and long-term threat. Official Russian security docu-
ments state that information is part of modern conflict (Russian
Government, 2014), and recent National Security Strategies, which focus
on information wars on a global level, are explicit in their views on infor-
mation as a tool for national security (Russian Government, 2015; Russian
Government, 2016; Russian Government, 2021).

This introductory chapter elaborates further on how disinformation
poses a security threat by way of harmful narratives and describes the kinds
of security problems disinformation might pose. It also discusses what is
meant by disinformation and why the concept provides a useful avenue for
exploring Russian activity.

DISINFORMATION AS A SECURITY THREAT

This book is situated at the interface between international relations, secu-
rity studies, and journalism, media, and communication studies. It takes as
its point of departure the notion that disinformation is a security threat to
liberal democracies. As information and news reporting have taken on
increasingly pertinent roles in security and defense politics, and as soft and
sharp power strategies (Glazunova et al., 2022) become an increasingly
integral part of national security strategies, use of the media as a weapon
to weaken an adversary has come into sharper focus.

Disinformation does not target geographical borders or national sover-
eignty, but liberal democratic principles such as governance and the rule of
law, as well as institutions, elections, and public trust in the government.
The damage caused by disinformation therefore results in a weakening of
democratic societies from within. It aims to slowly and gradually wear
down social and political stability, and resilience. In this sense, it is an exis-
tential threat to the democratic nation state, but without militaristic fea-
tures and without the aspect of surprise that characterizes a military
intervention in a foreign country.

This disinformation is carried out by the use of multi-language interna-
tional news channels that are controlled by the state. These media
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organizations thus serve as tools for extending Russian power and influ-
ence over other states. In Russia, disinformation is widely perceived as an
expression of a zero-sum game where the “insecurity of others makes
Russia itself more secure” (Giles, 2019, p. 23, see also Hoyle et al., 2021,
p. 2; Szostek, 2020, p. 2729). An information strategy that can achieve
this involves constructing dominant discourses or master narratives about
the West, and this is done through news journalism (Szostek, 2020,
p. 2729).

Different terminology has been used to conceptualize and comprehend
this type of threat. Wagnsson (2020) argues that while malign information
influencing could be seen as a type of soft power in the sense that it is not
using military capabilities and aims to “win hearts and minds”, it is differ-
ent from soft power because it is centered on negative views of the target
state and aims to denigrate and cause harm. She prefers the concept of
sharp power, a term coined by Walker to refer to the ability to weaken an
enemy by asserting control over its media, academic, publishing, and cul-
tural institutions to inflict damage on them and their production of mean-
ing and knowledge (Walker, 2018, p. 13). Pomerantsev argues that it is
about confusing rather than convincing (Pomerantsev, 2015). In other
words, it is not about imposing an ideological or political package of ideas
on the enemy state, but encouraging doubt and mistrust in existing values
and ideas, and in the institutions that maintain them, while also offering
critical and skeptical audiences a platform where they can grow and amplify
their discontent. In their study, Orttung and Nelson (2019, pp. 77-8)
show how Russian disinformation makes use of the audience’s dissatisfac-
tion with domestic media and offers an alternative, while Bennett and
Livingstone (2018) highlight how Russian disinformation has gained
inroads into target states by way of national media. Others refer to this as
weaponized information, information warfare, or information-psychological
warfare (Ramsay & Robertshaw, 2019, p. 12 with reference also to Giles,
2016). The latter term stresses the aim of steering not only information
flows, but also people’s cognition and mindsets.

The threat therefore concerns people’s exposure to the misrepresenta-
tion of facts and to story constructions about the world intended to cause
harm to society by twisting the truth, sowing mistrust in public institu-
tions and exposing the negative consequences of societies run by “naive
liberal governments” or “incompetent elites”.

However, disinformation also aims to target deeper democratic compe-
tencies and alter people’s relationship with information and facts in
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general, as well as their ability to interpret and capacity for critical think-
ing. It calls on citizens in the target country to mistrust the state, the
government, and its institutions, and to be skeptical about all information.
It is an attempt to break down faith and trust not just in the nation or the
government, but in the very basis of rational and critical thinking, and to
make people doubt their own ability to make sense of social reality or play
a part in it (see Bjola & Papadakis, 2020, p. 2). Most scholars agree that
the security threat that disinformation poses is long term and targets not
so much a particular political outcome as a state’s capacity for democratic
governance. These operations, write Lemke and Habegger (2022), “pen-
etrate the existing networks and erode relations of trust and authority over
time....Contemporary [ Russian]| disinformation does not aim for a power-
ful political knockout blow. Rather, it is designed to gradually weaken an
opponent’s social and political mobilization capacity”.

The role and significance assigned to international broadcasting in mat-
ters of security have undergone various changes in the past decade, espe-
cially with regard to Russia. However, the continuity in the use of
information for security purposes going back to the Cold War and the
Soviet era is worth noting. At that time, it was the Soviet intelligence
agencies that were engaged in information operations to weaken the West.
This involved leaking false information, spreading false rumors, and creat-
ing forgeries with the objective of furthering the Soviet Union’s foreign
policy goals. According to Rid (2020), present day Russian disinformation
is linked historically to what were called active measures during the Cold
War, a strategy of causing harm to foreign states by way of disinformation,
which sought to erode the political system slowly and gradually in a way
that made it difficult to identify or blame external actors. Then as well as
now, Rid notes that the Russian strategy was to destabilize and delegiti-
mize foreign political systems.

Just as scholars of propaganda see disinformation as a tool, so Rid
argues that disinformation is the way in which active measures continue to
be practiced, albeit spurred on by the internet. The internet has brought
about changes to active measures by giving new tools to what Rid calls
“old-school disinformation professionals” (Rid, 2020, p. 13). According
to Rid, the consequences of active measures during the Cold War were
similar to today’s replacement of fact-based understandings with emo-
tions, and the facilitation of a dichotomization between us and them (Rid,
2020, p. 11).
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A further strategy of Soviet propaganda with some bearing on the dis-
information of today is reflexive control. Doroshenko and Lukito (2021)
explain that:

Reflexive control happens when the controlling actor presents an enemy
with information that leads the enemy to a desired decision (Leonenko,
1995)....The chief task of reflexive control is to find and exploit weak links
in information assessment during decision making. Russian disinformation
strategies are not meant to just present falsechoods and confuse adversaries.
Rather, the goal is to spread disinformation that would lead adversaries to
make erronecous decisions favoring Russia, the controlling agent.
(Doroshenko & Lukito, 2021, p. 4665)

This was therefore a method of influencing the target actors’ percep-
tions so that they became aligned with those of the controlling actor,
resulting in actions beneficial to Russia (see Ramsay & Robertshaw, 2019,
p. 112, also citing Thomas, 2004 ). This strategy is similar to the “strategy
of direction” discussed by Wagnsson and Barzanje (2021), which they see
as “a strategy of guiding the other away from an undesired posture, policy
or behaviour, towards a preferred one through ‘carrots’ rather than
‘sticks’” (2021, p. 251). Russia makes direction efforts to influence the
Other to take a course of action that is advantageous to Russia by means
of “tacit inducement” (Wagnsson & Barzanje, 2021, p. 251). A compara-
tive study of the Nordic states particularly noted the direction of Sputnik
coverage of Finland, in which Finland was depicted as a global player as a
result of its special relationship with Russia (Deverell et al., 2021, p. 24).

However, there are also alternative views on how to assess Russia’s state
media and journalism, and the extent to which they deviate from liberal
media cultures, as well as whether its journalistic style should be acknowl-
edged as critical of investigative journalism that seeks to scrutinize power
structures. The Russian state broadcaster, RT, is a good example of an
international media institution that is talked of by some as a public diplo-
macy channel—or an expression of media globalization similar to the US
CNN International—and by others as a weapon of disinformation used in
Russia’s information war against the West (see Szostek, 2020). Media
scholars have until recently regarded RT as a channel that aims to defend
national interests, territories, traditions, and identities (Widholm, 2016,
p. 196). In this way, it has been argued that RT is similar to other interna-
tional television channels. It also aims to be a “Russian voice in a global
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media landscape”, which provides an alternative view on the world to that
of Western broadcasters. However, a major critique of the channel is that
it serves Putin’s interests through its propagandistic content (Widholm,
2016, p. 196). Widholm writes about this duality as a propaganda para-
dox: what is critical journalism to one is propaganda to another. He refers
to the slogan “Question more”, launched by the channel in 2010, to stress
its aim to challenge Western media (Widholm, 2016, p. 197).

At this time, however, there is little doubt about the antagonistic inten-
tions of Russian state media such as RT and Sputnik. It was the Russian
military invasion of Ukraine that led to the drastic censorship measures
but the decision to ban the media outlets also highlights the significance
the EU and other institutions, including global media platforms, now
attribute to the role of disinformation. Media manipulation and disinfor-
mation strategies are now labelled “actions [that] constitute a significant
and direct threat to the Union’s public order and security” and “essential
and instrumental in bringing forward and supporting the aggression
against Ukraine, and for the destabilization of its neighboring countries”
(European Council statement cited by Cabrera Blazquez, 2022).

How Di1SINFORMATION HAS DENIGRATED SWEDEN

This study asks what disinformation about Sweden from Sputnik and RT
looks like. It adopts a narrative approach, which means that I have sought
to trace what stories were told and how. The study thus analyzes the nar-
rative logic of the propaganda and disinformation narratives promulgated
by Russian state-sponsored media platforms and aims to show how these
media have sought to denigrate Sweden. The study builds on previous
work by Wagnsson and Barzanje (2021), which analyzes Sputnik news
coverage about Sweden in 2014-2018. The current study employs the
same method and analyzes coverage from July 2019 to January 2021. The
news material analyzed also includes a small sample of RT television news
and talk shows. Moreover, where the previous study included all news
about Sweden during the chosen period, I focus attention on news about
climate change, public health, gender, (anti-)liberal values, and culture.
This enables me to undertake a more in-depth analysis and demonstrate in
greater detail how the stories are constructed and the type of reporting
that is being done. In so doing, special attention is paid to a number of
different storytelling techniques, notably: (a) the narrative perspective
from within (see also Yablokov & Chatterje-Doody, 2022); (b) the
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instigation of polarization; (c) the overlap of narratives/topics; (d) misuse
of key concepts and choice of words to name phenomena, confuse their
meanings, use concepts inaccurately, and repetition of concepts with slight
variations; (e) mockery by way of “citations”, “the so-called”; and (f) use
of experts. These storytelling techniques are presented in Chap. 3 and
discussed in Chap. 10 in connection with the harmful narratives identified
in the analysis.

The similarities between the findings of the earlier Sputnik study and
the present one are striking. Wagnsson and Barzanje (2021) found that
Sputnik depicted Sweden as a nation in decline with severe domestic prob-
lems, most notably regarding immigration and crime, along with increas-
ing polarization between traditionalists and radicals. They identified six
subplots that developed over time, starting with what they termed “The
Conflict Torn Space” in 2014 which turned out to dominate the coverage
over the four years studied. This plot described Sweden as “a polarized
society and a state in continuous dispute with the outside world”. It is a
plot which might also be used to describe the RT and Sputnik coverage
between July 2019 and January 2021. In 2015, plots were added about
“the invaded space” and “the unsafe space”, which are also reflected in
findings in this current study, along with somewhat updated versions of
“The (un)sexy space”, “The decadent space”, and “The ultra-modern
space” (Wagnsson & Barzanje, 2021, p. 244). Wagnsson and Barzanje
wrote how:

Sputnik reported in a strictly thematic way, narrating singular events, with
no follow-ups, and every piece fitted nicely into one or more of the sub-
plots.... This makes Sputnik’s narrative of 2015-2018 appear to be not like
traditional news media coverage driven by day-to-day events, but like a cal-
culated campaign that included selective reporting on a number of particu-
lar pre-set themes. (2021, pp. 243-244)

The same can be said about the Sputnik and RT coverage in 2019 and
2020. The continuity in the news narratives between the two periods is
striking.

A further similarity that is useful to highlight are the intersections
between the narratives. Interconnections between narratives reinforce
each individual narrative and add to the overall message that Sweden is in
decline, experiencing liberal-extremist chaos, and has irresponsible leaders
unable to navigate among Islamists, migrants, politicians, and radical
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feminists, all of whom at one time or another have threatened to take over
the country. Other studies of Russian state media coverage of Sweden
have also found that migration and cultural tensions are defined as the
cause of Sweden’s decline (Ramsay & Robertshaw, 2019). Islamization
and sexual crime have been added to this mix (Colliver et al., 2018, p. 14).

By analyzing the news coverage of Sputnik and RT, I show that narra-
tives about Sweden disseminated to Swedish and English-speaking audi-
ences between July 2019 and January 2021 are the same as those previously
found in an earlier period, and set out to demonstrate how they are con-
structed in greater detail. I suggest storytelling techniques that might help
to explain how these narratives were constructed. My analyses focus on
news about climate change and the environment, public health, gender,
culture (tradition and national heritage), and (anti-)liberalism. These are
all areas where Sweden has long been known both domestically and inter-
nationally as united and strong, but also areas where I anticipated the
Russian state media would seek to find fault and weakness, and to target
issues sensitive to Swedish national identity and social stability, possibly
giving rise to heated contestation.

The question asked was: What is the Russian state media’s narrative
about Sweden and how is it constructed? This question is answered by
drawing on narrative theory and method. Russian news coverage is
explored by identifying and analyzing news narratives for each of the
themes. As noted above, there is a striking continuity over time in the nar-
ratives of the Sputnik coverage. Where Wagnsson and Barzanje used their
six subplots to identify three antagonistic strategies for disinformation,
this study instead deconstructs the narratives in depth and seeks to reveal
the structures behind them at the microlevel. By doing so, our under-
standing of how harmful narratives are constructed should be enhanced.

I will now proceed to define the key concept disinformation, explain
why it is a suitable concept in this study and how it relates to similar con-
cepts in the field.

CHOoI1CE OF CONCEPT FOR DEFINING THE CONSTRUCTION
AND DISSEMINATION OF HARMFUL NARRATIVES
Harmful narratives serve as the object of study around which this book

revolves. Analyzing harmful narratives reveals the processes used by a hos-
tile foreign power to destabilize another state from within. As is shown in
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the previous section, however, the terminology for describing these types
of processes is not clear cut. The fields of communication studies and secu-
rity and defence studies use different concepts, some of which stem from
the Cold War while others that have gained prominence with the develop-
ment of social media. What they all have in common, however, is their
intention to capture the production and use of news and information for
malign or harmful purposes to enhance state interests.

This book uses the term disinformation as its key concept, as defined by
Bennett and Livingstone who write that disinformation:

involves the production and dissemination of intentionally distorted infor-
mation for the purpose of deceiving an audience. Distortion might involve
deliberate factual inaccuracies or amplified attention to persons, issues,
events, or both. Some disinformation campaigns seek to exacerbate existing
social and political fissures by mimicking social protest movements and radi-
calizing and amplifying their narratives. (Bennett & Livingstone, 2021, p. 35)

This is in line with how the European Commission has defined the
types of threat aimed at European states. A 2018 report defines disinfor-
mation as including “all forms of false, inaccurate, or misleading informa-
tion designed, presented and promoted to intentionally cause public harm
or for profit” (European Commission, 2018, p. 3; De Cok Buning, 2018,
p. 3). It also resonates with how various other scholars have talked about
the distortion of information (see below).

