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Abstract

This article explores trolling as a form of literary activity. It presents a number of
specific types of trolling on the Russian-language Internet in connection with digital
literature and the literary practices of various groups of Internet users. Techniques
for writing provocative “troll-texts” were created and developed within subcultural
groups in the 1990s. Later, from being a subversive practice known only to a few
insiders, it became a mass technique described in meta-texts that identified rules for
trolling and shared facts about its culture with all interested users. In the 2010s, the
now popularised techniques of trolling came to be seen as effective strategies to
deploy in online debates. At the same time, trolling began to be exploited as a
weapon in online political campaigns. This study also shows that trolling texts are
often structured around the fight for voice, and it is this conflict that dictates the
formal properties of the discourse of trolling.
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108 Vera Zvereva

The many Faces of Trolling

Everyday internet users are now well acquainted not only with the positive
forms of online interaction, but also with its darker side. Internet use brings
everyone into contact with spam and unpleasant information; any statement,
even the most innocent post on a user’s personal page, may attract attacks
from aggressors whose aim is to destroy the communicative scenario in hand
or cause harm. Many users have encountered inappropriate, aggressive,
insulting or distracting comments on their own and others’ posts which may
in turn, prompt attempts— often futile — to bring the troll “to heel” and put the
conversation back on track. Yet, while some users may have experienced
trolling as an invasion of their communicative space, for others, trolling is
part of their online behaviour.

The concept of internet trolling exists in several languages, and the
phenomenon itself is widespread throughout the world. The word “trolling”
— from an English verb that describes fishing with a baited line — is used to
refer to communicative provocation designed to infuriate other users: to
provoke anger and fury or to make them feel frustration and fear. Trolling
implies creating a situation of conflict and violating the unwritten rules of
online communication. The association of the concept with the trolls of
mythology, which could, if we adapt folklore to the realities of the internet,
be described as dwelling under the “cyber-bridge”, has turned out to be so
pervasive that the word has changed its semantics (Fichman, Sanfilippo
2016). The word “troll” is now used to describe a person who practices
trolling.

The concept is a broad one, however, and has changed over time as
online practices have moved from the sub-culture to the mainstream. Several
forms of aggressive communicative behaviour online are classed as trolling
by scholars: these include bullying, phone pranks and even hacking. Trolling
became the subject of research in the social sciences and humanities in the
1990s with the analysis of communicative practices on Usenet (Donath
1999). At that time, social psychologists began studying the interaction of
users within “virtual reality”. Studies appeared of aggressive behaviour on
chat rooms and internet forums, and uncontested mockery or persecution of
some users by others. This was seen as a type of compensatory behaviour not
normally available in real life to the people involved, but possible in the
conditions of anonymous communication. Trolling was interpreted as a way
of attracting attention, improving one’s status on the internet, and channelling
offline aggression (Tepper 1997; Baker 2001). Studies of trolling
concentrated on how individuals behaved when interacting on internet
forums and websites.

In the 2000s, trolling began to be discussed within the framework of
cyber-bullying: the hounding or intimidation of a victim by a group of



Trolling as a Literary Practice in Russian Language Internet 109

internet users. The phenomenon of collective violence against weaker
individuals on social media aroused serious concern among commentators
writing about the vulnerability of young people and adolescents on the
internet. As social networking sites involve the posting of private information
by users, and competition for social status, young users will post texts and
photographs which make them an easy target for bullying. In the 2000s and
2010s, scholars examined the link between online aggression, collective
trolling and adolescent suicide; they tried to find ways of protecting victims
from persecution of this sort and described successful strategies for
moderating forums and internet communities (Binns 2012; Bishop 2013;
Herring et al. 2002; Hitchcock 2017; Nail, Simon 2016; Trolley, Hanel 2010).
The importance of understanding the structure of interactions between
provocateurs or persecutors and their victims led researchers to investigate
trolling as an interactive communicative process on social media (Hardaker
2015; McCosker 2013).

