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Abstract

The broadcasting practices produced by the media with the aim of directing people towards specific goals
have constituted a social reality from past to present. Especially during times of war, the media repro-
duces state narratives, legitimizes official policies, and frames conflicts through selective representations.
In this context, the media has been used as a tool to persuade broad segments of society and to legitimize
the parties involved. With the proliferation of new communication technologies, disinformation content
disseminated through the digital media also has a profound impact on society. This study examines dis-
information content originating from Russia during the first 100 days of the war, following the escalation
of the Russia-Ukraine conflict into a full-scale military war in February 2022. The data source for the
research is EUvsDisinfo. Russian-sourced disinformation content was examined through quantitative
and qualitative content analysis. According to the findings of the study, the categories of Russian-sourced
disinformation that stood out included anti-NATO/anti-Western sentiment, rhetoric about Nazis and
genocide rhetoric, social unrest in Europe, and claims about biological laboratories/chemical weapons.
Russian media has intensively produced disinformation within the framework of these themes. The study
shows that disinformation is not just the circulation of false information; it is also a strategic tool used
to build legitimacy, mobilize the domestic public, and weaken the opposing side. Making these mecha-
nisms visible, identifying the central role of the media in contemporary conflicts, and developing social
awareness against disinformation are emerging as crucial issues for today’s societies.

Keywords: Media, new communication technologies, disinformation, Russia-Ukraine war, digital me-
dia

Oz

Medya yoluyla iiretilen ve insanlar: belirli hedefler dogrultusunda yonlendirmeyi hedefleyen yayincilik
pratikleri gegmisten giiniimiize degin bir gerceklik olarak karsumiza cikmaktadur. Ozellikle savas donem-
lerinde medya, devlet soylemlerini yeniden iiretir, resmi politikalart mesrulagtirir ve catismalart segici
temsiller araciligt ile cerceveler. Bu baglamda medya genis toplum kesimlerini ikna etmek, taraflarin
kendilerini megru kilmak amaciyla bir arag olarak kullamlnugtir. Yeni iletisim teknolojilerinin yaygin-
lagmasyla birlikte dijital medya yoluyla dezenformatif icerikler de toplum iizerinde yogun etkiler yarat-
maktadir. Bu ¢alismada 2022 Subat ayinda Rusya-Ukrayna catismasinin genis ¢apli bir askeri savasa
doniismesiyle birlikte savasin ilk yiiz giinii boyunca Rusya kaynakl dezenformatif icerikler ele alinmis-
trr. Aragtirmanin veri kaynagr EUvsDisinfo’dur. Nicel ve nitel icerik analizi ile Rusya kaynakl dezen-
formatik icerikler incelenmistir. Aragtirmamn bulgularma gore, Rusya kaynakli dezenformasyon kate-
gorileri arasinda NATO/Bati karsithgi, Naziler ve soykirim soylemleri, Avrupa’daki toplumsal huzur-
suzluk ile biyolaboratuvar/kimyasal silah iddialari 6n plana cikmistir. Rusya medyasi, bu temalar cerge-
vesinde yogun bir sekilde dezenformasyon iiretmistir. Calisma, dezenformasyonun sadece yanls bilginin
dolagimi olmadigy; ayni zamanda mesruiyet ingasi, i¢ kamuoyunu seferber etme ve kars: tarafi zayiflatma
amactyla kullamlan stratejik bir arag oldugunu gostermektedir. Bu mekanizmalarin nasil iiretildigini
goriiniir kilmak, ¢agdas ¢catismalarda medyanin merkezi yerini tespit etmek ve dezenformasyona karst
toplumsal farkindalig: gelistirmek giiniimiiz toplumlar agisimdan oldukga 6nemli bir sorun alani olarak
karsimiza ¢ikmaktadir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Medya, yeni iletisim teknolojileri, dezenformasyon, Rusya-Ukrayna savagt,
dijital medya
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Making Disinformation Visible Through Media in the Age of Crises:

Introduction

The 21st century we live in represents a period
marked by multiple crises occurring at the same
time. We are confronted with numerous issues
such as wars, geopolitical conflicts, economic and
ecological crises, political polarization, the rise of
populism, and mass migration. In light of all this,
it is necessary to emphasize the crisis facing the
media and freedoms, which are indispensable for
societies. A report prepared by UNESCO (2021) for
the 2021-2022 period highlights that 85% of the
world's societies have seen a decline in press free-
dom in their countries. When authoritarian re-
gimes are excluded, it is possible to speak of struc-
tural dependencies and systematic limitations on
media freedom even in Western democracies. In-
deed, Europe is characterized by a rapidly intensi-
fying concentration in the media market, a gradual
decline in public service broadcasting, increased
pressure on media professionals, and various re-
strictions on freedom of expression and access to
information. A global report published by the Pew
Research Center (2025) shows that the media is go-
ing through a period of great pressure and crisis.
In European societies, which are considered lead-
ers in press freedom, there are intense public con-
cerns about freedoms in the media. According to
this report (2025: 15), among the societies that con-
sider fake news and misinformation in the media
to be a major problem in their countries are France
(63%), Germany (62%), and Italy (51%). A similar
trend applies to the American continent. 43% of
Canadians and 51% of Americans share the con-
cerns of Europeans. It is clearly demonstrated a
global decline in media, freedoms, and democracy
is being witnessed. As such, the state of the media
constitutes one of the key elements of today's crisis.

This study aims to understand how national
and international journalism practices are framed,
particularly during times of war, and how biased
and manipulative content is circulated in terms of
its function of informing the public. The study does
not make a comparison between democratic and
authoritarian regimes; rather, it seeks to reveal
how the media generally reproduces the formal
policies of governments. In doing so, the theoreti-
cal framework adopts an ideological apparatus ap-
proach to the relationship between the media and
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the state or governments, drawing on the theoreti-
cal frameworks of Althusser, Herman and Chom-
sky, and Hall. In the reality of war, the ways in
which news is selected and rendered visible in the
media have been examined though Robert Ent-
man's framing approach with illustrative exam-
ples. In line with Entman's approach, Edward
Said's perspective on how Muslim societies are
framed in Western media, particularly after the
Cold War, has been examined. Similar patterns re-
veal how anti-Russian sentiment was generated in
the Western political sphere during the Russia-
Ukraine war. The final theoretical part of the study
is devoted to the phenomenon of disinformation.
With digitalization, how information wars are
waged has been revealed through content analysis
in the context of the first 100 days of the war, along-
side Russia's large-scale military operation in 2022.

