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Abstract

This study examines how key actors within authoritarian regimes (government
and opposition) use different political communication strategies to achieve
their strategic goals: maintaining and changing the political status quo,
respectively. I study the Russian case as a prime example of an informational
or electoral autocracy. My dissertation explores how the government
communicates with its loyal citizens and the vertical power structure, including
regional and local subordinates. The research also investigates the opposition's
strategies to polarize society and examines public responses to these endeavors.
The study highlights how Russian central authorities utilize online citizens’
feedback mechanisms to signal to regional elites that their internal political
processes and performance are being monitored. I show that the effectiveness
of regional elites in building political machines is associated with the Kremlin's
semi-official interactions with the regional elites. Focusing on the opposition,
the research specifically analyzes the YouTube community formed around
Alexei Navalny. I provide empirical evidence on the relatively short-term
affective attunement induced by a leader promising social changes within an
authoritarian context. I show how the incivility of messages plays a role in
further involving commenters in discussions. Users avoid extreme incivility
when interacting with other commenters, but uncivil comments are more likely
to start discussion threads. Pro-government sentiments are associated with a
subsequent response from Navalny’s supporters to the out-group criticism and
contribute to the further formation of hubs with a pro-government narrative.
From a broader perspective, the dissertation sheds light on the nature of
authoritarian control, which involves not just coercion but also persuasion and
gaining the loyalty of citizens. It also reveals that opposition communities on
social media in Russia's non-democratic context do not entirely isolate their
members from opposing viewpoints. Instead, exposure to contrary ideas unifies
the group and strengthens their collective identity.

Keywords: autocracy, authoritarian responsiveness, affective polarization,
social media, cross-cutting disagreement
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Introduction

The research question that spans the dissertation is how key political
actors within autocratic political regimes—the government and the
opposition—use online political communication to achieve their strategic
goals: to keep the political status quo and to challenge the dominance of the
existing power structures, respectively. Given the global trend towards
autocratization of political regimes (Alizada, Boese, Lundstedt, Morrison,
Natsika, Sato, & Lindberg, 2022; Repucci & Slipowitz, 2022), I present the
study based on the example of Russia in the period from 2013 to 2022, when
the regime in the country could be characterized as an informational (Guriev &
Treisman, 2019) or electoral (Gel'man, 2012; Schedler, 2013) autocracy.

I focus on strategies of political communication deployed by key actors
within authoritarian regimes - the government and non-systemic opposition
(Schedler, 2013). In the former case, I mainly refer to authoritarian
responsiveness, i.e. government's strategy of working with the loyal population
(Wintrobe, 2000; Lueders, 2022; Dimitrov, 2023); in the latter, the emphasis is
on the instruments of mobilization of dissenters.

The Russian political regime before the full-scale invasion of Ukraine
had been characterized as one of the most skillful and successful examples of
informational autocracies, i.e., the type of regime with limited competitiveness
in politics where the legitimacy of the government was based on creating and
maintaining the image of an effective ruler (Guriev & Treisman, 2022). It is
important to emphasize in this regard that this image is deliberately
de-politicized, and political communication plays an essential role in creating
this image. The idea is to show that the authorities are effective in solving the
“real” problems of citizens (roads, transport, housing, communal services,
financial assistance, etc.) without talking too much about “imaginary” values,
such as freedom of speech and the ability to criticize the government for
limiting political participation. In line with this logic, in 2019-2020, the
Russian authorities introduced a special system of communication between the

regional and local levels of government and citizens, which was embodied in a



special structure similar to a project office: Regional Governance Centers
deployed throughout the country. Therefore, I study the engagement with this
communication system and how it is used to solve an autocrat's dilemma, i.e.,
making lower levels of government accountable while providing some degree
of freedom to express citizens' discontent. To do this, I study the content of
Telegram channels associated with different levels of government in Russia
(federal center and regional/local levels of governance). The decision to focus
on the Telegram platform is due to the fact that this platform has become very
important for political communication, especially on the elite level, in Russia
against the backdrop of the Kremlin’s total control of television and the main
domestic social media platforms. From the temporal perspective, the issue of
authoritarian responsiveness is considered, taking into account the beginning of
a full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine.

