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Reviewer 1
Reviewer 2

This was a highly intelligent study that provided in-depth analysis of an important issue. You were able to
identify a gap in the current literature, and your case study promised to shed light on Russia’s information
campaigns in the MENA region. The dissertation was expertly set up and introduced and it was clear that
you possessed excellent knowledge of the region, Russia’s foreign policy in general, and the debates
around (dis)information and cyber warfare etc. This all ensured a thoroughly intelligent research project in
the main.

While | was generally impressed by the academic qualities of the dissertation, | did have some questions
and areas | felt were underdeveloped. One issue was that the research questions were formulated in a
rather descriptive way. You asked ‘what’ questions rather than more analytically challenging ‘why’ or ‘how’
questions. As | read them, | already wondered if this would lead you down a descriptive path.
Unfortunately, this fear was at least partially founded.

As you started the empirical analysis, it did indeed become a little too descriptive for my liking. Your
themes were well selected and were based on careful and thoughtful methodological insights. However,
each section that described these five themes was descriptive. There was, for example, little effort to
integrate these insights into wider theoretical debates. Nor were there efforts at this stage, to bring together
the empirical findings with the academic debates about (dis)information. This, | felt, was a missed
opportunity. There was scope to consider some very complex issues such as how Russia attempts to
modify its messaging and bend it to cultural specificities. This would be mirrored in the ‘soft power’
literature on Russia where authors agree that Russian soft power differs from US soft power in that it lacks
universal claims to truth. Your findings show this to be the case too as the messaging is flexible and non-
ideological. A slightly sharper analysis could have got to the heart of these issues a little more.

Another issue | had revolved around ontology. You note your positivist perspective and talked intelligently
about this. However, you also state: “While the study assumes an ontological position and holds that
there is such a thing as ‘the truth’, it does not establish whether Russia uses disinformation. This
would beg the question of what the researcher considered true or false. Rather the study analysis what
Russia aims to convey with disinformation by interpreting the data and giving it meaning.”

This is a difficult and (to me it seemed) contradictory position. If you are not willing to designate
things as truthful or not, then how is it possible to talk about disinformation at all? Surely you are then
looking at the nature of the information campaigns? This seemed like a fundamental issue and one that
was not resolved in the thesis. For example, many of the examples you provide do not appear to fall
under the category of disinformation as defined in your earlier sections.

The methodology was sophisticated. I was impressed by your ability to locate and analyse data from
Twitter and thought this was handled intelligently. The selection of data sources was also well
justified. However, your tweets were selected on the basis of their popularity (number of likes).




R Erasmus n IMSISS University
o Mundus . Security, Intelligence w;' fGlangW D C U

& Strategic Studies o) 0

IMSISS Dissertation Feedback & Mark Sheet

Perhaps you could have reflected a little more on this and how this reflects audience reception as much
as the agent’s initial production of the tweets. A selection process whereby tweets were selected more
randomly might have been more useful if we were are investigating the nature of Russia’s information
strategy rather than its effectiveness.

I thought the use of thematic analysis was also intelligently introduced. This worked well and allowed
you to generate key themes that were usefully explained to the reader. While this information was
interesting and helped build a picture of the general strategy Russia employs, it did have drawbacks.
You yourself note the atheoretical nature of this approach. While this is understandable and even has
some advantages, in light of my previous comments (on the overly descriptive nature of the research
questions), I did find this somewhat problematic. It would have been useful to have injected a little
more theory into the themes at a later point.

Overall then, this was an intelligent thesis packed with sophisticated work. I was impressed by many
elements of the thesis and found that you presented a convincing picture of how Russian strategy to
the MENA region is formulated. At the same time, [ did note a serious of weaknesses. In the main
though, it was very good.

REVIEWER 1

This is an intelligent and highly original dissertation, asking 'What is Russia’s disinformation strategy in the
MENA, and how does it relate to Russia’s broader strategy towards the region?' and 'How does
disinformation related to the war in Ukraine fit into Russia’s general and disinformation strategy towards the
MENA?' the topic of study is highly original given that there is very little research conducted on Russia's
disinformation campaign in the MENA, and will certainly serve as a starting point for further research,
should the student decide to pursue this interest further.

In the dissertation, the student demonstrated to be able to devise a solid programme of research that
reflects the main themes of the programme of study; strong command of the relevant background literature
and arguments pertaining to the topics of dis-information and cyber warfare; and displayed insight
knowledge on Russia's foreign policy and current affairs, as well as the MENA.

The research design was well crafted and thoroughly justified in the selection of the case, content, time
period, and material. It is impressive how the student was able to utilise their skills and knowledge to
devise a robust design and select primary sources, particularly with regard to the use of social media and
the Arabic language.

The use of thematic analysis as a methodology was also very sensitive. Given that a main scope of the
research was to explore the content of Russia's (dis)information in the MENA — which remains largely
understudied - thematic analysis gave the student the opportunity to start identifying themes that emerge
from the information Russia uses to target Arabic speaking populations, with a focus on the post Ukraine
war period. There is an evident tension between the positivist approach adopted by the student and the
interpretative approach required by a methodology such as thematic analysis. | think the student was
sensitive to highlight in the methodology section that the scope of the thematic analysis was not to
establish the veracity of disinformation in the Tweets but rather to interpret the Tweets — posted by notable
disinformation platforms —so as to identify broader thematic areas in the information content divulged by
Russia.

The data analysis section was also insightful and the themes were well thought out by the student. It is
evident that a rigorous process of analysis has been carried out in this section with the goal to identify
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broader thematic areas, and these are carefully spelled out to the reader.

The dissertation as mentioned above is highly intelligent and original, yet there are areas that could have
been developed more. Given the originality of the topic the programme of research was perhaps a bit too
ambitious as originally conceived. The lack of previous research on Russia's disinformation campaign in
the MENA left open a large array of potential research questions to be explored and it seems that the
student found it difficult to settle on one, as demonstrated by the student asking two distinct albeit closely
related questions. A ‘what’ question seems necessary to ask given the current scholarly debate on whether
Russia does hold a disinformation strategy — yet the student could have dealt with this question in the
literature review section without having to state this as a main research question. The second question,
which prompted a more analytic answer, was indeed the most interesting part. In answering this, the
student focused on the content of Tweets and produced an extremely interesting analysis developed
around key themes, relying on the student’s insightful knowledge of the country. These findings were then
linked to the broader debates on Russia’s disinformation in the discussion section, but given that this was
the most interesting part of the study, it left the reader a bit thirsty for more analysis here.

In sum, this is a very strong dissertation, highly original in terms of research topic and primary material
analysed, with a carefully thought research design and well executed data analysis. A weakness of the
dissertation is the seemingly dual question posed and the fact that the data analysis was brought back in
dialogue with the existing literature but only to a limited extent. This is however common in explorative
research where tick description often provides the basis for further study and theorization. As such, this is
overall an excellent piece of work.




