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Abstract
The Putin regime has developed an ambiguous relationshipwith Russian nationalism, which has been both a
threat and a resource to the maintenance of its power. With the launch of the “Special Military Operation,”
Russia’s national-patriot groups increased their profile as commentators on – and critics of – the war effort.
This article analyses their content on Telegram – whose use has exploded inside Russia – and maps
the discourses of this reinvigorated and politicized pro-war imperial-nationalist network. Our findings
show these channels share important commonalities both in their critiques of state policy — “critical
patriotism”— and their propagation of an imperial-nationalist imaginary. Their hardline illiberal demands
put pressure on the Kremlin to be less pragmatic and more ideologically consistent – at home and abroad.
The key difference amongst the clusters within the network was that those still conducting serious anti-
regime dissent were moderating criticism to secure new niches in wartime conditions. We underline the
agency of these actors in their stances to the regime in wartime, interpret their radical pro-war stances, and
consider their prospects in a future postwar Russia.
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Introduction
As Russia’s “SpecialMilitary Operation” (SMO) evolved into a brutal and sustained war of attrition,
ongoing research seeks to understand the degree to which Russia’s economy, state, and society are
transforming. One potential factor of change is wartime nationalism as a driving force in politics
and society. Historical examples abound of how war and nationalism interact to generate new
demands in society amid emotive calls to mobilize for victory and achieve national rebirth
(Wimmer 2013). Over the course of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, a range of actors within the
national-patriotic milieu — but largely outside of the regime (non-systemic) – have gained
prominence as pro-war voices. Largely, they have done this on Telegram (Fediunin 2022b), a
platform that provides fertile ground for radical groups to develop a closely-knit ideological
network.

The Russian authorities are aware of the platform’s threat. In August 2025, they introduced
measures to bring Telegram under control, introducing a new censorship law (Sorochinskaia 2025),
followed by the fining (TASS 2026a) and blocking of certain channels, as well as using technical
measures to slow the platform’s functioning (TASS 2026b). Significant dissent was expressed
among Russia’s military bloggers and systemic parliamentary opposition (Altapress 2026). Inves-
tigating Russia’s large and diverse spectrum of national-patriot Telegram channels in wartime, this
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article uses digital research methods — as well as classic qualitative text analysis — to study the
commonalities and divergences both in their worldview and their criticism of the authorities in
wartime.

Based on our findings, we argue that two terms best describe the network we analyse. The first is
“critical patriotism.” Consistently more radical than the regime on policies from abortion and
immigration to foreign and economic policy, national-patriot groups selectively attack the author-
ities on the grounds that they are not “true patriots.” Building on previous research (Clément 2021),
we examine “critical patriotism” as a form of political dissent that vents discontent via systemic and
non-systemic actors in ways that are usually manageable and non-threatening for the regime. The
second is “imperial nationalism,” which treats nationalism and imperialism as not mutually
exclusive (Kumar 2015, Berger &Miller 2015; Kolstø 2019). Usually applied to 19th-century cases,
we find the concept accurately describes the social imaginary advocated by the actors we study, who
explicitly advocate imperial irredentism and mobilize on ethno-national grounds. Broadly united
by a radical pro-war imperial-nationalist vision, the network we study articulates a more radical
transformative vision of Russia’s future than presented in the Kremlin’s neo-imperial talking points
(Kolstø 2023; Curanović 2024).

Thus, we advance two concepts — critical patriotism and imperial-nationalism — which have
not been commonly applied or combined in the study of contemporary autocratic politics.We show
how non-systemic actors fill the space vacated by other prominent dissenters of the government1 to
decry the limited progress of the SMO, attack the “comprador elite,” and call for new measures to
achieve the radical rebirth of Russia. Playing the role of ideological hardliners, they act as watchdogs
upon the current political establishment, ready to call out “unpatriotic” actions. As the war drags on
with uncertain progress on peace negotiations, the radical pro-war illiberal camp has boosted its
influence and visibility in ways that they could only have dreamed of before 2022. Their radical
discourses may flow “upstream” to certain regime actors or “downstream” to Russian society.
However, in the absence of a common party structure, unified doctrine, or charismatic leadership,
these groups do not yet resemble the powerful fascist movements of the 1920’s and 1930’s. Indeed,
the network is split on how they express “critical patriotism.” Those seeking niche roles with state
patronage in the new wartime Russia speak rather differently from those agitating to form an
independent and critical “patriotic opposition.” Indeed, the latter employs an anti-systemic
populism that aims to stir the Russian public into action. This clearly remains a red line for the
regime, as seen in the arrest of Igor Strelkov in the summer of 2023.

We develop our argument firstly by interpreting the importance of nationalism and patriotism to
the stability of the Putin regime. We then define the concepts of critical patriotism and imperial
nationalism in Russia’s pre-war context and clarify howTelegramoperates as amedium for political
communication. Finally, we outline our methodological approach and present the results and
analysis.

The conceptual starting points: Imperial nationalism and critical patriotism
The revival of authoritarianism in a modified 21st-century form is visible in diverse cases such as
Turkey, Russia, China, India, and Iran. Rather than totalitarian ideologies, these regimes rely more
on national identity, developing an illiberal and cultural “official nationalism.” The way contem-
porary autocratic regimes utilize national identity does not fit the classic definition of nationalism as
the political aspiration to make the state and nation congruent (Gellner 1983). The Putin regime
and the Russian state do not seek a radical transformation of the relationship between state and
nation or a “national reawakening” with mass mobilization. Nationalist themes are deployed in a
limited way to boost regime legitimacy and advance an assertive foreign policy vis-à-vis the West
(Laruelle 2019, 9).

Since 2014, the Kremlin’s “official nationalism” has been increasingly interpreted as imperialist,
driven by a “cultural exceptionalism” and a “civilizing mission” (Oskanian 2018). Russia’s 2022
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full-scale invasion is characterized as an imperial act to subjugate Ukraine through violence,
domination and— if need be— cultural and physical extermination (Oksamytna 2023). However,
an ethnic “particularist nationalism” has also been observable in state discourse (Rojek 2022). The
concept of “Russkii Mir” looks to unite those who identify as Russian; the call to protect the
inhabitants of Eastern Ukraine as “our people” and to annex them to the Russian Federation
resembles the dynamic of nationalist reunification. Given the presence of imperial and nationalist
elements alongside each other, we view the concept of imperial nationalism (Pain 2016; Kolstø 2019)
as a fruitful way to understand the Russian case. By this, we mean the fusion of the nationalist
imperative for self-determination and national reunification with great power ambitions for imperial
expansion.

It is important to note that imperial-nationalism as a post-Soviet phenomenon emerged not in
the Kremlin but among a diverse and fragmented spectrum of nationalist groups (Fediunin 2022a).
Although a simplification, post-Soviet Russian nationalists are often demarcated into two main
trajectories: (1) xenophobic pro-Western ethno-nationalists, previously led by the Movement
against Illegal Immigration (DPNI) and the National-Democratic Movement (Nats-dem);
(2) anti-Western imperial-nationalists (impertsy), including the Russian Communist Party and
Zhirinovsky’s LDPR, as well as various smaller groups, all of whom call for Russia to retake its lost
territory, reunify ethnic Russians into one large imperial state, and, thus, restore great power status
on new foundations.

From 2012, the Kremin increasingly relied on national identity discourses to overcome domestic
opposition, albeit with the assistance of co-option, electoral manipulations, and selective repression
(OVD-Info 2022). As the regime became more repressive from 2012 and more reliant on
conservatism and national identity discourses, a range of regime opponents were marginalized
or repressed while new supporters, such as previously regime-critical imperial-nationalist groups,
emerged. Having pivoted to “traditional values” and preserving the “cultural code” of Russia as a
“civilization-state” (Blackburn 2021 4–5), the Kremlin then decided to intervene in Ukraine’s
domestic political crisis in 2013–2014, evoking ethno-nationalist tropes on the “Russian world” and
Crimea as “ancient Russian lands” (Blakkisrud 2016). The war in Ukraine had a huge impact on
Russian nationalist groups. Some of the pro-European ethnic nationalists opposed the annexation
of Crimea (Kolstø 2016) and were subjected to repression (Yudina and Verkhovsky 2019). In stark
contrast, the imperial-nationalists supported the annexation of Crimea, which they viewed as an
epoch-defining struggle for the rebirth of Russia, which they dubbed the “Russian Spring.” There is
evidence that imperial-nationalist actors acted without state support, crossing intoUkraine on their
own initiative (Arutunyan 2022). In other words, Russia’s imperial-nationalists had agency in
starting the Donbas insurrection together with local actors (Kudelia 2025).

In the post-2014 context, the broader discursive space of Russian politics was clearly more
conservative, illiberal, and anti-Western. As Paul Goode (2018, 265) put it: “Patriotism became the
only game in town— and patriotism increasingly came to mean loyalty to Putin’s regime and anti-
Westernism.” It is this context that explains the rise of what we call “critical patriotism,” which
operates on two levels in Russia’s autocratic environment. Firstly, it is a form of limited political
dissent that, while broadly supporting the regime’s “patriotic” stances, produces selective criticism
of the authorities for failing to live up to their promises. Russian imperial-nationalists, for example,
use critical patriotic dissent to raise their profile andwin supporters without breaking laws, violating
regime redlines, or attracting the attention of the security organs. As we will see below, this is a
balancing act in which the line between critical patriotism and “unacceptable” anti-regime
oppositional activity is never fully clear.

The second level of critical patriotism is societal. Although often missed in interpretations of the
patriotic consolidation that occurred after 2014, support for the President often masked a signif-
icant degree of public dissatisfaction with living standards, corruption, and poor governance
(Rogov and Anaev 2018, 204). Qualitative research on political attitudes in urban Russia indicated
a large stratum articulating a non-state (negosudarstvenni) patriotism.While professing patriotism,
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they are critical of the regime and its propaganda and question if the authorities are really motivated
by love of the motherland (Clément 2021). Their critical “non-state” patriotism is based on
“bottom-up” discourses that criticize elite corruption and poor state performance, decry mass
illegal immigration as lining the pockets of shady business elites, and oppose foreign policy
adventurism in Ukraine and Syria with a “put Russia first” discourse. Alexey Navalny also tried
to appeal to societal “critical patriotism” with his eclectic mix of liberalism, advocacy of foreign
policy restraint, nationalism, and populism (Dollbaum et al. 2021). As we will see below, Russia’s
imperial-nationalists do this too, although, unlike Navalny, their brand of illiberal critical patriot-
ism is combined with vehement anti-Westernism and explicit advocacy for imperial irredentism
and war.

In summary, the Putin regime appears well-aware of nationalism’s importance to its continued
hold on power— both as a resource and a threat. Themanagement of nationalism – and generation
of state patriotism — is not, however, based only on co-option and repression; the regime gives
nationalist actors some “space for expression, allowing it to satisfy the needs of some segments of the
population and to defuse the possibility of creating a coalition of the unsatisfied” (Laruelle 2019,
177). The flexible approach the regime takes to nationalism ensures that some groups are not
co-opted into the regime or the state but left to operate as para- and non-state actors (Laruelle 2017).

Thus, even in a context of increasing autocratization, various nationalist, populist, and geopo-
litical imaginaries circulate in Russian society, many of which are more radical than those used by
the regime. Non-systemic actors consistently use populist framing in their critical patriotic
discourse. Even in authoritarian settings, non-systemic populism can work as a political strategy
(Weyland 2017), accentuating the antagonism between elites and the “people.” However, in most
cases, unable to win control of the legislature or executive and unable to ignite a mass social
movement (March 2017, 219–220), such non-systemic populism is rather easy for autocratic
regimes to contain. Nonetheless, windows of opportunity do open for non-systemic actors to gain
new prominence and recognition. One such window was Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2014.