For political communication that happens on the opposition side, the
YouTube community formed around Alexei Navalny was chosen for the
empirical analysis. Navalny became the leader of the non-systemic opposition
in Russia between 2013 and 2021, managing to organize an effective machine
for mobilizing supporters for participation in protest collective actions—one of
the most serious risks for authoritarian regimes. I argue that Navalny's role in
Russian politics during the period under study made his main informational
resource, his YouTube channel, a suitable venue to explore the phenomenon of
affective polarization in a non-democratic context. In these contextual
circumstances, polarization leads to much stronger consequences for politics
and society in general due to its encompassing nature formed on the
“power-opposition” dimension (Urman, 2019). Moreover, the features of
polarization within a non-democratic context can also have serious
implications for the period that follows the regime change (Nugent, 2020 a).

I rely on the minimalist approach of Svolik (2012) to the study of
authoritarian regimes that boils down to two main fault lines: (1) the interaction
of the ruling elite and the ruled and (2) relations within the ruling elite. This
theoretical framework drives my asymmetric research design for studying

autocracy in Russia. Thus, in the case of government strategy, I focus on the



role of political communication with (1) the loyal population and (2) with
elements of the vertical power (regional and local levels of governance).
Regarding the opposition, I study attempts to polarize society and the
audience's reaction to these attempts. From the opposition’s perspective,
attempts to polarize the communication space can be considered as a logical
response to the depoliticization of Russian society, which was systematically
instilled by the authorities throughout Putin’s rule right up to the start of a
full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. In this regard, the empirical part of the
work can be considered as an analysis of opposing strategies to create an image
of “responsive authorities” from the Kremlin's side and the polarization of the
communication space by Alexei Navalny as the leader of the Russian
opposition during the period under study. At the same time, the phenomenon of
polarization from the authorities' perspective is also reflected, but without
relying on the analysis of empirical data, because researchers are actively
investigating this topic (Lankina & Watanabe, 2017; Stukal, Sanovich,
Bonneau & Tucker, 2017; Sanovich, Stukal & Tucker, 2018; Stukal, Sanovich,
Tucker & Bonneau, 2019; Stukal, Akhremenko & Petrov, 2022; Sobolev, 2021;
Alyukov, 2021; Greene, 2022; Greene & Robertson, 2022). In contrast, the
phenomenon of authoritarian responsiveness, both from (1) the perspective of
direct interaction with citizens and (2) the regime's resilience along the
“center-regions” axis, has not been studied so thoroughly.

The main results of the dissertation can be summarized in several
takeaways. The first group of conclusions is devoted to the government's
strategy to deal with communication challenges, specifically in terms of
strengthening the loyalty of citizens. The central authorities not only rely on
complaints from citizens to estimate how the lower levels of governance
perform but also actively send signals hinting that even internal processes
within regions are monitored by the presidential administration. Those regional
elites who failed to establish effective political machines which have to provide
necessary results in elections (through mobilization of certain groups of the
electorate, intimidation of independent observers, and manipulation of the

election results) are primarily attacked by the central government. When it



comes to presenting success stories to the public by the central government,
attention is paid to the regions that have the resources to solve citizens'
problems effectively and faster. Regional Governance Centres in the territories,
which are the core element of the communication system between citizens and
authorities, encounter ambivalence when they have to follow the requirements
established by the presidential administration and the interests of regional elites
because they actively interact with them. When it comes to the user
engagement side, i.e., what is interesting to the audience of regional Telegram
channels, users are more actively sharing information about social payments,
some useful information about the opportunities for citizens provided by the
authorities, and options to directly communicate with them.

