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CULTURAL PRODUCTION ON SOCIAL MEDIA: CASE STUDY OF OCCUPIED TOWN

Background. Since the start of the Russian full-scale invasion, major transformations in the media consumption of
Ukrainians have occurred. Social media platforms are utilized as means of informational warfare and play a major role in the cultural
production of everyday content on both local and nationwide levels. The logic of content production on social media platforms
fosters the constitution of the so-called 'digital public sphere’, and in this way affects the Ukrainian public sphere overall.

The goal of this article is to explicate the potential uses of social media platforms as sources of research, that allow to
observe the cultural production on the occupied territories, and in this way foster the creation of policies for the re-integration.

The research objectives are to identify established social media informational infrastructures in the occupied town of
Berdiansk and explore the utilized principles of cultural production of the image of the city, through the concept of the digital
public sphere.

Methods. Case studies, content analysis, netnographic study, narrative, and textual cultural analysis, interdisciplinary
analysis of metadata and statistic data available online, and cultural history approach — reconstruction of the logic of material
devices, and functioning of virtual spaces overall.

Results. Two simultaneous and mutually exclusive informational infrastructures are established, Ukrainian and Russian.
Both are creating mutually exclusive but intersecting images of the city, framing ongoing events as either occupation or
'liberation’. The images of the city are constituted via the cultural production of everyday content on social media platforms. This
cultural production follows the logic of attention economy.

Conclusions. Russian informational military units and occupational administrations actively utilize social media
platforms as an instrument of informational warfare, to reinforce and legitimize their presence. However, at the same time, social
media affordances foster the emergence of new practices of resistance from the Ukrainian side. The openness of the network
environment allows Ukrainian citizens under occupation to stay in touch with the Ukrainian media sphere, and vice versa. The
digital public sphere allows us to research the transformations occurring under occupation. New forms of social and cultural

production emerge within a network environment of social media platforms, particularly within a situation of a full-scale war.

Keywords: social media platforms, cultural production, informational warfare, temporarily occupied territories of

Ukraine, digital public sphere, social media affordances.

Background

Since the start of the Russian full-scale invasion, major
transformations in the media consumption of Ukrainians
have occurred. According to reports, social media is
currently the main news source for Ukrainians, and the
main social media platform on both sides of the frontline is
the "Telegram" messaging app. "Telegram" experienced a
rapid growth of popularity, going all the way up from 20% of
Ukrainians in 2021 to 60% of Ukrainians in 2022 and
currently reaching up to 78.1% of Ukrainians using
Telegram in 2024 (Civil Network OPORA, 2024).

Social media platforms as a form of new media are
characterized by a networked model of operation, which
fosters horizontal and decentralized production of many-to-
many communications, with major possibilities of
interactivity and participation. New media stands in
opposition to old, or "traditional" media (TV, radio,
newspapers, etc.), which are characterized by a one-to-
many broadcast model with centrally established
institutional gatekeepers (editors, censors, producers, etc.),
and are usually subject to government regulations (Lesage
& Simone, 2019).

In the context of the current Ukrainian media landscape,
the "Telegram", as an instance of new media may be framed
in opposition to the state-controlled United News Telethon as
an instance of old media. As numbers of the
abovementioned research on media consumption show a
clear tendency that TV audiences are decreasing and
people are turning to social media platforms for socially and
politically relevant information, concerns are raised within the
Ukrainian public sphere over the freedom of speech and
anonymity in social media which may be abused to spread
propaganda and disinformation. Debates are ongoing on
whether this messaging app should be banned completely,
or at least regulated to some extent. The opposition of

decentralized horizontal network logic and centralized
vertical broadcast logic of media production remains a
relevant and puzzling social and political question, both in
the context of the contemporary Ukrainian public sphere in
particular and in terms of theoretical conceptualizations of
media and communication studies overall.

The sociocultural significance of social media platforms
is in the abovementioned peculiarity of their functioning,
which fosters a specific mode of cultural production. Within
the context of the mediatization of cultural practices
(Pavlova, 2022), social media platforms are constitutive of
virtual environments, within which cultural production
occurs. These virtual environments foster the formation of
particular discursive spaces where individuals may engage
in the process of articulating their needs and exchanging
opinions, which is reflected in the emerging concept of the
digital public sphere. However, within virtual environments
of social media, the communication process occurs
according to specific affordances provided by a particular
social media platform and accordingly to the logic of the
attention economy. As Alexandra Georgakopoulou (2023)
puts it, cultural production on social media is shaped by
media affordances that are "mainly the portability,
replicability, and scalability of [digital] content". The
particularity of the cultural production on social media is
characterized by the production of digital content which is
perceived by individuals on a routine everyday basis.
Therefore, digital content may be used for all kinds of
sociocultural research, for instance via methods of online
ethnography and content analysis. In the context of the
ongoing Russo-Ukrainian war, social media are utilized as
a means of informational warfare for the achievement of
various sociopolitical purposes, which highlights the
necessity of its thorough research.
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The use of social media for sociopolitical purposes may
be explored through the concept of affordance, which may
be defined as "actual and perceived possibility for action
that emerge from the interaction between users and a
platform” (Ronzhyn et al, 2023). To grasp the peculiarity of
the present-day situation, it is worth starting with an
overview of scholarship on new media, and a brief
exploration of particular social media affordances, which
characterize the political potential of Telegram as a social
media platform.

The peculiarity of Telegram as a platform is in its hybrid
functionality, with elements similar to a messaging app,
internet forum, and news feed reel at the same time, which
makes it an easy-to-use convenient tool for mass
communications. Moreover, Telegram has no suggestions
algorithms, and the user initially has access to the full
functionality of a platform and is entitled to create and
consume content by himself. This radical empowerment of
the user combined with anonymity and the absence of strict
moderation policies is characteristic of the specific
affordances of Telegram, which allow for the emergence of
communication communities and various cultural practices
based on this platform and foster the consequent use of
Telegram for political purposes. Telegram channels which
are a hybrid broadcasting tool of informational exchange
that allows for a few-to-many communications, may be
utilized for spreading socially and politically relevant
information. What is more, Telegram provides the
possibility to facilitate discussion, either by commentaries
section or within chat groups, allowing for convenient
many-to-many communication. These are affordances of
this platform that foster its use for sociopolitical purposes.