Media and State/Government Relations During

Times of War: Media as Ideological Reproduc-
tion

“The first victim of war is truth”

Hiram Johnson

It would be an exaggeration to say that during
times of war, the media exists solely as a neutral
space for transmitting information. The selection,
presentation, and distribution of news are influ-
enced by the media's ownership structure, eco-
nomic dependencies, and structural relationships
with states/governments. As such, the role of the
media during times of war is more critical than
ever. States or governments engage in intensive
propaganda and information manipulation activi-
ties during wartime to mobilize public opinion in
line with their policies and control perceptions of
the enemy. In this process, the media becomes a ve-
hicle for conveying the state/government dis-
course to the public, playing a distinct role in legit-
imizing and conducting the war.

The United Kingdom (UK) and the United
States (US), the first two countries where broad-
casting began with radio, pioneered two separate
models in the West. While a commercial model
based on advertising and sponsorship developed
in the US, a “public service” model based on li-
cense fees was established in the UK (Kejanlioglu,
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2004, p.22). The British Broadcasting Corporation
(BBC), regarded as a pioneer in public broadcast-
ing, has placed significant emphasis on political
broadcasting since its early years. In fact, it is one
of the primary forces shaping and defining the
landscape of British broadcasting (Spangenberg,
1997, p.53). The BBC's global news service is a me-
dia organization that reaches an average of 318
million people per week in multiple languages.
With approximately £400 million in funding
(largely from UK license fees), it states on its cor-
porate website that it shares ideals such as neutral
and independent journalism, the advancement of
global democracy, and combating disinformation
(BBC, no date). In this context, diversity of opinion
and balanced reporting are considered fundamen-
tal values of the BBC. It is argued that when report-
ing the news, the arguments of both sides should
be presented as they are (Richardson & Barkho,
2009, p.614). Publicly funded broadcasting is
viewed positively due to its potential to represent
the interests of citizens. Many countries around the
world widely maintain public broadcasting on the
grounds that it serves the interests of society. This
approach, which assigns the state a duty in realiz-
ing the public good, refers to “a public service that
will enhance the quality of society, particularly in
the political and cultural spheres.” (Kaya, 2006,
pp.109-110). Indeed, it is said that commercial
broadcasting has limited public character and that
citizens are merely consumers. Commercial broad-
casting is primarily profit-driven and dependent
on advertisers. According to this understanding,
such a situation poses a threat to democratic citi-
zenship because it transfers control of information
to commercial entities. Public broadcasting occu-
pies an institutional space that is to some extent in-
dependent of market relations and the state. It cre-
ates a national arena that enables different seg-
ments of society to communicate with each other
and addresses viewers as citizens rather than con-
sumers (Stevenson, 2008, pp.109-110). However,
when examining the public/private distinction, Al-
thusser argues that institutions such as the media,
which are legally considered private property, are
integrated into the dominant structure through
economic and political relations. According to him,
even though press and media organs, radio and
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television institutions appear to be “independent,”
they actually function as devices that reproduce
the ideological discourse of the ruling class. These
institutions do not use overt pressure or force;
however, they contribute to the production of so-
cial consent by circulating the dominant ideology
that ensures the continuity of the state. Therefore,
he emphasizes that the private/public distinction is
merely a legal formality and does not eliminate the
ideological function of these institutions (Al-
thusser, 2014, pp.75-81). Similarly, according to
Herman & Chomsky (2012, p.15), “the media
serves the interests of powerful social groups that
control and finance it, and propagates in their fa-
vor. These groups have important agendas and
principles that their representatives wish to pro-
mote, and they are in a highly advantageous posi-
tion in terms of shaping and imposing media pol-
icy” whether public or private broadcasting, radio
and television companies and networks can oper-
ate only through licenses and operating rights reg-
ulated by governments. This situation potentially
subjects the media to government control. This le-
gal dependency can be used to discipline the me-
dia or to suppress media policies that deviate from
the official line (Herman and Chomsky, 2012, p.83).

In the book Culture, Media, and Representation,
edited by Stuart Hall, it is emphasized by Connell
(1991, p.137) that the neutrality of television news
and current affairs programs is widely seen as a
myth. Accordingly, it is stressed that media dis-
courses are not simple representations of an inde-
pendent and objective reality, but rather meanings
constructed through specific ideological codes in
the processes of journalistic production. Thus, the
media is conceptualized not as a neutral channel
that simply reproduces dominant ideas, but as a
discursive field where ideological meanings are
produced and reorganized.

Historical examples clearly reveal this function.
For instance, during the war between the United
Kingdom and Argentina over the Falkland Islands
in 1982, the BBC’s relatively impartial broadcasting
was criticized by then Prime Minister Margaret
Thatcher for allegedly failing to safeguard national
interests. Similarly, in the Vietnam War, the main
victims were portrayed as American citizens while
the Vietnamese people were represented as
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“worthless victims.” In the Iraq war, favorable at-
titudes toward the legitimacy of the war in line
with pro-Western lobbies were displayed. These
cases explicitly demonstrate the media’s depend-
ence on political power (Kog, 2017, pp.303-304;
Herman & Chomsky, 2012, pp.39-40; Gunter, 2009,
p-59). Therefore, although the public/private
broadcasting distinction is legally meaningful in
accordance with the theoretical approach men-
tioned above, it shows that this distinction is not
possible during times of war and is largely con-
sistent with state/government programs.