From Minsk II to the Special Military Operation
The “Russian Spring” culminated in Minsk II, an anti-climax far below the ambitions of the non-
systemic imperial-nationalists. The dream of a unified movement with a nationwide profile did not
come to reality. Former head of the Presidential Administration Vladislav Surkov, largely hated by
imperial-nationalists, was tasked with sidelining unruly radical forces and bringing order to LNR
and DNR – the self-proclaimed breakaway republics of Lugansk and Donetsk. While Minsk II
frustrated their most ambitious schemes, between 2015 and 2022, there were also some positive
developments for these actors. The Izborsk Club made some progress in uniting red and white
strands of Russian imperial-nationalism. Aleksandr Dugin’s closer collaboration with Konstantin
Malofeev, who founded Tsargrad in 2015, mixed Eurasianism and ethno-nationalist russkii themes
with those of political Orthodoxy (Holy Rus’) and visions of imperial restoration. A range of
imperial-nationalist groups not only worked to raise funds for Donbas fighters but sent their own
volunteers to man the frontlines. After 2015, the main systemic opposition, the CPRF and LDPR
parties, followed this trend with their own fundraising operations. Both the concrete tasks of
cooperating and the common discourses of “Novorossiyamythmaking” (Laurelle 2019, 195) helped
unify an imperial-nationalist milieu in a way comparable with the impact of the 1993 shelling of
Parliament on the national-patriots of that period.

Meanwhile, political developments inside Russia meant critical patriotism increasingly became
the main form of political dissent. Putin’s 2020 decision to initiate constitutional amendments
codified patriotic and illiberal values into law. The subsequent repressions of 2021 against liberal
civil society and Aleksey Navalny’s FBK reduced further anti-systemic opposition. National-
patriotic and imperial-nationalist groups “subsquently pursued their agendas with more vigour.
In 2021, an anti-migrant campaign in state media spurred imperial-nationalist groups into new
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campaigns against workers from Central Asia and the Caucasus (Yudina 2024). Coordinating and
mobilizing dissent on Telegram channels, discontent against planned QR code legislation to boost
vaccination rates was channelled into small-scale street protests across an impressive range of
locations. The protests were supported by Communist Party Duma deputies, after which the
government decided not to repress the protests but to abandon the legislation (Blackburn and
Hutcheson 2024, 6). These developments showed the potential of illiberal “critical patriotism” to
successfully reshape, hijack, and resist the regime’s agenda.

The pattern of supporting the regime’s basic orientation but criticising actual implementation to
call for more radical action is visible across a range of policy domains. It is argued that the
“traditional values” agenda requires an abortion ban and the return of religious education. The
threat of the West and Ukrainian “neo-Nazis” necessitates radical military action. Such demands
often expose gaps between the rhetoric and practice of the regime. Nativist calls to expel migrants
and protect ethnic Russians clash with regime discourses on multinational harmony. Attacks on a
“weak” or even “treacherous” Ukraine policy and calls for imperial restoration contradict the
Kremlin’s official foreign policy. These critiques implicitly and explicitly suggest that unpatriotic
and corrupt elites are sabotaging Russia’s patriotic rebirth. Taken together, radical illiberal dissent
can present a challenge to the regime’s legitimacy. Nonetheless, the potential of illiberal critical
patriotism has been understudied as more scholarly attention has gone on Russia’s liberal oppo-
sition, the Navalny movement, and the systemic parties in the State Duma.

Putin’s February 2022 decision to launch the “Special Military Operation” was emphatically
welcomed across the national-patriot spectrum. Unlike in 2014, this time, non-systemic imperial-
nationalists were not instrumental in escalating the conflict and were barred from forming their
own frontline units. The RussianMinistry of Defence and PrivateMilitary Contractors have run the
military operations; Igor Strelkov failed to get permission to form his own volunteer battalion
(Verkhovsky 2024). Equally, in terms of fundraising and activism for the Donbas and Russia’s
newly annexed regions, United Russia, Russia’s regional heads, and prominent figures in the
Presidential Administration have taken centre stage.

However, over the course of the war, Russia’s national-patriots have raised their profile
(Fediunin 2022b). The medium they have increasingly used to coordinate their activities is
Telegram, a platform, unlike Facebook, that is not banned in Russia and, unlike VKontakte, not
as easily compromised by the surveillance of the security organs.

The medium and the message
Telegram’s global appeal lies in its open, uncensored, and anonymous environment, combined with
minimal content moderation and resistance to removing extremist material (Urman and Katz
2022). As a fringe platform, it enables recruitment through semi-public broadcast channels —
where only administrators can post— and fosters interaction in private group settings, facilitating
both top-downmobilization and horizontal engagement (Jost et al. 2023). Unlike algorithm-driven
platforms like Facebook or Twitter, Telegram delivers content via direct push notifications,
bypassing algorithmic filtering and soft censorship (Schulze et al. 2024). These dual affordances
—minimal regulation and direct dissemination—make Telegram a strategic tool for radical actors
and an important enabler of emergent political communities, including the rise of critical patriotic
movements in wartime Russia.

Telegram experienced explosive growth following the 2022 invasion. By that year, it had
surpassed WhatsApp in traffic and YouTube in daily audience size. Non-unique subscriptions to
Russian-language channels doubled to over two billion (DFRLab 2024). Prominent military
bloggers like Rybar and Operation Z entered the top five Russian-language political channels on
Telegram, even surpassing high-profile figures such as the head of Chechnya, RamzanKadyrov, and
state propagandist Vladimir Solovyov (DFRLab 2022). The war also propelled previously marginal
imperial-nationalist channels to the centre of online political discourse; within a year, their
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popularity increased 310-fold (Verkhovsky 2024). Telegram has thus become a central hub for
wartime information and political commentary in Russia. While only 6 percent of Russians relied
on Telegram for news before the war, that figure had risen to 28 percent by 2024, placing it on par
with other major internet-based sources (Levada-Center 2024). This shift correlates with declining
trust in state-controlled television and growing credibility of military bloggers (voenkory), who
leverage their proximity to the front lines and perceived objectivity to cultivate audience trust
(Belinskaya 2023). Amid rising repression and restrictions, Telegram now functions as one of the
few remaining spaces in Russia for the public articulation of dissent.

Materials and methods2

Our research approach contained two main stages. First, we used network analysis to map
communication patterns and the structural organization of digital nationalist-patriotic communi-
ties. Second, we combined qualitative in-depth reading with Natural Language Processing tech-
niques to identify the core frames of critical patriotism and national imperialism, and to assess the
relative prominence of these frames across different segments of the broader nationalist-patriotic
online space.

The network analysis focused on national-patriotic Telegram channels identified through
exponential discriminative snowball sampling, beginning with four high-reach seed channels
exemplifying critical patriotism: Konstantin Malofeev (@kvmalofeev), Igor Strelkov (@strelkovii),
Direct Action‰Z (@adirect), and Rybar (@rybar). At this stage, reposting was treated as a proxy for
ideological proximity. To improve the validity of this assumption, we applied additional exclusion
criteria, omitting news aggregators, official channels affiliated with state institutions, foreign-focused
channels that do not cover Russian politics, and channels reposted only irregularly (see Appendix 1).
While these criteria cannot entirely rule out the possibility that some ties reflect strategic reposting or
critical engagementwith source content, they substantially reduce the risk of inflating networkdensity
through connections that do not represent value-based or identity-driven communicative alignment.
In total, our sample included 78 national-patriotic channels (see Appendix 2), from which we
collected 670, 094 messages posted between February 24, 2022, and September 1, 2025.

Next, we illustrated the interconnectedness of national-patriot Telegram channels using network
analysis, where the frequency of reposts and citations represents the edges in the network graph,
linking Telegram channels as nodes.3 The resulting clusters, therefore, emerged inductively from
interaction patterns within the network rather than from prior expectations about factions within
the movement. We then interpreted and labeled these communities by examining the most central
channels within each cluster and the dominant themes in their messaging.4

After this, we usedmeasures of a node’s influence to narrow themessage database fromnational-
patriot Telegram channels for an in-depth qualitative analysis. To achieve this, we first selected the
most prominent channels within each cluster based on their degree — the number of direct
connections that reflect the intensity of repost activity with other channels in the network —

and betweenness centrality.5 Then, we conducted a temporal analysis of the frequency of messages
containing criticisms of Russian authorities, using all posts from a subsample of the five most
influential Telegram channels (see Appendix 4). As a first step, we applied dependency parsing with
the spaCy Python library to identify posts where keywords referring to Russian power structures
were syntactically connected to terms signalling criticism (see Appendix 5).

To improve coverage of implicit criticism, such as irony and euphemisms, we trained a RuBERT-
based ML classifier using the dependency parser’s output as a labelled training dataset, expanded
with manually added cases of implicit criticism (see Appendix 6). This analysis enabled us to
pinpoint time periods when criticism of the authorities was most intense among national-patriotic
Telegram channels. Building on these findings, we selected the top 100 most critically toned
messages posted by the most influential channels in each cluster. These messages were analysed
through in-depth reading and manual coding, which revealed core themes of imperial-nationalist
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discourse and pro-war critical patriotism specific to each cluster. From this qualitative analysis, we
extracted frame-specific keywords (see Appendix 7), which we then used to conduct a computa-
tional content analysis across the full corpus of messages from all Telegram channels in our sample.
To compare the frequency of each framing category among different groups of critical patriots,
lemmatization was applied to standardize keyword variations.6

Results
Network analysis results

Figure 1 depicts the network of national-patriots Telegram channels, with node size proportional to
each channel’s subscriber base (see Appendix 2 for the full list of channels with subscriber counts).
Community detection using the Louvain algorithm identified fivemodular clusters. The first cluster
(23.08 percent of nodes) includes Igor Strelkov, the pro-Strelkov movements that emerged
following his arrest, members of the Club of Angry Patriots, and other “white” imperial-nationalist
actors, united by nostalgia for the Russian Empire, monarchism, and amaximalist vision of Russian
World (Russkiy Mir) irredentism.

The second cluster (32.05 percent of the nodes) consists primarily of anti-systemic left nation-
alists, particularly Telegram channels associated with the unregistered National Bolshevik Party
Other Russia of E. V. Limonov, including both regional National Bolshevik digital communities (for
example, Other Voronezh) and military volunteer networks (for example, Interbrigadiry 2022).
Although this movement presents itself as left-wing in terms of economic policy, it shares key
features with all imperial nationalists, including ethnocentrism— in particular, viewing socialism
primarily to enhance the prosperity of the narod as an ethnic group—and an irredentist agenda
focused on restoring the Soviet Empire (Drugaya Rossiya n.d.). However, this cluster is not limited
exclusively to “red”movements: paradoxically, it also includes themost radical “white” nationalists,

Figure 1. Cluster-Based Network of National-Patriot Telegram Channels.

Nationalities Papers 7

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. 29 Jul 2026 at 19:39:15, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use.

https://www.cambridge.org/core


such as the Club of Angry Patriots and Ordinary Tsarism. This co-location of “red” and “white”
nationalists indicates that when system-level radical discontent becomes the primary grievance,
ideological divides recede, enabling cross-ideological amplification and coordination within the
digital communities. The “white” and “red” clusters share a willingness to hold public demonstra-
tions, which are still technically illegal in Russia. The National Bolsheviks have held several small
political protests (Moscow Times 2023). The creation of the Club of Angry Patriots in April 2023
was followed by Igor Strelkov’s arrest in July 2023 for “extremism.” Most likely connected to
Strelkov’s public plan to stand for political office, this was the only major arrest in the network
during the SMO.