The second group of conclusions relates to the discussions that happen
in the community of Russia's opposition leader Alexei Navalny and thus covers
aspects of political communication regarding the opposition. Videos attracting
newcomers to Navalny's YouTube channel are most concerned with resonant
anti-corruption investigations against high-ranking Russian officials and the
failed attempt to poison Navalny by security forces. The prevalent topics in
discussions are related to praising Navalny's activity, criticism of the
government, and the inducement of spreading videos to change the minds of
apolitical citizens or pro-government supporters. Then, the cohort of
commenters who first engaged with Alexei Navalny's YouTube content during
a period of high public interest in the politician's activities was less likely to
stay in the community. Those who started to comment when there was no high
public interest in Navalny, in the long run, linger more in the community of
Russia's most vocal opposition politician. The period of a high level of interest
in Navalny was associated with more active involvement in the discussions of
those who were not previously registered on YouTube. One-off commenters
(i.e., those who write a comment only once and do not contribute to the
discussion) appear more often during periods of high interest in Navalny, while
prolific commenters join predominantly when public interest in the Russian
opposition leader is below average. Although one-off commenters

outnumbered those who commented more frequently, the latter contributed



eight times more to the production of comments. Sixth, the level of incivility in
Navalny's community was higher than that of an apolitical celebrity YouTube
channel. Uncivil comments are more likely to generate discussion threads than
civil ones. But this relationship is not straightforward in terms of the
correlation “more incivility, more discussion.” It rather tells us that to be
discussed, a comment must have some potential for deliberation in terms of
signaling that the environment is conducive to the expression of opinions in a
more frank manner. In addition, the toxicity of comments gets higher over time
after a video is posted. This was observed during the first 14 hours after the
release of the video. Next, the level of toxicity for top-level maternal comments
and messages left in threads stabilizes, remaining approximately at the same
level. My analysis also concluded that discussions in Navalny's YouTube
comment section are not a manifestation of a bastion of like-minded users who
have no opportunity to meet cross-cutting disagreements. Instead, critics of
Navalny are visible, and their presence attracts both oppositional sentiments as
a response and endorsements from like-minded, pro-government, commenters.
Implications of the dissertation lie in several dimensions as well. From
the substantial perspective, the dissertation presents a broader view of the
nature of authoritarian control. Often, this involves not only coercion but also
inducing and convincing a loyal population (Wintrobe, 2000), although this
loyalty can have many shades and is not always complimentary to the
government (Scott, 1990; Dornschneider, 2023). Further, the findings highlight
the role of incivility in the specific context of Russia, where the authorities
restrict people's expressions about politics in general and regulate the way they
have to communicate on the Web (for instance, swear words are prohibited by
law) (Bodrunova, Litvinenko, Blekanov & Nepiyushchikh, 2021). To be
discussed, a comment must have some potential to signal that the environment
is free to express opinions in a frank manner, without slipping into the direct
abuse of the participants. Next, oppositional communities on social media in
the non-democratic context of Russia do not fully create ideological silos
where their members cannot encounter the opposite point of view. Rather, they

may see ideas that are contrary to their views. In such a situation, this only



contributes to the rallying of the group and the strengthening of a common
identity.

Next, from a methodological perspective, the dissertation highlights the
importance of underestimating attempts to study affective polarization and the
government's political communication strategies within a non-democratic
context using observational digital data. For obvious reasons, such as the
sensitivity with which citizens present their true political preferences to
researchers when it comes to traditional methodological tools, most notably
surveys, digital trace data have the potential to address these methodological
challenges, at least for some of the aspects related to social and political
processes within a non-democratic context (Lanabi La Lova, 2023).

The manuscript proceeds as follows. In the first chapter, I start with
conceptual clarifications regarding the political regime established in Russia in
2013-2021. I specify the theoretical framework of the study, taking into
consideration the actors' perspective and the role of the media in contemporary
authoritarian politics. Then, a brief introduction to the evolution and state of
the media system in Russia is presented. In the second chapter, I present an
analysis of the government's strategy of online communication designed to
demonstrate its effectiveness to the citizens. The third chapter is devoted to the
online communication carried out by the opposition in Russia. I present the
results of a comprehensive analysis of the discussions that happen in the online
community of the most vocal Russian opposition politician, Alexei Navalny.
The conclusions section summarizes the main findings and discusses
implications of the study.