Framing the War, Othering, and Ideological Rep-
resentation

According to Robert M. Entman, the framing ap-
proach involves selecting and highlighting certain
elements of reality in the communication process,
thereby presenting the recipient with a specific
perspective. In this process, making certain ele-
ments more visible through the transmitted text
enables the phenomenon to be defined in a specific
way, establishes cause-and-effect relationships, al-
lows for moral evaluations, and supports possible
solutions. According to the author, communication
texts involve selecting certain elements of reality
and bringing them to the fore, while leaving other
aspects in the background. In this context, framing
is not only a means of conveying facts but also
serves a guiding function in terms of how these
facts will be perceived. Frames perform four func-
tions. These are defining the phenomenon under
examination in a specific way, constructing causal
explanations for this phenomenon, presenting
moral evaluations of events or actors, and legiti-
mizing proposed solutions to problems. Therefore,
framing can be considered a form of cognitive
structuring that goes beyond the mere presenta-
tion of information and enables the public to de-
velop specific intellectual orientations. In this con-
text, the media does not merely convey infor-
mation; it also shapes social perception by creating
maps of meaning regarding which information is
considered important, correct, and legitimate (Ent-
man, 1993).
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Framing becomes particularly prominent dur-
ing times of war. For example, while the “com-
munist threat” frame dominated Western media
during the Cold War years, it can be said that sim-
ilar frames are constructed in European-centered
publications in studies on the Russia-Ukraine war
today. In this respect, the Russia-Ukraine war fore-
grounds anti-Russian discourses shaped in accord-
ance with Europe’s socio-political context. One
study examined (Amber et al., 2022), the visual and
linguistic presentation of Putin and Zelensky in the
news, revealing that photo selections and narrative
structures were ideologically shaped. The findings
represent Ukraine as a victimized country under
Russian occupation, while Zelensky is glorified as
a symbol of resistance and humanity. Putin, on the
contrary, is portrayed as an aggressive and author-
itarian personality.

The framing process is often intertwined with
the construction of the “other.” In this context, Ed-
ward Said's study Covering Islam (2007) is illumi-
nating. According to him, Western media repre-
sents the Islamic world through reductive stereo-
types, despite its historical and cultural diversity.
Edward Said emphasizes the need to see the his-
torical and ideological relationship behind the rep-
resentation of Muslim societies in Western media.
Based on this, Western societies represent moder-
nity as a whole, along with the diversity they har-
bor. The Islamic world, on the other hand, despite
its many different societies, languages, and histo-
ries, is nothing more than “Islam,” which can be
reduced to a few unchanging characteristics (Said,
2007, p.82). Today, examples of this phenomenon
can be found particularly in Western literature,
where they are interpreted as the “Islamic extrem-
ist” threat. With the blurring of the line between
war and terrorism (McQuail, 2006: 108), represen-
tations in the media have also become unclear.
During this period, fundamentalist movements
originating from the Cold War and supported by
the US/Western world emerged, and with the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union, these fundamentalist
movements found opportunities to expand (Mert,
2022, p.284). Discrimination and othering against
Muslims and Arabs have been widely reproduced
in the Western press at different times. Discourse



Nazmi Ekin Vural, Selguk Cetin

suggesting that Muslims are more prone to terror-
ism and violence and pose a threat to Western de-
mocracies has fueled this perception. The initial
blaming of Muslims following the Breivik attack in
Norway in 2011, only for it to later emerge that the
attacker was a Norwegian right-wing extremist,
clearly demonstrates this prejudice. The BBC's pro-
Israel language in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict is
another example. Factors such as Israel's material
resources and the support it receives from the US
in the Western bloc directly influence these broad-
casting practices (Richardson & Barkho, 2009,
p.615; Ibrahim, 2009, pp.522-523; Noor & Abdul,
2016, p.267; Yusha'u, 2015, p.172; Hashish et al.,
2023, pp.65-66; Amer, 2022, p.7).

Such examples demonstrate that framing is not
merely a means of conveying information, but a di-
rect reflection of power's influence over social per-
ception. These representations show that othering
is not limited to Islamic societies. In the context of
the Russia-Ukraine war, Russia is positioned as the
aggressor and Ukraine as the victim, thereby steer-
ing Western public opinion.

New Information Wars: Disinformation in the
Digital World

Nowadays, classical propaganda and framing
mechanisms have gained a new dimension with
the development of digital technologies. Concepts
such as disinformation, misinformation, and ma-
linformation have begun to emerge frequently. Ex-
amining the development of internet technologies
over the past twenty years in the context of the
transformation of broadcasting practices is im-
portant in terms of the speed at which these con-
cepts have spread. Broadcasting, together with
new communication technologies, particularly in
the post-2010 period known as Web 3.0, with the
further development of mobile internet technolo-
gies, points to an era in which it is possible to es-
tablish connections between different platforms;
traditional mass communication tools have
adapted to this new technology, transforming the
nature of broadcasting (Dikmen, 2017, p.426). In
this context, modern warfare also marks an era
where information warfare is being waged
through new media environments. To resolve the
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semantic confusion surrounding these concepts,
Wardle and Derakhshan (2017, p.4-5), offer an an-
alytical perspective and examine them in three
contexts. According to them, misinformation, dis-
information, and malinformation are the three
types. The authors argue that two dimensions
should be considered when making this distinc-
tion: harm and inaccuracy.

HARMFUL

Mis-Information Dis-Information Mal-Information
Leaks
Harassment

Hate speech

False Context
Imposter Content
Manipulated Content
Fabricated Content

False Connection

Misleading Content

Figure 1. Information Disorder (Wardle & Derakhshan,
2017, p.5)

Misinformation arises when harmful content is
shared without the intention of causing harm
(Isleyen, 2023). Disinformation refers to the delib-
erate dissemination of false information with the
intent to cause harm. Malinformation, on the other
hand, refers to the misuse of accurate information.
That is, information that should normally remain
private or not be taken out of context is made pub-
lic with the intent to harm others (Wardle & De-
rakhsan, 2017, p.5). As seen in the figure above,
there are points of intersection between disinfor-
mation, misinformation, and malinformation. Ac-
cording to Floridi (2011, p.260), misinformation is
“data that is correctly formed and meaningful, but
false,” while disinformation is defined as “misin-
formation deliberately communicated with the in-
tent to deceive the recipient into believing it is in-
formation.” Therefore, we must emphasize that
disinformation is misleading information that
serves to deceive (Fallis, 2015, p.401). Thus, unin-
tentionally produced misinformation is deliber-
ately disseminated to the masses alongside disin-
formation. When combined with malinformation,
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the narrative is deliberately distorted from its in-
tended context and reinforced through disinfor-
mation.