The third cluster (26.58 percent of the nodes) consists of military bloggers (voenkory), including
prominent Telegram channels such asWarGonzo, Rybar, Kotsnews, and Voenkor Kotenok. These
actors gained substantial followings during the full-scale invasion and positioned themselves as
quasi-independent war correspondents. Their content combines front-line reporting, pro-war
mobilization appeals, and sustained criticism of the Russian Ministry of Defence for inefficiency
and corruption. Owing to their large audiences and credibility among soldiers and pro-war publics,
this cluster constitutes the most influential and interconnected segment of the pro-war ecosystem.
Russia’s military correspondents— who come from diverse backgrounds (Farbman 2023)— were
recognized by the authorities as “brave patriots.”Alexander Kots was co-opted into the Presidential
Council for Human Rights, while Alexander Sladkov entered the Government Commission on the
Interaction between Authorities and Mobilized Citizens, led by then United Russia Secretary,
Andrei Turchak (Pakhaliuk 2023).

The fourth cluster (12.82 percent of the nodes) is composed of radical Orthodox-conservative
patriots, a set of groups that fuse militant nationalism, Duginist Eurasianism and Political
Orthodoxy. Organizations such as Spas media (associated with the Russian Orthodox Church),
Russkaya Obshchina, and the Russian Imperial Cross tie religious symbolism to battlefield
mobilization, honour fallen soldiers as martyrs of “Holy Rus,” and promote monarchist ideals
under the banner of “Orthodoxy, Autocracy, and National Revival.” Their core narrative presents
the war not merely as a defense of the Russian state, but as a sacred civilizational mission, requiring
both sacrifice and the purification of society from liberal “decadence.”

The fifth cluster (7.69 percent of the nodes) centres on the Tsargrad network, associated with
oligarch Konstantin Malofeev. Tsargrad functions simultaneously as a media empire and an
intellectual hub, advancing a narrative that blends Orthodox monarchism, Eurasianist geopolitics,
and anti-liberalism. Although analytically distinct, the radical Orthodox-conservative patriots and
the Tsargrad network share a high degree of ideological proximity, rooted inOrthodoxmonarchism
and civilizational fundamentalism. For this reason, in subsequent analysis, these two clusters will be
combined into a single category.

In dividing the channels into clusters, we can comparatively analyse in quantitative and
qualitative terms how channels talk about Russia, the state, the nation, and the war. In advancing
names for each cluster, we do not want to overemphasize divergence. In fact, convergence across all
clusters makes it difficult to use adjectives to differentiate these actors; the national-patriot network
we examine is all pro-war, imperial-nationalist, and critical patriotic to varying degrees.

Temporal analysis of critical messages

Using Natural Language Processing (NLP) techniques to identify messages criticizing the Russian
authorities, we extracted a total of 5,816 such posts from a subsample of messages posted by the
most influential Telegram channels. As shown in Figure 2, the share of critical content fluctuated
over time and varied significantly across the fourmain (sub)groups. In our analysis, we calculate the
share of messages classified by a fine-tuned machine-learning model (see Appendix 6) as criticizing
Russian authorities relative to all posts published by a channel, rather than only those posts that
explicitly mention state actors. This means that even channels producing a substantial number of
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critical postsmay still display a relatively low proportion of criticism if their primary agenda focuses
on battlefield reporting, topical news and events, or non-political content such as religious
messaging. In addition, our estimates rely on a deliberately conservative definition of criticism,
counting only messages that directly attribute responsibility or blame to Russian authorities, while
excluding posts that describe problems or failures in domestic or foreign politics without assigning
responsibility to any actor.

At the beginning of the war, in February 2022, all four clusters expressed similar levels of
criticism toward Russian authorities, with critical messages comprising roughly 3 percent of their
total output. However, by the end of 2024, the tone within these clusters had clearly diverged. The
White Imperial Nationalists emerged as the most critical group, with around 6 percent of their
messages explicitly targeting the authorities. Both Anti-Systemic Nationalists andMilitary Bloggers
followed closely, each maintaining a critical share of approximately 5 percent. In contrast, the
proportion of critical content among Radical Conservative-Orthodox Patriots declined signifi-
cantly, falling to just about 1 percent. This trend points to a growing fragmentation in critical
discourse within the patriotic ecosystem, with some factions adopting a more oppositional stance,
while others appear to gravitate toward loyalty.

Despite this divergence, several key events triggered synchronized spikes in criticism across all
clusters. In September 2022, partial mobilization prompted backlash over its perceived chaos and
ineffectiveness. In December, Ukrainian drone strikes on Engels and Ryazan airbases intensified
criticism, exposing strategic vulnerabilities following Russia’s withdrawal from Kherson. A third
critical peak came in June 2023, amid the shelling of Belgorod and Yevgeny Prigozhin’s Wagner
mutiny. Although criticism surged across all groups, it quickly declined – likely due to the swift
suppression of the rebellion and the arrest of Igor Strelkov. Afterward, only White Imperial
Nationalists sustained elevated criticism, while Conservative-Orthodox Patriots became notably
less vocal, possibly to signal loyalty to the regime. This divergence suggests that Prigozhin’s
rebellion served as a rupture point: after it, different factions within the broader nationalist space
charted diverging paths, some moving toward more open opposition, others reinforcing their
alignment with state power.

Next, we selected messages that the model classified with the highest confidence as containing
criticism of the authorities for in-depth qualitative reading. While these posts may not be
representative of the full range of topics discussed across all channels in our sample, they provide
the most relevant material for analyzing critical patriotism as one important dimension of these
actors’ agendas.

Figure 2. Share of Messages Criticizing Russian Authorities Over Time, by Subgroup.
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Qualitative themes and computational content analysis results

Our initial codebook and lexicon development, based on exploratory qualitative analysis of these
messages, identified eight key themes across the four clusters (Table 1), with categories refined
through a consensus-based procedure conducted by the two authors.

The dominant frames — Imperial Irredentism and Religious Language — are not primarily
vehicles for direct criticism of the government but instead serve to propagate an imperial-
nationalist imaginary. At the same time, the relatively high prevalence of Populism signals strong
anti-elite sentiment. Political grievances are tied to demands for a more aggressive prosecution of
the war, such asHawkish Criticism andAnti-Peace-Deal Conspiracies— as well as frustrations with
perceived leadership failures— occupy a central position in the critical patriotic discourse. Notably,
together these concerns were voiced more often than anti-immigration sentiments. Across 670,094
messages posted since the onset of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the presence of lemmatized
keywords within eight thematic categories was quantified (Fig. 3).

Figure 4 shows the normalized frequency of keyword mentions for each framing category,
calculated relative to the total number of messages posted by all channels within each cluster during
the examined period. While all clusters produce consistent imperial-nationalist discourse and
critical patriotic stances, a deeper look reveals significant ideological divergence among them. Aswe
will see in the next section, anti-systemic nationalists and white Imperial-nationalists deploy a
radical Populism attacking the political elite’s actions, intentions, and performance in wartime. In
contrast, the radical conservative-orthodox patriots and military bloggers adopt a more moderate
and regime-aligned position. The rhetoric of conservative-orthodox patriots is predominantly
characterized by Religious Language, Imperial Irredentism, and Traditionalism, with government-
critical frames occupying a relatively minor place in their discourse. Military bloggers also tend to
engage in critical patriot dissent less often and, among all subgroups, they produce the least imperial
irredentist rhetoric. This may reflect their focus on military strategic and tactical reporting rather
than ideological or mobilizing discourses.

By contrast, anti-systemic nationalists, primarily composed of National Bolsheviks, advocate
“national” (narodny) socialism and the revival of Soviet-era political principles. One might expect

Table 1. Core frames of critical patriotism and imperial nationalism

Frame Description

Populism Criticismof elites as corrupt, incompetent, anddisconnected from thepeople, portraying them
as oligarchic and anti-national or unpatriotic.

Anti-peace-deal
conspiracies

Attention to secret elite plots that render thewar sacrifices in vain and betray Russia’s national
interests, threatening the collapse of the state order.

Imperial Irredentism Represents Russia as spreading beyond the current borders and justifying thewar as needed to
restore this “Greater Russia” and reunite the “Russian world.”

Traditionalism Advocates preserving Russian cultural values, preserving Russia as a civilization, linking this to
national strength and unity in wartime.

Hawkish Criticism Calls for full mobilization and decisive military action, criticizing weak leadership and
demanding total victory.

Anti-immigration
Sentiments

Frames migrants as a cultural and security threat, advocating for stricter immigration policies
and policies to reverse the “de-Russification” of the country.

Religious Language Depicts war as a sacred struggle of good and evil, heaven and hell, invoking Orthodox
Christianity and divine justice to justify Russia’s war.

National Bolshevism Critiques capitalism and oligarchs, advocating for wealth redistribution, nationalization, and a
neo-Soviet economic transformation.
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anti-systemic nationalists to be out of alignment with the White Imperialists and Conservative-
Orthodox Patriots, who emphasize traditionalism and religious values. However, our findings
suggest otherwise: National Bolshevism occupies only a marginal place in the rhetoric of the anti-
systemic nationalist cluster, just as Traditionalism holds little weight in the messaging of white
imperial-nationalists. Instead, the ideological profiles of the more anti-regime anti-systemic
nationalists and white imperial-nationalists exhibit notable similarities, while diverging

Figure 3. Overall distribution of frames across all channels.

Figure 4. Distribution of frames across clusters: Mentions per 1,000 Messages.
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significantly from the more regime-aligned Radical Conservative-Orthodox Patriots and Military
Bloggers (Fig. 4). These similarities and divergences between clusters become clearer in a deeper
qualitative analysis of the four clusters.

Qualitative discourse analysis of the four clusters
A shared imperial-nationalist imaginary

Our close qualitative reading revealed a broad and shared imperial-nationalist imaginary, made up
of several components that fuse together in wartime discourses. The first is imperial irredentism,
which is a call to retake “historically Russian land” and either formally annex or informally control
a range of regions adjacent to Russia, such as the Caucasus and Central Asia. Much of the
elaboration of Russia as an empire is done in radical-conservative and Orthodox-patriot circles.
A variety of terms may be used to describe this expanded neo-imperial entity, sometimes called
“Historical Russia,” “Great (Bol’shaya) Russia,” “Holy Rus” (Sviataya Rus’) or “Civilization-state”
(gosudarstvo-tsivilizatsiya), which Dugin argues differs sharply from the standard “Westphalian
nation-state” model of Europe. Only such an imperial state, it is argued, will have sufficient
territory, population, resources, and economic potential to be sovereign in the contemporary
world.7 KonstantinMalofeev has amore explicitly ethno-religious slant to his imperialism: “empire
is in our blood, in our Russian language, in our classical culture, in our Orthodox Church(…)
Empire is the Katechon protecting the world from evil. We are the warriors of this empire.”8 The
activist wing of Malofeev’s Tsargrad, Sorok Sorokov, agitates for this imperial imaginary to become
reality in Russian society: “If we don’t soon realize that we are the Russian Empire, a one-thousand-
year Russian Orthodox Civilization (…) we will face degradation and extinction to the delighted
applause of the Anglo-Saxons, Turks and Chinese.”9

Anti-systemic left nationalists, such as the National Bolsheviks, also call for the “restoration of
the Great Empire, uniting under the Russian standard all the lost lands, collecting Russians again
into one whole” but, importantly, add the goal of “overthrowing the anti-national (antinarodniy)
regime’”10 Anti-systemic nationalists claim they are “defending the RussianWorld” (russkii mir) or
“Russian living space” and openly call for “irredentism and making Russia a Hegemon once
again.”11 White imperial-nationalists tend to focus more on the unification of “Russia, Ukraine
and Belarus into a united state” and fulfil the goal of the Russian Spring to create “one empire-state
(derzhava), one people (narod), a new industrialization, a new national elite and one future.”12

Thus, the call for Russia as an empire to be restored, overlaps with the idea of nationalist
reunification, in this case, an Eastern-Slav “pan-nationalism” where, like the Serbs unifying
southern Slavs into Yugoslavia, Russians unify with Ukrainians and Belarussians to create a
powerful and, in their eyes, economically viable state.