We define it [disinformation] as false, inaccurate, or misleading information
designed, presented and promoted to intentionally cause public harm or for
profit. The risk of harm includes threats to democratic political processes
and values, which can specifically target a variety of sectors, such as health,
science, education, finance and more. It is driven by the production and
promotion of disinformation for economic gains or for political or ideologi-
cal goals, but can be exacerbated by how different audiences and communi-
ties receive, engage, and amplify disinformation. (European Commission,
2018, p. 10)

The field is rich not just in concepts, but also in the meanings that are
ascribed to these different concepts. Scholars of disinformation tend to
agree with Freelon and Wells’s (2020, p. 145) criteria, where disinforma-
tion is considered to be deceptive, and to have the potential for harm and
the intent to harm. Disinformation is considered a type of information
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influencer. Information influencing, however, can also have benign intent
and aim to persuade and convince a political opponent or an electorate of
a certain view, ideology, or opinion. The type of information influencing
dealt with in this study represents processes with a hostile intent that aim
to weaken and undermine democratic systems. Wagnsson (2023a) talks
about “malign information influence” to clarify this distinction.

Disinformation is thus a normative concept used to define a threat to
democratic societies by way of communication and information flows.
Most scholars use it to highlight lies and inaccurate statements, but there
is a divide with the understanding of “inaccuracy” and therefore also
regarding what disinformation actually entails. For Wardle and Derakhshan
(2017), disinformation is understood as messages being intentionally con-
structed from false accounts aimed to deceive and mislead, or “informa-
tion that is false and deliberately created to harm a person, social group,
organization or country” (2017, p. 21; See also Shu et al., 2020).

This, I argue, is too narrow an understanding of disinformation that
creates difficulties in interpreting what is to be considered false. In addi-
tion, news stories that present accurate facts and figures, as well as true
statements and accounts can also be constructed to distort the message
and create incorrect interpretations. This is part of the deception strategies
on which harmful news narratives are based. Disinformation is thus used
in this study more broadly than merely referring to inaccurate information
intended to mislead. The way in which the European Commission defines
the concept is in line with such an interpretation, as are Bennett and
Livingstone (2021, p. 35) when they write that disinformation also
includes how the information is structured and how it is framed (see also
Crilley & Chatterje-Doody, 2021).

DISINFORMATION IN RELATION TO OTHER CONCEPTS

Stringent use of concepts aims to bring clarity to the phenomena they
depict. Nonetheless, disinformation must be discussed in relation to other
concepts in the field, since disinformation as a concept and phenomenon
shares features that overlap with other terms, such as “computational pro-
paganda” (Wolley & Howard, 2018, p. 4), “digital propaganda” (Bjola &
Papadakis, 2020), “rewired propaganda” (Oates, 2016) and “malign
information influence” (Wagnsson, 2023a).
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Fake News

There are also concepts that appear in the literature about information
influencing that are unsuitable for a study about Russian disinformation
by way of state news media. The concept of fake news is one such term. It
has been used in both popular language and academia to denote verifiable
falsehoods or fabrications. However, fake news is an inappropriate term
for use in the context of this book, since it indicates that the information
produced and disseminated in the format of news is false or inaccurate,
which is rarely the case. Studies have shown (see Hellman, 2021; Wagnsson
& Barzanje, 2021) that it is more common to find accurate events reported
in a biased way that distorts the true meaning of a story or message. If the
intended meaning is to refer to intentional inaccuracies or untrue state-
ments, the term misinformation is more appropriate (see below).

Moreover, fake news is a problematic concept because it includes too
broad a spectrum of incorrect messaging from honest mistakes by profes-
sional journalists to the fabrication of facts with an intention to influence
election outcomes and political opinions (see Wardle & Derakhshan,
2017, p. 16; see also Tandoc et al., 2017). Fake news at times can also
refer to “automated amplification techniques” (European Commission,
2018, p. 10), or the use of bots and other computer-generated data to
disseminate massive amounts of information to dominate the media flow
and influence populations in a certain direction. Fake news has also been
used by politicians to accuse journalists of lying or reporting falsely, in
order to undermine trust in the news media and to defend themselves
from legitimate criticism. It has become a term used by various politicians
to interfere with the “circulation of information and attack and undermine
independent news media” (European Commission, 2018, p. 10; Wardle
& Derakhshan, 2017, p. 16; Haigh et al., 2018), and is also understood
and used differently by scholars and politicians. Research has shown that
people associate fake news with poor journalism or with “partisan political
debate” (Nielsen & Graves, 2017), which are topics outside the scope of
this study.

There might, however, be exceptional circumstances where the term is
appropriate or to be preferred. In a study of the information warfare that
preceded the Russian military invasion in Ukraine, Khaldarova and Pantti
(2016) found what they refer to as narratives of allegedly fake news on the
Russian state media Channel One. They describe the news coverage as
fabricated and “a proxy for Russian strategic narratives”. The Channel



1 DISINFORMATION AS A SECURITY PROBLEM 13

One news coverage between 1 December 2012 and 1 February 2015 is
compared with the counternarratives produced by the organization
StopFake in the same period. Given the appearance in the study of an
organization named StopFake, and the fact that the researchers found 30
untrue stories debunked by StopFake in a cohort of around 300 stories,
use of the term Fake news is unsurprising and perhaps called for. The
authors write that “Fake news often takes the form of propaganda enter-
tainment (kompromat), which is a combination of scandalous material,
blame and denunciations, dramatic music and misleading images taken
out of context” (Khaldarova & Pantti, 2016, p. 893 with reference to
Oates, 2014). Nonetheless, the term is not appropriate for use here in the
broader sense of the word.

Mal-information and Misinformation

Because they are only infrequently used in the scholarly debate, and rarely
occur in political discourse in a distinctive way from disinformation, the
terms mal-information and misinformation are also excluded from this
study. Mal-information is “genuine information that is shared with an
intent to cause harm” (Shu et al., 2020, pp. 2-3), which Wardle and
Derakhshan list as harassment, leaks, and hate speech (2017, p. 5). There
is nothing hidden in the exercise of mal-information; nor is it driven by an
urge to deceive by tampering with a message’s content. One example of
mal-information is when the emails of the then French presidential candi-
date Emmanuel Macron were leaked just before the election day media
blackout in France in 2017 (Wardle & Derakhshan, 2017, p. 21).
Malinformation has more similarities with sabotage than disinformation.

In contrast to disinformation, where there is intent to cause harm, mis-
information involves unintentional falsehoods, “deceptive messages that
may cause harm without the disseminator’s knowledge” (Freelon & Wells,
2020; Shu et al., 2020, pp. 2-3). Bjola and Papadakis (2020, p. 5) make a
clear distinction between misinformation and disinformation based on
intent. “Disinformation”, they say, “is used for deliberately propagated
false information, in opposition to ‘misinformation” which is unintention-
ally propagated false information...”. Instances of misinformation might
be situations where public figures pass on rumors that are later found to
be false. Because the questions explored in this book depart from an
understanding of disinformation as a security threat, such unfortunate
misunderstandings are beyond the scope of the study.
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Propaganda

In contrast to fake news and misinformation, the term propaganda cannot
so easily be dismissed. Considering and updating the term has value in that
it draws attention to the historical continuity of the strategy of informa-
tion influencing in security politics, as well as in war and conflict. Digital
technology and global security dynamics have brought about major
changes to the role of information but the characteristics of propaganda
are not all new. Propaganda connects to disinformation and, despite being
a concept mainly connected with conflicts of the past such as the First and
Second World Wars and the Cold War, our understanding of propaganda
has been continuously updated and revised over time (see e.g., Sorrels,
1983 on Soviet Cold War propaganda). The most recent of these attempts
to reshape the concept is linked to the development of digital technology
and social media. Even if propaganda is not the most appropriate term for
the phenomenon of information influence studied in this book, for rea-
sons which are explained below, relevant and significant contributions to
the field have been made using variations of that concept and therefore
deserve attention.

The works of Lasswell in the 1920s and 1930s are usually taken as the
starting point for the history of propaganda as a scholarly subject. In light
of the increasing interest in mass society, mass migration, mass communi-
cation, mass media, and so on, Lasswell asked how communication might
play a part in the exercise of control over populations (Benkler et al., 2018,
p. 24 with ref to Lasswell, 1927). According to Benkler et al. (2018),
“Propaganda as a field was an application of the modernist commitment
to expertise and scientific management, applied to the problem of manag-
ing a mass population in time of crisis” (25). In the same vein, Lippman
(1922) spoke of the force or persuasion residing in mass communication
as the “manufacture of consent”. He argued that it would be a tool made
use of by democratic governments and change the nature of governance:
“None of us begins to understand the consequences, but it is no daring
prophecy to say that the knowledge of how to create consent will alter
every political calculation and modify every political premise” (Lippman
(1922)[1997], p. 158).

Although a lot has changed since Lippman wrote his book, with regard
to governance and political calculation, as well as the tools available for
creating consent, the approach he takes to propaganda is still useful in that
it addresses the issue of persuasion from a relatively neutral position,



1 DISINFORMATION AS A SECURITY PROBLEM 15

acknowledging that it might be used within the confines of democratic
principles as well as outside of these for undemocratic or malign purposes
to control an emerging mass society. This is a view that has also been pro-
posed by more recent scholars such as Philip Taylor (1992) and Jowett
and O’Donnell (2019), who argue that the term propaganda does not in
itself delineate any malicious or undermining strategy, but that convincing
someone of the strength of one’s argument and opinions is in fact a pre-
condition for democracy itself. Taylor (1992) states that: “propaganda is a
practical process of persuasion and, as a practical process, it is an inherently
neutral concept”.

Jowett and O’Donnell (2019) argue that there might be instances
where controlling or manipulating a group of people could be beneficial
both for the group forced into a belief and the wider public that reaps the
consequences of this belief. One such example is the setting up of media
institutions to promote liberal democratic values where such media is for-
bidden; another is when Voice of America sought to manipulate the
understanding of US allies and the enemy during World War II. The
intention was “to spread the contagion of fear among our enemies, but
also to spread the contagion of hope, confidence and determination
among our friends” (Shulman, 1997, p. 97 quoted in Jowett & O’Donnell,
2019, p. 11).

The term manufacturing consent was later picked up by Edward
Herman and Noam Chomsky (in 1988), in their now classic book with
that very title, Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass
Medin. However, they presented a decidedly critical perspective of the role
the media plays, as serving as a propaganda tool for the powerful eco-
nomic and political interests in society. Their use of the term propaganda
is critical of commercial mass media, the concentration of media owner-
ship, the links between elites and the media, and so on, as negative conse-
quences of the neoliberalism that they strongly opposed. Democracy, they
argued, is not supported by the mass media, but rather threatened by it
(Herman & Chomsky, 1988)

The classic propaganda concept differs from that of Herman and
Chomsky’s in that it focuses not on the neoliberal trends in society as
threatening democracy, or on other critical perspectives on how mass
media institutions in liberal democratic states are run or interact with
political actors. Instead, its key component is persuasion, or even mass
persuasion. Whereas Herman and Chomsky were critical of the concentra-
tion of media ownership and of the large media conglomerates becoming
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major powerholders in the news media sector, and as a consequence gain-
ing considerable political leverage, they were less concerned about the use
of media by authoritarian regimes to weaken foreign states.

In their oft-cited book, Jowett and O’Donnell (2019, p. 6) define pro-
paganda as “a deliberate, systematic attempt to shape perceptions, manip-
ulate cognitions and direct behaviour to achieve a response that furthers
the desired intent of the propagandist”. This definition supports what in
this study is referred to as disinformation in several respects. First, it is
deliberate and carefully planned and, as is argued further below, consists of
strategic narratives. Jowett and O’Donnell also argue that the strategy
involves promoting an ideology, but this might be less relevant today.
(This is also further discussed below.) The definition further states that
propaganda is systematic, and that it is precise and methodical and there-
fore different from strategic communication. Later works on propaganda
also make this distinction between the use of strategic communication and
disinformation, referring to these as tools used for persuasive purposes,
whereas propaganda connotes the practice writ large (Bjola & Papadakis,
2020). These formulations on shaping perceptions and manipulating cog-
nitions represent perhaps the most important features of not just propa-
ganda, but also disinformation—including engagement in these practices
with specific intent. However, whereas the desired intent of the propagan-
dist has tended to be looked at as ideologically driven, with the aim of
strengthening the propagandist’s relative position of power, this might
also be less relevant today. Even if a great power such as Russia is striving
to increase its weight internationally, this will not necessarily be done by
impregnating target countries with the national conservative ideology of
Putinism, and nor is the propagandist nation necessarily hailed in these
communications either (Wagnsson, 2023b). Instead, the propagandist
appears set on weakening and harming “the Other”.

Like Jowett and O’Donnel (1992), Briant talks about propaganda as
“the deliberate manipulation of representations...producing an effect on
the audience...that is desired by the propagandist” (Briant, 2014, p. 9).
Some authors (Benkler et al., 2018) group together the terms disinforma-
tion and propaganda, and define them both as “manipulating and mislead-
ing people intentionally to achieve political ends” (p. 24); others refer to
disinformation as a tool used in propaganda (Bjola & Papadakis, 2020).
Most often the propagandist is a government or a regime and the propa-
ganda is targeted at a foreign state. However, in recent years the concept
has been opened up to include types of actors other than governments as
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propagandists with the capacity to disseminate their messages to target
audiences. This also means that messages are not necessarily constructed
by government agencies, such as information bureaus or intelligence ser-
vices, but by journalists in state media institutions, while public diplomacy
activities have become difficult to distinguish from propaganda and psy-
chological operations (see Szostek, 2020).

Staying with the classic definition of propaganda, various caveats have
been added by scholars to take account of the major media developments
of recent decades, in particular digital developments. Bjola and Papadakis
(2020) thus talk about “digital propaganda”, which they call an umbrella
label that includes terms such as fike news, disinformation, or post-truth
(p- 4). Digital propaganda is defined as: “the use of digital technologies
with the intention to deceive the public through the generation and dis-
semination of verifiably false or misleading information” (Bjola &
Papadakis, 2020, p. 5). Digital propaganda appecars almost identical to
how Bennett and Livingstone (2021) define disinformation, except that
the latter omits the term “digital technologies”. This difference in termi-
nology, however, signals that Bjola and Papadakis (2020) are focused on
the impact of the media technologies as well as the information itself.
They make a point of distinguishing the “computational dimension”, by
which they mean trolls and automated messaging, from the “content
dimension” and argue that each requires different means of resilience.
Wolley and Howard (2018, p. 4) stress the technological aspects more
strongly, using the term “computational propaganda”, and refer in their
work to “the use of algorithms, automation, and human curation to pur-
posefully manage and distribute misleading information over social media
networks”. However, by including the term “human curation”, a term
which indicates that the production of propaganda is not entirely auto-
mated, but managed by human beings, they too think of information
influencing as a combination of content and technology.

The role played by technological advances must not be understated.
The manipulation of information using digital technology in combination
with developments within Al is highly problematic not only because of its
capacity to disseminate large amounts of information, the sources of which
are impossible to verify or trace, but also because the deceptive messages
are difficult to distinguish from true messages, and fabricated persons
making statements or producing stories are difficult to distinguish from
the accounts of real people (see Vaccari & Chadwick, 2020 on Deepfakes).
Although there is general agreement in the field that the importance of
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propaganda and disinformation as security measures is dependent on
developments in digital technology, the “computational enhancements”
that Walker and Ludwig (2017) talk about are not analyzed in this study.
Instead, the analysis is centered on the “content dimension”, to use the
vocabulary of Bjola and Papadakis (2020).

A further concept is “network propaganda” (Benkler et al., 2018).
Here, propaganda is not dismissive of technology but nor is it centered on
technology in itself, but instead on the networks and media ecosystems
that the technology make possible, understood as “network architecture”
(Benkler et al., 2018, pp. 33-34). Their study shows how propagandists
make use of the same networks that used to serve as promoters of plural-
ism and facilitators of democratic participation, and how they use them for
disinformation and propaganda. The understanding of the type of infor-
mation involved, used, and disseminated in these networks is similar to the
definitions of Bennett and Livingstone (2021).