With emerging digital technologies, raising so-
cial awareness against disinformation has become
more challenging. Disinformation can be achieved
through many tactics. By using fake accounts,
deepfakes, and emotional content, confusion is cre-
ated, society is divided, and people are led to
doubt reality. This change makes it harder to rec-
ognize disinformation and makes it more danger-
ous than ever (Sese, 2025, pp.7-8). Spreading disin-
formation through the media is one of the most im-
portant strategies for the state's war policies to be
effective today.

In the case of Russia, where media autonomy is
extremely limited, it seems highly unlikely that the
media can be separated from the state's dominant
discourse. Indeed, it is emphasized that media
freedom in Russia is severely restricted, the media
ownership structure is largely under direct or indi-
rect state control, and independent press is granted
only a limited and marginal space. It is noted that
economic competition at the regional level in this
largest geographical area in the world does not
provide autonomy to the media; instead, it rein-
forces the authorities' capacity to control the me-
dia. This situation, combined with the structural
weaknesses of the media market in Russia, allows
the state to strengthen its hegemonic position in
the media field and increase its capacity to influ-
ence public opinion (Vartanova & Smirnov, 2011;
Mejias & Vokuev, 2017). This situation demon-
strates that information sources in Russia are
largely controlled by the state. The Russia-Ukraine
war has shown that disinformation is no longer
produced solely through state-backed media; citi-
zens are also using social media to produce, con-
sume, and disseminate disinformation. Thus, they
contribute to the formation of a new order in which
disinformation is gaining increasing authority to
such an extent that while content produced by gov-
ernments or companies may be viewed with suspi-
cion, the fact that ordinary people engage in such
actions gives them authenticity, and such content
may be disseminated by social media (Mejias &
Vokuev, 2017, p.1029). Additionally, advances in
the use of artificial intelligence are leading to the
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emergence of disinformation in different forms
and its spread through more diverse channels
(Marushchak et al., 2025, p.1). Thus, disinfor-
mation content whose source cannot be fully iden-
tified but which is extremely easy to produce is
quickly put into circulation.

In general, it is evident that during times of war,
the media cannot be considered independent of
government policies. The media, as an ideological
apparatus integrated with the state, shapes social
perception through selective and directive frame-
works, strategies of othering, and processes of in-
formation and, consequently, disinformation ac-
celerated by digitalization. Therefore, disinfor-
mation is not merely the circulation of false infor-
mation; it is one of the most critical tools for gov-
ernments to build legitimacy during times of war.

Method

In the research part of the study, disinformation
content circulated during the first 100 days of the
Russia-Ukraine war (February 24-June 3, 2022) was
examined. The primary data source for the re-
search is the EUvsDisinfo project conducted by the
European External Action Service's East Stratcom
Task Force. Since 2015, this project has systemati-
cally recorded ongoing examples of disinfor-
mation originating from the Russian Federation
that affect the European Union, its Member States,
and neighboring partner countries, and makes
these examples available to the public in the form
of an open database. EUvsDisinfo also identifies
disinformation cases through media monitoring
and analysis activities conducted in 15 languages
and publishes disproof texts related to these cases
alongside the records.

This study employed a mixed-method ap-
proach combining qualitative and quantitative
content analysis. Disinformation texts were first
cleaned and coded thematically using a keyword
dictionary (Appendix 1). A discourse analysis was
then applied to identify ideological strategies such
as demonization, victimization, and heroization. For
the quantitative dimension, TF-IDF vectorization
and spherical k-means clustering were used to de-
tect discourse clusters, while time-series and co-oc-
currence analyses revealed thematic changes and



Nazmi Ekin Vural, Selguk Cetin

overlaps across the first 100 days of the war. This
combination allowed for both an in-depth interpre-
tive reading of narratives and the measurement of
their frequency, intensity, and evolution over time.

Data Collection Process

The data used in the study were downloaded di-
rectly from Mendeley Data and from an open da-
taset prepared by Barbaro & Skumanich (2023a).
This dataset contains a total of 14,497 disinfor-
mation cases recorded between January 6, 2015,
and November 22, 2022, along with the corre-
sponding debunking texts. For each case, seven
different attributes are included: date, title, disin-
formation text, fact-checking information, source
link, target country, and relevant media outlet.
This structured format allows for the evaluation of
both the content and temporal trends of the cases.
In this study, the aforementioned extensive data-
base was filtered and used as a subset of 324 disin-
formation cases occurring during the first 100 days
of the Russia-Ukraine war, from February 24 to
June 3, 2022. The reason for focusing on this period
is that it represents a critical phase that determined
the course of the war; it is assumed that disinfor-
mation activities intensified during the first hun-
dred days. This assumption is linked to the process
in which military operations developed rapidly
and the international public's perceptions of the
war were shaped.

Analysis Methods

Both qualitative and quantitative content analysis
methods were used in the study. First, the data was
cleaned, duplicate records were removed, and dis-
information claims were coded using keywords to
create thematic categories. The ideological patterns
used in the language of news were examined using
a discourse analysis approach, revealing strategies
such as demonization, victimization, and heroization.
In the quantitative analysis, the frequencies of
cases were calculated, determining how often the
discourses were repeated and in which weeks they
became more concentrated. These data were then

1 The silhouette coefficient yielded its highest value at k=5, while
the Davies-Bouldin index yielded its lowest value at k=5.
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evaluated as time series, allowing the tracking of
changes in the themes that came to the fore during
different phases of the war.