Interestingly, the imperial-nationalist imaginary does not envision the breakaway of “non-
Russian nationalities” from within the Russian Federation; all groups support a large multinational
Russian empire. At the same time, a strong ethno-nativist discourse was present across the
channels. The prominent military blogger Alexander Kots viewed the migration situation as
reflecting the fact that “Russia continues to play out the boldest fantasies of the globalists, who
imagine a space without a centre in which the most destructive schemes of capital are realized, such
as uncontrolled and chaotic immigration, radical Islamism.”13 Another military correspondent
Roman Alekhin argued “for the native (korennogo) population of Russia and the state-forming
people, the problem of migration and dilution of Russian civilization by peoples with alien cultural
codes is no less important than the SMO.”14 After the Crocus bombings in Moscow, Alexei Zhivov
went further claiming these migrants formed the basis of a potential “army” ready to rise up and
launch attacks inside Russia’s cities.15

Founded largely with the goal of anti-migrant activism, russkaya obshchinawarn of the “cultural
and demographic expansion of millions of migrants” and call for the “regeneration of Russian
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traditions, the strengthening of Christian values, the family unit and the link between generations.16

The group’s solution to the “invasion of an enormous aggressive horde hostile to Russia and
Russians”17 is not only to restrict immigration with the standard visa regimes and deportations, but
to outlaw abortion and surrogate births as “real measures to support large families” among ethnic
Russians.18 They also promise to work with law enforcement to expose and fight “diaspora and
ethnocriminal structures.”19

The anti-systemic nationalists also strongly oppose mass immigration but place the blame more
squarely on “state-capitalism and the inherent interests of big business (…) who import millions of
migrants, which becomes a breeding ground for terrorism, crime, and is profitable for them. They
lobby for this outcome.”20White imperial-nationalists like Igor Strelkov also talk of the “systematic
replacement of the native population while state propaganda reports of the collapse of multicul-
turalism in theWest.”21 In this sense, like the anti-systemic nationalists, the focus is on a conspiracy
of “the Russian elite, law enforcement and courts, ethnic criminals and diaspora organizations.”
This elite-driven coalition “knowingly has been killing our motherland for forty years (…) turning
Russia into amigrant dumping ground with its capital inMoskvabad.”22 Thus, the shared imperial-
nationalist imaginary combines imperial irredentism, ethno-nativism and a degree of populism in
ways that challenge the regime for its lack of radical action. There is also thematic unity in dissenting
from the way the SMO has been conducted.

Common stances in pro-war critical patriotism

Shared critical patriotic stances across the four clusters can be summarized in the following
narrative structure: (1) the war is presented as a historically crucial existential zero-sum contest
with the West (2), a more radical SMO — or fully-fledged war — is demanded involving
mobilization and patriotic fervour to attain full victory. However, (3) the SMO is limited and
dysfunctional due to open and hidden “traitors” within Russia – many of whom seek a “sell-out”
peace deal (dogovornyak) — that must be overcome to win a definitive final victory. The ultimate
function of this complex narrative is to clarify who the “true patriots” are in wartime Russia.

In painting the SMO as an answer to a grave existential conflict, imperial-nationalists go much
further than the mainstream regime accounts, such as Putin’s September 2022 claim theWest seeks
the “total de-sovereignization” of Russia to render it a “colony” of “soulless slaves”23 or his February
2023 remarks that NATO’s version of inflicting “strategic defeat” could imperil the survival of
Russians as an ethnic group.24 Imperial-nationalists diverge from the Kremlin in their rejection of
any deal with a “globalist radical Washington.” Calling Russia to “stand to the end.”Dugin warned
of “treason” from inside the elites by those seeking a peace deal that would lead to “the total
destruction of Russia”:

After the start of the SMO, the space for compromise with the enemy has not reduced but
vanished. Some of those in power don’t want to recognize this. The 6th column is ready to
fight for its life [to end the war]. It’s all in vain. The SMO is irreversible. Everything is on the
line. Either Russia once and for all becomes truly Russian (russkii), or Russia will not be. In
any form.25

Igor Strelkov expresses this idea in similar terms: “either Russia wins and is liberated from corrupt
officials, oligarchs and the fifth column to begin a rebirth as a strong fair and law-based modern
state, or we lose and Russian civilization ends.”26 His close associate Pavel Gubarev recalled how the
“disgraceful” Minsk Agreements and the “Surkov-Pushilin-Borodai” control over DNR-LNR
ensured much of the blood shed by patriots was in vain. Meanwhile, as Ukraine successful built
its armed forces, “the Russian state fell asleep for seven years and failed in preparations.” Gubarev
called for a break from this previous approach: “now either we purge this out and win or we
continue to rot, we die and Russia is dismembered into ten pieces and plundered at ten times the
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speed (…) the stakes in this war are just as high as in 1812 or 1941.”27 Oleg Tsarev gave his view on
why “certain highly-placed officials”want the “controlled defeat of Russia”: a limited war is easier to
end in a deal where “hedonistic” economic gains can be realized by elites.28 Due to this “treachery,”
all groups approve the persecution of such unpatriotic “liberal” elites, and blocking the return to
Russia of those who fled the country in 2022.29 For Strelkov those who want to “defend those in
Novorossiya that are subjected to nazi genocide, must first expose and remove those ‘well-wishers’
that are leading the country to military defeat.”30

Diagnosing the root of the problem for a dysfunctional and limited SMO in unpatriotic elites and
officials, all groups advocate the same solution: putting Russia on a real war footing to allow a
massive escalation in offensive capacities. As one military blogger put it in April 2022 the key
problem is Russia “has still not moved to a war footing but remains in the mode of the SMO, but
without this change there will be no victory (….) a large number of politicians, officials and even
militarymen (…) do not understand this is a real war and, in the process of deluding themselves, are
committing basic errors.”31 In June 2022 Strelkov made the same point in his detailed plan for
victory, demanding the SMObe officially reclassified as a war that unambiguously aims to take all of
Novorossiya.32 The National Bolshevik channels support a move to “total war,” “mobilization of
industry,” and purging the “military-political leadership of the country,” using the slogan “Russia is
everything, the rest is nothing!”33 This is based on the simple point that Russia is not just taking on
Ukraine but the “entire collective West.”34

Dugin observed the very low level of pro-war agitation inside Russia and the failure to purge
liberals and those opposing the war from state bodies and civil society.35 Malofeev demanded
removing all limits on the use of force: “They must be destroyed. We should no longer spare the
enemy’s cities. We must launch the most devastating strikes we can at the main centres of former
Ukraine, from the Dnieper to the Polish border.”36 One of Russia’s most prominent TV journalists,
Vladimir Solovyev echoed the call in October 2022: “All this ‘playing at humanitarianism’ is seen as
a sign of weakness and used to mock us. For the ‘Western world’ we are already villains. It is better
for them to fear us than ridicule us. It is time to answer themwith all our powers and capabilities.”37

Key differences in stances to the regime and mobilizational frames

This brings us to the key differences between the four clusters we studied. The first area is the nature
of the criticism of elites and the slow progress of SMO. The criticism of the white imperial-
nationalist and anti-systemic nationalists is buttressed by an uncompromising social populism that
is more radical than that of the conservative-Orthodox-military-bloggers cluster. Central to this is
an appeal to Russia’s lower income groups. Igor Strelkov appeals to the “many Russian (russkie)
people, tortured by 40 years of unbroken crisis (1985–2025), who are trapped in a feeling of
hopelessness, fatigue, apathy and quiet desperation. Itmay seem there is nothing to that can be done
or changed, that this is the era of betrayal, corruption, all-consuming degradation and dying out.”
Strelkov’s call is to overturn this dark picture, unifying Russian lands to:

(…) create a new elite, carry out large-scale industrialisation, end Russia’s demographic
catastrophe, improve agriculture, science and the space industry. Once again to make the
professions of soldier, teacher, worker, farmer and medic revered and respected. Throw the
immigrants out. Punish the raiders and the traitors. Tear up the tracks of the Trotskyist neo-
globalists. To leave the WHO and WTO (…) most importantly, to restore FAIRNESS38

The above quote clearly focuses on the poor and neglected “true people” and rails against the
“impure elites,” who are seen to work within globalist structures. Anti-systemic nationalists
produce a similar vision, calling for the “Russian people to remove them (elites) and strongly resist
the final transformation of the country into the world’s gas station (…) don’t trust the words of
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capitalists, oligarchs and the officials under their control.”39 A post from Krasnya Vesna highlights
the neo-colonial aspect of the “comprador elite”:

Russia has not been sovereign for a long time, it resembles a colony (…) divisions in the elite
make serious change impossible (…) Russia – as it is currently run – cannot win in the SMO
and does not want victory – those in power seek a colonial “backroomdeal”with the hegemon
(the USA).40

Both white and anti-systemic nationalist clusters adopt an anti-globalist discourse that is more
radical than the Kremlin’s tropes onWestern neo-colonialism, the “Golden Billion” and the “Global
Majority.” The main difference is the repeated claim that much of the current Russian political
establishment wants the country to be reintegrated into the globalist order run by the “collective
West.”41 Both clusters offered interpretations of elite factions and Putin’s positionality. The main
trend is to juxtapose the elites concerned with their own “survival and stability” and access to
“territory and resources,” with the Russian people who fight for “the millions of our people that are
under the occupation of a Russophobic regime, for the desecrated memory of their forefathers, for
the restoration of historical justice, for the rebirth of Russia as a great world power.”42 In these
critiques Putinmay ormay not bementioned, but the general idea was he was unable or unwilling to
take decisive action against the “rotten elites,” implying the regime was not committed to a decisive
victory in Ukraine. As early as June 2022, Igor Strelkov concluded:

… the Russian state (rossiyskoye gosudarstvo) does not want the red banner to be raised over
Bankova. They do not want the real de-Nazification of all Ukraine. They do not want to
strangle the viper of Ukrainian Nazism (…) they want a dirty deal (dogovornyak) (…) in
order to live somewhere other than Russia (….) to see their children having fun in London
and Paris, living by the unspoken notion that ‘wemay have grown up in the rubbish dump of
the USSR-Russia but or children will grow up and study in civilized countries like white
people’ (…) but we (the Russian people) unlike the comprador elites in power, have no other
country other than Russia. If we lose, we die as a nation, people and country, we lose the
chance to have our own state43

The above quote is a powerful critique of wealthy, hedonistic, and unpatriotic elites who are
presented as only pretending to be loyal and are, in fact, not ready to sacrifice any of their comfort to
achieve the rebirth of Russia through military struggle.