In the following text, I use the words “government”, “presidential
administration”, “Kremlin”, “central authorities”, “ruling regime”, “ruling
elite”, “ruling class”, “Moscow” (in the context of center-regions relations)
interchangeably to denote the regime of the personalist autocracy of Vladimir

Putin in Russia.



Chapter 1. The role of political communication in autocracies
With the start of Russia's full-scale military invasion of Ukraine in
February 2022, the Russian authorities limited the operation of foreign social
media platforms in Russia to ease the management of the communication field
in delivering information beneficial to the regime. Access to Twitter was
already limited on February 26th'. Meta Corporation, which owns Facebook,
Instagram, and WhatsApp, was recognized as an extremist organization by the
Russian court, and its activities in Russia were banned on March 14%. Access to
Facebook and Instagram was limited, but the blocking did not affect WhatsApp
Messenger’. The latter is apparently because the platform has the largest
audience among other similar services for instant text messaging in Russia®.
Many observers predicted an imminent ban on the most popular video
platform in the country, YouTube. High-ranking officials spoke about the need
to limit the operation of the platform, for example, the official representative of
the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Maria Zakharova®’, the Deputy
Chairman of the Security Council, former President Dmitry Medvedev, and
many others®. Each time YouTube blocks channels and videos of
Kremlin-affiliated structures and bloggers, calls from public speakers to ban

the platform's activities in Russia intensify. But the ban itself never happens.

' Elizabeth Culliford. Twitter says its site is being restricted in Russia,
https://www.reuters.com/technology/twitter-says-its-site-is-being-restricted-russia-2022-02-26/,
accessed 27 January 2024.

Russia bans Facebook and Instagram under ‘extremism’ law,

xtremlsm law accessed 27 January 2024.

> Russia finds Meta guilty of 'extremist activity' but WhatsApp can stay,

https://www.reuters.com/technology/meta-asks-russian-court-dismiss-proceedings-extremism-c
ase-reports-2022-03-21/, accessed 27 January 2024.

* Telegram overtakes WhatsApp in terms of traffic for the first time (Telegram BmepBbIc
oboruan WhatsApp o o0Bpemy Tpaduka),
https://www.vedomosti.ru/technology/articles/2023/01/23/959995-telegram-obognal-whatsapp,
in Russian, accessed 27 January 2024.

> Anna Kaplan, YouTube Blocks Russian Parliament Channel Duma TV, Leading Russian
Officials To Warn of Retaliation,

https://www. forbes com/51tes/annakaplan/2022/04/09/youtube blocks-russian-parliament-chann
accessed 27

January 2024

¢  Moscow wants Google to stop spreading ‘threats’ against Russians,

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/3/18/russia-google-must-stop-spreading-threats-against-
russians, accessed 27 January 2024.


https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/3/18/russia-google-must-stop-spreading-threats-against-russians
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/3/18/russia-google-must-stop-spreading-threats-against-russians
https://www.forbes.com/sites/annakaplan/2022/04/09/youtube-blocks-russian-parliament-channel-duma-tv-leading-russian-officials-to-warn-of-retaliation/?sh=28327baf21a3
https://www.forbes.com/sites/annakaplan/2022/04/09/youtube-blocks-russian-parliament-channel-duma-tv-leading-russian-officials-to-warn-of-retaliation/?sh=28327baf21a3
https://www.vedomosti.ru/technology/articles/2023/01/23/959995-telegram-obognal-whatsapp
https://www.reuters.com/technology/meta-asks-russian-court-dismiss-proceedings-extremism-case-reports-2022-03-21/
https://www.reuters.com/technology/meta-asks-russian-court-dismiss-proceedings-extremism-case-reports-2022-03-21/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/mar/21/russia-bans-facebook-and-instagram-under-extremism-law
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/mar/21/russia-bans-facebook-and-instagram-under-extremism-law
https://www.reuters.com/authors/elizabeth-culliford/
https://www.reuters.com/technology/twitter-says-its-site-is-being-restricted-russia-2022-02-26/

Russian political pundits argue’ that due to the popularity of YouTube
among the population (a monthly audience of 90 million people®), such a ban
could irritate the population, which is feared by the Russian presidential
administration, which is responsible for managing political processes in the
country. In addition, many bloggers find fertile ground on the platform,
promote a narrative that is beneficial for the Kremlin, and oppose opponents of
the regime, who are also actively developing their content production and
distribution systems.