The research on the political use of new media has
been developing since the late 20th century by scholars
like Manuel Castells, Jirgen Habermas, Christian Fuchs,
and others. The research entered a new phase after the
events of the Arab Spring in 2011, during which, social
media platforms played a major role in the organization of
mass protests (Ahmad, 2022). Moreover, it was actualized
within the context of Euromaidan events in 2013, where
social media also played a major role in the organization of
civil society (Onuch, 2015; Surzhko-Harned & Zahuranec,
2017). The research on the political use of Telegram
specifically, so far has been focused on its use by
various marginal and extremist groups, namely: far-right
(Schulze et al., 2022; Urman, & Katz, 2020), ISIS (Yayla, &
Speckhard, 2017; Yilmaz, & Farangiz, 2022), and
antivaccine conspiracists (Raquel & Taiane, 2024; Spitale
et al, 2022). However, the research also covered the use of
Telegram by various antiauthoritarian initiatives, that were
active for instance during protests in Belarus and Russia
(Kuznetsova, 2023; Sulzhytski, 2022), and Hong-Kong
(Urman et al, 2021).

However, the present situation is of complexity and
novelty, as social media platforms are utilized
simultaneously by state, military, and civil actors within the
context of an ongoing full-scale war. This fact may be
framed through the notion of "communicative militarism"
(Dyer-Witheford & Matviyenko, 2019), which highlights the
nature of contemporary cognitive-informational warfare,
during which commercial social media platforms are
utilized for political and military purposes. Within context of
Russo-Ukrainian war, this topic had been covered by
research of Zubchenko (2022a, 2022b, 2023), who
analyzed the way that the image of the city is constituted
under circumstances of occupation via social media
platforms. Head chief of The Main Directorate of

Intelligence of the Ministry of Defence of Ukraine Kyrylo
Budanov stated that Telegram is a threat to Ukrainian
national security, but at the same time is a way to exert
informational influence on Ukrainians living in occupied
territories (The Centre for Strategic Communication and
Information Security, 2024). With due regard to this
pragmatic description of ambivalent social media
affordances, this article aims to explore and explicate the
principles of cultural production on the social media
platforms as an instance of informational warfare within the
context of Russian occupation. A particular case study will
allow us to trace strategies and tactics employed in the
cultural production of the online content related to the
occupied city's image on social media.

Methods

Case studies — research of the principles of a cultural
production within a particular instance of social media
platform channels thematically focused on the nowadays
occupied town of Berdiansk.

Content analysis — exploration of multimedia content
posted over the social media channels.

Netnographic study — analysis of established online
communities via these social media platforms.

Narrative, and textual cultural analysis — in-depth
evaluation of the underlying narratives which are
embedded within cultural texts, shared over social media.

Interdisciplinary analysis of metadata and statistic data
available online.

Cultural history approach — reconstruction of the logic
of material devices, and functioning of spaces overall.

Results

One of the principles of thematic differentiation of
Telegram channels is the initial thematic focus of a certain
channel on a particular urban location, usually ranging from
a small micro-district to a whole city. This focus usually
covers any relevant area of social and political news, which
is more often than not combined with entertainment
content. Before the war, such channels were created rather
sporadically, either by grassroots initiatives for the sake of
convenience in horizontal communication or by actors
interested in further converting audience attention into
commercial profit.

This practice was immediately employed by Russian
psychological-informational warfare units, as pro-Russian
Telegram channels were being created to exert
informational control on the newly occupied territories.
However, simultaneously with that process, new pro-
Ukrainian channels were emerging, and various pre-war
channels continued to exist. This caused the chaotization
of the informational landscape, which was omnipresent
during the first stages of full-scale invasion. As time went
on, informational infrastructures came to solidify by the
formation of separate ecosystems of interconnected
channels. To explore the peculiarities of the formation of
informational infrastructures, a case study is chosen to
focus on currently active (as of November of 2024) pro-
Russian and pro-Ukrainian Telegram channels that are
thematically centered on the town of Berdiansk, which was
occupied back in the February of 2022.

As the contents of Telegram are not indexed in regular
search engines, and the built-in search engine within
Telegram does not provide exhaustive results, the initial
stage of research for existing channels was conducted via
the TgStat service, which provides a set of commercial
information, which may also serve as an indicator of the
sociopolitical significance of a certain channel. Search had
been conducted over metadata, only along publicly open
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and available channels, with at least a thousand
subscribers. The search was conducted over the channel
name and channel description by keywords "BepasHcbk"
and "BepgsHck" — Ukrainian and Russian spelling of the
name of the town respectively. Two searches resulted in a
total of 70 results.

Among them, 38 channels were dedicated to
commercial services within the town, such as bulletin
boards of announcements and advertisements for various
services of tourism, shopping, hotels and restaurants, job
vacancies, logistics, etc. This highlights the role of
Telegram, as a social media platform, in social, cultural,
and particularly economic activities. This topic however
goes beyond the scope of this research, which is focused
on the sociopolitical dimension of social media.

Further analysis and selection allowed us to pinpoint
11 Russian and 6 Ukrainian socio-politically significant
channels that are thematically focused particularly on the
town of Berdiansk. The list of channels is given with
metadata in the following format: link and name of the
channel, date of creation, number of subscribers, number of
posts for the past month, average ad post reach (- average
number of views per post without forwards to other channel's
views), and citation index (channel credibility indicator
calculated based on channel mentions, as well as forwards
and mentions of channel posts in other Telegram channels).
The data is constantly changing, so the given numbers are
rounded. The data is relevant as of November 2024.

List of pro-Russian channels:

1. @berdyansk_ru — "aeBHoe B bepasiHcke" — created
07.03.22, 55k subscribers, 760 posts for month, average
ad post reach — 8.5k, citation index — 131.

2. @brd_nash — "bepasiHck Haw" — created 18.04.22,
34k subscribers, 1400 posts for month, average ad post
reach — 9.7k, citation index — 123.