Oates (2016) also revises propaganda terminology to conform with the
digital age with the term rewired propagandn. She argues that the internet
has opened up new possibilities for autocratic regimes to strengthen, and
rewire, their propaganda as: “a commitment to disinformation and manip-
ulation, when coupled with the affordances of the new digital age, give
particular advantages to a repressive regime that can proactively shape the
media narrative”. At the same time, however, efforts to control informa-
tion flows have become more difficult (Oates, 2016, p. 399).

Oates talks about rewired propaganda as a “more dynamic conception
of how information communication technology changes the media ecol-
ogy in non-free states” (2016, p. 400). Technology has a bearing on con-
tent, she argues, and this in turn has consequences for the media system at
large. Although her definition of propaganda is in line with my under-
standing of disinformation, and also shares a focus on international news
coverage as its outlet, her study object is different in that she studies how
the domestic media system of the propagandist, in this case Russian sys-
tem, is affected by the turn to rewired propaganda. Rewired propaganda
aims to stress the opportunities that new media technology offers auto-
cratic states. Even if regime control over information has become a lot
more problematic with the advent of developments in digital technology,
Oates’ point is that the Russian regime has adapted to the new media
environment, and that propaganda strategies are integrated with the inter-
net and with social media strategies to maintain dominance over citizens
and maintain legitimacy (Oates, 2016, p. 399; Oates 2021).
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In CoNcLusioN

The various propaganda-related concepts, updated and revised to capture
the dynamics of the current digital world, each have their contribution to
make to the field. However, the term propaganda still carries connotations
from the Cold War era and before that differ from how Russia and other
states engage in disinformation today. The twenty-first century propagan-
dist might still be a state or regime but whereas previously propaganda was
produced and disseminated from a ministry or state department, such as for
example the Ministry of Propaganda and Public Enlightenment led by
Joseph Goebbels in Nazi Germany, the information influencing of today is
built into the news media ecology. As Wagnsson writes: “actors use new
channels and normal media consumption patterns to reach citizens in other
socicties” (2023a, p. 1850). Propaganda is not the product of a ministry of
information or some state bureaucracy, but of media staff working for the
state—and at times Western journalists and others employed by the news
organization. In other words, “international news outlets can be instrumen-
talized for geopolitical ends” (Moore & Colley, 2022, p. 3).

Nor is today’s information influence enacted through a nationalist dis-
course glorifying and idealizing the propagandist home nation and politi-
cal system in contrast to other state systems. The messaging of the Russian
regime’s international broadcasting contains few depictions of Russia as
popular or special, in contrast or compared to the target country. Instead,
the strategy is to weaken and denigrate the target country with depictions
of, for example, institutional deficiencies, government incompetence, and
domestic conflict. The fact that the information is being produced and
disseminated as news media by journalists in newsrooms makes it more
difficult to distinguish this type of information from liberal journalism or
public diplomacy. Like journalism in liberal democracies, communication
is interactive and not linear. Propaganda does not have to be one-way, in a
message distributed from a major power holder to a mass audience, but
this is often what is associated with the term. This implies that there is a
sender that produces information and messages with the intention to
weaken the protagonist and strengthen the self, spreading the message to
an audience that receives it in accordance with the intention of the sender.
This is far from how mediated messages move in today’s fragmented media
system, however, where audiences interact with content of their choosing,
publish comments, and spread the news in their own networks (Szostek,
2020, p. 2730).
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As noted above, Taylor (1992) is critical of the assignment of normative
connotations to the concept of propaganda. He rejects the notion that
propaganda is equivalent to disinformation and must be seen as a threat to
security and liberal democratic systems. He argues that the term could be
just as relevant in depictions of the propagation of a strengthened democ-
racy, or freedom of opinion or resistance against anti-democratic forces,
and so on. This is also what Wagnsson argues when adding the term
maliygn to information influencing. Any well-functioning democracy must
have political actors and citizens engaged in information influencing. It is
when this turns malign that it becomes a threat.

Yet another reason for using the term disinformation rather than pro-
paganda is that the former term signifies information used not necessarily
to spread a denigrating message, but to distort and destroy the distinction
between what is true and what is false (Wagnsson, 2023b, p. 651; Hellman,
2021), thereby dissolving trust in any source of information. Whereas pro-
paganda is intended to “manipulate the views and attitudes of the target
group in a pre-determined direction” (Bjola & Papadakis, 2020; see also
Cull et al., 2003: xix; and Lasswell, 1927), that direction is more difficult
to discern today, if it exists at all. A Kremlin insider quoted in Pomerantsev
and Weiss (2014, p. 9) says that when the Soviets lied “they took care to
prove [that] what they were doing was the ‘truth’”. This is different today:
“now no one even tries proving the ‘truth’. You can say anything. Create
realities”. Some would argue that direction or ideology has been replaced
by the aim of installing disbelief and skepticism in people, to incapacitate
them and leave them unable to make sense of the world, imposing on the
target audience a sense that their society is lost to chaos (Bjola & Papadakis,
2020, p. 2).

This could be seen as a novel strategy of the use of propaganda but is
better spoken of as disinformation. It indicates that the influence is neither
primarily about imposing a positive image of the sender country as supe-
rior, nor simply about denigrating the target country, but disseminating
messages and information in a way that prevents people from making
sound interpretations, thinking critically, or trusting public institutions
and one another. This is also the type of threat that the European
Commission identifies in its report as disinformation.

In contrast to Shu et al. (2020) and Wardle and Derakshan (2017),
disinformation in this study does not refer merely to inaccurate informa-
tion and falsehoods, but also to information being distorted and inten-
tionally constructed to deceive. Messages that are intentionally deceptive,
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distorted, or misleading are also considered disinformation even when the
separate pieces of information in the messages are accurate. It might be
the structure of the messages, or the associations made between pieces of
information within the message that give rise to the deceptive meanings.
Such messages can be constructed by way of narratives where the format
and structure are as important for the meaning making as the separate
pieces of information. (Harmful narratives are discussed further in Chap.
3.) Disinformation is also often multilayered and contains statements with
a variety of truth claims. Culloty and Suiter (2021, p. 6) argue that this
means that making distinctions between true and false is of no impor-
tance. Bennett and Livingstone (2018, p. 124) make a similar distinction
between disinformation and falsehood, arguing that disinformation is
about “strategic deceptions that may appear very credible to those con-
suming them”. Simple fact-checking is not sufficient since disinformation
cuts deeper into political institutions and democratic values in com-
plex ways.

This study treats disinformation as emanating from interacting nodes in
a horizontal network enabled by the internet and with the use of social
media, rather than as a hierarchal and vertical top-down structure where
messages are produced and disseminated from a single center to a mass
audience. Disinformation, digitally disseminated and dressed up as news
coverage, would support such an understanding. It is a type of strategic
communication that emerges from foreign state establishments, govern-
ments, regimes, or elites, targeted at a broad or mass audience.
Disinformation flows therefore quickly become part of the news media
system, and inform and interact with other nodes and actors in that sys-
tem. The argument is that agents of disinformation such as the Russian
state media contaminate the global news networks with a manipulated and
fabricated news format intended for malign purposes.

Disinformation can thus be depicted as flows between nodes interact-
ing more or less intensely and not always predictably, and similar to what
Archetti (2018) talks about with regard to narratives with a malign intent.
Disinformation is relationally constituted in social space, reflecting, ampli-
fying, or weakening the links between the nodes and taking off'in different
or similar directions (see Archetti, 2018). She refers to these dynamics as
“overlapping reflections in a hall of mirrors”, an image similar to the flows
of disinformation, and one that reveals the difficulties of preventing these
dynamics from doing harm. Disinformation flows know no borders and
domestic groups might intentionally or accidentally amplify a foreign
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message intended to harm another society, causing it to bounce against
the side of a prism and disseminate its reflection to another node in the
media system, and so on and so forth.

To sum up, this book uses the concept of disinformation in order to
explore how the Russian state media has sought to weaken and denigrate
a European state by way of international news reporting. This means that
the study is limited to one dimension of the disinformation processes: the
construction of the news narratives that make up the disinformation.
Nonetheless, it is essential to state that the premise for the study lies in the
understanding of disinformation as undertaken by news media organiza-
tions controlled by the Russian state; that disinformation involves distor-
tions of statements and accounts as well as misleading information, which
may or may not include inaccuracies, all of which are considered to pose
threats to national security; and that, contrary to most understandings of
propaganda, the objective is to cause domestic unrest and tension in the
target state by instilling doubts about the authenticity of all information
and sowing mistrust between citizens and the state.
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CHAPTER 2

The News Media Organizations RT
and Sputnik and Their Audiences

INTRODUCTION

This chapter presents the two Russian state-affiliated news media organi-
zations RT and Sputnik. They are both news media targeting international
audiences. The Russian Federation has openly declared in its security doc-
trines that information is part of its security policy and a number of studies
have found RT and Sputnik to be used for information influence activities
in line with these doctrines (Wagnsson, 2023; Bradshaw et al., 2022;
Russian Government, 2014, 2016, see also Chap. 1). RT began as an
international 24 /7 channel aimed at reporting about global events from a
Russian perspective. Around 2008 the channel dropped its programming
on Russian culture and became an outlet for the defense ministry, provid-
ing news about foreign countries. Sputnik has never been a public diplo-
macy outlet. Since its inception in 2014 it has consisted of a growing
number of news websites producing news in different languages with an
increasing popularity in several African states.

Although Sputnik and RT are media organizations that disseminate
news their style of reporting deviates from their liberal journalism coun-
terparts. It is rare that the news reports publish false information, but the
messages of the news reports are often distorted. One way of explaining
the distinctions between these media engaged in disinformation and lib-
eral journalism is to look at how the news stories are constructed. Following
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the presentation of the organisations and journalistic features of RT and
Sputnik is therefore a discussion about storytelling techniques that con-
tributes to defining disinformation in news coverage. Among these are for
instance how multiple meanings are ascribed to concepts, how polariza-
tion between different actors are evoked, or how the veracity of a state-
ment or fact might be questioned by the use of quotation marks or the
phrase the so-called.

In a discussion of RT and Sputnik it must be asked who the audience is
and what impact the news coverage might have on the audience. These are
difficult questions, since statistics on these matters are difficult to verify
and research on audience reception is complicated. Nevertheless, previous
studies in the field have shown that Sputnik and RT, before being banned
in Europe and the United States, were consumed by a variety of people
and for the most part as two media among a number of other national and
international news media outlets. However, studies have found large num-
bers of followers of RT on Twitter users even if these users seemed not to
engage with RT news content (Crilley et al., 2022). In a Swedish study on
the reception of news by Wagnsson (2023) it was found that RT and
Sputnik were consumed by about 7% of the population with an overrepre-
sentation of young, men, and supporters of non-parliamentarian parties
and the right wing nationalist Sweden Democratic Party. Having studied
also to what degree consumers shared their RT and Sputnik news, it makes
sense to agree with Wagnsson that the consumers also are co-creators and
disseminators of meaning and can “function as suitable vehicles for aiding
the messenger in trying to polarize society, undermine democracy and
even erode the national security interests of the target” (Wagnsson, 2023,
p. 1863)

SpurNIK AND RT

Founded in 2014, Sputnik was established by the Russian state news
agency, Rossiya Segodnya (formerly RIA Novosti). Like RT, it was set up as
a multimedia organization with several different language versions and
social media platforms; also like RT, and other broadcasting organizations
linked to authoritarian states, Sputnik sees itself as an alternative to estab-
lished media outlets in the countries it targets (Miiller & Schulz, 2021;
Audinet, 2021). It comprises numerous news websites addressed to audi-
ences around the world. The Swedish language version of Sputnik lasted
only nine months in 2015-2016 (Larsson, 2016), but the French-speaking
version has a longer history and is still fairly popular—not so much in
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France but among French-speaking African diasporas for whom Sputnik
has more content and a wider spread than RT (Limonier, 2019).

In its journalistic style, Sputnik has been described as having a more
militant editorial line than RT (Limonier, 2019), but this study treats RT
and Sputnik as similar news outlets. As a smaller news organization Sputnik
addresses an international audience but customizes its output to the target
audience (see storytelling techniques). In most respects Sputnik and RT
appear to resemble each other with regard to their use of disinformation.

The broadcaster RT originated from Soviet-era APN—a press agency
set up by the Soviet Union Journalists Union, the Soviet Union Writers
Union, the Union of Soviet Societies of Friendship and Cultural Relations
with Foreign Countries and the Znaniye Society. In 1990, President
Mikhail Gorbachev replaced APN with Information Agency Novosti, which
was in turn replaced just one year later by the Russian Information Agency
(RIA Novosti), placed under the Press and Information Ministry. It was
from this news agency that Russia Today, later renamed RT, was founded.

An oft-cited study (Elswah & Howard, 2020) reveals RT’s organiza-
tional behavior through in-depth interviews with staff members and gives
a detailed account of the development of RT. At the start, the channel was
housed in the same building as RIA Novosti, which was Russia’s main news
agency at the time (Elswah & Howard, 2020, p. 629). It soon emerged as
a state-owned broadcaster and in 2003 Putin appointed Svetlana Mironyuk
head of RIA Novosti and its sister channel, Russia Today (Finn, 2008). She
had good connections with Russian government ministries and the higher
echelons of the administration, and managed to acquire capital and sup-
port for the network which grew and became increasingly influential.
Mironyuk allowed a degree of openness in the programming even if the
content of Russia Today contained little politics and mainly consisted of
programs on culture, notably places and events that demonstrated the
greatness of Russia (Osipova, 2016, pp. 348-349; Yablokov & Chatterje-
Doody, 2022, p. 24).

The first major shift in the profile of the channel came around the time
of the Russia—Georgia conflict in 2008. It was argued that this change
would enable the channel to reach out to a larger audience, not just people
interested in Russia (Yablokov & Chatterje-Doody, 2022, p. 26). The
channel dropped its programming on Russian culture and became an out-
let for the defense ministry, providing news about foreign countries.
Journalists employed at RT at the time have said that this was when the
channel began to produce disinformation. The Russian government had



32 M.HELLMAN

realized that “it could weaponize the channel to serve its political inter-
ests” (Elswah & Howard, 2020, pp. 629-630).

Around this time, RT began to expand and add regional channels that
addressed audiences in Arabic (in 2007) and Spanish (in 2009). The
regionalized channel RT America was founded in 2010, followed by RT
Deutsch and RT UK in 2014, and RT France in 2017. However, the
English language RT International remained the channel’s flagship.

In December 2013, Putin unexpectedly replaced Mironyuk with a new
editor-in-chief, Margarita Simonyan, and the media corporation was trans-
formed from Ria Novosti to International Information Agency Russia
Today. It has been argued that Simonyan had better connections in gov-
ernment while some have suggested that Mironyuk had run into conflicts
with representatives of the Kremlin (Yablokov & Chatterje-Doody,
2022, p. 24).

Under Simonyan’s leadership, RT was relaunched and its output
became less about Russia and Russian culture, and more about hardcore
news with an international focus. Putin supported the rebranding, arguing
that: “We wanted to break the monopoly of the Anglo-Saxon mass media
in the global flow of information” (see Audinet, 2017). Audinet (2017)
argues that Putin reorganized the channel following Russia’s war in
Georgia because he saw the mainstream Western media outlets as one-
sided. The idea then was to develop RT into an international channel that
could provide “a different vision of events”, and to relativize the Western
interpretation of events. This was also what was behind the RT slogan
“Question more”, which was given further credibility when the channel
recruited the US talk show host, Larry King, who in turn attracted a num-
ber of high-profile US and British politicians as guests (Richter, 2017,
44p). RT claimed to report what was ignored by mainstream media out-
lets, and this often involved questioning or challenging authority, be it
hegemonic powers or more local powerholders, and adapting its messages
according to the audience (see Yablokov & Chatterje-Doody, 2022, p. 27;
Mattelart, 2018). While the transformed channel aimed for a global audi-
ence and news coverage to be reckoned with, “a political requirement to
broadcast news compatible with the national interest as perceived by the
stakeholding state” remained (Audinet, 2017).