Keyword-based thematic coding was per-
formed using the dictionary provided in Appendix
1. Multiple assignments were allowed; a case could
be assigned to more than one theme. Coding was
performed independently by two researchers; reli-
ability was measured using Cohen's (1960) kappa
coefficient prior to agreement. The calculated
k=0.82 value indicates “very good” agreement ac-
cording to Landis & Koch's (1977) classification
and demonstrates a high degree of consistency in
the coding process (0.61-0.80: good; 0.81-1.00: very
good). The records were screened for both exact
and near-exact copies. Near copies were measured
using Jaccard similarity (Manning, Raghavan &
Schiitze, 2008; Broder, 1997) based on n-grams gen-
erated using the standard shingling approach;
pairs exceeding the > 0.85 threshold were manually
checked. It was scanned in line with the large-scale
web page similarity literature (Henzinger, 2006),
and no records requiring merging were found. TF-
IDF (Term Frequency-Inverse Document Fre-
quency) based vectorization was applied to reveal
discourse clusters, and similar discourses were
grouped using the spherical k-means algorithm. The
k value was scanned in the range of 2-10; based on
the trends of the silhouette (Rousseeuw, 1987) and
Davies-Bouldin indices (Davies & Bouldin, 1979),
k=5! was found to be optimal. To increase the in-
terpretability of cluster characteristics, distinctive
terms were reported using sparse centroid projection.
Co-occurrence was calculated at two levels: the
term level, where two themes/key terms appear to-
gether within the same case text, and the theme
level, where the same case is tagged with multiple
themes. The co-occurrence threshold was set to at
least one common sentence (term level) and at least
two common theme tags (theme level); the results
are presented in tabular form. Critical event mark-
ers were used in the weekly trend graphs; for ex-
ample, the Bucha disclosure (early april), selected
sanctions packages, and heavy weapons shipment
discussions were added to the relevant weeks with
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vertical lines and explanatory notes (Graphs 2-4,
also Appendix 2).

Furthermore, all analyses were performed us-
ing Python: pandas for data processing, unicodedata
for character normalization, regex for text prepro-
cessing, scikit-learn (TF IDF Vectorizer) for text min-
ing and vectorization, spherical k-means for cluster-
ing, and matplotlib for visualization (see Appendix
3 for details).

Limitations and Reproducibility

This study is based on EUvsDisinfo's regulatory
framework; therefore, it may contain selection bias
in terms of sample, platform, and language cover-
age. Thematic matches are correlative; they indi-
cate simultaneous patterns and intensities, not cau-
sality. Results are reproducible using the same
data filters. The method is an adaptation of the first
100 days of the dataset from Barbaro & Skumanich
(2023b).

Findings

Column names and text have been made consistent
in the 324-case subset; invisible space characters
and different line endings have been corrected.
Only unnecessary spaces at the beginning/end of
text cells were removed; content was preserved.
No completely empty rows were encountered, and
date columns were converted to a uniform format.
No records above the threshold were found in ei-
ther exact-copy or near-copy checks. A missing
value analysis was performed on a column-by-col-
umn basis; missing rates were reported in a table.

Thematic Analysis

Disinformation texts in the cleaned data were clas-
sified using a keyword-based coding method (Ap-
pendix 1), and thematic categories were created
based on the identified terms?. As a result of these
processes, it was observed that disinformation
cases were concentrated around specific topics.
Prominent categories include opposition to

2 Thematic assignments are made when keywords appear directly, or
their synonyms are used.
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NATO/the West, opposition to the US/EU, Nazi
and genocide rhetoric, social unrest in Europe, and
claims about biological laboratories/chemical
weapons.

Table 1. Prominent Themes

Theme Number of Cases
Anti-NATO and anti-Western sentiment 134
Anti-US and anti-EU sentiment 93
Nazis and genocide rhetoric 51
Unrest in Europe 41
Biolaboratories and chemical weapons 9
Total 3283

When disinformation content is categorized by
theme using keyword analysis, certain discourses
emerge as prominent during the first hundred
days of the war. The most frequently recurring
theme was anti-NATO and anti-Western senti-
ment, with a total of 134 cases falling under this
category. Anti-US and anti-EU sentiment was
identified in 93 cases, while Nazi and genocide
rhetoric was found in 51 cases. Although less fre-
quent, emphasis on social unrest in Europe was
seen in 41 cases, while claims about biological la-
boratories and chemical weapons were seen in 9
cases. This distribution shows that disinformation
was particularly concentrated on anti-Western
content and content targeting Ukraine with Nazi
rhetoric.

The disinformation content in the data was ex-
amined using a discourse analysis approach, and
at this stage, recurring ideological patterns were
identified through keywords. The findings re-
vealed that disinformation was most often carried
out through a strategy of demonization. In a total
of 41 cases, the Ukrainian government was tar-
geted with expressions such as “Nazis,” “killers,”
or “fascists.” In contrast, the victimization strategy
was observed in only 3 cases. These contents gen-
erally emphasized that Russia or civilians were un-
der attack. The heroization strategy was identified
in only 2 cases, where Russia presented itself as a
“protector” or “hero.”

The following graph shows which strategies
disinformation cases centered around during the
first hundred days:

3 Since a case can be assigned to more than one theme, the total num-
ber of themes has exceeded 324.
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Graph 1. Discourse Strategies in Disinformation

Discourse analysis findings show that disinfor-
mation is most often carried out through the strat-
egy of demonization. Victimization and heroization
strategies have been observed to a more limited ex-
tent. Enmity is not limited to the “Nazi/genocide”
sub-narrative; it encompasses a broad spectrum
that delegitimizes or demonizes the opposing side
(Nazi discourse being a subcategory of this).

Time Series Analysis

The temporal distribution of disinformation cases
during the first hundred days of the war was eval-
uated using three different graphs. The data was
grouped weekly, frequency calculations were per-
formed, and graphs were prepared.