3. @berdyanskiy1 — "BepasHck. HoBoctn" — created
27.09.18, 31k subscribers, 300 posts for month, average
ad post reach — 15k, citation index — 145.

4. @o_brd "BepasHck. AkTyanbHo" —  created
21.04.22, 22k subscribers, 600 posts for month, average
ad post reach — 8.5k, citation index — 82.

5. @glava_brd — "bepasHck. OdmumnansHo" — created
24.03.22, 19k subscribers, 500 posts for month, average
ad post reach — 6.5k, citation index — 151.

6. @brd_zavtra — "BepgsaHck ZaVtra" created
09.03.22, 13k subscribers, 850 posts for month, average
ad post reach — 4Kk, citation index — 296.

7. @berdyanskru — "BepasiHck.py" — created 13.03.22,
11k subscribers, 250 posts for month, average ad post
reach — 2.7k, citation index — 118.

8. @berdyansk_srochno "CpouHo bepasaHck!" —
created 08.12.22, 3k subscribers, 600 posts for month,
average ad post reach — 1k, citation index — 17.

9. @berdyansknewsru — "JleHTa HoBocTen BepasiHcka
| Z" — created 18.08.22, 1.7k subscribers, 1100 posts for
month, average ad post reach — 450, citation index — 15.

10. @razzzvorot — "Pa3sBopoT" — created 16.11.23, 1,7k
subscribers, 1000 posts for month, average ad post reach
— 500, citation index — 11.

11. @berdyansk — "BEEPOAHCKAA MAAK" — created
12.11.22, 1k subscribers, 600 posts for month, average ad
post reach — 150, citation index — 18.

Citation analysis of the abovementioned channels
allows us to identify the ecosystems of the informational
infrastructure of Russian occupation and explore the
principles of clusterization, segmentation, and thematic
differentiation of channels.

The channel "maBHoe B BepasHcke", cites publications
from the cluster of similar informational Telegram channels
of other occupied towns of Zaporizhzhia region, which are
the following channels: @tokmak_ru — @ "ImaBHoe B Tok-
Make", @melitopol_ru "maBHoe B Menutonone",
@polohy_ru — "nmaBHoe B [Monorax", @energodar_ru —
"maBHoe B OJHeprogape". All of these channels were
created on the 7th of March, 2022, all have typical names
and channel links, typical channel photos in a unified style
design, and a unified channel description with the same
feedback contact. It is safe to conclude that these channels
are constitutive of a cluster. Channel dedicated to the town
of Melitopol, has the highest amount of over 100 thousand
subscribers as the biggest occupied town of the region and
may be considered to be the center of this cluster.

Furthermore, every channel of this cluster also often
cites a similar channel dedicated to the city of Kherson —
@hercon_ru — "NaBHoe B XepcoHe n obnactn". This is a
center of another, a similar neighboring cluster of
channels devoted to occupied towns of the Kherson
region, among which are @newkahovka_ru — "NaBHoe B
KaxoBke n Hoeon Kaxoeke", @Genichesk_ru — "MmaBHoe
B l'eHnuecke", @skadovsk_rus — "NaBHoe B CkagoBcke",
@chernobaevka_ru "maBHoe B YepHobaeBke". A
similar principle can be traced: these channels cite each
other, and cite the center channel of a neighboring
regional cluster.

Moreover, channels from both of these clusters were
actively citing following currently inactive Telegram
channels: @ahtirka_ru, @balakleya_ru, @bakhmach_ru,
@brovar_ru, @berezany_ru, @chuguev_ru, @gluhov_ru,
@krasnodon_ru, @krasnyluch_ru, @kramatorsk_ru,
@kharkov_ru, @kupyansk_ru, @konotop_ru,
@krasnograd_ru, @krivoirog_ru, @izyum_ru, @iirpen_ru,
@slavyansk_ru, @rovenki_ru, @romny_ru,
@rubezhnoye _ru, @mariupol_ru, @severodonetsk_ru,
@shostka_ru, @sumy_ru, @priluki_ru, @pervomaisk_ru,
@novomoskovsk_ru, @nosovka_ru, @nikopol_ru,
@nicolaev_ru, @novgorodseversky ru, @lozovaya_ru,
@lyubotyn_ru, @ochakov_ru, @obyxov_ru, @owruch_ru.

These channels have the same typical name and link
and are making typical standardized publications. This
network covers cities and towns over Kyiv, Kharkiv,
Zhytomyr, Sumy, Chernihiv, Donetsk, Luhansk, Mykolaiv,
and Dnipropetrovsk regions. This geographical diversity
roughly corresponds to the vector of advances of the
Russian military during the first stage of full-scale
invasion. It is worth noting, that this network of channels
was extensively covered in a journalist investigation by
Texty Media (Drozdova et al.,, 2022). These channels
were created almost simultaneously at the beginning of
the full-scale invasion, mimicked local channels, made
identical publications, and stopped their activity in April-
May 2022, presumably along with the withdrawal of the
Russian military during that period. Accordingly, after that
only channels in the Kherson and Zaporizhzhia regions
remained active.
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Baxmay &

XKutenu baxmaua!

TyMaHuTapHas 06CTaHOBKa Ha YKpauHe, K CoXaneHmio,
CTPEMUTENIbHO YXYAWAETCA M NPOAO/KAET NPUHMMATL
KaTacTpoduueckue MacLLTaBbl. PoccHiickas CTOPOHa MpH SToM
npeANpUHUMAET BCe BOSMOXHBIE MEpbI N0 CTAGUNM3aLMM
CNOXWBLUENCS HyAOBMLHOW ANA YKPAHCKOTO Hapoaa cuTyalum,
BbINO/HACT B3ATbIE HA CE6A YMaHUTapHbIe 06si3aTeNbCTBa U
6yneT BLINONHATS UX U AanblLe.