The actions of online provocateurs can be seen from the perspective of
cyber-interaction ethics, with researchers simply passing judgement on the
trolls’ “anti-social behaviour” (Shin 2008; Cheng, Danescu-Niculescu-Mizil,
Leskovec 2015) or even writing about how practitioners of trolling have a
tendency towards “everyday sadism” (Buckels, Trapnell, Paulhus 2014). At
the same time, as the infrastructure of web-based interaction becomes ever
more complex, an approach described by its own practitioners as
“ethnographic” has come to the forefront. Internet ethnography involves
studying online behaviour with the help of longitudinal insider research and
interviews. Studies of this kind have allowed researchers to define trolling as
a sub-cultural phenomenon with its own rules and history. They have made
it possible to study trolling communities, ask questions about the aesthetics
of trolling (Coleman 2012, 2014; Knuttila 2011; Phillips 2011a), and try to
understand actions that arouse extreme disapproval in outside observers (such
as RIP-trolling; Phillips 2011Db). Studies by anthropologists have enabled the
establishment of a more complex history of trolling. For instance, Whitney
Phillips (2015) has painstakingly traced the links between trolling and the
culture of mainstream media, showing that in its most radical features,
internet trolling perpetuates and builds on practices legitimated by tabloid
newspapers and journals centred on celebrity culture and sensationalism, so
that it may be said to reflect that culture in a “crooked mirror”. At the same
time, Phillips has argued that nowadays, mainstream and consumer culture,
by popularising and appropriating internet memes and “lulz” has almost
destroyed the trolling subculture, and that the concept is fast losing all
meaning.

In the late 2000s and early 2010s, another important shift occurred in
the behaviour of internet users themselves, whose activity had previously
been presented as little more than virtual hooliganism. At this time, trolls and
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hackers began to participate in internet activism and become involved in
collective politically directed campaigns. Researchers have described how
the “anonymous” movement arose from sub-cultural activities and how trolls
began to play a part in political processes. They have also examined the links
between stunts by hooligans, campaigns by activists (such as the trolling of
scientology sites in 2008) and the involvement of trolls in pre-election
political campaigns (Coleman 2012, 2014; Virkar 2014). As a result of the
greater role played by the internet in mediating all types of social interaction,
among other factors, the delineations of “political” and “legitimate” activity
are becoming more and more blurred, so that the idea of participation in
political processes has been gaining importance. Confusion and lack of
clarity as to what actions qualify as “legitimate” allows some agents without
a political programme (trolls, in this case) not only to be active within the
field of politics, but to have a serious influence within that field (Coleman
2014).

In the 2010s, internet trolling underwent a serious change. Both
governments and businesses spotted the advantage that could be gained from
trolling — not as a subculture, but as an activity by hired agents designed to
disrupt or destroy online communication and damage the reputations of
individuals and organisations. The hiring of trolls and hackers to discredit
political opponents became widespread in the Russian political mainstream
(Zakharov, Rusiaeva 2017). Since the election of Donald Trump in the 2016
American presidential elections, and the ensuing allegations of interference
by Russian hackers in that election campaign, Western journalists and poli-
ticians have begun to comment actively on the deliberate flooding of sites
with misleading or irrelevant information.

Thus, it would be inaccurate to link trolling with just one type of
practice or phenomenon, describing all its manifestations as parts of a single
whole. Trolling exists as a type of game, as a type of communicative violence,
as a strategy used by anonymous political activists and as a pro-governmental
propaganda strategy. Some trolling is witty, some can be understood only by
those in the know; some garners mass approval, while some arouses disgust.
Some trolling goes no further than teasing; some crosses the line into
harassment. Trolling is an umbrella term used to describe several phenomena
which do have features in common: for instance, various types of trolling can
be seen as provocative communicative behaviour designed to stir up negative
emotions in the “victim”. There is also a general strategy recommended for
use against trolling: refusal to enter into a dialogue with the provocateur or
aggressor, as expressed in the motto “don’t feed the trolls”. But there are also
significant differences. These may relate to the age or social status of trolls,
whether they are one-time or repeat offenders, whether they act as individuals
or take part in collectively planned campaigns, why they say what they do,
the specific features of trolling in different countries, and so on.
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This study concentrates on just one aspect of this multi-faceted
phenomenon, by examining trolling as a kind of literary activity and part of
the wider phenomenon of digital literature in the Russian language segment
of the Internet. This is a fairly loose approach as various types of trolling
produced very different types of text. Moreover, as a technique that de-
veloped on image boards, trolling may involve no more than posting memes
that include insulting, unpleasant or comical images. Nevertheless, this study
will explore several aspects of trolling as a written practice, which show that
it is valid to approach trolling as a literary activity.

Trolling as a Form of Literary Activity

Literature as a body of written works and as the process of producing texts
has undergone changes with the spread of digital technology. Researchers
face the question of how to classify and study the growing body of texts
produced using computers. Summarising the results of research in this field
over more than 20 years, Scott Rettberg, in his book Electronic Literature,
demonstrates that our ideas about what literature and literary genres are have
become more complex, because they must take into account the new
affordances of digital technologies and the constant transformations of cul-
tural practices of internet users (Rettberg 2019). He claims that “electronic
literature is significantly resistant to clear lines of demarcation. Hybridity and
perhaps monstrosity (see Leclair 2000) are par for the course in a multimedial
field whose cycles of creation move at the speed of technological change”
(ibid.: 9).