022-03-01  2022-03-15 2022-04-01 2022-04-15

Week

2022-05-01 2022-05-15 2022-06-01

Graph 2. Time Series of Disinformation Cases

Graph 2 shows the change in total case numbers by
week. Disinformation peaked during the first week
of the war, February 27-March 6, 2022 (38 cases),
with anti-NATO/anti-Western rhetoric particu-
larly prominent. In mid-March, there was a signif-
icant drop in the number of cases (10 cases), and
during this period, the rhetoric shifted towards
claims of “Nazis” and “genocide.” Throughout
April, the number of cases remained relatively sta-
ble (ranging from 13 to 26 cases), but rose again in
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May, with 31 cases recorded in the week of May 1-
8 and 29 cases in the week of May 29-June 5.

~ ~ w w
> > = [

Number of Cases

—
&

Mar Apr May Jun
2022
Week

Graph 3. Weekly Frequency of Disinformation Cases

Graph 3 details the fluctuating frequency of
cases. The sharp increase in the first weeks of the
war, in particular, shows that disinformation was
produced intensively at the start of the conflict.

2022-03-01 2022-03-15 2022-04-01 2022-05-01 2022-05-15 2022-06-01

Graph 4. Weekly Trends by Theme

2022-04-15

Graph 4 presents thematic trends in a compara-
tive temporal format. When event markers are
added, anti-NATO/Western rhetoric emerged im-
mediately after the invasion; Nazi/genocide narra-
tives intensified in mid-March; and themes of sanc-
tions and social unrest became prominent in May.
Anti-NATO/Western sentiment rose with 13 cases
in the week of March 6, peaking with 18 cases in
the week of May 1. That same week, Nazi/genocide
rhetoric (9 cases) and anti-US/EU sentiment (11
cases) were also notable. Claims about biological
laboratories and chemical weapons were limited
but increased, particularly in mid-March; refer-
ences to unrest in Europe were low in intensity and
scattered.

When these three graphs are evaluated to-
gether, it is clear that disinformation changed not
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only in terms of content but also over time, parallel
to critical phases of the war. While NATO and
Western-opposed rhetoric was prominent in the
early days of the war, Nazi/genocide rhetoric tar-
geting Ukraine came to the fore in mid-March;
US/EU opposition followed a relatively stable
course throughout April, while rhetoric about Eu-
ropean sanctions and social unrest became more
pronounced in May. This fluctuation reveals that
disinformation does not follow a fixed line; rather,
it is used as a strategic tool, shifting to different
themes depending on the course of the war and de-
velopments in international public opinion.

Text Mining and TF-IDF Analysis

The TF-IDF Vectorizer method was applied for text
mining to determine which concepts stand out in
disinformation content. This method calculates the
importance of each word within the texts, enabling
the identification of prominent concepts*. As a re-
sult of this analysis, it was observed that the most
frequently repeated and defining concepts in dis-
information discourse during the first hundred
days of the war were “Ukraine,” “Russia,”
“Ukrainian,” “Russian,” “Kyiv,” and “NATO”
(Table 2). Furthermore, terms such as “West-
ern/West,” “military,” “weapons,” and “Bucha”
also achieved high scores, reflecting the themes on
which disinformation focused.

Table 2. The Most Frequent and Defining Terms

Term TE-IDF Score
Ukraine 69.84
Russia 55.20
Ukrainian 49.66
Russian 47.21
Kyiv 29.72
NATO 26.97
Western 26.38
West 25.87
Military 24.94
Weapons 22.71
Bucha 21.84
Operation 21.66
War 20.95
States 19.61

4 TF-IDF (Term Frequency-Inverse Document Frequency) values are nor-
malized scores; they are only comparable within themselves. A higher
value indicates that the relative importance of the term in the docu-
ment has increased.
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The findings reveal that disinformation was
largely produced around concepts centered on the
warring parties (Ukraine and Russia) and critical
developments on the battlefield. In addition, the
Western world and its institutions (NATO, West-
ern States) emerged as one of the main targets of
disinformation. Content related to arms shipments
and military aid (military, weapons) has been at
the center of propaganda, while attacks on civil-
ians and their repercussions in the international
public sphere (Bucha) have also become recurring
themes in disinformation.

Clustering Analysis

After TF-IDF vectorization, disinformation content
was clustered using the spherical k-means algo-
rithm, and the optimal separation was achieved
with k=5. In selecting terms, the average TF-IDF
scores for each cluster were considered, thus iden-
tifying words that were not only prominent in a
single document but also recurring and distinctive
across the cluster®. Furthermore, the distinctive
terms for each cluster are presented in bar charts
(Figures 6-10).

Table 3. Prominent Terms by Cluster

Clusterl Cluster2 Cluster3  Cluster4 Cluster5
Poland Ukraine o.pera- Russia Bucha
tion
polish nazi special Ukrainian Russian
Ukraine Russia Ukraine Nato biological
Warsaw state Russia Russian Ukrainian
western Kyiv military World laboratories
control west Donbas War military
Russian European Donetsk Zelenskiy weapons
lands weapons people West media
poles EU Russian Ukraine troops
territorial  Europe republics  People civilians

The cluster headings are as follows:

CL1: Discourse focused on Poland and regional
territorial disputes.

CL2: Nazi discourse, accusations against Kyiv
and the West.

CL3: Military emphasis on Donbas and opera-
tions.

> The cluster distribution and proportional magnitudes are reported in
Appendix 2, Table Appendix 2.
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CL4: NATO, Zelenskiy, and international actors
in the general context of the war.