Hukon =

KuTenu Hukonaeeal

HuTenn Yephyrosal

TyMakuTapHas obcTaHoBKa Ha Ykpauke, K CoxaneHmio,
CTPEMATENEHO YXYALIAETCA H NPOAOIIKAET NPHHAMATE
KATACTPOGHNECKAE MACLLITaBH. POCCHACKAR CTOPOHA D STOM
NIPEANPHHAMAET BCE BOMOXHbIE MEPbl 110 CTaGHIALMM
CROXUBILEHAC YYAOBULLIHOM ANA YKPAUHCKORD HAPORA CHTYALIA,
SbINOMHAET BAATLIE Ha CE6A ryMAHATAPHbIE 06A3aTeNLCTRE U

TyMaHuTapHas 06CTaHOBKa Ha YKpauHe, k COXaneHuio, BYAET BLINONHSATS UX U AaNtblue.
GTREMHTENIBHO YXYAUIAETC 1 NPOAQMKEET NPHHHMAETE

KaTACTPOGUUECKIE MACILITABH. POCCHICKA CTOPOHA NP STOM

MIPEATIPMHIMAET BCe BOSMOXHBIE MEpbi MO CTaGMAMSALAN

CIOMHBLIEHCA HYAOBMLIHON ANA YKPRMHCKOTO HAPOAA CHTYaLMH,

BLINONHAET BIATHIE HA CEBA TYMaHUTAPHLIE 06A3aTENLCTBE U

6yt Bbinon Ransue.

Jutenn Hosomockomckal

TymaHWTapHan 06CTaNoBKa Ha YKpaUHe, K COXaneHMio,
CTPEMUTENbHO YXYAIAETCA W NPOROIKEET NPHHAMATD
KaTACTPOPHUECKAE MACILTAGHI. POCCHACKaR CTODOHA NP 3TOM
NIPEANPUHIMEET BCE BOSMOXHBIE Mepbi N0 CTaSWNM3ALIAN
COXMBLLIENCA UYAOBULLIHO/ A1 YKPAHHCKOO HAPOZE CATYALIMH,
BbINOAHSAET BIRATHIE Ha CE6A YMaHATapHbIe 06A3aTeNbCT8a U
Gyner 8o

Fig. 1. Collage compiling identical messages in the abovementioned channels. Courtesy of Texty.org.ua

In addition to those channels, "NasHoe B BepasHcke",
like other channels in these two active regional clusters,
also cites the channels of the major (2.8 million
subscribers) Russian telegram news media
@readovkanews — "Readovka", also its branch focused on
the topic of war @readovkaru — "O6bsicHsieT Readovka",
and its two regional branches focused on Zaporizhzhya
and Kherson regions: @vzaporozhye ru — "B3ano-
poxbe.py" and @hersonka_ru — "XepcoHka.py". It can be
assumed that all the listed channels make up a single
ecosystem of channels managed by the system Russian
media conglomerate "Readovka".

At the beginning of the war, channels were being mass-
created for each town or city. However, with the withdrawal
of the Russian military and stabilization of the frontline, this
ecosystem abandoned channels of the uncontrolled cities
and created a clearly defined segmentation by regions. An
interesting point is that the channels of this network
dedicated to the towns of the Donetsk region, in particular,
Mariupol, were also abandoned even though the city was
also occupied. The channels of this network are now
localized only in Zaporizhia and Kherson regions, while
separate channels were created for Mariupol, which is a
part of the informational infrastructure of the occupied
Donetsk and Luhansk regions.

A different trend can be observed with the channel "lNe-
HTa HoBocTew BbeppasHcka | Z", as the search revealed a
number of similar news channels across southeastern
Ukraine, with the same cover, same name and description
with links to the website and VKontakte group:
@khersonnewsru, @newskharkovru, @dnrnewsru,
@melitopolnewsru, @zpnewsru, @lugansknewsru. A
rather small channel 'CpoyHo BepasHck!!' is also part of the
regional cluster with typical news channels for the
Zaporizhzhia region, which includes:
@srochno_zaporozhye, @srochno_melitopoll, and
@srochno_energodar. However, these channels are small
informational aggregators that only repost news from other

sources and do not create their own original content, so
they are of little value for further research. Nevertheless,
the principle of regional segmentation is evident.

Moving on, the next cluster may be observed around the
channel "BepasiHck. OdpmumanbHo" which is the official
channel of the occupational administration of the city. It cites
channels "BepasHckuii parnoH. OdmumnansHo" — the official
channel of the occupation administration of the Berdiansk
district, and the channel «OtBeTbl "BepasaHck. Oduumans-
HO"» — the channel where social administrative information
and responses to citizens' appeals are published.

The situation with the "BepasHck Haw" channel is
the most illustrative. It is a channel that produces the
biggest number of publications among other channels. It
is the center of the cluster with small thematic channels
with up to a thousand followers, which inter-cite each
other, thus forming an information bubble. This bubble
includes the following channels: @dikoepole_info — "Ou-
koe None" — a nationwide news aggregator, @RU_front

"Russian Media Front" — ideological articles on
political topics, and @dnes_info — "[Heck" — news of the
Russian Orthodox Church.

Those are the identifiable clusters of channels,
however, all the Berdiansk channels mentioned in the initial
list are interconnected to some extent. Their citations often
coincide, they cite each other and the same regional and
nationwide channels, in this way constituting not a cluster
but rather an ecosystem of channels.

First of all, all the listed channels of the city of
Berdiansk cite each other (or simply reprint the news
without a link) and the channels of other occupied cities of
the Zaporizhzhia region. The channels of the occupational
administration of the region and municipal authorities are
quoted, numerous regional branches of Russian ministries,
political parties, and personal channels of political figures.
One of the nodal channels with the highest number of
mentions is the channel of the gauleiter of Zaporizhzhia
region, Yevhen Balytskyi.
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Channels of regional conventional media are cited: the
regional television channel "3a!TB", the newspaper "3ano-
poxckuii BecTHuk", and the radio station "CBo6oaHbii
bepasHck". Moreover, there are numerous channels
dedicated to regional news, such as: "3anopoxckoe Are-
HTCcTBO HoBocten", "MepBbii 3anopoxckuin”, "3anopox-
ckui ®poHT", "3anopoxckue Bectn", and "Ha camom ge-
ne B 3anopoxbe". The latter is a part of a large cluster of
news channels with typical name, "Ha camom gene B ... ",
which are thematized on regional centers: Zaporizhzhia,
Kharkiv, Dnipro, Kherson, Donetsk, Luhansk, Mykolaiv,
Odesa, and Kyiv. The channel dedicated to Kharkiv has
the largest number of subscribers — 100,000. All of these
regional channels, in turn, refer to propaganda Telegram
channels of news media on a Russian nationwide scale —
an extremely large segment of Telegram, in which many
channels range from zero subscribers to multi-million
audiences.