By 2017, RT comprised nine versions within its organizational struc-
ture, with news websites and broadcasts on YouTube and other platforms.
Its budget of well over US$ 300 million was on a par with the BBC at the
time (Richter, 2017; figures from 2015 estimate the budget at US$
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376 million, Ramsay & Robertshaw, 2019, p. 107 referring to Meduza
project 2017). A study of RT YouTube videos (Orttung & Nelson, 2019)
found that RT Arabic had the largest output by far of the foreign language
RT channels: about a quarter of all videos shown were broadcast on RT
Arabic. The Russian channel also had a large output of videos, at about
20% of the total number, whereas the RT flagship—its English language
channel—had only 11% of the total number of videos broadcast and RT
American just 8% (Orttung & Nelson, 2019, p. 82). The latter differed
from the others in that 70% of its programming was on US themes
(2019, p. 83).

The changes that RT underwent can be seen as a movement from what
most scholars had seen as an international broadcaster used as an outlet for
public diplomacy to a media institution increasingly centered on domestic
issues and a populist, anti-establishment agenda (see e.g. Widholm, 2016;
Yablokov, 2015, p. 305). Coverage of Russia promoted a positive image of
the country, its moral righteousness and strength, but Orttung and Nelson
(2019, p. 84) found that whenever there was a change in international or
national mood on topics related to this positive image of Russia, coverage
turned to other topics.

This pattern was applied when Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022 did
not proceed as quickly and smoothly as anticipated. YouTube videos about
Ukraine were dropped and replaced by stories on Russian historical war
memories (p. 84). Similar RT editorial decisions could be found on its
English language flagship regarding Russian involvement in Syria.

Following the 2016 US presidential election, when RT was found to
have unlawfully meddled in the campaign by denigrating the candidacy of
Hillary Clinton, the channel was labeled a “foreign agent” by the US
intelligence services (Office of the Director of National Intelligence 2017
in Crilley et al., 2022). RT America was permanently closed in March
2022 after one of its major carriers was closed down. The production
company behind RT America, T&R Productions, announced the closure
as a result of “unforeseen business interruption events” (Darcy, 2022).

France, the UK and Germany have also acted against RT transgressions
of media and press regulations. The UK regulatory body, Ofcom, took
action on “impartiality breaches”, while in France RT’s involvement in the
Yellow Vest movement gave rise to legislative proposals to prevent future
harmful media interference (Crilley et al., 2022).

In his critical study of the centenary RT project, #1917 Live, Hutchings
(2020) shows how the network used its negative international reputation
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for being an unreliable and scandalous channel for propaganda purposes
to promote the channel and its role as a counter-force to the Western
hegemonic media sphere. By ascribing to itself pariah status, RT took a
self-ironic approach to its reporting of a diverse mix of disruptive, scandal-
ous, and outrageous stories while at the same time denying and affirming
the atrocities committed during the Revolution. By presenting views that
were highly controversial and non-controversial simultaneously, and
allowing its output to float between fact and fiction, and past and present,
it became impossible to distinguish truth from fantasy and perhaps humor-
ous coverage from serious reporting. Lenin tweeted jokingly about Stalin’s
beard. Molotov complained that he missed key moments of the revolution
while taking a nap. This “floating” between fact and fiction, as well as its
educational ambition, were seen as impressive qualities of the project,
which received international awards. RT thus presented itself both as a
pioneer in the creation of a new media event, and as the enfant terrible
among news organizations. In this way, it could not fail to be expected to
be anything but horrific, incorrigible, and—to some—objectionable.

At the inception of Russia Today in 2005, the channel recruited young
Russians who were fluent in English (Yablokov & Chatterje-Doody, 2022,
p. 25), British editors and junior British journalists. The foreign recruits
were important to the channel since the Russian staff had limited experi-
ence in journalism and tended to be linguists or diplomats’ children fluent
in English (see Bodner et al., 2017). While the editors assisted in the run-
ning of the channel, the young journalists worked with their Russian col-
leagues on writing programs under the leadership of editor-in-chief
Simonyan. Among the staft there were also Western journalists who sup-
ported the underlying aims and mission of the channel (Elswah & Howard,
2020, p. 629).

Early on, RT attracted journalists critical of mainstream Western media
outlets and ownership, who saw in the channel an independent voice rep-
resenting alternative views on world politics. Staff members considered
themselves to be underdogs revealing information that the Western
authorities were trying to keep secret from their citizens. The network has
counted supporters among the European and US far-right and far-left but
little is known about their role or capacity to disseminate narratives domes-
tically or in their transnational networks through the media ecology.
Yablokov writes:
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A simultaneous adoption of arguments of left- and right-wing critics of the
US gives RT leeway to adapt its narratives in relation to different audiences,
thereby expanding its global influence. Moreover, the Kremlin’s links to
both right- and leftwing intellectuals in Europe and the US supplies RT with
a range of public figures ready to justify Russia’s policies to foreign audi-
ences. (Yablokov, 2015, p. 306 referring to Orenstein, 2014)

The channel has also taken on the role of an underdog, going against
mainstream media outlets, which tend to be owned by profit-making enti-
ties and Western dominated. The criticisms levelled at the RT journalists
for serving as “Putin’s mouthpiece” were used to strengthen the image of
truth-seeking, hardworking reporters going against establishments and
global elites in the service of ordinary people (see Widholm, 2016).
Nonetheless, this positioning of RT by both the network itself and outside
observers restricted its ability to perform the tasks it was set up to accom-
plish. Hutchings (2020) writes about how “RT’s pride in its capacity to
scandalize the established order, to disrupt the global media equilibrium,
conflicts with the broadcaster’s aspiration to be accepted within the media
professional fold as a serious actor capable of rivalling the BBC or CNN”
(Hutchings, 2020, p. 15). This was underlined by the resignations of
some of the prominent Western journalists at the network following the
shooting down of Flight MH17 and after Russia’s annexation of Crimea
in 2014. Nonetheless, despite being criticized, questioned, and accused by
established Western or US media outlets, RT continued to seck out and
tell alternative stories about the West and the world. In Yablokov’s words,
RT “challenges an elitist aspect of American politics through populist
ideas vocalized by experts and show hosts” (Yablokov, 2015, p. 307). In a
study exploring how journalists working in state-controlled media institu-
tions across the world legitimize or justify their work and deal with state
dependency, Wright et al. (2020) identified three legitimizing narratives
employed in such media outlets. One of these narratives was termed
“exclusionary”, which referred to journalists defending what they termed
their “truthful” work and contrasting it with “false” state propaganda. RT
was referred to by several respondents, notably staff at the Chinese broad-
caster CGTN, as a representative of such a channel, and it was claimed that
what it produced should not be considered news (Wright et al., 2020,
p. 616).

The rich and the powerful are said to manipulate those without means
and power, and there is a lack of transparency and openness among elites
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that is accepted by the Western media. In its US news coverage for exam-
ple, RT uses experts and guests who emphasize this and confirm the sus-
picions that the US authorities manipulate the truth and keep the public
in the dark. The establishment is usually represented by the mainstream
media, Big Tech—the term used to refer to dominant and highly influen-
tial technology companies—celebrities and “Washington elites” (Moore
& Colley, 2022).

With the help of these experts and guests, RT repeatedly reports that
the US government says one thing but does another (Yablokov, 2015; sce
also Hellman’s analysis of Sputnik 2021). These experts, however, rarely
appear in any other media. In RT America, which was suspended in 2022,
it appeared to be a technique to verify these narratives by drawing on his-
torical examples and using US experts and intellectuals already highly
critical of the US establishment and whose voices were rarely allowed on
mainstream media platforms. Instead, they were given a voice on RT
(Yablokov, 2015, p. 309).

STORYTELLING TECHNIQUES

As is discussed above, RT and Sputnik as news organizations are similar to
other international broadcasters that emerged in the early 2000s with the
aim of promoting favorable national images of the reporting country or
framing events in accordance with their world view (see Widholm, 2016).
They differ in their reporting style from other international broadcasters,
however, and over time have come to disseminate news and information
that scholars have found go beyond critical perspectives and instead disin-
form and denigrate foreign countries (Hutchings, 2020; Ramsay &
Robertshaw, 2019; Elswah & Howard, 2020). To better understand how
this news journalism deviates from journalistic norms and practices in lib-
eral democratic systems, a number of strategies are outlined below. These
have been inductively identified from the news material and are illustrated
further in the empirical chapters. I refer to them as storytelling techniques.

Domestication: An International News Channel Reporting
as a Domestic News Channel

Despite the fact that both RT and Sputnik are international broadcasters
with an outspoken aim to broadcast to a global audience, they adopt an
insider perspective in much of their news coverage. This means that the
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style of reporting often resembles that of domestic news media. The choice
of topics are often domestic events in the target country and stories are
presented as if RT and Sputnik were local or national news networks. An
analysis by Wagnsson and Barzanje (2021) found that—apart from at the
beginning of their time period, in 2014—Raussia rarely appeared in the
coverage. They talk about an absence of the “self” that:

makes the reporting look less like traditional foreign coverage and more like
distanced and sober descriptions, based on a purportedly universally valid
frame of reference that leaves little room for alternative interpretations.
Moreover, there is no foreign or evil ‘other’ visible and no easily discernible
intent to manipulate the reader, all of which may make the reader more
susceptible to accepting the stories uncritically. (Wagnsson & Barzanje,
2021, p. 245)

The domestic perspective of the coverage is also noted by Moore and
Colley (2022) in their comparative study of RT and CGTN (see also
Yablokov & Chatterje-Doody, 2022; Hellman, 2021; Oates, 2021). They
refer to this storytelling technique as “partisan parasite”, and also include
in it politically biased reporting, where the channel openly supports a can-
didate running for office and broadcasts stories to the disadvantage of
opponents (p. 18). Based on their analysis of RT coverage of the US presi-
dential election, they describe domestic storytelling as:

parasitic in the sense that it deliberately seeks to imitate a domestic media
outlet in another country’s media ecology. It functions like a brood parasite,
such as a cuckoo. It enters the home of the host, adopts its character, style
and mannerisms, hoping its output will be accepted and adopted as though
it were one of the host’s own. (Moore & Colley, 2022, p. 18)

The analogy with a cuckoo is also useful in that the domestic reporting
style takes advantage of and feeds on national political cultural landmarks,
as well as references to traditions and shared historical memories, and fea-
tures well-known personalities or figures with whom the target audience
might identify. This all makes the coverage appear to be taking an inside
perspective and reflecting a complete and full understanding of the con-
text of the news event. Moore and Colley argue that this is an efficient way
in which to disguise the underlying propaganda purposes since the RT
coverage appears similar to a domestic, in their case US, news source. The
domestication of the news can be seen in the choice of topics and the
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people included in the reports, so that for instance people who are less
known internationally but well-known in a US context will feature in
the news.

This domestication is accomplished in large part with the use of domes-
tic sources, mainly from national and local news media. The content is
translated, edited to varying degrees, and repackaged (Ramsay &
Robertshaw, 2019). There are also examples found in Sputnik of European
news coverage where local news articles have been translated and pub-
lished unedited. The treatment of sources can be connected to the overall
journalism, which contains very little reportage in the sense that a journal-
ist has been dispatched to cover an event or carry out observations in
the field.

In his study of nine weeks of RT coverage of the war in Ukraine in the
summer of 2014, its political tensions and divergences, Widholm (2016)
talks about the frequent use of desk reporting. This is news produced inside
a news room using information from external sources, such as competitor
national or international media, press conferences, press releases, and
other planned events, none of which require observation in the field or
journalists to take the initiative to cover stories based on their own insights
or experiences. Because it is dependent on other media sources and politi-
cal statements, this type of reporting tends to result in a journalism that
uses formal language (Widholm, 2016). Widholm shows in his study that
92% of the RT coverage of Ukraine was desk-reporting, but the extent to
which the language could be considered formal or official was more ques-
tionable and not made clear in the analysis. For a channel seeking to rep-
resent an alternative voice to the international news flows with the aim of
projecting anti-establishment and sometimes populist values, and an aim
to appear trustworthy and serious, an official tone might be
counterproductive.

It is somewhat surprising that a channel such as RT, with such large
resources at its disposal, should come to rely to such a high degree on
other news sources for their news production. The media sources used in
RT coverage were found to be a balance of Russian news media and inter-
national and Western sources (about 40% each). It is worth noting that
one-fifth of the sources used came from social media, and Twitter domi-
nated both text and footage (Widholm, 2016).

The equal share of sources used in the Ukraine case study was linked to
how the stories were told but did not result in balanced coverage between
differing viewpoints. On the contrary, the news coverage took the form of
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oppositional analyses of stories published in Western media or told by US
politicians. The RT stories projected “counter-perspectives” in defense of
the Russian side. Both texts and visuals from Western sources were used to
make clear how the Western news media in cooperation with Ukraine and
the US had fabricated images and manipulated the truth, for example of
the downing of flight MH17, to make it appear beyond doubt that Russia
was to blame. RT referred to the Western reporting as “the latest master-
piece in the Ukrainian exercise in conspiracy theories” and Widholm con-
cludes that this confirmed the view that RT is a political tool of the Kremlin
(Widholm, 2016, p. 204). This is in line with what Simonyan—the editor-
in-chief of RT since 2005, and Rossiya Segodnya (which owns Sputnik)
since 2013—has been quoted as saying on numerous occasions.

The Instigation of Polarvization

A second storytelling technique concerns journalistic work intended to
instigate polarization, that is, reporting on events and situations in a way
that is likely to provoke or to stress irreconcilable differences between
groups and the opinions or values they represent. This is done by using
strong language in the reports, framing problems as emotionally charged
and projecting people expressing strong feelings. Storytelling that fuels
polarization is also made easier by these media outlets choosing to report
on contested and sensitive topics in the target countries. This is shown by
the analyses of Cushman and Avramov (2021) of what they term “Kremlin-
sponsored political warfare” with reference “to sexuality and gender-based
narratives in Russian and pro-Russian disinformation campaigns targeting
EU and EU aspiring members”. In their analyses of the EU versus Disinfo
database—an EU-run database that monitors disinformation news and
writes counter-stories—they show how sexuality and gender-based disin-
formation narratives are used to instigate basic emotions such as fear,
anger, confusion, and disgust. The image of a promiscuous and decadent
West is contrasted with Russia, which is talked of as a defender of tradi-
tional and Christian values (Cushman & Avramov, 2021, pp. 145-140).
The use of visuals is a key part of this storytelling technique, especially
since visuals have been shown to stir emotions and reinforce the audi-
ence’s sensemaking of or attraction to text or the spoken word (see e.g.
Grigor (Khaldarova) & Pantti, 2021; Crilley & Chatterje-Doody, 2020;
also focusing on humor Crilley & Chatterje-Doody, 2021).
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It should be noted that storytelling to induce polarization can be
achieved by depicting both sides of an issue negatively, undermining each
side’s claims so that both are diminished or delegitimized. Bradshaw et al.
(2022) talk about this as playing both sides. They write:

This strategy of playing both sides of an issue and creating or amplifying
content designed to increase existing tensions appeared across a range of
topics: funding for veterans versus support for refugees; pro- versus anti-
police; pro- versus anti-immigration; Muslim pride on one page, anti-
Muslim themes on another; pro-LGBT content on one Instagram account,
traditional religious perspectives on another. (Bradshaw et al., 2022, p. 5,
referring to Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence, 2018; Riedl
etal., 2021; US Department of Justice, 2018)

The Overlap of Narvatives

Journalism is a practice that not only talks about events, but also aims to
contextualize those events so they make sense and take on meaning. One
way that this might be done is to relate stories to other recently reported
events, topical issues or familiar narratives. However, this can also be used
more strategically to influence audiences to make associations and connec-
tions between issues and problems, and solutions and responsibilities,
which creates an impression of impending chaos and social disorder, and
most importantly identifies scapegoats and designates blame to certain
groups in society. The overlap between narratives might be made explicit
or implicit, leaving more or less room for the audience to fill in the blanks
and make sense of the content. This type of storytelling stresses dichoto-
mies, as well as representations of a hostile other and of helpless victims. A
news story narrated as a crime can for example be linked to a news narra-
tive about immigration. A story about a shortage of women police officers
might be contextualized by background facts about increased gang vio-
lence in the suburbs.