What makes the populism of these two clusters radical in a wartime context is the repeated open
appeals to Russian soldiers over the head of the regime: “For the Russian soldier there is no greater
enemy than the Russian bourgeoisie power elites, who care more about their own assets and profits
than state interests (…) the real fifth column sits in the Kremlin (…) the feudal-oligarchic clans.”44

With the slogans “the oligarch is the enemy of the soldier” and “the liquidation of the oligarchy =
victory over the Khokhols,”45 the National Bolsheviks are unambiguous in their presentation of
traitorous elites making money from war while the brave soldiers shed their blood.46 They do not
shy away from attacking Putin for this: “the Putin regime is not just about him as much as the
Oligarchy (oligarkhat), nepotism, corruption and a mutual protection scheme (krugovaya
poruka).”47

White imperial-nationalists echo this sentiment attacking the President for “forgiving those
thieves who fled to the West (…) who in a normal country would be put up against a wall (…)
instead Strelkov is put behind bars.”48 Thus, Putin “dragged [the Russian people] into war not to
defeat Ukro-fascists (….) but so that the ‘elites’ of the West, Russia and Ukraine could, on the
sorrow, hardship and blood of the people, realize their venal and self-serving interests.”49 The
failure to deal with the elites and wage war effectively is presented as a feature not a flaw of the Putin
system. For this they blame not only “liberals” or “oligarchs” but the regime loyalists “okhraniteli”50

Nationalities Papers 15

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. 29 Jul 2026 at 19:39:15, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use.

https://www.cambridge.org/core


who are presented as dressing themselves in the language of patriotism disingenuously.51 Both
clusters regularly refer to a “stab-in-the-back” narrative: “if we do not soon free Strelkov and unite
into one whole all the healthy elements of society, there will be a new dirty deal (dogovornyak) and a
disgraceful ceasefire, a new betrayal of the Russian people, which will cause the collapse of the
country and fratricidal civil war (smuta).”52 Interestingly, channels in both clusters largely sup-
ported the President against the Prigozhinmutiny, which they explain with an elaborate conspiracy
theory whereby theWagner chief tried to ally with theWest and treacherous liberal Russian elites53

to achieve regime change along the lines of the February 1917 revolution, perhaps even freeing
Navalny54 to become a new Yeltsin-type President.55

Overall, the common trend in the two clusters is to advertise the leadership mythology of both
Igor Strelkov and hisWhite imperial-nationalists, as well as Eduard Limonov and “Other Russia,” as
committed patriots with impeccable credentials as consistent opponents of a “treacherous peace” in
the Donbas.56 The white-imperial and anti-systemic nationalist clusters clearly take a more openly
critical stance to the Putin regime and seek a role as a patriotic opposition to open up direct
participation in politics. Strelkov calls for the unification of “real patriots” into amovement that can
act as a “third force” against the “ruling class” of okhraniteli and liberal-oligarchs.57 They highlight
the moribund state of patriotic opposition parties in the State Duma, such as the SR/Za Pravdu
party, KPRF and LDPR, and the limited possibilities for them in the 2026 elections.58 They are
presented as a fake “patriotic opposition”wasting the protest potential of important segments of the
population, in contrast to the “real patriots” ready to “give their lives” for their cause.59 This is in
stark contrast to what was observable in the radical conservative-orthodox and military blogger
clusters, who take a far softer stance on the regime, showing conditional loyalty while seeking to
carve out niches for themselves in the new wartime Russia.

The common view in the radical conservative-orthodox andmilitary blogger clusters was to view
the launch of the SMO as the opening of a “historic opportunity,” where “Western” or “globalist”
projects such as the covid-19 “digital concentration camp” are cancelled, paving the way for “the
creation of our own project that will be based on Russian history and Orthodoxy.”60 This cluster
takes a far more generous view of Putin’s leadership: “Although Putin’s reforms proceeded
gradually and slowly (…) the SMO is their culmination (…) now everyone has suddenly noticed
we have a patriotic revolution.”61 Like the other two clusters, they interpret the 2022 change as
breaking the status quo in Russia’s political establishment.Military bloggerWargonzowent as far as
to call it “regime change,” as Putin now forces the political elite to either “give allegiance to a new
truly sovereign Russia (…) or side with the liberal-oligarchic basicallyWestern elites, who captured
the country after the fall of theUSSR.”62 Alexander Dugin presented a similar vision, declaring, “the
bridges are burned. Russia is now in the front row of world history and global politics (…) the old
compromise to the sixth column (…) no longer operates (…) now we are all Russian (russkie), and
we answer to each other.”63

The main difference of this cluster is how they understand their role in supporting what they see
as Putin’s “Patriotic Revolution.” Reviewing the first year of the SMO, Dugin observed “the
patriotization of society is proceeding extremely slowly (…) just as slow as our Western advance
(on the frontlines) (…) after a period of fluctuations and setbacks (…) the SMO has taken a more
solid form (…) amethodical and reserved patriotism.” Showing loyalty to the President and regime,
Dugin warned one must show “great caution in talking about traitors in the leadership of the
Russian Federation” and only raise this when there is strong evidence.64 It is clear the radical
conservatives, Orthodox patriots and military bloggers all seek to assist the rebirth of Russia
through a stealthy “patriotic revolution” in which they demonstrate loyalty to regime while seeking
new specific niches to occupy.

In the radical conservative-orthodox cluster, channels often mirror regime discourse while
carefully blending in more radical ideas and imagery. When Dugin broke wartime censorship laws
by suggesting the SMO be rebranded as a “holy war” of light and darkness. This echoed sentiments
articulated by Patriarch Kirill himself.65 The more frequent use of religious language was a marked
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feature of the patriotic discourse of this cluster. Malofeev mirrored regime discourse at the time of
the 2024 Presidential elections, claiming victory in the SMO “opens the road to a Russian (russkoe)
future, the long pathway of Russia’s development as a sovereign civilization-state.”66 InMarch 2024
Dugin summarized the approach of reusing regime discourse, using binaries close to those used by
Putin in successive Valdai Forums:

With Putin the country has begun a new and correct direction: truthfulness and not treason;
sovereignty and not colonial dependence on the West and being controlled from without;
greatpowerness (derzhavnost’) and not the collapse of society into atoms; the unity of the
country and the vertical of power, not progressive separatism; traditional values and not the
imitation of Western degradation; Russian pride (gordost’), not Russophobia; constructive
patriotism, not destructive toxic liberalism; strong state power (vlast’), not the all-powerful
oligarchy67

In the context of this loyalty and reproduction of regime discourse, one key endeavour in this cluster
is ideological production and entrepreneurial activity with the aim of winning roles, niches and
spaces. As Dugin puts it:

only the declaration of the Russian Idea and ideological mobilisation of society (….) can save
us from Armageddon (…) we have almost exhausted the technical and military limits of the
SMO (…) all that is left is ideology (…) that can change the course (…) the alternative to
ideology today is the suicide of the regime or a nuclear apocalypse.68

Military bloggers also see the need to “renew the state ideology (…) in place of the old okhrani-
tel’stvo—which is defensive— comes the necessary new patriotism – an ideational offensive for the
hearts and minds of our citizens.”69 Dugin and Malofeev in particular lead the way responding to
the call, working together in new platforms such as the Tsargrad Foundation70 to provide project
funding to NGOs and the Tsargrad Institute, a research centre.71 Dugin has endorsed Malofeev’s
2022 book “Empire: the Form of the Future,”72 which Malofeev says “describes the how the Russia
of our dream looks. A Russia where large Russian (russkie) families live in spacious houses in a
strong, sovereign, great country (…) a Russia completely separated from the globalist Sodom.”73

Merging political Orthodoxy, Eurasianism and neo-traditionalism, Dugin and Malofeev are
developing concrete projects to create meaning behind key nodes in state discourse, such as
“traditional values” and the “Russia as the civilization-state.”

Conclusion
This study, based on a robust digitalmethods approach, has clarified both the interconnectedness of
“imperial-nationalist” actors and established a degree of consistency and coherence in their wartime
discourses. We find that there is much unity in their presentation of the themes of imperial
irredentism, nationalist reunification, ethnocentrism and nativism. There is also unity in their
extreme presentation of existential war and militaristic calls for escalation, as well as repeated
concerns of “treacherous” peace deal. Given this relative ideological coherence and similar policy
stances, there would appear to be significant basis for cooperation between the members of this
diverse network. Unlike other dissenting opposition groups, the posts of these groups do not
generally attract the ire of the security organs. Their pro-war critical patriotism may even have
gained them credibility among Russia’s siloviki; they have called for a variety of measures— SMO
escalation, firing incompetent or corrupt officials, crackdowns on migrants — that have been
belatedly adopted by the authorities. There are grounds to suggest imperial-nationalists act as
hardliners exposing ideological inconsistencies in the regime’s actions. Their capacity to influence
the regime may increase if alliances are built with regime insiders on specific policy issues. In the
meantime, their dissent in the form of critical patriotism fractures the Kremlin’s carefully crafted
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wartime consensus and gives new status to actors once considered marginal. It may be for this
reason that the Russian authorities are experimenting with ways to shut down Telegram for the
upcoming Russia Duma Elections in 2026.

On the other hand, it could be argued the Kremlin tolerates non-systemic actors in a wartime
version of “managed pluralism” (Strycharz 2024). Indeed, it is easy to dismiss these actors as “useful
idiots” for the regime who are largely loyal but constantly go to extremes. Permitting their dissent
may offer a relatively safe venting of a dissent replete with esoteric, exotic and aggressive ideas that
can make the regime look rational, pragmatic and moderate in comparison. While there is much
truth to this version, we view it as only part of the story. Rather thanmere puppets, these actors have
agency. The decision to be more critical, expose more sensitive problems and potentially enrage the
authorities is one taken by the actors themselves based on their reading of the costs, risks and benefits.
In the case of Strelkov and the National Bolsheviks, they expect their more radical opposition to reap
longer-term benefits after the short-term cost of repression is paid. The same is true of the
conservative-Orthodox-military cluster, whose preference for establishing themselves in new niches
is predicated not only on the calculation the regime is here to stay but in their own desire to author an
ideology for a new autocracy or monarchy. Their decision to focus on finding niches of ideological
production reflects their goal of sending their doctrines “upstream” – heard and adopted by the
Kremlin – and “downstream” for the consumption of broader Russian society (Laruelle 2025).

Expert opinion is divided on the prospects of Russia’s imperial-nationalists. Their ideas may or
may becomemore relevant to regime decision-making and an emergent ideology; there are reasons
to doubt they can develop into a unified and cohesive nationalist movement (Carnegie 2023). On
the other hand, Russia has been transformed by war. The militarization of Russian society, the shift
to a newKeynesian economicmodel and the return to civilian life of hundreds of thousands of SMO
veterans, all point to a postwar future where patriotism and nationalism remain at the centre of
political life. Further research is needed to understand the role and influence of imperial-nationalist
groups in the coming years. This may involve elite network analysis to understand their intercon-
nections and relationship with the authorities, as well as public opinion research to interrogate how
far their discourses and policy stances resonate with society.
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Notes

1 While the systemic opposition in the Russian Parliament has largely rallied behind the regime
(Dollbaum and Seongcheol, 2024), Aleksei Navalny’s anti-systemic opposition was liquidated
in 2021, along with liberal civil society actors, who have subsequently borne the brunt of the
regime’s wartime crackdown. This includes 19850 detentions, 895 “anti-war” criminal cases and
8693 administrative charges (OVD-Info. 2024)

2 All replication materials, including code, selected datasets, and documentation, are available at
the following GitHub repository: https://github.com/alina-khamat/The-Battle-for-Russia-
Rebirth

3 Our communication network comprises 78 nodes and 1,563 directed edges. The network has a
density of 0.268, meaning roughly 26 percent of all possible ties are realized, and an average path
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length of 1.9, suggesting a compact structure in which information typically travels between
channels within two reposts (see Appendix 3). Such connectivity facilitates the rapid diffusion of
narratives and ideological framings across the national-patriot digital sphere.

4 The main benefit of this method is that it does not require setting a fixed number of clusters in
advance. This allows the data structure to emerge naturally, without being shaped by prior
theoretical assumptions. Although the original network is directed, modularity was computed
on a symmetrized undirected projection, following standard practice for Louvain-based ana-
lyses, which assume undirectedmodularity maximization. The analysis was performed in Gephi
0.10.1 with the following Louvain settings: resolution = 1.0 (the default, providing a balanced
granularity that avoids both over-fragmentation and excessive aggregation of clusters), ran-
domize = true (to minimize path dependence and improve convergence toward a higher
modularity solution by varying node order during optimization), and use edge weights = true.
Edge weights were defined by repost frequency, so that stronger ties contributed proportionally
more to community cohesion.

5 The NetworkX Python package was used to calculate this and other network metrics.
6 The use of lemmatization ensured that the analysis captured the intendedmeanings of the terms,
regardless of their morphological forms, thereby enhancing the robustness of the study’s findings.