This short story illustrates how, even in the conditions of excessive
tightening of control over the communication space after the invasion of
Ukraine, the Russian presidential administration is trying to be flexible in
organizing its communication with citizens and its opponents. Therefore, the
communication strategies of the Russian regime cover different scenarios and
target audiences, each of which requires a special approach. This dissertation is
devoted to the communication strategies of the government and the opposition
to establish control over the political narrative. Still, before delving into the
description of these strategies, it makes sense to provide a terminological
explanation of the political regime established in Russia in the period before
the start of the full-scale invasion of Ukraine (2013-2021) and the state of the
media industry in the country as the most crucial channel for political

communication.

1.1 Terminological clarification about non-democratic regimes

Despite the long-standing institutionalization of political science, there
are still terminological gaps when the research community has not developed a

unified position on what to mean by a particular phenomenon. Moreover, due

7 Korna B Poccuu otkimodar YouTube? U mouemy Kpemiib BOIOET Temeph U ¢ KOMMYHUCTAMH, U
¢ mubepanamu? [When will YouTube be turned off in Russia? And why is the Kremlin now
ﬁghtlng both commumsts and liberals?]

ﬂget teper-i-s- kommumstaml -i-s-liberalami, in Russian, accessed 27 January 2024.

¥ Mediascope: YouTube TpOIO/DKaET IHMAMPOBATH 110 OXBATY CPENM BUJIEOCEPBUCOB B PD
[Mediascope: YouTube continues to lead in reach among video services in the Russian
Federation]

https://telesputnik.ru/materials/trends/news/mediascope-youtube-prodolzhaet-lidirovat-po-okhv
atu-sredi-videoservisov-v-rf, in Russian, accessed 27 January 2024.


https://telesputnik.ru/materials/trends/news/mediascope-youtube-prodolzhaet-lidirovat-po-okhvatu-sredi-videoservisov-v-rf
https://telesputnik.ru/materials/trends/news/mediascope-youtube-prodolzhaet-lidirovat-po-okhvatu-sredi-videoservisov-v-rf
https://meduza.io/episodes/2021/10/02/kogda-v-rossii-otklyuchat-youtube-i-pochemu-kreml-voyuet-teper-i-s-kommunistami-i-s-liberalami
https://meduza.io/episodes/2021/10/02/kogda-v-rossii-otklyuchat-youtube-i-pochemu-kreml-voyuet-teper-i-s-kommunistami-i-s-liberalami

to the specific focus of researchers on the processes taking place within a
limited number of economically developed countries in the global West
(Wilson & Knutsen, 2022; Hendrix & Vreede, 2019; Németh, 2022) there is an
imbalance in the efforts to comprehend some political phenomena with an
event-driven switch to other regions (Pelke & Friesen, 2019). One notable
example here is the concept of autocracy, which is mostly understood as a
deviation from the democratic normative standard. But is this a correct
interpretation?

First of all, a non-democratic rule has a variety of manifestations that
cannot be captured by conventional democratic metrics (Wright, 2021). And
the question is how to make the relevant classification. This is especially true
when it comes to borderline cases. For example, a formerly democratic regime
that respected the rights of minorities is becoming more exclusive, but formally
competitive power-shaping mechanisms continue to operate. Let us give
another example when the ruling party suddenly loses the elections, but the
system is designed in such a way that it continues to give preferences to the
previously dominant player, which now formally belongs to the opposition.
Bogaards describes this situation using the example of Orban's regime in
Hungary, where “the long-term appointments to key positions and the policies
enshrined in the constitution and cardinal laws” (Bogaards, 2018, p. 1489)
would create benefits for the Fidesz party even if the party lost elections. As a
result, minimalistic definitions of democracy, such as “a system in which the
party loses elections,” (Przeworski, 1991, p. 10) fail to distinguish between
democracies and non-democracies. We have to go back to “adjectives.”