Misuse of ov Giving Multiple Meanings to Key Concepts

Storytelling in which the use of concepts and terms to describe phenom-
ena is inconsistent and unclear makes news stories subtly confusing. This
can also be achieved by the journalist repeating concepts but assigning
slight variations to their meaning or putting together quotes from experts
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talking about related but not identical terms but drawing conclusions
from them as if they were the same. The significance of key concepts varies
depending on the topic but, for instance, the lack of precision is most
obvious in medical reports or news based on official reports or scientific
facts. This is a subtle storytelling technique that makes it difficult to dem-
onstrate and assess.

Mockery by Way of “Citations” and the Expression “The So-called”

Mockery, humor, and satire have been found in several studies of RT in
particular. Crilley and Chatterje-Doody (2021) talk about the blurring of
news reporting and comedy, and argue that RT has a reporting style that
uses humor and satire to legitimize Russian foreign policy (p. 269). They
talk about an RT “locker room humor” (see also Moore & Colley, 2022).
This attitude and tone of voice have been useful for RT to, as Hutchings
(2020) writes, confront its “pariah status”, and is in line with an overall
attitude of being the enfant terrible of the news media market and main-
taining a distance from the mainstream media.

However, humor and satire can also infer a feeling of doubt and uncer-
tainty, and give the impression that the world is an odd place where false
cannot be distinguished from true, and where humor is a way for people
to deal with these uncertainties. Humor as a storytelling technique can be
explained as way to attract audiences, while satire is used to express anti-
establishment sentiments and skepticism of democracy. Satire, write Crilley
and Chatterje-Doody (2021, p. 272 with reference to Stott, 2014,
pp- 152-163), is “a form of humour that traditionally follows a bottom-
up principle in which injustices are laid bare in ways that contest the posi-
tions of the powerful”, in other words “a tool of the powerless used to
critique the powerful”. Mockery and satire can thus serve to strengthen
the dichotomization between the people and the elite, and demonstrate an
alignment between the broadcaster and the people. By siding with the
audience, the broadcaster shows its support for the public and relates to
the elite with suspicion and disbelief—and as deserving of mockery.

Mockery by way of citation and the oft-used term “the so-called” are
storytelling techniques that do not add humor to the news coverage, but
sow doubt. Formulations used by interviewees, public figures, experts or
spokespersons are at times assigned epithets surrounded by quotation
marks as if the channel is distancing itself from them or handing over
responsibility for formulation to the individual. Herd immunity is a typical
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example of this. Quotation marks were also used for terms and choices of
words used by people referred to in the articles, instead of quoting a whole
statement or a sentence from a statement. An ordinary word set in quota-
tion marks is thus given a value-laden meaning that might give the impres-
sion that it is contested, while an unusual expression with little context
given but set in quotation marks might signal irony or be seen as repre-
senting an oddity. Sweden’s feminist foreign policy is an example of a term
that was most often set in quotation marks when it appeared in the news.
In a story on a Pride festival, the terms secular Muslim and Rainbow
Muslims were said by an expert to be unique. The term Rainbow Muslims
was put in quotes.

Added to this, the term “the so-called” is used to give the impression
that nothing that is said or done can be trusted, or that sensemaking is
contested and not generally shared. It labels a phenomenon, a strategy or
an event in a way that makes it questionable or with the aim of hiding its
true nature.

Use of Experts

The storytelling technique involving use of experts is not unique to
authoritarian state-affiliated news media. On the contrary, it is part of the
foundations of journalism to disseminate knowledge and information
based on experts’ insights that give credibility and weight to the news
content. However, just as experts can be used to affirm arguments and
facts, increase reliability and deepen understanding, they can also be
exploited to aggravate disagreements, polarize debates, and amplify uncer-
tainties about facts and knowledge, and question what it is possible to
know. There have been cases where experts appearing on RT or Sputnik
were misquoted or misrepresented. The role experts are made to play in
the coverage and how they are defined and fit into the news narrative
therefore illustrate the fine line between journalism and disinformation.

THE AUDIENCES FOR RT AND SPUTNIK

RT and Sputnik: Who Is Reading and Watching?

Audience research in media studies has gained increased attention in the
past decade, but is still an under-researched area. Studying audiences’
reception of mediated messages from meaning making to opinion
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formation and dissemination, and then political or social action is highly
complex. It is demanding in terms of time and resources, and studies are
difficult to design. Audience interactivity, through comment fields, chat
groups, tweets, and so on, has made audience views more accessible, but
only a limited strata of news consumers actively engages with the content
using these tools. Other sampling and analytical methods are needed to
capture representative samples of audience reception of media content.
Significant developments have been made in the field, however, as atten-
tion is paid to diverse and fragmented audiences, the meaning making of
producers and consumers, engagement and disengagement, and interac-
tivity between news producers and consumers.

It is no longer taken for granted in research or among policymakers and
practitioners that audiences are homogenous in their reception of mes-
sages, or that the messages necessarily take on the meaning intended by
the news producer. Interactivity between news program maker and news
consumer is not just about the former receiving responses on news output
from the latter. It also includes the news consumer in the making of news.
This might be an especially salient aspect of news production used for the
dissemination of strategic narratives and disinformation, where the intent
is to influence the target audience to see the flaws and dysfunction of their
own society, and to encourage that audience to question and doubt the
political system in their home country. The broadcaster might produce
news on contentious and critical issues, narrated in harmful ways, to invite
vocal responses from the audience by way of tweets, Instagram posts, and
comments on the media’s website. These might in turn generate more
news coverage that fuels tensions even further, resulting in an increasingly
aggressive and negative spiral of news coverage. The audience responses,
including those critical of the original story broadcast by the news chan-
nel, become the driving force of the story and contribute to its infectious
and emotionally charged content. In this sense, audiences for disinforma-
tion, or to use Wagnsson’s term “consumers of malign information influ-
ence”, become co-creators and disseminators of meaning, and can
“function as suitable vehicles for aiding the messenger in trying to polarize
society, undermine democracy and even erode the national security inter-
ests of the target” (Wagnsson, 2023, p. 1863)

RT and Sputnik are both global news channels with audiences all over
the world. The RT YouTube channel is often talked of as a highly success-
ful platform, thought to be the first such channel to reach one billion
views, having gained popularity with its eyewitness reports of catastrophes
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and disasters (Crilley et al., 2022, p. 223). At the same time, politically
and ideologically driven content has made up only a small proportion of
these reports (1% of RT’s YouTube content) (Crilley et al., 2022; see also
Mickiewicz, 2018), and it is on the news sites and in news broadcasting
that these topics appear. Taken together, the popularity of RT and Sputnik
is often talked of as a result of their digital presence. Even though RT has
long been a widespread international broadcast news channel, its televi-
sion audience numbers outside of Russia have never been very high com-
pared to other international broadcasters such as CNN International and
BBC World. RT and Sputnik seem instead to cater to niche audiences in
Western countries and elsewhere.

RT and Sputnik audience figures should be treated with caution, not
only because official statistics might be unreliable, but also because of the
numerous outlets to consider and the different ways that are used to define
and measure audiences. There are also reasons to be cautious in assessing
popularity and spread by way of the resources spent by RT and Sputnik or
the amount of news programming that they offer. With regard to RT’s
YouTube videos, Orttung and Nelson (2019, p. 85) show that the RT
Arabic version made about a quarter of the total number of YouTube vid-
eos, but had an audience share of only 16%. The RT flagship by contrast
displayed the opposite relationship, with 12% of output and an audience
share of 31% (p. 85). Attracting the attention of an Arabic audience thus
proved more difficult for RT than appealing to English, Spanish or Russian
speakers.

Moreover, when describing the RT and Sputnik audiences, there are
reasons to keep users and consumers of the different outlets separate.
Studies on Twitter followers show huge numbers of users (Orttung &
Nelson, 2019; Crilley et al., 2022), but their motivations for following RT
and Sputnik or their reception of the tweets must not be equated with
what motivates RT and Sputnik readers. Based on their analysis, Crilley
etal. (2022) argue that “RT Twitter followers rarely engage with RT con-
tent” (p. 222).

A large quantitative study of the number of views of RT and Sputnik
official websites and mobile apps investigated audience reach in 21 coun-
tries between October and December 2021. The study found that the
audience for the official websites and the mobile app was below 5% of the
digital population of the respective countries (Kling et al., 2022, p. 1).
The numbers were thus considerably lower than the number of social
media users found in studies of social networking sites, including for
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example Twitter feeds and YouTube videos (Orttung & Nelson, 2019).
Even if the size of the RT and Sputnik audiences is relatively low, however,
they still amounted to millions of European news consumers.

Taken together these different categories of users and consumers could
shed some light on the attraction of RT and Sputnik as news organiza-
tions, how they function as nodes in news networks and how information
and news from RT and Sputnik spread. If we are interested in learning
about audiences’ news intake, sense making or reasons for choosing to
consume news from these channels, however, it is more fruitful to look at
reception of news content. Drawing on previous studies by Chatterje-
Doody and Cirilley (2019) and Crilley and Chatterje-Doody (2020,2021),
Crilley et al. (2022, p. 225) write that Twitter followers are not equivalent
to a traditional broadcasting audience, or even to the engaged “active”
audiences that comment on YouTube videos. Indeed, a user might follow
an account but never engage with it at all—and simply forget to unfollow
it (see also Marwick, 2018).

Asking who the audiences of RT and Sputnik are Wagnsson (2023)
found that RT/Sputnik consumers were predominantly male. Three out
of four consumers were male (see also Kling et al., 2022), that RT and
Sputnik were only two accounts among many international news media
(and world leaders’) accounts that they followed, and that the followers
constituted a heterogenous population. With regard to age, Wagnsson
(2023) and Orttung and Nelson (2019) found that younger males aged
18-29 were slightly overrepresented. In the Swedish study, 13% of young
men consumed RT/Sputnik, compared to 7% of all Swedes. Orttung and
Nelson (2019), studying RT’s YouTube audience, also found in their
study that young men with a higher education appeared to be the most
frequent consumers. Like Wagnsson, they concluded that this audience
group tended more than other consumers to interact with the comments
on stories and share news through links and reposts. In contrast, Kling
et al. (2022, p. 3) found that men in the older age groups were substan-
tially more likely to be Sputnik /RT consumers (see also Crilley et al., 2022).

Acknowledging the difficulties in identifying and categorizing RT and
Sputnik audiences, it nonetheless seems that they tend to be dominated by
male consumers who engage with international news and include RT and
Sputnik in their news menu along with established international news
media such as BBC World and CNN International. According to Kling
et al. (2022), comparisons of RT consumers across countries find signifi-
cant national differences. Finland, Ireland, and Italy had an audience
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website /app reach of less than 1% in the months prior to the Russian inva-
sion of Ukraine and enforcement of the EU ban. This contrasts with Spain
(RT 3.94%, Sputnik: 2.63%), Germany (RT: 3.18%), and France
(RT 2.32%).

Wagnsson (2023) also found that Swedish RT and Sputnik consumers
shared all kinds of news on social media to a somewhat greater extent than
non-consumers (although it was rare that they reported sharing
RT /Sputnik news content), and that they tended to sympathize with
nationalist and conservative political views. RT /Sputnik consumers were
both more media savvy and more skeptical of established or mainstream
media than non-consumers of these media. The respondents appreciated
the content and shared it on social media, and 40% said they consumed for
“pleasure” when asked about their motivation, while 31% argued the con-
tent of news was a reason to consume RT /Sputnik. It is worth noting that
despite their skepticism towards established media, they found public ser-
vice broadcasting and Swedish journalists more trustworthy than Sputnik
and RT (Wagnsson, 2023).

The results also show that consumers of RT and Sputnik tend to be
overrepresented in sympathizers with non-parliamentary parties and in
supporters of the Swedish far-right Sweden Democratic party. At the same
time, it should be stressed that RT /Sputnik consumers were found among
supporters of all political parties. In comparison to the group of non-
consumers, the consumers showed a lower level of trust in politicians,
institutions, news, and journalism more generally. This did not prevent
them from sharing untrue or unreliable news content through their social
media networks, however, including a group of news consumers who
engaged with the content even when they suspected it to be untrue.

Based on these findings, Wagnsson states that RT /Sputnik audiences
were found to have more so-called identity grievances, meaning negative
feelings related to an individual’s sense of identity-based injustices, which
can yield conflicts between people holding different identities. Although
there were indications that non-consumers of RT /Sputnik also held iden-
tity grievances, such as “Sweden has gone too far with regard to feminist
politics” or “Sweden should do more to promote traditional values and
traditions”, these were significantly more common among consumers.
Wagnsson concludes:
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the findings exposed that consumers align with RT /Sputnik messaging on
identity grievance issues and national security issues more than non-
consumers do. They hold the potential to function as megaphones of
Russian messaging in Sweden, whether intentionally or not. (Wagnsson,
2023, p. 1863)

It might be assumed that the size of the audience would be reflected in
the amount of resources and program output produced by the media
organization, but this seems not to hold true in the case of RT. The vary-
ing sizes of the audiences for RT in different countries and parts of the
world have not been found to correlate with the amount of news output
of the RT channel producing news in that country or region. Orttung and
Nelson (2019) studied mainly news videos and found a divergence
between the number of YouTube videos produced and aired on RT and
the size of the audience watching the videos. Despite the considerable
amount of news, talk shows, and documentaries on the English-speaking
channels, for example, RT has not succeeded in attracting large Anglo-US
or Western audiences. The number of viewers fluctuates and seems to
coincide with Russian engagements abroad, such that audience numbers
rose when Russia launched its military activities in Syria (September 2015)
and during the US presidential campaign in 2016. The situation has been
different in Africa and in Latin America, where fewer resources spent on
news production have not prevented a steadily growing audience (Orttung
& Nelson, 2019). Overall, studies have shown that RT (and to some
extent also Sputnik) has gained greater popularity in the Arab, South
American, and African worlds than in Europe and North America.
Limonier shows in his study that French-speaking Sputnik has larger audi-
ences in African than in hexagonal France (Limonier, 2019).