7 https://t.me/Agdchan/9741
8 https://zavtra.ru/blogs/mi_imperiya
9 https://t.me/sorok40russia/24943
10 https://vk.com/wall-55790675_294755?ysclid=m70oac7lmw591261247
11 https://t.me/zemshina/607
12 https://t.me/sergeyrusov/628
13 https://t.me/sashakots/28465
14 t.me/Alekhin_Telega/10632
15 https://t.me/zhivoff/15284
16 https://t.me/obshina_ru/4395
17 https://dzen.ru/b/ZZw3y8VaIihV2Fr0
18 https://t.me/s/obshina_ru/3217
19 https://t.me/obshina_ru/14634
20 https://t.me/rusjuche/8047
21 https://vk.com/wall-66778537_118760?ysclid=m70ql2oep8612053654
22 https://t.me/sergeyrusov/387
23 http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/69465
24 https://thehill.com/policy/international/3874880-putin-says-ukraine-war-poses-existential-

threat-to-russian-people/
25 https://t.me/Agdchan/8029
26 https://t.me/strelkovii/4638
27 https://t.me/pgubarev/542
28 https://t.me/olegtsarov/1842
29 https://t.me/voenkorKotenok/39620
30 https://t.me/strelkovii/2588
31 https://t.me/boris_rozhin/42739
32 https://t.me/strelkovii/2964
33 https://t.me/adirect/15136
34 https://vk.com/wall-55790675_251768?ysclid=m70g2g3bzm992026025
35 https://t.me/Agdchan/4113
36 https://t.me/kvmalofeev/2678
37 https://t.me/SolovievLive/132592
38 https://t.me/igorstrelkov/28600
39 https://vk.com/wall-204749364_6513?ysclid=m71ns3om43752777554
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40 https://t.me/ia_rossa/31514
41 https://t.me/adirect/10482
42 https://vk.com/wall-53792596_8660?ysclid=m71onba7ob829563021
43 https://t.me/strelkovii/2742
44 https://t.me/ugolok_bibliotekarya1/785
45 “Khokol” is a derogatory term for Ukrainian
46 https://t.me/adirect/20439
47 https://t.me/adirect/16214
48 https://t.me/sergeyrusov/214, https://t.me/georgy_fedorov/1882
49 https://t.me/sergeyrusov/94
50 Okhranetli translates as “guardians” and refers to the vocal conservative defenders of the regime

and its policies (Yablakov 2018).
51 https://t.me/strelkovii/6335
52 https://vk.com/wall-221899442_1375?ysclid=m71u0pym40127144536
53 https://t.me/adirect/16588
54 https://t.me/sergeyrusov/628
55 https://t.me/sergeyrusov/298
56 https://t.me/adirect/10754; https://t.me/rusjuche/4255; https://t.me/strelkovii/2588
57 https://t.me/strelkovii/6367
58 https://t.me/georgy_fedorov/2797
59 https://vk.com/wall-55790675_276159?ysclid=m71tcnpnk1109821689
60 https://t.me/s/imperia_rus/537
61 https://t.me/Agdchan/14798
62 https://t.me/wargonzo/5914
63 https://t.me/Agdchan/4114
64 https://t.me/Agdchan/9782
65 https://katehon.com/ru/article/rossiya-protiv-anti-rossii-interesy-i-cennosti?ysclid=

m71z5luhjk192206004 For more on how the Russian Orthodox War has been radicalized over
the course of the war, see Suslov 2024

66 https://t.me/kvmalofeev/2709
67 https://t.me/Agdchan/14798
68 https://t.me/Agdchan/8029
69 https://t.me/zhivoff/5205
70 https://www.gazeta.ru/politics/news/2024/03/26/22633693.shtml
71 https://katehon.com/ru/o-nas
72 https://katehon.com/ru/article/imperiya-obraz-budushchego
73 https://t.me/kvmalofeev/2589
74 The keywords were manually compiled through corpus-driven inspection of posts from the

subsample of the most influential Telegram channels
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Appendix 1. Sampling methods and sensitivity check
Weemployed an Exponential Discriminative Snowball Sampling (EDSS) procedure to identifyTelegramchannels constituting the
“critical patriotic” segment of Russia’s pro-war infosphere. Themethod combined algorithmic network expansion based on repost
ties with manual exclusion of nodes deemed irrelevant in terms of their communicative function or ideological alignment.

The sampling proceeded in two rounds (waves). As a starting point, we selected four high-reach “seed” Telegram channels
that best fit our theoretical definition of wartime critical patriotism: Konstantin Malofeev (@kvmalofeev), Igor Strelkov
(@strelkovii), Direct Action‰Z (@adirect), and Rybar (@rybar). The time frame for sampling extended from February
24, 2022, to September 1, 2024. Inclusion thresholds were set at >5 reposts for the first wave and >10 reposts for the second
wave (see sensitivity analysis below). In both waves, the same qualitative exclusion criteria were applied to prevent the inflation
of network density by channels that do not contribute to the measurement of value-driven or identity-based communicative
alignment:

(1) News aggregators, which focus exclusively on factual news dissemination (for example, RIA News)
(2) Official channels affiliated with government institutions or individual state officials (for example,Ministry of Defense)
(3) Foreign-focused channels that do not cover Russian politics or the Russia–Ukraine war and instead focus on the

domestic politics of other countries (for example, Tales from the Favelas, Balkan Gossip)
(4) Irregularly reposted channels, defined as those appearing in fewer than three of eleven temporal quarterly, to

exclude episodic, event-driven connections rather than sustained communicative ties
(5) Deleted, blocked, or private channels

To determine the appropriate repost frequency thresholds for inclusion, we conducted a sensitivity check examining how the
number of unique channels in the sample changes as the repost threshold increases. InWave 1, the number of unique reposted
channels in the sample declines sharply between thresholds of 1 and 5, stabilizing afterward. (Fig. 2) Based on this inflection
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Figure A1. Sampling Process.

Figure A2. Sensitivity of Sample Composition to the Repost Threshold, Wave 1.
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point (“elbow”), the threshold t ≥ 5 was chosen to balance noise reduction and network coverage, capturing the stable
communicative core of the sample. In Wave 2, the sensitivity checks revealed that the rate of decline in unique channels slows
considerably beyond t = 10, suggesting that the network structure becomes stable with respect to further parameter variation.
(Fig.3) Thus, a stricter threshold of t≥ 10was applied to capture only recurrent and sustained repost relationships, ensuring that
the expanded sample reflects a consolidated and resilient communicative network rather than transient or peripheral linkages.

Appendix 2. Sample of national-patriotic telegram channels (with cluster classification
and audience size)

Figure A3. Sensitivity of Sample Composition to the Repost Threshold, Wave 2.

Table A1. Telegram Channels in the Sample, by Cluster and Audience Size

Id Label
Subscribers (August

2025) Cluster

RVvoenkor Операция Z: Военкоры Русской
Весны

1,613,675 Military Bloggers

rybar Рыбарь 1,315,743 Military Bloggers

rusich_army АРХАНГЕЛ СПЕЦНАЗА ZRU 1,179,493 Military Bloggers

dva_majors Два майора 1,178,426 Military Bloggers

wargonzo WarGonzo 1032159 Military Bloggers

Sladkov_plus Сладков+ 919739 Military Bloggers

voenacher Повёрнутые на войне RU 791544 Military Bloggers

epoddubny Поддубный |Z|О|V| edition 770819 Military Bloggers

kvmalofeev Константин Малофеев 743128 Tsargrad Network

sashakots Kotsnews 621646 Military Bloggers

obshina_ru Русская Община ZOV 616283 Radical Conservative-
Orthodox Patriots

Continued
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Table A1. Continued

Id Label
Subscribers (August

2025) Cluster

grey_zone GREY ZONE 547227 Military Bloggers

aleksandr_skif Александр Ходаковский 499631 Military Bloggers

strelkovii Стрелков Игорь Иванович 433253 White Imperial Nationalists

voenkorKotenok Военкор Котенок 408401 Military Bloggers

notes_veterans ZАПИСКИ VЕТЕРАНА 358596 White Imperial Nationalists

infantmilitario Милитарист 286187 Military Bloggers

vladlentatarsky Владлен Татарский 255094 Military Bloggers

RtrDonetsk Репортёр Руденко V 232094 Military Bloggers

ghost_of_novorossia ПриZрак Новороссии 199441 White Imperial Nationalists

Alekhin_Telega Роман Алехин 188824 Military Bloggers

brussinf Позывной Брюс 136023 Military Bloggers

o_andrey_tkachev АНДРЕЙ ТКАЧЁВ 127639 Radical Conservative-
Orthodox Patriots

boriskorchevnikov Борис Корчевников 120690 Radical Conservative-
Orthodox Patriots

zhivoff ЖИВОВ Z 117041 Military Bloggers

beard_tim Синяя Z Борода 99116 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

romagolovanov ГОЛОВАНОВ 83927 Radical Conservative-
Orthodox Patriots

spastv Телеканал СПАС 73771 Radical Conservative-
Orthodox Patriots

Agdchan AGDchan 71403 Tsargrad Network

i_strelkov_2023 Мирослава Регинская (Свободу
Стрелкову!)

57589 White Imperial Nationalists

rusfleet Записки мичмана Птичкина 53568 White Imperial Nationalists

blackcolonel2020 “Черный полковник” В.Алкснис 41046 White Imperial Nationalists

ordinaryczarizm Обыкновенный царизм 37892 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

soldat_prav СОЛДАТСКАЯ ПРАВДА 36764 White Imperial Nationalists

pgubarev Рядовой Губарев 31872 White Imperial Nationalists

zogrussia1 ZOG 2.0 26617 Military Bloggers

nwindpro Северный ветер 24015 White Imperial Nationalists

kartezianec Cogito ergo sum (канал
архиепископа Саввы)

23716 Radical Conservative-
Orthodox Patriots

comradepelevin Александр Пелевин Z 22729 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

Andrafanaslive Афанасьев Z 21842 Radical Conservative-
Orthodox Patriots

Continued
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Table A1. Continued

Id Label
Subscribers (August

2025) Cluster

tsarkrest ДВИЖЕНИЕ ЦАРСКИЙ КРЕСТ 20908 Radical Conservative-
Orthodox Patriots

russia_and_anvil Савва Федосеев 15946 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

rus_jansen Янсен | Z 14837 White Imperial Nationalists

KRPRus Клуб рассерженных патриотов 14403 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

juchkovsky АлександрЖучковский 13716 White Imperial Nationalists

der_kultur_kampf Культурная война | Kulturkampf 13126 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

adirect Прямое действие‰Z 12949 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

georgy_fedorov Федоров Здорового Человека 12289 White Imperial Nationalists

R_Vestovoi Вѣстовой RU 10932 White Imperial Nationalists

russdiary РУССКИЙ ДНЕВНИК 8395 Tsargrad Network

RDS_Official_channel РДС. РУССКОЕ ДВИЖЕНИЕ
СТРЕЛКОВА

7494 White Imperial Nationalists

chernaya100kitchen Кухня черносотенца 6806 White Imperial Nationalists

interbrigady2022 Интербригады 2022 6134 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

zapiskitrad Zаписки традиционалиста 5169 Tsargrad Network

Rus_imperia Русское Имперское Движение 3864 Radical Conservative-
Orthodox Patriots

imperskiylegion1917 Имперский легион 3505 Radical Conservative-
Orthodox Patriots

drugoros_spb ЛЕНИНГРИБ □Z (нацболы) 3451 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

mihailaksel Михаил Аксель 3392 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

rusjuche Русское чучхе 2798 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

zverochan ZVерства и тОчка. Свободу Лене
Егоровой.