CL5: Bucha, biological laboratories, and allega-
tions concerning civilians.

poland
polish
ukraine
warsaw

western

Terms

control
russian
lands
poles

territorial

0.00 0.05 O.ELO 0.15 0.20
Average TF-IDF

Graph 6. Cluster 1-Top 10 Terms

This cluster highlights Poland and regional ter-
ritorial disputes. The discourse aims to exaggerate
Poland's role in the Ukraine crisis, portraying the
country as an aggressive or expansionist actor.
Furthermore, concepts such as “Polish,” “War-
saw,” and “territorial” emphasize Poland's histor-
ical influence over Ukraine. This cluster indicates
that Russian disinformation targets not only
Ukraine but also other countries in the region.

ukraine
nazi
russia
state

kyiv

Terms

west
european
weapons
eu

europe

0.06 0.08 0.10

Average TF-IDF

Graph 7. Cluster 2-Top 10 Terms
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The second cluster highlights Nazi rhetoric and
accusations against the West. Concepts such as
“Nazi,” “Kyiv,” “state,” and “European” equate
the Ukrainian government with the Nazis while
also fueling the claim that the Western world sup-
ports this so-called ideology in Ukraine. This strat-
egy is an effort to undermine Ukraine's legitimacy
and portray Western interventions as illegitimate.
The aim of the rhetoric is to weaken international
support for Ukraine.
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Graph 8. Cluster 3-Top 10 Terms
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The third cluster is dominated by rhetoric about
Donbas and the operation. Concepts such as “op-
eration,” “special,” “Donbas,” and “Donetsk”
frame Russia's attack on Ukraine as a legitimate
“special operation.” The language used here aims
to normalize and justify military intervention. At
the same time, Ukraine's presence in these regions
is portrayed as an illegitimate occupation.
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Graph 9. Cluster 4-Top 10 Terms
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The fourth cluster highlights NATO, Zelensky,
and international actors. Terms such as “NATO,”
“war,” “world,” and “Zelensky” reflect the global
dimension of the war in Ukraine and the propa-
ganda conducted through leaders. This discourse
portrays NATO as an aggressive and war-monger-
ing structure, while reducing Zelensky to the posi-
tion of a spokesperson for the West. Thus,
Ukraine's independent will is overshadowed, and
responsibility for the war is shifted to the West.
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ukrainian
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Graph 10. Cluster 5-Top 10 Terms
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In the fifth and final cluster, Bucha, biological
laboratories, and allegations against civilians stand
out. Terms such as “Bucha,” “biological,” “labora-
tories,” and “civilians” are key components of dis-
information that denies Russia's war crimes and
blames Ukraine. These narratives aim to mislead
the international community and cover up attacks
on civilians. Furthermore, the biological laboratory
allegations reinforce the perception that the West
is conducting covert activities in Ukraine through
conspiracy theories.

These findings show that disinformation in the
first hundred days of the war did not focus on a
single theme; rather, it was constructed in a multi-
layered way around geographical actors (Poland,
Kyiv, Donbas), ideological frameworks (Nazis, the
West), international institutions (NATO, EU), and
specific events (Bucha, biolaboratories). This
multi-layered structure reveals that disinformation
not only framed the military conflict between
Ukraine and Russia but also aimed to steer the per-
ception of the international public, question the
unity and credibility of the Western world, and
create an emotional impact with dramatic events
targeting civilians. Thus, disinformation has been
circulated through different discourse clusters tar-
geting both regional actors and global decision-
makers; it has been conducted in parallel with the
military dimension of the war as a tool of strategic
communication.

Co-Occurrence Analysis

The co-occurrence results (Table 4) show that dis-
courses are often circulated in complementary
pairs.

Table 4. Prominent Discourse Co-occurrences
Discourse Pair

Number of Cases

West-Ukraine Gov 27
Russia-Civilians 9
US-EU 6
NATO-Biolaboratory 1
Nazi-Genocide 1

The findings reveal that disinformation follows
a multi-layered persuasion strategy not only
through individual themes but also through com-
plementary pairs of narratives. The most common
pairing is the joint targeting of the West and the
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Ukrainian government (27 cases). These discourses
have generated questions about legitimacy by po-
sitioning Ukraine as an actor directed by the West.
The Russia-civilians discourse pair was identified
in 9 cases, with Russia presenting itself as an actor
protecting civilians. US-EU opposition was used
together in 6 cases, targeting the unity of the West-
ern bloc. More rarely, NATO-biolaboratory and
Nazi-genocide discourses were seen simultane-
ously in the same texts. These co-occurrences ena-
bled disinformation to portray Ukraine as a “pup-
pet” acting with Western support, while also posi-
tioning Russia in a “protective” role, thereby in-
creasing the persuasive power of the propaganda
messages.

Case Study

To support the quantitative findings, some disin-
formation cases were examined in detail and pre-
sented in tabular form (Table 5) to represent the
thematic categories and discourse strategies iden-
tified in the previous stages of the study. In the case
selection process, each case was identified as an ex-
ample of a different strategy or theme. The first ex-
ample, the claim that the US and NATO created
militaristic hysteria in Ukraine, is a typical exam-
ple of an anti-Western conspiracy discourse. The
second case linked the Ukrainian government to
Nazi rhetoric, a strategy that reinforced demoniza-
tion. The third case reveals the denial strategy re-
garding the Bucha massacre. The fourth case, por-
traying Ukraine as a “puppet” of the US and the
EU, represents a propaganda line that denies
Ukraine's independence. Each of these examples
has been selected in relation to a different strategy
or theme, thus concretely and representatively
demonstrating the diversity of disinformation.

These examples demonstrate that disinfor-
mation was circulated through a multi-layered
strategy during the first hundred days of the war,
utilizing both anti-Western rhetoric and Nazi/gen-
ocide narratives, as well as the denial of incidents
targeting civilians.

The findings of this study, which focuses on the
first hundred days of the Russia-Ukraine war,
show that disinformation was not merely a side el-
ement accompanying the military dimension of the
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war, but was also used in a planned and multi-lay-
ered manner as a strategic communication tool.