This discrepancy is most significant with regard to R1T’s Arabic broad-
casting, where a high number of videos broadcast (26% of the total num-
ber of broadcast videos in the sample) was matched with a lower proportion
of views (16% of the total number of RT video views). The opposite rela-
tionship was found with the RT Flagship, which had a small share of the
total number of videos (11%) but a large portion of the total number of
views (31%). The number of people watching RT YouTube videos was
found to fluctuate depending on breaking news or dramatic events, espe-
cially when these involved Russia, creating so-called rally effects or
momentary peaks in viewer numbers, quickly followed by low numbers of
viewers (Orttung & Nelson, 2019).
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The short shelf life of RT videos forces RT editors to constantly scramble to
find new material to attract attention to its message. As Syria receded from
the headlines, RT flagship and the other stations turned more of their atten-
tion to the various crises in Europe, particularly the immigration problems
caused in part by fighting in Syria in the early part of 2016. With the UK
Brexit vote in June 2016, attention on Europe reached a peak. The US elec-
tion then became a focus, with Wikileaks releasing Democratic Party e-mails
in July and the voting in November 2016. (Orttung & Nelson, 2019, p. 84)

Previous research has found that, despite their large resources and plen-
tiful news coverage, political programming, and talk shows, RT and
Sputnik have relatively small audiences in the West. However, there is a lot
more to reception than audience size, particularly as RT and Sputnik are
sometimes regarded as addressing niche audiences. As noted above, stud-
ies have shown that RT and Sputnik news consumers appreciate the con-
tent and share it on social media (Wagnsson, 2023; Wagnsson et al., 2023).

Alignments Between RT and Sputnik News, and Audiences’
Opinions and World Views and Motivations for Consumption

While studies have highlighted similarities in the news discourses of
Sputnik/RT in targeted countries, for example with regard to depictions
of right wing candidates in national elections and other types of imprints
in domestic debates (Jamieson, 2016; Elshehawy et al., 2021), few have
been able to discern whether the Russian state media news coverage suc-
ceeds in shaping public opinion, ideological outlooks or voting behavior
in another country. In their experimental study of audience reception of
RT in the US, however, Carter and Carter (2021) show how RT coverage
of foreign policy issues influences viewers’ opinions. The same effect was
not seen with regard to the domestic news topics included in the study.
They write: “Exposure to RT, we find, induces respondents to support
America withdrawing from its role as a cooperative global leader by 10-20
percentage points” (p. 49), a point pushed by RT in the news pieces to
which the respondents were exposed. Knowing that the news emanated
from a news outlet connected with the Russian government did not
change the responses. Carter and Carter (2021) conclude that their study
finds “no evidence that RT undermines trust in democratic institutions or
changes domestic political opinions” (Carter & Carter, 2021, p. 53), but
that it does shape opinions on foreign policy: “Our central theoretical
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argument is that beliefs about foreign affairs are more susceptible to
outward-facing propaganda than beliefs about domestic politics” (Carter
& Carter, 2021, p. 58).

Audiences’ disregard of the source of information has also been found
in a study by Fisher (2020), which analyzed the influence of Russian inter-
national broadcasting (RT) on US audiences. In an experimental online
survey conducted in 2016, Fisher asked whether the audience’s knowl-
edge that a mediated message came from a foreign government made any
difference to the opinion formation of that audience in regard to the cov-
erage they were presented with (p. 281). The article chosen for the experi-
ment was a news story on Ukrainian human rights violations. It was
representative of the coverage about Ukraine in which RT has depicted
the Russian government as defending humanitarian interests and state
sovereignty. Of the 895 participants in the study, the average age was 38
and there was an almost equal number of women and men; 55% of the
participants had at least a college degree (p. 286). The participants were
divided into four groups and given different information about the source,
ranging from one group having no information to a fourth group being
told what the source was and its known intentions (Fisher, 2020, p. 286).
The results showed that the fact that the information came from a Russian
state-affiliated news outlet did not seem to affect the way in which the
content was perceived (Fisher, 2020, p. 287). The fourth group of partici-
pants was found to have as many negative attitudes to Ukraine as the
group that lacked any information about the source. It did not matter if
the audience knew the information came from Russian state media. This
still did not lead them to question the views or opinions presented. Fisher
concluded that revealing the source of the information as a countermea-
sure against disinformation might not have the desired effect, especially
for audiences with little prior knowledge of the topic.

Fisher writes:

What this means in practice is that making the source of foreign information
apparent is an important counter-propaganda strategy, but it may only be
effective on a limited audience with sufficient prior knowledge about the
topic. Individuals with lower levels of prior knowledge about Ukraine are
actually more likely to adopt less favorable attitudes toward Ukraine when
presented with more information about the Russian network. (Fisher,
2020, p. 289)
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In their study, Lemke and Habegger (2022) were interested in the role
reporting style plays in the reception and impact of RT and Sputnik news.
Focusing on the French presidential election campaign of 2017 and its
aftermath, they compare RT and Sputnik Twitter feeds to a network of
Twitter accounts that are interested in French politics. In their search for
overlaps between the Russian state media tweets and the other Twitter
group, they found that the Kremlin-linked outlets were active in local net-
works, and that themes such as Islamophobia, chaos in Western societies,
Euroscepticism, alleged alliances between corrupt elites and immigrants,
and “Russia as a responsible international player” were given prominence
(Lemke & Habegger, 2022, p. 21). Their findings indicate that RT and
Sputnik know how to address their audiences in order to incite a flow on
Twitter networks beyond their immediate realm. However, the design of
the study did not enable them to assess whether or how French audiences
were influenced in their voting behavior as a result of these flows. What
they could see was how the user panel’s tweets aligned with tweets from
Sputnik and RT.

The study also found links between the Russian state media Twitter
feeds and the far-right, including both parties and individuals, which indi-
cates that the far-right is used as an inroad to domestic politics in Western
democracies and their networks (Lemke & Habegger, 2022, p. 21; see
also Badawy et al., 2019).

In one of the few in-depth qualitative analyses of RT and Sputnik audi-
ences, Wagnsson et al. (2023) asked Swedish consumers, as representa-
tives of citizens of democratic countrics, about their motivations for
consuming the content of international propaganda outlets. Based on
responses from interviews with 43 Swedish RT and Sputnik consumers—
selected using an assessment survey by a well-established Swedish analysis
and research agency, Novus, from their Sweden Panel-four profiles were
inductively identified: distant observers, veluctant consumers, media nihil-
ists, and establishment critics. These profiles, or ideal types, demonstrated
that audiences might consume RT and Sputnik for very different reasons.
In line with the findings of an interview study by Schwarzenegger (2023)
with users of German alternative media, including RT and Sputnik, and
several quantitative studies, the Swedish study concluded that the audi-
ence is fragmented and diversified.

In addition, the close readings of the respondent’s explanations also
give an idea of what these different approaches might be. The distant
observers consume RT and Sputnik because they think it is important to
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know what other people are reading and what alternative media outlets
publish, not because their own views are confirmed. Some members of
this group expressed resentment and fright of these type of media
(Wagnsson et al., 2023, pp. 15-16). The reluctant consumers are, as the
label indicates, skeptical of the reliability of these media, but they turn to
them because they deliver specific types of news not found elsewhere and
they are easily accessible. The media nihilists are critical of all media with-
out distinction, and as a consequence their consumption patterns include
a broad spectrum of media types. Some media nihilists are balanced in
their view and argue that it is only natural that different media promote
different interests and therefore present biased news coverage; others pres-
ent stronger negative resentments. However, they all claim that to be
accurately informed calls for consumption of all available news. Finally, the
establishment critics represent the group with the strongest critique of
established media, which they find to be biased, corrupt, and too politi-
cally correct. They express strong preferences for alternative media
(Wagnsson, 2023, p. 18).

Another aspect of understanding the appeal of RT and Sputnik was
explored in the same study by asking to what extent the consumers align
ideologically with the channel’s messaging. The distribution of opinions
was found to fall into three main segments. Of these, one was found to
align with the RT and Sputnik messaging, the Anti-Woke, and one to
directly oppose it, the Progressive Wokes. A third segment, the Confident
Pragmatists, shared views with both Wokes (Wagnsson et al., 2023, p. 19).
Wagnsson et al. (2023, p. 19) write that:

Interestingly, those who most strongly agreed with the ideas projected—the
Anti-Woke—were also those who most strongly admonished the outlets as
muddying the information space, showing that while there is a high degree
of ideological overlap, they are not uncritical followers of the outlets.

The results confirm what other studies have shown: that RT /Sputnik
audiences have different reasons for their consumption and that among
these are people who find support for their own views as well as people
who disagree. For some, these media are only part of a larger number of
news channels in their daily or weekly news repertoire that provides them
with alternative topics and ideologies. For others, these media are con-
sumed because they are part of the alternative media and represent anti-
establishment perspectives.
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However, other studies have found stronger affiliations between “Anti-
Woke” type consumers and RT and Sputnik. Anti-establishment appeal
was found to be the main reason why the French protest movement, the
Yellow vest activists, were more positive about RT and Sputnik than they
were about the mainstream French media. Both left- and right-wing sym-
pathizers consumed RT and Sputnik news about the demonstrations.
Twitter seemed to be the vehicle where news and information were being
transmitted, while Facebook played a greater role in the construction of
the messages. The study found strong mistrust among the French for the
media, and that many people see the media as part of the establishment
and as no longer representing the interests of the people. This was also
why they turned to RT and Sputnik, especially when it came to coverage
of a demonstration targeting the elites and those with political and eco-
nomic power (Gérard et al., 2020).

INn Sum

The need to understand more about the news output of the Sputnik news
website and RT television output, which is what this book propounds, is
not based only on the size of the audience, which in itself is difficult to
measure. The significance of the messaging and the underlying claim that
these media intend to cause harm are related to more complex processes.
Their malign influence is perhaps more connected to their harmful narra-
tives and long-term everyday influence on the global news media. It
should also be noted when looking at studies of Twitter flows and their
interlinkages between RT /Sputnik and domestic networks that the differ-
ent platforms are linked. RT and Sputnik might have an indirect influence
on fueling or supporting certain sentiments, ideas, and views in domestic
news networks to which they link up and which have a wider spread or a
considerable impact on a country’s politics and social life.

Moreover, the ban on RT and Sputnik by the EU and the closure of RT
America do not mean the end of outreach by these media. Both are still
producing and disseminating news in other parts of the world. In Europe,
audiences may have diminished in number (Eurobarometer, 2023) but
there are still viewers and readers who circumvent the ban and have con-
tinued to consume Sputnik and RT with the help of technology
(Timmermann, 2022).
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CHAPTER 3

Everyday Disinformation: RT and Sputnik
News Coverage

INTRODUCTION

It is generally acknowledged that developments in media technologies
involving digitalization and social media networks and platforms have
increased the capacity not only for the free flow of information and trans-
national interconnectedness, but also for surveillance by authoritarian
regimes and for disinformation. It is for this reason that the concept of
propaganda, discussed in Chap. 1, has been reworked and revised by
scholars. This chapter takes as its point of departure aspects of the media
developments that have enabled the practice of digital disinformation. It
then moves on to introduce the concept of everyday disinformation as a
way to explain Russian disinformation in its current form.

The chapter provides a context in which study of the Swedish case can
be placed and understood. Sweden has been heavily targeted by disinfor-
mation by way of Russian state media and news coverage, but so have a
number of other European states, as well as states in North America,
Africa, and elsewhere. With a focus on RT and Sputnik, the chapter reviews
previous research findings on Russian disinformation against Western and
African states, and presents the national images cultivated by the Russian
international news media outlets.
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DISINFORMATION AND DIGITAL DEVELOPMENTS

Since the 1980s, the media industry has undergone dramatic upheavals in
its business models and technologies. The rise of digital platforms has
changed the relationship between information producers and consumers,
especially in the fields of news production and journalism. An intensified
interactivity between journalists and their audiences has brought about
citizen journalism (Allan, 2009; Andén-Papadopoulos & Pantti, 2013;
Cottle, 2014), in that citizens have become participants in and producers
of news, blurring the boundaries between professional journalists and citi-
zen content and production of news stories, often referred to as user-
generated content (UGC). Easy access to amateur footage enabled by
mobile phones and low cost, easy and fast distribution have inundated
news media outlets with images and visual material. Where journalists
used to search for footage, they now spend more time selecting and verify-
ing images.

Such changes in the production and consumption of news have given
rise to global networks and a multitude of news media platforms. The dis-
semination of news is more diverse and the mass media (from one to
many) and multicasting now compete for attention with narrowcasting in
an increasingly fragmented media market. Distinctions between the new
medin in contrast to old media, the traditional media outlets of broadcast-
ing and print, have dissolved since almost all established media institutions
produce news for a number of different platforms simultaneously
(Chadwick, 2017). Newspaper journalists do stand-ups in web-television
newscasts and links to articles are made accessible through apps. News
stories are shared between users of social media networks, which has fur-
ther diversified media consumption patterns. It is also truer than ever
before that such mediated messages and narratives, whether broadcast to
a mass audience or shared in Facebook groups, know no national bound-
aries. Oates et al. (2021) for example found collaboration between the
right-wing US Fox news and RT, and that the sympathies between these
news organizations are stronger than between US Democrats and
Republicans—an interconnection which might have been unexpected only
a few decades ago.

These developments in news journalism in Western liberal societies
have not been without their critics, and journalists as well as scholars have
highlighted a decline in professional journalism, as well as diminishing
resources in news organizations which has caused news media outlets to
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cut down on their foreign coverage or close it down altogether. With the
advent of the internet, advertising revenues for old media organizations
fell, and audiences and readerships diversified their news consumption,
diminishing the audience for established news media (McChesney, 2013;
Downie & Schudson, 2009; Benson, 2018). Furthermore, the increase in
transparency meant that the difficulties of doing politics behind closed
doors greatly damaged diplomacy, a situation exacerbated by harmful leaks
of sensitive documents leading to crises in foreign relations. Others have
welcomed the new opportunities offered by digital technology as strength-
ening democracy and the citizen’s rights to know. Military operations and
intelligence work have benefited from new means of digital communica-
tion but have also found their organizations and activities more exposed
and at greater risk (Hellman et al., 2016).

At the same time, these organizational, technological, and political
media developments are being used increasingly successfully by authori-
tarian regimes to suppress, control, and surveille. What was formerly
Russian propaganda has been adapted to current media dynamics and
aligned with a more anti-Western approach. What might for a time have
been benign public diplomacy has turned more hostile and antagonistic.
Examples of the informational weapon have reached beyond the conven-
tional military sector and now primarily target domestic issues in foreign
countries. It is no secret that the low cost and easy dissemination of news
coverage to target audiences underpin a resurgence in Russian-sponsored
information influencing activities with geopolitical objectives. Oates
(2014) talks about “a rewired propaganda” and refers to the digital media
ecology as enabling the construction and dissemination of strategic narra-
tives (Oates, 2014 ), and most scholars agree. What is new is not the use of
information in the context of security and defense, but the use of digital
technology and of liberal democratic news media systems (see e.g. Rid,
2020; see also Chap. 1). There is therefore good reason to keep in mind
that the current situation with regard to disinformation can be seen as a
continuation of active measures adapted to new media technology and a
different world order. This calls for an understanding of disinformation as
along-term phenomenon, which is what is embedded in the term everyday
disinformation.
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EVERYDAY DISINFORMATION

Disinformation campaigns are part of a continuum of disinformative nar-
ratives and information flows. Wagnsson writes that a trademark of Russian
disinformation (or malign information influence, which is the term she
uses) is that it is both long term and systematic (Wagnsson, 2023a, p. 662).
She likens Russian disinformation to a “continuously, viscous stream in
which lies manipulations and heavily biased information mix” (Wagnsson,
2023a, p. 652). The news format, with its daily bulletins and continuously
updated online editions, fits well with everyday disinformation, and therein
lies the seriousness of the problem. A steady flow of biased and denigrat-
ing news narratives about a nation and its population can over many years
normalize attitudes, values, and ideas both about the nation and within it,
producing a tendency towards intolerance, polarization, disrespect, and a
diminution of the pluralist and liberal public sphere.