2784 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

rossia_3 ЕСМ | РОССИЯ-Z 2647 Tsargrad Network

new_totalis Totalis 2496 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

ImashevNB Уральский прищур Z Кирилл
Имашев

2056 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

boris975 БорисМышлявцев 1985 White Imperial Nationalists

RDS_official_smi РусскийМанифест | Пресса РДС 1889 White Imperial Nationalists

bunkerdayly #будниБункера‰Z 1542 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

heartlandfire Хартленд 1539 Tsargrad Network

igorvezite Цех52 1286 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

Protoinquisitor Судья инквизиции 1178 White Imperial Nationalists

molotov_perm Молотов! 929 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

Continued
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Appendix 3. Network metrics and robustness checks

All metrics were computed in Python 3.12 (NetworkX 3.2).

GWC=GiantWeak Component of the directed graph (largest subgraph inwhich nodes are connected when directionality is
ignored). Telegram networks are typically asymmetric (information often flows one way); GWC ensures that all nodes
participating in at least one repost relation are included, preserving the empirically observed communication structure without
restricting the analysis to fully reciprocal ties.

LCC = Largest Connected Component of the undirected projection (used for robustness checks)

Reachability indicates the proportion of node pairs with finite shortest-path distance.

Densit: D = m
n n�1ð Þ for directed graph and D= 2m

n n�1ð Þ for undirected graph

Average Path Length: L= 1
Nr

P
i≠ j,dij <∞dij , where Nr is the number of reachable pairs and dij is the length of the shortest

directed path between i and j. Shortest paths were computed as unweighted, since each repost constitutes a single transmission
event; thus, path length represents steps of diffusion, not message frequency.

Global Efficiency: E= 1
n 1�nð Þ

P
i ≠ j

1
dij

with 1
∞ = 0 for unreachable pairs. This measure captures the ease of information

diffusion across the network, complementing L by incorporating disconnected pairs.

Appendix 4. The most influential telegram channels: Top-5 by weighted degree and
betweenness centrality per cluster
WeightedDegree captures each channel’s overall prominence in the repost network by summing the frequency of incoming and
outgoing repost ties, reflecting both visibility and activity. Betweenness Centrality measures brokerage—how often a channel
connects otherwise separate parts of the network—calculated on an undirected graph (to capture reciprocal information flow
between channels) with 1/weight as distance, so that stronger, more frequent repost ties represent shorter and more probable
paths of information flow. For each cluster, the top-3 channels were selected based on the combination of these two metrics.
Channels whose messages were used in the qualitative discourse analysis are marked in bold: these include both their own posts

Table A1. Continued

Id Label
Subscribers (August

2025) Cluster

nbstaroverov Беспечный плотник Z 687 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

fabric80 Цех80 394 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

dr_kuban Другая Кубань 382 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

uralpartisan Уральский ПартиZан 373 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

drugoros_vrn Другой Воронеж 321 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

inter_manufactory_77 ЦЕХ 77 239 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

nazbol_sar Другой Саранск 139 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

KRPrus52 КРП - Нижний Новгород 78 Anti-Systemic Nationalists

Table A2. Descriptive Network Statistics for the Sampled Telegram Channels

Graph
Nodes
(n)

Edges
(m) Reachability

Density
(D)

Average Path
Length (L) Diameter

Global
Efficiency (E)

Directed (GWC) 78 1,563 0.9615 0.2602 1.9020 4 0.5836

Undirected
(Projection, LCC)

78 1,122 1.0000 0.3736 1.6593 3 0.6813
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and reposted content, inwhich case references aremade to the original source in qualitative analysis. The TsargradNetwork and
Radical Conservative-

Orthodox Patriots clusters were merged due to their ideological proximity. Consequently, three channels were selected for
the combined cluster, with representation distributed proportionally to the number of nodes from each subcluster.

Table A3. Most Influential Channels within Each Cluster: Top Five by Weighted Degree and Betweenness Centrality

Name of Cluster
Percentage of

nodes Channels with Highest Degree
Channels with Highest
Betweenness Centrality

Military Bloggers 24.36 sashakots (5768) sashakots (0.476)

rybar (4294) wargonzo (0.433)

epoddubny (3554) voenkorKotenok (0.174)

voenacher (3544) voenacher (0.054)

voenkorKotenok (2810) rybar (0.051)

White Imperial Nationalists 23.08 RDS_Official_channel (1726) ghost_of_novorossia (0.125)

ghost_of_novorossia (1555) soldat_prav (0.112)

soldat_prav (1542) RDS_official_smi (0.093)

RDS_official_smi (1387) RDS_Official_channel (0.060)

notes_veterans (1313) juchkovsky (0.052)

Anti-Systemic Nationalists 32.05 adirect (6859) adirect (0.471)

bunkerdayly (2229) beard_tim (0.404)

interbrigady2022 (2174) new_totalis (0.096)

new_totalis (1793) interbrigady2022 (0.052)

beard_tim (1733) KRPRus (0.026)

Tsargrad Network 7.69 Agdchan (1361) Agdchan (0.129)

rossia_3 (850) zapiskitrad (0.026)

kvmalofeev (466) rossia_3 (0.002)

zapiskitrad (211) heartlandfire (0.000)

russdiary (98) kvmalofeev (0.000)

Radical Conservative-
Orthodox Patriots

12.82 spastv (2012) romagolovanov (0.076)

Andrafanaslive (1960) boriskorchevnikov (0.056)

boriskorchevnikov (1387) Andrafanaslive (0.050)

romagolovanov (1140) Rus_imperia (0.026)

obshina_ru (730) kartezianec (0.008)
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Appendix 5. Dependency parsing: Keywords for criticism of Russian authorities74

Appendix 6. Model card — ruBERT criticism classifier
Model

• Base: DeepPavlov/rubert-base-cased (Russian, cased, 12‑layer, 768‑hidden, 12‑heads, 180M parameters)
• Task: Binary sequence classification — criticism of Russian authorities (1) vs other (0)
• Framework: Hugging Face Transformers (Trainer)

Data and Labeling
• Corpus: Russian Telegram messages from national-patriot discourse
• Label definition:

� Criticism (1): explicit or implicit negative evaluation of Russian authorities, leadership, or state institutions (incl.
blame, calls for accountability, incompetence/lying frames)

� Other (0): neutral/positive/non-political content/political content without evaluative blame/political content that
assigns blame to foreign (non-domestic) authorities

• Split: stratified 80/20 (train/test)
• Preprocessing: whitespace trim; max_len=128; no oversampling

Table A4. Dependency-Parsing Dictionary: Keywords for criticism of Russian authorities

Keywords
for political criticism

“предавать” (to betray), “сливать” (to give away), “трусить” (to be cowardly), “бояться” (to be
afraid), “тянуть” (to drag/slowdown), “молчать” (to remain silent), “оправдываться” (tomake
excuses), “сдавать” (to surrender), “отступать” (to retreat), “обманывать” (to deceive),
“прикрываться” (to cover up), “мешать” (to interfere), “медлить” (to delay), “врать” (to lie),
“запаздывать” (to be late), “игнорировать” (to ignore), “прятаться” (to hide), “провалить” (to
fail), “саботировать” (to sabotage), “замалчивать” (to hush up), “бездействовать” (to be
inactive), “зажраться” (to get greedy), “трусливый” (cowardly), “нерешительный”
(indecisive), “медлительный” (slow), “пассивный” (passive), “слабый” (weak), “бессильный”
(powerless), “виновный” (guilty), “неадекватный” (inadequate), “отстранённый” (detached),
“глухой” (unresponsive), “виноватый” (guilty), “коррумпированный” (corrupt),
“провальный” (failing), “ничтожный” (insignificant), “смешной” (ridiculous), “жалкий”
(pathetic), “некомпетентный” (incompetent), “преступный” (criminal), “плохой” (bad),
“продажный” (bribeable), “договорняк” (backroom deal), “провал” (failure), “ошибка”
(mistake), “враньё” (lie), “вранье” (lie), “бездействие” (inaction), “некомпетентность”
(incompetence), “позор” (disgrace), “неспособность” (inability), “безответственность”
(irresponsibility), “беспредел” (lawlessness), “коррупция” (corruption), “предательство”
(betrayal), “кризис” (crisis), “развал” (collapse), “крах” (crash/failure), “беззаконие”
(lawlessness), “несправедливость” (injustice), “кумовство” (nepotism), “бардак” (mess),
“казнокрадство” (embezzlement), “обман” (deceit), “ложь” (lie), “обрушение” (collapse),
“наглость” (impudence), “недееспособность” (incapacity), “общак” (criminal fund),
“идиотизм” (idiocy), “заговор” (conspiracy), “измена” (treason), “не мочь” (to not be able),
“не решаться” (to not dare / to not have the courage), “не вмешиваться” (to not intervene),
“не отвечать” (to not take responsibility / to not be accountable), “не справляться” (to not
cope / to not manage)

Keywords
for Russian
authorities

“администрация президента” (Presidential Administration), “режим путина” (Putin’s regime),
“министерство обороны” (Ministry of Defense), “спикер госдумы” (Duma Speaker), “единая
россия” (United Russia), “путинский режим” (Putin’s regime), “власти рф” (Russian
authorities), “силовой блок” (security apparatus), “наше руководство” (our leadership),
“наша власть” (our government), “партия страха” (party of fear), “путин” (Putin), “кремль”
(Kremlin), “минобороны” (MoD), “шойгу” (Shoigu), “лавров” (Lavrov), “патрушев”
(Patrushev), “силовики” (siloviki/security forces), “госдума” (State Duma), “медведев”
(Medvedev), “мишустин” (Mishustin), “фсб” (FSB), “мвд” (MVD), “единоросы” (United Russia
members), “дегенералы” (degenerate generals), “набулина” (Nabiullina), “мантуров”
(Manturov), “песков” (Peskov), “охранители” (regime enforcers)
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Training Configuration

Training Dynamics
• Selection criterion: lowest validation loss.
• Validation loss by epoch: E1 = 0.5302, E2 = 0.4649 (best), E3 = 0.4799.
• Best checkpoint: epoch 2 (used for all results).

Held-Out Test Performance

Table A5. Training Configuration of the RuBERT Criticism Classifier

Parameter Value

Optimizer AdamW

Learning rate 2e–5

Weight decay 0.01

Batch size 8

Epochs 3

Eval/Save each epoch

Load best at end True

Tokenizer DeepPavlov/rubert-base-cased (max_len=128, padding/truncation)

Inference threshold 0.5 (tunable via PR curve)

Seed 42

Table A6. Classification Performance on the Held-Out Test Set

Class Precision Recall F1 Support

0 — Non-criticism 0.887 0.764 0.821 72

1 — Criticism 0.730 0.868 0.793 53

Accuracy 0.808 125

Macro avg 0.809 0.816 0.807 125

Weighted avg 0.821 0.808 0.809 125

Confusion matrix (threshold = 0.5).

Table A7. Confusion Matrix of the RuBERT Criticism Classifier

Pred 0 Pred 1

True 0 TN = 55 FP = 17

True 1 FN = 7 TP = 46

FP/FN Examples
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Table A8. Illustrative Misclassifications with Predicted Probabilities

Type Example (RU) Example (EN)

FP p(crit) = 0.83 Релокантов-русофобов началищемить.
Им это не нравится Бежавшие за рубеж
музыканты, артисты и стендап-комики, не
прекратившие поливать дерьмом родную страну
из прекрасного далека, начали возмущаться, что
их стали щемить в «цивилизованном мире,”
Штрафуют, запрещают концерты, сажают в
тюрьмы. Общий лейтмотив - ах, какой плохой
Кремль! ЧерезМИД выкручивает руки творческой
«элите»! А чего вы ждали? Хотели воевать с
государством?Ну так будьте готовы к тому, что
оно будет защищаться. И давать сдачи. При
этом, у государства гораздо больше способов
нагадить вам, чем у вас - государству. Если вы
плюнете в коллектив, коллектив утрется. Если
коллектив в вас - вы утонете. А сидели бы тихо в
своих дубаях и не открывали бы рот на страну,
которой обязаны своим благосостоянием, глядишь
и попроще бы жилось.