Within this discussion of nondemocratic regimes, a key question arises:
should we even use democracy as a reference point, or is it something different
with different parameters to analyze? In my opinion, Svolik shows quite
convincingly that in the analysis of non-democratic regimes, one can get by
with a minimalistic procedural approach to two dimensions that shape power
relations in non-democratic regimes: (1) the relationship between those who
govern and those under control, and (2) the relationships within the ruling

class itself (Svolik, 2012). Svolik argues that the definition of autocracies by



searching for elements that are present in democratic regimes is wrong in a
way that makes it difficult to understand the nature of non-democracies.
Classifications of non-democratic regimes with ideal types and their
descriptive characteristics are not very useful because such ideal types cannot
fully capture the diversity of dimensions of autocratic politics. As a result,
researchers have to deal with categories that are neither mutually exclusive nor
collectively exhaustive.

Returning to the procedural dimensions proposed by Svolik (2012), his
approach makes us think about the logic of authoritarian power in ways that are
different from democracy. First, the autocratic structure of power suffers from a
lack of independent authority, which would be responsible for compliance with
the agreements between the main political actors, that is, the autocrat himself,
his allies, and agents responsible for the use of violence. Second, violence is
the ultimate arbiter in conflicts. These features shape the development of
authoritarian politics, its institutions, and political courses. According to
Svolik, the problems of control and power-sharing against the backdrop of the
absence of an ultimate arbiter, who stays above the fray, and the widespread
use of violence to resolve emerging conflicts constitute the variety of
nondemocratic regimes depicted in the literature. Sometimes a personalist
dictatorship arises, as, for example, in Iraq during the rule of Saddam Hussein.
Somewhere, it is possible to institutionalize power relations for some time, as
was the case in China before the accession of Xi Jinping. In other cases, the
military takes power into its own hands, as it did in Myanmar in 2021.

This theoretical framework suggested by Svolik helps better understand
what Bogaards depicts as differences between defective democracies (e.g.,
illiberal democracy, delegative democracy, exclusive democracy, etc.) and
defective autocracies (e.g., electoral autocracy, power-sharing autocracy, and so
on) (Bogaards, 2023). If flaws in democratic regimes lead to the concentration
of power resources among a small group of actors (ideally one) and the
undermining of inclusive political and economic institutions, flaws in
autocracies do not make the system democratic. However, defects in

democracies should be corrected as soon as possible due to their undesirability.



In autocracies, in turn, the defects of such a regime are desirable since citizens
can benefit from their presence.

But the picture is much more complicated than the game-theoretical
assumptions that dominate political science when it comes to describing the
logic of the development of authoritarian regimes. Przeworski rightly notes in
this regard that formalized models often use ideological clichés, such as
“propaganda”, and “repression”, and do not always give a clear idea of how the
mechanism of power is reproduced in such regimes (Przeworski, 2022).
Therefore, cooptation and coercion are not the only strategies that the rulers in
a less competitive settings exploit to preserve the status quo. Owen emphasizes
the importance of considering public policy as well (Owen, 2023), because
even non-democratic regimes rely on good governance practices that involve
citizens in policy processes to solve local issues (Owen & Bindman, 2019;
Owen, 2020). In this regard, one should not lose sight of the fact that
democratic freedoms are not perceived by everyone as a value of the highest
order. For example, Matovski shows how support for an autocrat is not
something out of the ordinary when society wants stability and avoids political
upheavals, seeing the coming to power of the opposition as another round of
social and economic experiments (Matovski, 2018).

In addition, political competition may occur at different levels of the
administrative hierarchy, especially in the case of federalistic states. In this
regard, the regional aspect of the political regime should not be overlooked.
Some regions may show more room for political competition, while others may
not. In this regard, it is not entirely clear how correct it is to extrapolate
observations made at the national level to certain regions.

As can be seen, in discussions about different types of nondemocratic
regimes, | prefer to follow Svolik's approach. His minimalistic view is not a
simplification but rather an attempt to grasp the essential characteristics of an
authoritarian ty