Hence, this study of Sputnik and RT coverage of Sweden focuses not
on particular events, but on continuous day-to-day disinformation activi-
ties mediated through the two Russian international news organizations.
It can be positioned at the crossroads between studies of propaganda and
digital media, studies of disinformation and conspiracy theories, and stud-
ies of information influencing activities targeted at liberal democracy and
the West, as well as within the group of narrative disinformation studies.

This is not to say that there are not special campaigns launched against
countries in which Sputnik and RT take on key roles, such as showing
burning cars in the suburbs of Stockholm, underscoring the Trump narra-
tive on “last night in Sweden”; or spreading news about Swedish social
services kidnapping migrant children. Thus a focus on everyday practices
does not make case studies irrelevant. On the contrary, it is of key impor-
tance to focus on disinformation campaigns at certain peak moments
where the public is particularly sensitive to influence or the political system
is vulnerable, such as during election campaigns or a national crisis. These
cases often showcase key ingredients of the antagonistic coverage, how-
ever, such as anti-establishment views, domestic conflict and chaos, gov-
ernment incompetence or its inability to control a critical situation, and
problems caused or aggravated by Muslim immigrants. They do not devi-
ate from the day-to-day narratives in terms of content and structure, which
shows that disinformation is not an incidental or temporary phenomenon
(Wagnsson & Barzanje, 2021; Hellman, 2021). It might be displayed in
more or less dramatic news stories, but it is an everyday practice that for
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most European states has been ongoing for many years and is therefore
better characterized as a constant flow of everyday news coverage.
According to Lucas:

... propaganda efforts like those surrounding the downing of the Malaysian
jetliner are not isolated Russian responses to particular events. Instead, they
are manifestations of a comprehensive strategy using “sharp power” to dis-
rupt, subvert, and essentially hijack the information systems of targeted
countries and regions. The Kremlin’s ambitions are evident in the scale of'its
financial investments and the global reach of its activities. (Lucas,
2022, p. 138)

Lemke and Habegger (2022) also make the point that more attention
must be given to everyday disinformation. They studied Russian disinfor-
mation as a “percolation network” with regard to the #MacroLeaks, and
used fine network analysis to identify the connections between a vast array
of Twitter accounts, most notably with Sputnik and RT. Everyday disin-
formation, they argue, is dependent on the internet, its fast transmission
of messages and capacity to distribute information to a vast audience in a
short period of time, but also with relative anonymity for the sender or
participant in the network. It is about platform users engaged in everyday
sharing practices. “It is the combination of hyperconnectivity and the
everyday digital practices that makes the strategic use of digital disinfor-
mation campaigns so powerful” (Lemke & Habegger, 2022, p. 8).

The term everyday disinformation directs attention to the long-term
process in which public trust in institutions and in politics and democracy
is slowly and gradually eroded—rather than through a single or time-
limited election campaign. Lemke and Habegger (2022) conclude their
study about the #MacronLeaks by emphasizing the low-intensity, contin-
uous process of disinformation.

The #MacronLeaks episode reveals a sophisticated process operating at the
level of individual users and localized internet communities. Russian disin-
formation campaigns rely on an insidious process that plays the long game
of undermining public faith in institutions and eroding political trust. It
preys on the weaknesses of advanced Western democracies, especially on
their open, fragmented and polarized media ecologies. Russia and other
geopolitical actors are not looking for a political or military knockout blow.
Instead, they promote a long-term and low-intensity strategy of demobiliza-
tion—death by a million digital cuts. (Lemke & Habegger, 2022, p. 21)
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The antagonistic actors engaged in everyday disinformation have there-
fore put “great effort into embedding information influence in seemingly
normal and attractive news reporting, projected through channels such as
CCTV-N and RT” (Wagnsson, 2023b, p. 1850). This further distin-
guishes everyday disinformation from traditional propaganda, since it uses
new channels and international news media, and links these to the global
media ecosystem. Moreover, it hitches on to citizens’ established media
consumption habits and, because of its format, clouds the distinctions
between public diplomacy, propaganda, and traditional journalism
(Wagnsson, 2023b, p. 1850). Such reporting is often made appealing
through affective narratives that build on disinformation (see Turcsanyi &
Kachlikova, 2020; Eberle & Daniel, 2019; Crilley & Chatterje-
Doody, 2020).

In order to learn and understand more about the Russian disinforma-
tion in foreign countries, it makes sense to analyze the everyday news
coverage of RT and Sputnik. This book sets out to do that with the case
of Sweden (see Chap. 4) in an effort to reveal what these everyday narra-
tives say about Swedish society and what it is being told. However, a
review of previous studies of RT and Sputnik’s news coverage of other
countries is called for in order to assess the differences and similarities in
everyday Russian disinformation, and to contextualize the Swedish case.
This chapter presents what is known about RT and Sputnik’s depictions of
the Nordic countries, the United Kingdom, France, Germany, the United
States, French-speaking Africa, and Ukraine, during election campaigns
and crises, as well as in everyday coverage.

RuUsSIAN DISINFORMATION TARGETED AT SIMILAR NATION
STATES BUT WwiTH DIFFERENT CONTEXTUAL FRAMEWORKS

Research has found a pattern in the projection of antagonistic narratives
by Sputnik and RT targeted at the United States, as well as states in Europe
and other parts of the world. On closer examination, however, studies
have also found national differences worthy of consideration. Both simi-
larities and difterences reflect Russian perceptions of the West as a threat
to the values that the Kremlin under President Putin has declared it will
defend. They can be summarized as typical national conservative values
such as the promotion of Orthodox Christianity, “morality”, and “tradi-
tional family values”, features underlined by an antipathy toward Islam,
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LGBTI+ communities, and migration. In addition, it is a conservatism
that promotes respect for the authorities, and contrasts security and law
and order with liberalism. The threat from the West also involves geopo-
litical interests such as the defense of Russia’s territorial borders in the
light of NATO enlargement and strengthening its Eastern European mili-
tary flank (Petersson, 2023; Edenborg, 2023; Pallin, 2023, for the use of
gender see also Edenborg, 2020, 2021).

However, the major part of the disinformation is not expressed as
defense of a Russian lifestyle and political culture against Western suprem-
acy or imperialism. Instead, it is built around depictions of values and
norms that the Kremlin resents and rejects. The international news broad-
casters are set up to demonstrate to the domestic audience and the world
the negative consequences of societies adopting a liberal, rather than a
national conservative, outlook, and how detrimental liberal Western atti-
tudes are to governance and societal security.

The Russian state media constructs news coverage to show how Western
societies are built on liberal democratic principles that it deems vulnerable,
malfunctioning, and weak, with consequences that reach from domestic
unrest to damaged international reputations and reduced trust among
strategic partners. Sweden is one of the countries that has for many years
been heavily and negatively framed in this way by RT and Sputnik, but
other Western countries have also been targeted. There have been only a
few longitudinal studies, and even fewer that employ qualitative methods,
but there have been in-depth analyses of Russian involvement in election
campaigns and crises, for example, that in many respects share similar fea-
tures with one another and with everyday disinformation.

Commonalities Found in Studies of Euvopean Countries

There are striking similarities between Russian disinformation in European
countries (see Deverell et al., 2021; Ramsay & Robertshaw, 2019), espe-
cially when studying the framing of the news or the problem definitions in
the narratives. Most frequent are the similarities in framing societies as
dysfunctional. The countries are all depicted as struggling with social con-
flict, crime, and lack of integration, which is explained by high levels of
immigration and the impact of Islam. The latter two are often conflated in
the news coverage and at times depicted as connected to terrorism. The
theme of immigration is particularly notable in RT and Sputnik’s coverage
of Germany and Sweden. Reports focus on violent crime, and social and
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religious differences as key obstacles to integration (Ramsay & Robertshaw,
2019, p. 91). The political systems are led by incompetent leaders who fail
to maintain law and order while at the same time undemocratic tendencies
grow stronger. Depictions of population mistrust of the political leader-
ship and the elite demonstrate anti-establishment attitudes, sometimes
expressed as anger and frustration, sometimes as ridicule and irony.
Moreover, Western states share a declining international reputation as
they are considered troublesome international actors. The Netherlands is
for example depicted as a “greedy actor in the international arena who
ignores EU values of unity and provokes irascible states with tactless polit-
ical moves” (Hoyle et al., 2023, p. 217).

Tailor-made News Coverage

There are also national differences in how countries are targeted, and
these seem to be tied to national political cultures, established foreign
policy orientations, and the national trademarks and symbolism by which
the country is known internationally. The target countries’ international
reputations might be similarly exposed to disinformation, but the types of
narratives used to achieve this seem to differ. Russian disinformation
focuses on the features, values, and resources the target state tends to hold
dear in its nation branding or public diplomacy, or on representations that
might be sensitive for the state’s identity. In the Swedish case this might
be its policies on equality, in the Netherlands its liberal drugs policy, in
Denmark a willingness to engage in international operations, and so on.
Thus, it is about disclosing weaknesses in areas where a state tends to pres-
ent itself as strong and exploiting areas where the state is experiencing
challenges.

The Novdic Countries

In a comparative study of Sputnik’s coverage of the Nordic countries,
Sweden stood out as the country subject to the most negative and destruc-
tive narratives. The researchers sampled all news coverage between 2014
and 2018 with the name of the country in question in the headline and
conducted separate narrative analyses of each country using a three step
qualitative method of analysis developed by Wagnsson and Barzanje
(2021). This comprised questions about the actors, places, problems, and
solutions that made up the narrative, and in-depth connotative narrative
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analyses of the structure of the news stories. It found that all the countries
were negatively depicted and said to be in moral decay. This was amplified
by talking about the countries as “the Nordics” and referring to them col-
lectively as dysfunctional and naive (Deverell et al., 2021, pp. 29-30).
However, there were also differences in the narratives between the coun-
tries. For example, Sweden and Denmark were marked out as “lost
causes”—the latter to a lesser degree than the former—and both countries
were depicted as failed states and states in decline. Denmark’s interna-
tional engagement was acknowledged but rated as insignificant, and
Sweden’s reputation as steadily falling (Deverell et al., 2021).

It is notable how the immigration question was at the forefront of the
coverage of all four countries but stressed most strongly in the Swedish
case. This is in line with the comparative study by Ramsay and Robertshaw
(2019) of several European states and the United States.! This found that
Sweden in particular, along with Germany, was depicted as facing severe
social and cultural tensions, including violent crime, linked to migration
and Islam. The articles adopted a mocking tone and, in some instances,
went further in finding denigrating material to publish about Sweden.
Moreover, in contrast to what was found to be the typical reporting style
built on news from external sources, there was a notable increase in reports
written about Sweden in the style of editorials that passed judgement on
the Swedish way of dealing with social problems such as crime and migra-
tion (Ramsay & Robertshaw, 2019, pp. 81-82).

The authors of the Nordic study concluded that the negative and deni-
grating coverage found in the study could be tied to “standard strategies
and tailor-made narratives working to destruct, direct and suppress”
(Deverell et al., 2021, p. 15). Based on their findings, they argued that the
Russian news media narratives were detrimental to democracy and could
erode national security, damage actors’ status in international society
(Deverell et al., 2021, p. 31) and, as a result, could weaken international
or Nordic cooperation.

The Netherlands
In a Dutch study of RT coverage of the Netherlands between January
2018 and December 2020, Hoyle et al. (2023) used a similar method of

!"The states included in the study were the United Kingdom, the US, France, Germany,
Italy, Sweden, and Ukraine.



68 M. HELLMAN

analysis as Deverell et al. (2021) to identify six narratives. These share
similarities with the findings on Sweden of Wagnsson and Barzanje (2021),
most notably the portrayal of the state as “hyper liberal” to the extent that
law and order could no longer be maintained, where decadent, deviant
communities take hold of norms degenerate to the detriment of demo-
cratic governance and government control.

Although the RT coverage of the Netherlands shares with coverage of
other countries narratives about liberalism having gone too far, leading to
violent unrest and domestic conflict, the imagery used in the Dutch case
is more colorful. It stamps the country as a “narco-state” and combines
this with coverage of how the police and other public authorities fail to
deal with criminal gangs, and a laissez-faire approach to drug use and to
immigration. Here too there is a mocking tone to the coverage of the
public authorities and the government, which is combined with depictions
of the Netherlands as a dangerous society. An arrogant and demeaning
tone runs through several narratives but is given its strongest expression in
narratives that Hoyle et al. label “weird society” and “foolish institutions”.
These depict the country as ridiculous and not to be taken seriously. Hoyle
etal. (2023 p. 216) write:

In belittling Dutch society and culture, pathologizing its progressive aspects
and mocking liberal groups for pushing these “strange policies”, there is a
concerted effort to tarnish the Netherlands’ image as respectable or admi-
rable. Instead, the Netherlands becomes absurd, ridiculous, even morally
reprehensible—and undeserving of recognition by the international
community.

In addition to this high-handed attitude to the Netherlands, there are
accusations of Dutch Russophobia, most notably in connection with and
amplified by the investigation into the shooting down of Flight MH17.
Overall, the Netherlands is depicted as a flawed international actor and a
nuisance to its EU partners, and spoken of as a “reckless geopolitical
actor” (Hoyle et al., 2023 p. 217).

With the exception of these analyses of the Netherlands and the Nordic
countries, there are few in-depth qualitative studies of Sputnik and RT
disinformation about other countries where the analysis extends over a
period of time and includes daily news coverage of a variety of topics.
Qualitative studies of the UK, Germany, the US, and France tend to focus
on specific crisis events or election campaigns. Despite the fact that these
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cover only limited time periods or situations that are not easily generaliz-
able to the everyday, these case studies are informative about the ways in
which Russian state news coverage is constructed and used to disinform
and weaken a foreign state when the stakes are particularly high for gov-
ernments and institutions seeking to maintain legitimacy and public trust.

Germany

A comparative study by Ramsay and Robertshaw (2019) showed that RT
and Sputnik coverage of Germany and Sweden was similar in its emphasis
on immigration. Both countries were depicted as burdened by social con-
flict as a result of high levels of immigration. In the German case, this was
strongly related to crime and difficulties with integration. Immigrants
were depicted as perpetrators of violence and sexual crimes, and reports
linked immigration to Islamic terrorism and terrorist attacks in Germany.
Problems were exacerbated by the German government, for example its
failure to manage asylum applications. The image of Germany was also
one of a country where far-right extremism was to be found all the way up
to the German military forces, and there was mention of underground
Nazi activity (Ramsay & Robertshaw, 2019, 78p).

While the latter was framed as a reason for social division and domestic
problems, Elshehawy et al. (2021) show that RT also gave support to the
far right political party Alternative for Germany (AfD) and its politics.
Based on their study on the 2017 German election campaign, they write:

... Kremlin-sponsored media provided what AfD operatives may have found
useful—a news forum publishing appropriately slanted migrant stories to
refer to in political discussions. We find evidence that Kremlin-supplied cov-
erage spiked, compared to domestic outlets, around the national elections
that also resulted in AfD’s most significant political breakthrough....The
anti-refugee message more broadly exacerbated internal divisions in the rul-
ing parties and may have dissuaded voters from turning out. (Elshehawy
etal., 2021, p. 2)

The findings of the study give empirical support to the insight that
disinformation campaigns are not merely knee jerk reflexes, where the
news narrative of a candidate running for office or a party campaign is
either promoted or dismissed. Instead, they should be seen as needle
injections into a system that influences the framing of a campaign or a
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discourse on certain issues and perspectives rather than others, and some
explanations rather than others.