Relocated Russophobes have started to get squeezed.
They don’t like it. Musicians, performers, and stand-
up comedians who fled abroad and haven’t
stopped shitting on their homeland from a
comfortable distance have begun complaining that
they’re being squeezed in the “civilized world.”
They’re being fined, concerts are being banned, and
they’re being thrown in prison. The general refrain
is: “Oh, what a bad Kremlin! It’s twisting the arms of
the creative ‘elite’ through the Foreign Ministry!”
And what did you expect? You wanted to wage war
on the state? Then be ready for it to defend itself—
and to hit back. Moreover, the state has far more
ways to mess with you than you have to mess with
the state. If you spit on the collective, the collective
will wipe it off. If the collective spits on you—you’ll
drown. If only you had kept quiet in Dubai and not
opened your mouths against the country to which
you owe your prosperity, you might have had an
easier life.

FP p(crit) = 0.71 Я понимаю, что тыкать всюду с
криками “буквально гитлер” это в современном
обществе, так сказать, моветон. Но отметить
не могу. Вестоидская пропаганда ОЧЕНЬ похожа
на нацистскую. Враг должен быть одновременно
жалким и беспомощным, но при этом внушающим
страх. Враг в такой пропаганде - враг не из-за
своих убеждений, а по модулю, скорее даже не
человек, а мрачный допельгангер европейца. Еврей
живет в антисанитарных условиях, одержим
безумнымитрадициями.Онтруслив ижаден, слаб.
Но ПРИ ЭТОМ евреи проникли во все банки и
парламенты, буквально держат нашфатерлянд за
яйца, но что САМОЕ СТРАШНОЕ может
ПРИТВОРИТЬСЯ НЕМЦЕМ. То же самое во всех
новостях Руины. В Оркостане невозможно жить.
Это вызженная пустошь, азиатский деспотат,
блиннолопа… Ну, вы поняли. Но при этом влияние
русских распростаняется всюду - они повинны и в
парижских клопах и в наводнении в Сенегале. При
этом очевидно, что в пропаганде европейских
стран, Россия предстает некой анти-европой.
Русский может выглядить как человек, говорить
как человек, но в его рептильном мозге кипит
жажда насилия, подавленная в европейцах.
Русский допельгангер воплощает желания и
страхи европейца. В образе нищего
мордора/грязного штетла кроются опасения
европейцев на счет своего будущего, а в образе
сионских мудрецов/всесильного фсб - стремление к
власти. Короче, идеальный враг, Абсолютный
Другой - одновременно тот, кем ты стать
боишься, но при этом он способен на выход за
рамки обывательской морали.

I understand that running around yelling “literally
Hitler” everywhere is, in modern society, so to
speak, bad form. But I can’t help noting it. Vestoid
propaganda is VERY similar to Nazi propaganda.
The enemy has to be both pitiful and helpless, yet at
the same time fear-inducing. In such propaganda
the enemy is an enemy not because of his
convictions, but by definition—rather not even a
human, but a gloomy doppelgänger of the
European. The Jew lives in unsanitary conditions,
obsessed with insane traditions. He is cowardly and
greedy, weak. But AT THE SAME TIME the Jews have
penetrated all the banks and parliaments, literally
have our fatherland by the balls, and—what is
MOST TERRIFYING—can PASS AS A GERMAN. The
same thing is in all the news from “Ruina.” It’s
impossible to live in “Orkostan.” It’s a scorched
wasteland, an Asiatic despotate, blinnolopa …
well, you get it. But at the same time the influence of
Russians spreads everywhere — they’re to blame
for the bedbugs in Paris and the flooding in Senegal.
And it’s obvious that in European countries’
propaganda, Russia appears as a kind of anti-
Europe. A Russian can look like a person, speak like
a person, but in his reptilian brain there seethes a
thirst for violence, suppressed in Europeans. The
Russian doppelgänger embodies the desires and
fears of the European. In the image of a poor
Mordor/dirty shtetl lie Europeans’ anxieties about
their own future, and in the image of the Elders of
Zion/all-powerful FSB — the striving for power. In
short, the ideal enemy, the Absolute Other — at
once the one you fear becoming, but at the same
time capable of stepping beyond bourgeois
morality.

FN p(crit) = 0.07 Владимир Владимирович, вы так и
будете миролюбиво жевать сопли или начнёте
отодвигать границу?

Vladimir Vladimirovich, are you going to keep meekly
dragging your feet or will you start pushing the
border back?

Continued
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Appendix 7. Keywords for critical patriotism and imperial nationalism frames

Table A8. Continued

Type Example (RU) Example (EN)

FN p(crit)=0.11 Прошло 2 года СВО. В декабре 2021 года
нам говорили: в армии всё есть!В декабре 2023 года
стало понятно, что того, что нужно, нет.
Просрали все полимеры, господа генералы. Грубник
вам тыщу раз говорил: фронту нужны готовые
решения. На что вас хватило - придти к Коваксу и
потребовать у него готовое решение. Так это не
работает…Интеллектуально мы - в жопе.Путин
сказал - проблема с дронами. ВПК подстроился?
Нет. Почему? Никто не может принять решение
признать 20 лет развития нашей военной науки
полным говном. Хотите понять, о чем Путин
говорил с генштабом?.. Приезжайте. Прогулка в
1300 метров до Царской охоты - и вы будете
молиться, чтоб вернуться в прошлое и заняться
рэбом, мастерками, беспилотниками… Вы
красили бордюр вместо разработки РЭБ, вели
журналы вместо исследований радиосигналов и
производства компонентов. Живите с этим,
твари. Не верьте телевизору - он вещает из
Москвы. Приезжайте сами.

Two years of the SVO have passed. In December 2021
wewere told: the army has everything! In December
2023 it became clear that what is needed is not
there. You fucked up all the polymers, gentlemen
generals. Grubnik told you a thousand times: the
front needs ready-made solutions. What were you
capable of—coming to Kovaks and demanding a
ready-made solution from him. That’s not how it
works… Intellectually we are in deep shit. Putin
said—there’s a problem with drones. Did the
military-industrial complex adjust? No. Why?No one
can bring themselves to admit that 20 years of our
military science development is complete shit. Want
to understand what Putin talked about with the
General Staff? Come. A 1,300-meter walk to
Tsarskaya Okhota — and you’ll pray to go back in
time and take up REB [electronic warfare], trowels,
drones. … You painted the curb instead of
developing EW, kept logbooks instead of
researching radio signals and producing
components. Live with it, scum. Don’t believe the TV
— it broadcasts from Moscow. Come and see for
yourselves.

Note: Errors predominantly arise in two contexts. First, false positives occur when a post quotes or paraphrases criticism of Russian authorities
(for example, attributed to Russian liberals or Western elites) and the author rebuts that criticism; the classifier reacts to the intense negative
language but fails to recognize that the negativity is not the author’s stance toward domestic authorities. Second, false negatives concentrate in
short messages where criticism is expressed primarily through rhetorical questions or direct address to officials, which provide few lexical
markers of blame; as a result, the posterior for the “criticism” class is underestimated despite a clear oppositional intent.

Table A9. Frame Dictionary for Critical Patriotism and Imperial Nationalism

Frame Keywords (with translation)

Anti-immigration sentiments
and Isolationism

Приезжие (incoming migrants), Нерусские (non-Russians), Русофобия
(Russophobia), русофобный (Russophobic), чурки (ethnic slur for Central Asians),
Русорез (slur: killer of Russians), Замещение коренного населения (replacement
of native population), этнозамещение (ethnic replacement), Криминальные
диаспоры (criminal ethnic enclaves), Этническая война (ethnic war),
Цивилизационный кризис (civilizational crisis), Единокровные (ethnic kin),
Русский вопрос (the Russian question), Геноцид русского народа (genocide of
the Russian people), Боевики-мигранты (migrant fighters), Введение визового
режима (introduction of visa regime)

Anti-peace-deal conspiratorial
thinking

Охранители (regime loyalists), Договорняк (corrupt political deal), договорнячок
(shady backdoor deal), Заговорщики (conspirators), изменники (traitors),
Предательство (betrayal), Пятая колона (fifth column), Позорный мир (shameful
peace), Государственная измена (high treason), позорная сделка (disgraceful
deal), шестая колона (sixth column / extended traitor category), Партия Страха
(party of fear)

Hawkish criticism Военные рельсы (on a war footing), Подлинный патриотизм (true patriotism),
тотальная война (total war), полная Победа (complete victory), настоящая война
(a real war), ввести военное положение (declare martial law), надлежащее
обеспечение войск (proper supply for troops), всеобщая мобилизация (general
mobilization), новая мобилизация (renewed mobilization), решительные
действия (decisive action), Паркетные генералы (desk generals), дегенералы
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Table A9. Continued

Frame Keywords (with translation)

(degenerate generals), Некомпетентность (incompetence), Недееспособность
(incapacity), вредительство (sabotage), глупость (foolishness), идиотизм (idiocy),
необучаемость (untrainability), Развал (collapse)

Left-wing Criticism Госкапитализм (state capitalism), Новая национальная элита (new national elite),
Деолигархизация (de-oligarchization), Компрадорский режим (comprador
regime), Национализация (nationalization), госплан (state planning agency),
капиталисты (capitalists), классовая борьба (class struggle), буржуазия
(bourgeoisie), социальная справедливость (social justice), Национализация
собственности (nationalization of property)

Populism Болтовня (empty talk), элитка (slur: elitists), псевдоэлита (pseudo-elite), Олигархи
(oligarchs), олигархат (oligarchy), олигархический (oligarchic), клан (clan),
клановоолигархический (clan-based oligarchy), Анти-народный (anti-people),
Коррупционеры (corrupt officials), казнокрады (embezzlers), бесправие
(rightlessness), Самозванцы (impostors), Безответственность (irresponsibility),
общак (criminal fund),Алчность (greed), За счет народа (at the people’s expense),
Воровство (theft), обманывать народ (deceive the people), Замалчивание (cover-
up)

Religious language Священная война (holy war), греховный (sinful), Армагеддон (Armageddon),
Апокалипсис (apocalypse), Единоверцы (co-religionists), христианский
(Christian),Садом (Sodom), законБожий (divine law), БитваСвета и Тьмы (battle
of light and darkness),Молитва (prayer)

Revanchism and
Exceptionalism (Russianness)

Государственность (statehood), реальный суверенитет (real sovereignty),
суверенная Россия (sovereign Russia), Единая и неделимая Россия (one and
indivisible Russia), Русская цивилизация (Russian civilization), евразийская
цивилизация (Eurasian civilization), Русская нация (Russian nation), Империя
(empire), Большая Россия (Greater Russia), Державность (great-power identity),
единая держава (unified state), Родная земля (native land), исконные земли
(ancestral lands), Утраченные земли (lost territories), объединить земли (reunify
territories), Историческая справедливость (historical justice), Возрождение
России (revival of Russia), достоинства (virtues), историческое выживание
России (Russia’s historical survival), Самоочищение (self-purification), Русское
самосознание (Russian identity), национальное самосознание (national identity),
Сплотиться (to unite), Восточно-славянский союз (East Slavic union),
Восточно-славянский мир (East Slavic world), Русский мир (Russian World),
Русское жизненное пространство (Russian living space), Деоккупация (de-
occupation), русских земель (of Russian lands), Единый русский народ (the
united Russian people), Государство-цивилизация (civilizational state), Русский
характер (Russian character), русскость (Russianness)

Traditionalism Традиционные ценности (traditional values), традиционализм (traditionalism),
русская культура (Russian culture), традиции отцов (ancestral traditions),
Многодетные семьи (large families), Великие предки (great ancestors), хранить
Память (preserve memory), Славное прошлое (glorious past), историческая
память (historical memory)
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