Citation analysis of all the Berdiansk channels allows
also us to find sub-themed thematized channels. For
instance, there is an actively cited telegram channel "bep-
asHck ctypgendeckuit”", which is the official channel of the
so-called "Azov State Pedagogical University" (occupied
and renamed Berdiansk State Pedagogical University),
which actively creates publications on the topic of youth
policy. There, in turn, are cited numerous regional
branches of various state-sponsored civil organizations,
such as: "KOrMonogoin", "OewmxeHune MepBbixX", "HapoaHbIn
OpoHT", "BomnoHTépbl [obGeapl", "Monogasa [Bapgus
EaonHon Poccun”, "O6GLluecTBeHHOe [ABMXeHuMe "BornoH-
Tepbl-Megukn™, "ObLiecTBeHHas opranmsauusa [Oenawn!",
"Poccuiickoe obuectBo — 3HaHue", "BonoHTepckas PoTa
BoeBoro BpatctBa", "MonogexHasi opraHmsaumsa — Cry-
aotpagbl 3anopoxckon obnactu”, "Poccuiickne CTtyaeH-
yeckne OTpsagbl”, "Bcepoccuiickuini cTyoeHYECKuUiA Kopryc
cnacartenen"”, "Mbl BMecTe ¢ Poccuen”, etc. All of those
channels are actively referred to by the monitored
channels. The activity of the mentioned organizations
presumably constitutes the youth and social policy as one
of the major cornerstone topics of Russian propaganda.

An informal content analysis of publications within pro-
Russian Berdiansk channels allows us to conditionally
identify the thematic segmentation of publications in the
studied channels. One of the main uses of Telegram is to
spread news. Local, regional, Russian-wide, and world
news are published simultaneously. Sometimes there are
completely fictitious news stories copied from news sites in
other regions of the Russian Federation. The same
publications are often repeated in different channels, either
directly quoted or slightly edited. One of the major topics is
the assistance for the 'new regions' by 'old regions' of the
Russian Federation and their cooperation is often
mentioned. Separately, in the local news, we can
distinguish the topics of administrative messages: appeals
of the administration to residents, communal
announcements, comments on the work of municipal
services, ambulances, police, Federal Security Service
anti-sabotage measures, etc. Social policy is a closely
related topic to administrative messages: the specifics of
the functioning of Russian bureaucratic institutions, existing
social assistance programs, etc., are noted. Another
commonly employed topic of publications is youth policy:
news about local sports competitions, news about
educational institutions, civic events, activities of the
abovementioned state-funded civil organizations, etc. What

is more, these civil organizations play a major role in the
production of news on a local level, by organization of
commemorative rituals, volunteer events, lectures and
seminars, etc. Military topics also can be into a separate,
major category and play a significant role: civil
organizations report on how they collect aid for the army,
daily reports from the Russian Ministry of Defense,
general news from the zone of "special military
operation”, and announcements of contract service in the
Russian army are published.

The comments section under posts (where available)
is actively moderated. Comments are consistently left by
the same people. For example, an analysis of some user
accounts that left comments as locals under the posts of
the "masHoe B bepasHcke" channel revealed that they
often change their usernames (from Igor to Vladimir, for
example) and at the same time comment on events on
behalf of residents in the comments of a similar channel
dedicated to Belgorod. In the comments section of the
"BepgsaHck Haw" channel, several regular users actively
leave not only comments but also post additional content
under each post.

Each channel has its patterns of publication, for
example, channel "NaBHoe B bepasHcke" has a distinct
formula, where every day a publication with an amount of
ambulance rides for the past day is posted. However, the
most clear-cut formula for constructing everyday life is
observed in the channel that produces the largest number
of publications per month — "BepgsaHck Haw". Every day, in
clearly defined time intervals, the channel publishes good
morning, afternoon, evening, and night wishes,
horoscopes, weather for the day, interesting facts, recipes,
information about this day in history and today's holidays,
footage of the city itself, etc.

List of pro-Ukrainian channels:

1. @brdVP — "bepasiHcbk CborogHi/bepasiHck Ceit-
yac" — created 26.02.22, 36k subscribers, 600 posts for
month, average ad post reach — 7.7k, citation index — 144.

2. @berdyansk_occ "BepasHCbK B okynauii”
created 07.04.22, 17k subscribers, 260 posts for month,
average ad post reach — 5.4k, citation index — 61.

3. @brd24 official — "BRD24 - BepasHcbk 24" —
created 10.01.19, 9k subscribers, 230 posts for month,
average ad post reach — 2.8k, citation index — 27.

4. @brdnews — "BeppgsHcbk online +uA" — created
30.01.17, 9k subscribers, 100 posts for month, average ad
post reach — 2.3k, citation index — 76.

5. @brdwar — "BinHa. BepasHcbk. YkpaiHa" — created
22.03.22, 3.4k subscribers, 36 posts for month, average ad
post reach — 1.3k, citation index — 27.

6. @berdmisk — "BepasiHcbka Micbka BiliCbkOBa agMi-
HicTpauia" created 06.09.2022, 2.2k subscribers,
460 posts for month, average ad post reach — 724, citation
index — 65.

The search also reveals three channels of resistance
movement in Berdiansk:

@brdprotiv — "BIMA | BEPOAHCBHKA MAPTU3AHCBKA
APMIA" — created 16.04.22, 6.8k subscribers, 33 posts for
month, average ad post reach — 1.3k, citation index — 88.