Like the US and French presidential elections, there were revelations
concerning a disinformation campaign during the German federal elec-
tions in 2017. In an analysis of over one million news stories in the German
and Russian media in the run-up to the election, Elshehawy et al. (2021)
found that refugee stories were more heavily emphasized in Russian out-
lets than in the German media discourse, and were more strongly framed
to give legitimacy and support to AfD and its political position. In con-
trast, Chancellor Angela Merkel was negatively targeted, and referred to as
“autocratic” and out of touch with German voters and their preferences.
Like the US and French cases, where candidates Joe Biden and Emanuel
Macron were not merely negatively portrayed in the media, but also had
their campaign email accounts hacked (see below), Merkel was the target
of Russian information influence campaigns using revelations from her
private telephone and email-conversations, as well as damaging news
reports. The German government was criticized for its inability to deal
with the large flows of migrants to Germany. RT made frequent references
to what it called a “refugee invasion” (p. 1) and held the mainstream par-
ties and the government responsible. Merkel was “endangering the coun-
try” (p. 1). At the same time, RT gave its explicit support to the extreme
rightwing AfD, which was pushing an anti-immigration agenda, and after
the election reported that AfD was the true winner (p. 2). The main con-
clusion of the study was not simply that RT reported negatively about the
German management of refugees and asylum seekers, but that its coverage
boosted AfD by aligning with its political ideas and by augmenting the
amount of anti-immigration coverage in the run-up to the election. In
parallel, RT also set its affiliated networks of news and social media plat-
forms (on Ruptly, InTheNow and Twitter) in motion to disseminate these
messages more widely (Elshehawy et al.; 2021, p. 13).

The pattern of reporting derogatory coverage of Chancellor Merkel
and the government, and cultivating an image of Germany as crumbling
under the pressure of large numbers of migrants, had begun quite some
time before the election campaign. In January 2016, a year and a half ear-
lier, news about the rape of a young Russian-German girl of 13 by three
Arab men made it into the headlines. This case, which attracted much
national and international attention, is illustrative of the different compo-
nents of disinformation against Germany. A few days after the first report
was published, it was established that the story, referred to as the “Lisa
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case”, was totally untrue. The girl in question had run away from her par-
ents and then lied about the rape. By then, however, the story had hit the
headlines, especially in the Russian state media. Despite the fact that it was
known that the story was false, it continued to be covered in the news and
on news websites. The story is alleged to have emerged from what Janda
refers to as “a minor website for Russian expats living in Germany” (Janda,
2016; Kondratov & Johansson-Nogués, 2022, p. 13). It might not have
gained momentum had it not been for events in Cologne a few weeks
before, when migrant men attacked women during the New Year’s Eve
celebrations (Kondratov & Johansson-Nogués, 2022, p. 13). Coverage of
the reported rapes on New Year’s Eve was framed around the lax and pas-
sive German police being unwilling to act, make arrests, or file charges
against the perpetrators. This very same framing was initially applied to the
Lisa case.

Set in this context, the story attracted news value and was further
heightened a few days later, when a team from the Russian Channel One
interviewed a woman at a rally of the ultranationalist National Democratic
Party of Germany, who presented herself as Lisa’s aunt. In the interview,
she claimed that the police and media were concealing the truth about
what had happened to Lisa. The interview was broadcast on the Channel
One news bulletin that day and it was repeated once again, this time by the
Russian correspondent Ivan Blagov, that Lisa had been raped by three
men from the Middle East (See McGuinness, 2016). The story went viral
and within 10 days had been viewed on Facebook one million times
(Decker, 2021, p. 226).

At this point the scoop was picked up by several Russian state media
outlets, including RT International, Sputnik, and RT Deutsch. More sto-
ries appeared with even more gruesome accounts of girls being raped by
men from the Middle East while a passive and disengaged police force did
nothing. The Lisa story was further disseminated by right-wing German
groups through their social media sites, and it was later argued that AfD
had capitalized on the discontent stirred up by the campaign.

By the time the Lisa story was revealed as a fabrication, it had already
ignited strong reactions from prominent Russian immigrants, some of
whom marched to the German chancellery in protest. These street pro-
tests, broadcast on Russian-affiliated media such as RT Deutsch, as well as
other national and international media, involved emotional speeches and
images of banners with appeals to treat children with respect and to keep
them safe regardless of their nationality (RT Deutsch Jan 23 2016; Decker,
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2021, p. 216). German-Russian minority communities stood side by side
with far-right wing activists, and it was reported that such demonstrations
took place all over Germany. Banners read for example “It’s not just about
Lisa; we want order and safety restored in Germany”; “Together against
chaos”; and “We trust the media less and less” (Decker, 2021, p. 227 with
ref. to Gunkel & Sternberg, 2016), showing that the protests went beyond
the case of Lisa and vented mistrust in public institutions more generally.

The case also reached the highest diplomatic levels when Russian
Minister of Foreign Affairs Sergej Lavrov accused the German police and
legal system of not taking anti-Russian sentiments seriously due to politi-
cal correctness (Meister, 2016). Lavrov commented on the Lisa case in a
press conference:

We wish Germany success in dealing with the enormous problems caused by
migrants. I hope these issues do not get swept under the rug, repeating the
situation when a Russian girl’s disappearance in Germany was hushed up for
a long time for some reasons. Now, at least, we are communicating with her
lawyer, who is working with her family and with the Russian Embassy. It is
clear that Lisa did not exactly decide voluntarily to disappear for 30 hours.
Truth and justice must prevail here. (Sergej Lavrov, quoted in Decker,
2021, p. 227)

According to some commentators, the Lisa case was seen as a “wake up
call” for Germany’s political elites and played a part in Germany’s deterio-
rating relations with Russia (Meister, 2016). The case also exposed the
extent to which AfD and other far-right activist movements were able to
use the disinformation campaign to their own advantage. According to
Decker (2021, p. 216): “With the indirect aid of the Russian govern-
ment’s foreign media apparatus, AfD has translated disaffection and
resentment within the Russian-German community into part of its strat-
egy for electoral success”.

France

French scholars have argued that, compared to most other European
states, France’s friendly relations with Russia and before that the Soviet
Union—especially among its leftist parties and in more recent decades
with its right-wing parties—have left responses and countermeasures to
RT and Sputnik disinformation less developed, and that disinformation



3 EVERYDAY DISINFORMATION: RT AND SPUTNIK NEWS COVERAGE 73

has been downplayed as a security issue. Vilmer (2019) talks about a pro-
Russian seam stretching from the extreme left to the extreme right. Three
of the major presidential candidates in the first round of the 2017 presi-
dential election—Marine ILe Pen, Fran¢ois Fillon, and Jean-Luc
Mélanchon—for example, favored lifting sanctions against Russia
(Vilmer, 2019).

Since the revelations of Russian involvement in that presidential elec-
tion campaign, however, disinformation has been seen as a greater threat.
A few weeks after the election, the newly elected President Emmanuel
Macron made what was seen as a strong statement against Russia in which
he condemned RT and Sputnik for interfering in the campaign and
referred to them as tools of Russian disinformation. In his statement, he
accused the news media outlets of concealing their true purpose, which
was to deceive French citizens in the run-up to the election.

Russia Today and Sputnik have worked as agents of influence during this
campaign and have spread falschoods about me and my campaign... It was
a serious offense that foreign press organizations—called to do this by whom
I do not know—interfered by spreading serious untruths during a demo-
cratic election campaign. In response I will yield to nothing in never giving
in....Russia Today and Sputnik acted not as press organizations nor as jour-
nalists. They have behaved as agents of influence, of propaganda and false
propaganda no more and no less. (President Macron, Versailles, 29 May
2017, translation by the author)

Although foreign interference and meddling in a presidential election
would have had elicited a strong response from any government, and gen-
erated public statements, domestic investigations, and countermeasures,
Macron had special reasons for his strong and openly accusatory language
as it was his candidacy that had been the target of the disinformation cam-
paign. This had begun several months earlier with the spreading of rumors,
false information, and forged documents (Vilmer, 2019), but efforts to
sabotage the campaign peaked with what came to be known as the
Macron leaks.

These leaks involved the release of half a million tweets containing over
20,000 emails and large amounts of stolen data, including forged docu-
ments disseminated within 24 hours and sent from trolls and fake accounts
(bots), all with the hashtag #MacronlLeaks. This took place only two days
before the second round of the elections when no media, political party,
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or think tank is allowed to publish political information that might influ-
ence the result. This denied the Macron campaign any opportunity to
respond to or counter the information contained in the leaks.

However, it was later found that despite the large number of tweets and
the timing of their release, the campaign had had little impact (Vilmer,
2019). Users who engaged with the campaign were found to be mainly
foreign and not French (Ferrara, 2017). Lemke and Habegger (2022)
studied the Macron Leaks by analyzing the RT and Sputnik Twitter feeds
and independent accounts (so-called panel tweets) that were active during
and after the presidential election. They found that the Twitter links to the
initial stories by RT and Sputnik on the #MacronLeaks attracted little
attention. The revised stories, however, which contained more substantial
(mis)information about the leaks gained traction and increased activity on
the internet between Twitter accounts. The number of tweets and retweets
about the MacronLeaks were then considerable, indicating a high level of
activity at both Sputnik and RT, which led Lemke and Habegger (2022,
pp- 13-14) to argue that RT and Sputnik were viewed by the creators of
the Macron leak hashtags as vessels for pushing the (mis)information
provided.

Notwithstanding the Macron Leaks, in his study of RT and Sputnik’s
coverage of the presidential election campaign, Zapico Alonso (2022)
found negative coverage of Macron’s candidacy throughout. Macron and
his candidacy were denigrated in articles and interviews. Macron was said
to resemble a US agent backed by a rich gay lobby and there were allega-
tions of an extramarital affair (see Vilmer, 2019, p. 4, Zapico Alonso,
2022, p. 37).

Russian state media disinformation about France is perhaps best known
to center around opposition to the Macron candidacy, including through
the Macron Leaks. However, the Russian state media outlets also focused
their coverage of France on migration and reporting on strong anti-
immigration sentiments. This is known to be a favored topic of the extreme
right-wing parties. Mattelart (2018) analyzed the French-speaking edition
of RT in one week of 2017 (June 29 to July 6) and found that RT gave
ample support to the extreme right, including Front National and its
leader, Marine Le Pen. Her critique of Macron was made in colorful lan-
guage in several news articles, which in turn gave rise to comments from
readers in even stronger language (Mattelart, 2018, p. 18). However, as in
findings on analyses of Russian state media coverage of other Western
countries, it was not uncommon for the RT and Sputnik newsrooms to



3 EVERYDAY DISINFORMATION: RT AND SPUTNIK NEWS COVERAGE 75

support contrasting views, even diametrically opposed positions, between
political elites quoted in the articles and readers” commentaries. At times,
conflicts took place between different political parties and representatives,
giving the impression not of a climate conducive to open debate, but of
chaos and disorder. With reference to reported disagreements between Le
Pen and other right-wing proponents, it was found that a considerable
number of comments published opposed Le Pen and disagreed with her
projections of France as unruly and rebellious (p. 18). Mattélart sums up
the main findings on the depiction of France by RT:

By glorifying Russian foreign policy and its leader, by vehemently criticizing
the US government as well as the European institutions, (by) condemning
with no less force the policies of the French president by distilling from
them more or less elaborate arguments against immigration and elevating
itself as a defender of a threatened morality, French RT has managed to
seduce the public which, if one is to believe the commentaries published on
the site, is more than willing to accept the theses conveyed by the extreme
right. (Mattelart, 2018, pp. 20-21, translation by the author)

The image of France as a troubled society is therefore in line with RT
and Sputnik’s coverage of other European states with migration as among
the foremost causes for concern, along with declining morale and expressed
sympathies for anti-immigration views, but differing in its depictions of
exceptionally severe conflicts between Muslims and non-Muslims. As in
other countries, the political leadership is vehemently criticized and dis-
trusted, and political parties and public institutions are seen as failing
(Ramsay & Robertshaw, 2019; see also Lemke & Habegger, 2022, p. 21).

In contrast to most other studies, Mattelart (2018) reviews all types of
news broadcast on French-speaking RT during the week analyzed. Thus
the study also includes news reporting on topics other than those centered
on France. It found a number of articles glorifying Russia and President
Putin, contrasting Russian global policy with US policy and promoting a
multipolar world order, in line one might add with the French foreign
policy tradition. The international coverage in the French language edi-
tion of RT gave a voice to well-known international figures such as the
Argentinian soccer player Maradona, who expressed his appreciation for
Russia and President Putin (p. 12). To this were added stories ridiculing
President Trump and denigrating officials in his administration. The
European Union was not ridiculed as much as it was depicted as weak and
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malfunctioning, with Members of the European Parliament choosing to
be elsewhere when Jean-Claude Juncker, the president of the European
Commission was invited to speak. Articles such as these stirred fierce anti-
EU comments from readers who called for a “Frexit”. The migration crisis
was reported in both a European and a specifically French context, and
raised concerns about replacement theory, concern that the number of
people with non-European backgrounds was about to surpass the number
of native born Europeans (Mattelart, 2018).

It is noted above that RT and Sputnik have been found to capitalize on
nationally sensitive political and social problems that tend to generate
polarization, domestic unrest, and violence. In France, racial and social
cleavages have found expression in rioting in the suburbs, anti-immigration
sentiments and even terrorist attacks, all of which are the kind of topics RT
and Sputnik tend to cover from a perspective closely aligned with the
French far right. Added to this, RT and Sputnik were heavily engaged in
the coverage of the Yellow Vest movement—a protest movement that
revealed yet another social cleavage in French society, in this case between
socio-economic classes. The protests began in November 2018 in response
to the increased cost of living, due primarily to a rise in fuel prices, but
grew into a movement calling for social and economic justice that coin-
cided with Macron’s highly unpopular proposals to reduce the budget
deficit. A study of RT and Sputnik Twitter feeds in the first month of the
Yellow Vest campaign showed that RT and Sputnik content on Twitter
was “relatively popular across a broad spectrum of the French political
landscape, from left-leaning to far-right parties”. The Yellow Vest com-
munities and their representatives, however, only rarely appeared in the
feeds (Gérard et al., 2020, p. 2, See also Chap. 2).

The UK

In their quantitative framing analysis of RT and Sputnik’s coverage of the
UK in sampled weeks from 2017 and 2018, Ramsay and Robertshaw find
a majority of the 952 articles (and 1361 frames) to be framed as crime/
violence alienation. This might be explained by the time periods chosen,
which included terrorist attacks in Manchester and London, and the
Skripal poisoning. Outside of these events, however, crime/violence
framed news items did not dominate the coverage. It is therefore worth
paying more attention to the high number of “social conflict” and “failure
of government and political parties” frames. Social conflicts included
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issues such as “conflict and disagreement between ethnic, religious, racial
and social groups” and “tensions related to immigration”, whereas gov-
ernment failure was about incompetence, governmental division, and
scandal (Ramsay & Robertshaw, 2019, p. 73). Like the Swedish case,
there were relatively few articles framed around partisan conflicts com-
pared to those reporting on government failure (p. 74).

A major event in the UK—which brought the Russian state in direct
confrontation with the British government, and which gave rise to large
amounts of news coverage in RT and Sputnik as well as in the British and
other international media—was the Skripal poisoning in March 2018. A
former Russian spy, Sergey Skripal, and his daughter Yulia living in
Salisbury were found to have been poisoned by a nerve agent (Novichok)
known to have been developed by the Soviet Union. Investigations were
started but it was not until six months later that the British police identi-
fied two suspects who turned out to be agents of the Russian military
intelligence service (GRU). In an analysis of the news coverage of RT and
Sputnik (as well as the British media) in the four weeks immediately fol-
lowing the incident, researchers found a mix of competing, confusing, and
contradictory narratives about the incident. It seemed as if the primary
aim was to inundate the news feeds with as many narratives as possible to
create confusion about how the events had unfolded (Ramsay &
Robertsh