Table 5. Detailed Analysis of Selected Cases

. Disinfor- . Theme /
Title . Information
mation Strategy
US, NATO LTT%S;T This claim is a re-
fanning fueling mili- curring piece of Anti-NATO
militarist taristic hys- disinformation sentiment /
hysteria in teria in targeting Western ~ Conspiracy
Ukraine Ukraine. security policies.
;rJllll;e;einian ;};e;j:;_ This is a recurring
presidents dents of Kremlin disinfor- Enemizing /
. mation narrative Nazi rheto-
have sent Ukraine sent . .
.. . that has no basis ric
Nazis into Nazi groups in reality.
Donbas to Donbas.
Buchaisa Bucha, this Independent re-
fabrication  is a fabrica- ports and satellite Disbelief /
only used tion. They images confirm Attack on
tointerrupt only useitto  that the massacre Civilians
negotia- interrupt ne-  actually took
tions gotiations. place.
Ukraine is
g&?ﬁ ';':;‘egd‘ﬁ' e This claim is disin-
rators are US and Zhe formation that re- Anti.-US/EU
encourag- EU, and hos- jects Ukraine'sin-  sentiment /
ing hostili-  tility to- dependent deci- Puppet
. sion-making pro- rhetoric
tiesto con-  wards Rus-

cesses.

tinue sia is being

encouraged.

Thematic analyses show that anti-NATO and
anti-Western rhetoric is the most dominant dis-
course, followed by anti-US/EU rhetoric and
Nazi/genocide narratives. While the most fre-
quently encountered strategy in these contents is
demonization, victimization and heroization dis-
courses are encountered in much more limited
numbers. Time series analyses reveal that disinfor-
mation fluctuated in tandem with critical phases of
the war; for example, anti-Western discourse came
to the fore in the first weeks of the invasion,
Nazi/genocide narratives intensified in mid-
March, and by May, content related to unrest and
sanctions in Europe became prominent. Text min-
ing and clustering results show that disinfor-
mation was produced not only through Ukraine
and Russia, but also through a wide range of re-
gional actors such as Poland, extending to specific
events such as the Bucha massacre. Co-occurrence
analyses have proven that rhetoric is often circu-
lated in pairs to increase its persuasive power, with
Ukraine being portrayed as a puppet of the West
and Russia being presented as the actor protecting
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civilians. This multidimensional structure reveals
that disinformation aims not only to influence re-
gional conflicts but also to shape international pub-
lic opinion, utilizing ideological, geopolitical, and
emotional elements Conse-
quently, when the data obtained is considered in
terms of content, timing, and discourse connec-
tions, it is understood that disinformation is a dy-
namic, adaptable, and systematic propaganda tool
during times of crisis, changing its content and di-
rection according to the course of the war and
global developments. Therefore, counter-strate-
gies should not be solely verification-focused; they
must also make visible the ways in which content
is produced, its objectives, and its temporal strate-
gies.

simultaneously.

Conclusion and Recommendations

This study demonstrates that during times of war,
the media is not merely a neutral channel for con-
veying information; rather, it is a powerful ideo-
logical apparatus that reproduces the discourse of
political power, shapes social perception, and di-
rects the perspective of the international public.
When considered alongside the findings, the theo-
retical framework employing Althusser's ap-
proach to ideological apparatuses, Herman &
Chomsky's propaganda model, Hall's representa-
tion theory, Entman's framing approach, and
Said's perspective on othering demonstrates how
deeply intertwined disinformation is with power
practices, both historically and in the present day.
From this perspective, the media emerges not
merely as a tool for reporting events, but as a
power element at the very center of power strug-
gles. The findings reveal that disinformation is
constructed in a flexible, multi-layered, and strate-
gic manner alongside the course of the war. These
results reveal not only which themes came to the
fore, but also the functional consequences created
by disinformation. For example, the anti-NATO
rhetoric that emerged in the first weeks of the war
not only increased anti-Western sentiment but also
created a legitimacy gap by leading to the ques-
tioning of the support given to Ukraine by interna-
tional actors. Similarly, Nazi and genocide rhetoric
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was designed to portray the Ukrainian govern-
ment as illegitimate and justify Russia's military in-
tervention. Thus, disinformation has become a
strategic tool that directly influences international
legal debates, moral legitimacy searches, and social
mobilization processes, going beyond mere infor-
mation manipulation.

Another important finding of the study is disin-
formation's capacity to create emotional impact. As
seen in the example of the Bucha massacre, rhetoric
that denies war crimes and blames the other side
not only distorted reality but also aimed to divide
the international public's reaction. This situation
reveals that disinformation involves not only infor-
mation wars but also emotional wars. Content that
appeals to people's emotions, such as anger, fear,
or suspicion, overrides rational assessments and
increases the effectiveness of propaganda mecha-
nisms. Furthermore, the structural flexibility of
disinformation is noteworthy. Findings show that
narratives are highlighted in different combina-
tions in different weeks. This flexibility proves that
propaganda mechanisms do not merely repeat a
specific theme; rather, they quickly adapt to the
course of the war, sanctions discussions, or diplo-
matic developments. For example, when sanctions
were on the agenda, the emphasis on social unrest
in Europe was increased; when allegations of war
crimes against Russia intensified, the rhetoric
about biological laboratories and chemical weap-
ons was highlighted. This situation necessitates
evaluating disinformation not as a static process,
but as a dynamic, tactical, and event-driven one
that reshapes itself.

Ultimately, the most critical point revealed by
this study is that disinformation is not merely
about producing false information. Disinformation
is a communication strategy that transforms social
perception, creates international legitimacy, man-
ages emotional responses, and directly influences
the course of war. Therefore, combating disinfor-
mation should not be limited to fact-checking; it
should also focus on deciphering the contexts in
which content is produced, the emotional re-
sponses it triggers, and the political goals it serves.
In this context, increasing digital literacy, strength-
ening ethical media practices, developing Al-sup-
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ported detection systems, and activating interna-
tional cooperation mechanisms are of great im-
portance. In this perspective, future research
should focus more on how to develop political re-
sistance mechanism against disinformation, alter-
native public tools, educational modules, and dig-
ital control technologies. Thus, combating disinfor-
mation can become a space of resistance not only
at the content level but also at the structural, cul-
tural and technological levels. All of can only be
achieved through global efforts and prioritizing
public benefit.
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