@zradnyky _brd — "3pagHukn BepasHcbka" — created
19.04.2022, 5k subscribers, 0 posts for month, average ad
post reach — 0, citation index — 16.
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@brdsop — "BeppasHckoe ConpoTtuBneHue" — created
26.04.2022, 1.4k subscribers, 1 post for month, citation
index — 22.

"BMA" mainly publishes news from the front and footage
of hostilities, "3pagHukn BepasHebka" actively documented
collaborators at the beginning of the war, but is now inactive,
"BepasHckoe Conpotusnenne" occasionally publishes
succinct author's notes on the occupation. These resistance
channels are important, but cannot be accounted as active
producers of everyday content.

It is worth noting, that all of these channels have been
gradually losing subscribers and decreasing in number of
publications for the past year at least. Analysis of the
citations revealed that all of these channels, refer to each
other, thus constituting a pro-Ukrainian ecosystem of
Berdiansk channels. Moreover, these channels refer to a
network of pro-Ukrainian channels.

In terms of personalities, the channels of Volodymyr
Zelenskyy and Valerii Zaluzhnyi, and the channel of the
advisor to the mayor of Mariupol, "AHgptowieHko Time", are
cited. Among the state institutions, the Security Service of
Ukraine, the Main Directorate of Intelligence of the Ministry
of Defence of Ukraine, and the Ministry of Reintegration
are quoted. News from the all-Ukrainian news channel "Is-
cangepUA" was cited, as well as several Zaporizhzhia city
channels and channels announcing the distribution of
humanitarian aid to internally displaced persons in
Zaporizhzhia region. Channels of resistance movements
are also quoted — "Xosta Crtpiuka", "Hmuna YepewHs",
"Mapiynonb.CnpoTus", "ATELL" and "CMMPOTWUB". In some
cases, there are references to various analytical and news
channels, such as "DeepState”, "OSINT Bgxonu +", etc.

An informal content analysis of two active news
channels "BepasaHcbk CbeorogHi/bepasHck Cenvac" and
"BepasHcbk B okynauii" showed that both channels have a
well-established formula of daily content with clearly
defined sections. Good morning wishes, the main news of
the day, congratulations on holidays, administrative
announcements on admission to the displaced Berdiansk
schools and university, letters from the occupation and
regular readers, notes about Berdiansk residents at the
front, reposts of resistance movements, reposts from
national news channels, reports from the General Staff of
the Armed Forces of Ukraine on the situation at the front,
etc. As for everyday life in the occupied city, photos and
videos from readers under occupation are published,
exposing materials about collaborators are published, and
the news from the abovementioned pro-Russian channels
are reprinted with relevant incriminating comments.

Discussion and conclusions

Telegram, as a social media platform, is one of few
informational sources that are easily accessible, and allow
people living under occupation to keep track of what is
going on in the Ukrainian media sphere, and vice versa.
Therefore, it presents a valuable source of research for
scholars in media and communications, as the described
situation is of particular acuteness, where two parallel
informational infrastructures are established, and
simultaneously constitute two mutually exclusive images of
a city and society. What is more, the social media
affordances of Telegram give the possibility not only to
study the transformations occurring under the occupation
situation but to exert informational influence upon and keep
contact with Ukrainians living under occupation. However,

it is worth noting that this would require a certain level of
media literacy and conspiracy from people living under
occupation, as phone checks are nowadays an often-
employed counter-sabotage measure.

In the vast majority of studies on the political use of
social media platforms (Kuznetsova, 2023), three sides are
covered: both contesting parties and neutral ones.
However, this is not the case, as the current informational
landscape is completely polarized on two opposing sides.
The present situation is characterized by the simultaneous
co-existence of two parallel informational infrastructures
which contest the image of the city by creating mutually
exclusive interpretations, framing the situation within
Berdiansk either as ‘"liberation", or as "occupation".
Interestingly, some channels from opposing sides interact
with each other in various ways, which may be thought of
as informational warfare. For example, Ukrainian
resistance channels may reprint news for pro-Russian
channels with incriminating comments, use publications
and comments in a certain channel as material for OSINT,
or even engage in debates within the comment section. For
example: "3pagHukm bBeppgsaHceka" and  "BepasaHckui
XKpoyn" — two similar channels which are devoted to the
publication of personal information about pro-Ukrainian or
pro-Russian (ex-)residents of Berdiansk, thus manifesting
the process of othering and reinforcing mutually exclusive
images of the city and its residents.

However, employed tactics may vary from channel to
channel. For example, there are Russian channels that
directly position themselves as channels of the occupying
authorities and publish mainly bureaucratic information with
government administrative announcements, but at the
same time, there are also news channels that have a more
particular and nuanced policy for the production of
everyday publications. Worth noting, that a significant role
in the entertainment content is played by the culture of
Russia, the USSR, and Orthodox Christianity. Moreover,
these channels engage in what may be idiomatically called
a discourse of "liberation", in which the Ukrainian past of
the city is framed as corrupt, and the reunion with Russia is
an unquestionable good. On a regular basis publications
are made that positively highlight the ongoing reforms,
cover various events and activities of civil organizations,
explore social assistance programs, assure the proper
work of communal and emergency services, share
information on the functioning of Russian social policies,
and cover the anti-sabotage work of Federal Security
Service of the Russian Federation. The news is presented
in a way, that Zubchenko (2022a) characterizes as the
construction of "artificial everyday life", i.e., where news is
filtered through interpretative frameworks that construct a
completely simulated virtual image of a city, a 'Potemkin
village', in this way legitimizing the established status-quo.
This serves the purposes of normalization of the present
situation and depolitization of society. However, at the
same time, tactics are also employed for mobilization of
another part of society, with the publication of
propagandistic materials that foster participation in the
mentioned state-controlled organizations and encourage
them to join the Russian army.

Most of the pro-Ukrainian channels are losing
subscribers or maintaining a stable number. This can be
explained by the repressive counter-sabotage measures of
Russian authorities, but a more general explanation is that
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these channels do not provide up-to-date relevant socio-
political information about everyday life in the city. In
opposition to Russian normalization, Ukrainian channels
frame the existing situation as a situation of extreme crisis.
Their function is rather one of creating a virtual locus of
solidarization and community of Berdiansk residents, who
are unable to express their beliefs under the circumstances
of occupation. This indicates the role that the digital public
sphere may play, creating a possibility of expression of
alternative opinion when all the conventional media are
controlled by repressive state authority. They create a
space to share personal memories and pieces of evidence
of occupation, allowing the production of solidarity, by
sharing thoughts and prayers of people living under
occupation, in this way providing a sort of psychological
support for people, creating a sense of solidarity and
conviviality despite the dreadful situation. Moreover, new
practices of civic participation and resistance emerge,
fostered by social media affordances. For instance, people
may contact Ukrainian intelligence services and
anonymously share valuable information on the positioning
of Russian military personnel, etc.

Worth noting, that in comparison, the observed during
the research pro-Ukrainian infrastructure of Telegram
channels is much smaller than the Russian one. The
Russian informational warfare is way more active and
focused on the employed by state-controlled media, as
social media platforms are one of the main tools of
information influence that are actively used by the Russian
authorities in general and the occupational administration,
in particular, to construct an image of everyday life
normality, spread propaganda, legitimize themselves, etc.
It can be observed that Russia is actively conducting
informational warfare via Telegram on a massive scale.
Preliminary citation analysis of just local channels situated
in Berdiansk showed that they are inscribed within
numerous vast ecosystems of interconnected Russian pro-
state propagandistic channels. They target not only
residents of occupied cities but also cities that remain
under the control of Ukraine. However, a vast majority of
the propagandistic channels target nationwide audiences,
therefore not restricting themselves to a particular
territoriality. Social media platforms are a major tool of
informational warfare that functions according to their
distinct logic, for instance, some informational occupational
channels were created before the actual physical
occupation, or some even exist even though the covered
city never was and is not under Russian control.

The fact that pro-Russian regional channels of Kherson
and Zaporizhzhia region are closely intertwined whilst
remaining relatively separate from regional channels of
Donetsk and Luhansk, hints that the occupational
information infrastructure is not unitary, and is produced
and controlled by a whole array of different actors and
different media conglomerates. There is no immediate unity
of Russian propaganda in the network environment but
rather there are numerous various initiatives, reproduced
by various actors, such as information and psychological
military units, Russian special services, state-controlled
media conglomerates, and occupational administrations,
which are all actively working to create the informational
environment and to spread propaganda within a network
environment. It can be concluded that the Russian
informational occupation is heterogeneous, and there is a
tendency for mass replication of telegram channels, i.e.,

not just single channels are created, but entire clusters of
interconnected channels that form full-fledged ecosystems
of channels. These ecosystems may be also described as
information bubbles or echo chambers, where the same
narratives are constantly repeated by different channels in
different formulas, in this sense 'reverberating' within a
network environment, where the plurality of voices is
intentionally imitated.

Analysis of the use of telegram channels described
above to form a diverse space of interconnected
propaganda distribution networks, we can conclude that
the ftraditional understanding of clear centralized
propaganda is dynamically changing and adapting to the
dynamic development of new media, social platforms on
the Internet, and the emerging network society. The
emphasis is shifting from the centralized dissemination of a
single ideological narrative to establishing control over the
rapidly changing information landscape of the networked
society. The significant organizational potential of social
media platforms is used by authoritarian regimes for their
purposes, to imitate the channels of communication
between the government and society, to mobilize certain
segments of society, and to demobilize others. In the
context of the war and massive blocking of official
propaganda information resources, Russia is adapting a
single centralized propaganda machine, and through a kind
of a 'swarm' tactic, initiates the process of multiple
dissemination of propaganda via micro-narratives through
the system of horizontal interactions of the network society.
However, the network environment is not politically
engaged in itself, and at the same time is actively utilized
by the opposing side.

Within the context of the Russo-Ukrainian war, social
media platforms are utilized as informational warfare. The
digital image of the city (Tormakhova, 2022), in this sense
also becomes a battlefield. In the studied case of the
occupied Berdiansk, it is evident that major transformations
are occurring in this image. Since the moment of
occupation, numerous networks of media channels
dedicated to the town of Berdiansk have been emerging
and establishing a certain image of the town.

Within the established informational infrastructures
emerges the virtual environment within which users may
engage in discussions, share information, and exchange
opinions, which is essentially a definition of the digital
public sphere. As all kinds of social practices and the
culture itself are increasingly mediated by digital platforms,
the possibility arises to engage in and research the cultural
landscape within the network environment. Within network
environments, the cultural production of digital content
occurs: news, entertainment content, discussions,
administrative  announcements, i.e., all kinds of
informational exchange that are possible within social
media. Therefore, the digital public sphere as a concept of
cultural studies appears intrinsically valuable in research,
as new practices of cultural production and civic
participation emerge within the network environment.
Moreover, these new emergent practices are employed by
various participants of the network environment, and in this
way constitute the cultural production within social media.

Within the context of the mediatization of cultural
practices (Pavlova, 2022), as social media is increasingly
integrated into the mundane practices of day-to-day life,
the publication of everyday media content in informational
channels essentially becomes the process of cultural
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production. Cultural production occurs within the digital
public sphere, which is easily accessible to a vast majority
of the population. Social media affordances foster the
creation of digital content which is characterized by
timeliness, and the perceived immediacy of the mundane
creates a sense of authenticity for the recipient of the
content. This specificity is exploited by Russian PSYOP
forces, who are using social media to exert cultural
influence over the occupied territories. It may be concluded
that the employed strategy is to saturate the network
environment with a plurality of pro-Russian informational
channels with varying degrees of formality and content
policies, thereby overtaking the network environment under
control. Channels produce everyday digital content within
which certain narratives are implicitly inscribed, thereby
legitimizing the Russian authority and normalizing the
established status quo.

In contrast, the Ukrainian channels constitute a much
smaller and less coherent network that is slowly decreasing
in numbers. It may be explained with anti-sabotage
measures and the fact that pro-Ukrainian channels do not
publish everyday relevant local news. The function of pro-
Ukrainian channels is in the constitution of the contest over
the image of the city, and maintenance of a solidarization
locus, which allows people under occupation to keep in
touch with the Ukrainian public sphere, remaining under
necessary secrecy.

It may be concluded that social media constitute the
digital image of the city via the production of everyday
content. With the researched case of an occupied town, the
studied media content is used to exert cultural influence
and establish control over the emergent digital public
sphere. The publication of digital content is essentially a
process of cultural production on social media. Therefore,
social media appear as valuable sources for research, as
they provide the possibility to study the transformations
occurring under occupation, and in this way to project the
development of re-integration policies.
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KYNbTYPHE BUPOBHULITBO B COLIANIbHUX MELIA: CUTYALIMHUA AHATI3 OKYNOBAHOIO MICTA

B c Ty n. 3 noyamky noeHomacuimabHo20 emop2HeHHs1 8id6ynucsi 3Ha4Hi mpaHcgopmauii 8 mediacnoxueaHHi ykpaiHyie. CoyianbHi media-
nnamgopmMu eukopucmosyroms siKk 3acobu iHgpopmauyiliHoi eiliHu. BoHu eidizparomb 3HaYyHy poJib y KyJIbMypPHOMY eupobHUymei noecsikGeHHo20
KOHMeHmy Ha JIoKasibHUX ma 3a2asilbHOHayioHanbHUX Macwmabax. Jlozika eupo6HUYmMea KOHMeHmMy Ha couyianbHux mediannamgopmax 3ymoe-
J1I0€ 8CMaHo8JIeHHs1 makK 38aHoi "yugppoeoi ny6bniyHoi cgpepu" dnsA ennuey Ha ny6niyHy cepepy YkpaiHu 3a2anom.

Mema cmammi — ekcnnikyeamu Moxnueocmi eukopucmaHHsi coyianbHux mediannameopm sik dxepen Onsi docnidxeHHs, w,o 0o3e8ossIOMb
crnocmepizamu KysibmypHe eupo6HULMEeo Ha OKyrnoeaHuUX mepumopisix, i makuM 4YUHOM Crpusimu CMeOPeHHIo Nolimuk peiHmezpauyii.

HocnidHuybke 3a80aHHsA — ideHmugbikyeamu ecmaHoesneHi e coyianbHuUx mediannamgopmax iHgpopmayiliHi iHghppacmpykmypu, wio sokasizo-
8aHi 8 okynosaHomy micmi BepdsiHCbKy, ma 3'sicyeamu NpUHYyUNuU KyabmypHo20 eupobHuymea obpa3ly micma, 30KkpeMa 4epe3 noHsmmsi yugpo-
eoi ny6niuyHoi cghepu.

Me Toawn. Kelic-cmadi, aHania koHmeHmy, oHnaliH-emHozpadpisi, HapamueHuili i mekcmosuli KynbmypHuUl aHani3, iHmepoucyuniiHapHul
aHanis daHux ma ¢ Icmuy4HoT iHghopmayii 3 mepexi, Nidxio KynbmypHoI icmopil — pekoHCMpYyKuyis 102iku MamepianbHUX Hociie ma ¢byHK-
yiroeaHHs sipmyasnbHUX NPOcmopie 3a2aaom.

Pe3ynbTaTtu. OOHoyacHo icHyromb dei e3aemonpomurexHi iHghopmauiliHi iHgppacmpykmypu — ykpaiHcbka ma pocilickka. O6udei cmeo-
PploOMb 83a€EMOBUKITIOYHI, asle 83a€MOMNPOHUKHI 06pa3u micma, ¢pelimyroroyu noecsikGeHHs1 ik cmaH oKynauil, Yu mak 38aHo20 "0ce060xdeHis".
O6pa3u micma KOHcmumyrmMbCs 3acobamu Ky/ibmypHO20 8UPOb6HUYMea NoecsikOeHHoO20 KOHMeHmy 8 couianbHux mediannameopmax. Kynb-
mypHe eupo6HUYymMeo lide 3a J102iKOKO eKOHOMIKU y8azu.

BucHoBEkU. Pocilicbki iHpopmauiiiHi eilickka ma okynayiliHi aOMiHicmpayii akmueHo eukopucmosyromb couyianbHi mediannamgopmu sk
iHcmpymeHnm iHghopmauitiHoOT iliHu 3adnsi ymeepdxxeHHs1 ma ne2imumayii ceoel npucymHocmi. OOHak, e00Ho4Yac 3 yum, aghopdaHcu coyianbHUX
media 3ymoesiroroms rnosiey Hoeux NPaKmMuK crnpomuey okynauii 3 60Ky ykpaiHcbKux 2poMadsiH. Biokpumicmb mepexeeozo cepedosuuja do3eorisie
YKpaiHcbKuM 2pomadsiHam nid okynauiero 36epiczamu 36'30K 3 ykpaiHcbKkoto mediacgheporo i Haenaku. Ljugppoea ny6niyHa cghepa 3yMoesHoe MOX-
nuesicmb docnidxeHHs1 mpaHcgopmayil, uyo 8idbysaromncsi 8 ymosax okynauii. Hosi gpopmu coyianbHo20 ma KynbmypHo20 8upobHuUymea euHu-
Karomb y Mexax Mepexeeoz2o cepedosuwia coyianbHux mediannamagopm, ocobnueo 8 yMoeax noeHomacwmabHoi 8iliHu.

Knwo4yoBi cnoBa: coyianbHi mediannamgopmu, KynomypHe aupobHuymeo, iHgpopmauyiliHa eiliHa, mumyacoeo OKyrnoeaHi mepumopii
YkpaiHu, yugppoea ny6niyHa cgpepa, agpopdaHcu coyianbHux media.

ABTOp 3asABNsi€ Npo BiACYTHICTb KOHMMIKTY iHTepeciB. CnoHcopn He Bpanu y4yacTi B po3pobneHHi JocnigkeHHs; y 360pi, aHanisi un
iHTepnpeTaLii AaHVX; y HaNUCaHHi PyKoMuCy; B yXBarneHHi piLleHHs npo nybnikauito pe3ynbTaTis.
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