When defining the characteristics of the literary text, scholars have
often referred to Roman Jakobson’s description of the poetic function of
language. Thus, according to Roland Barthes, “the ‘poetic’ (i.e., the literary)
refers to that type of message which takes as its object not its content but its
own form” (1967: 897). Trolling, considered from this point of view, largely
pursues the pragmatic goal of ridiculing or angering the interlocutor. Its
techniques, as the examples below will show, relate to those of classical
rhetoric used to win a dispute. According to this logic, trolling should not be
defined as a literary practice. At the same time, however, notably many troll
texts can be found on the Russian-language Internet in which the line between
pragmatic and poetic is blurred. Partly, the subject of such texts is indeed its
own form, the skills of its author(s), and the art of trolling.

This study will demonstrate that some troll texts are close to a new form
of digital (electronic) literature, in particular to those genres that Rettberg
defines as collaborative writing that invites readers to contribute to the text
(2019: 5). A large troll text, including all the reactions of the participants, is
open for co-creation and collective writing. Such texts are produced using
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digital technology as networked. Any user can try to become a co-author-
troll, or join sides with the targets of the trolling, or act as a reader-referee
who evaluates the success of trolling or provides ethical assessment. It often
happens that communication which starts as a trolling, takes on the character
of a network performance. Often the collective text so created is designed to
be read with pleasure by readers “in the know” who share the aesthetics of
trolling. In social networks, users comment on these texts, share likes and
dislikes, and assess the trolls’ skill. On Runet, troll texts are often evaluated
from an aesthetic point of view: how creative, absurd, and funny for the
reader they are. Both trolls and readers explicitly assess the formal qualities
of these messages. Thus, despite its pragmatic function, a troll text as a hybrid
genre of digital literature often has a poetic function too.

The following factors suggest that trolling as a type of text can be
considered to have some relation to literature. In the first place, the result of
interaction with a troll or of a troll attack on a community or group is often
(though not always) a collection of texts consisting of communicative
exchanges between participants. These networked texts share certain formal
qualities, which involve: the way in which roles dictating a limited number
of scenarios are allocated to participants (trolls, their victims and referees);
the aesthetics of “lulz” behind trolling; and, up to a point, the poetics of the
text (a poetics implying the verbalisation of anger and a range of negative
emotions; mimicry of the original discourse of the trolling’s victims; and
production of absurd texts.)

Secondly, the logic of such an approach is indicated by meta-literature
about trolling on Runet. In the 2000s, texts on the subject of “effective
trolling” became popular. These took the form of various instructions and
pieces of advice offered by experienced trolls to beginners. There are
numerous examples on social networks of ironic self-reflection by trolls:
stories about successful acts of trolling, and screenshots of dialogues
involving trolling. These reflections on practice, and this desire to record the
experience of trolling as a worthwhile marginal activity — citing “model”
examples, giving prominence to certain actors, and passing on the genealogy
and legends of trolling to “future generations” — indicate attempts to
formalize a digital literary genre. The popularity of demands such as “trolling
expressions” or “how to troll” appearing on auto-prompts in Russian-
language searches on Google or Yandex testify, albeit indirectly, to an
interest in trolling as a bag of rhetorical tricks that can enable the user to
create a “winning” text in an online interaction.

At the same time, trolling should be seen from a historicising per-
spective. The “golden age” of trolling of the 2000s witnessed the develop-
ment of techniques associated with the trolling subculture, the gradual mi-
gration of trolling into mainstream culture and a mass craze for the techniques
and aesthetics of trolling, and activism by anonymous users. This was
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followed by a period in which interest in trolling fell, due to its increasing
commercialisation and its appropriation by pro-governmental political
institutions.

The appearance of trolling as a phenomenon on Runet in the 1990s took
place at a time when the Russian literary canon was being re-evaluated — a
time that saw an increased interest in new forms of literature and literary
games, experimentation with new verbal forms and new literary techniques
(Lunde, Paulsen 2009; Gorham, Lunde, Paulsen 2014). Trolling is often
carried out with a very different objective in mind than the creation of an
expressive text; but for all that, the techniques of trolling were honed within
the context of a “literary-centric” Runet (which, moreover, was a fairly
compact cultural milieu at the time) and the establishment of digital literature.

The language and aesthetics of digital literature of the 1990s reflected
the dismantling of the literary norm, the inclusion of subjects previously
considered “lowbrow”, and the use of “dirty” and insulting material in
attempts to be witty and amusing (Zvereva 2012). A distinctive feature of
digital literature is its interactive nature: its creation involves not only the
author’s own text, but the texts of readers and commentators, and of
participants in literary flashmobs. An author’s initial post may be rewritten
many times, sometimes in response to requests, suggestions or criticism by
readers. As for the comments, they are often more interesting or witty than
the text to which they are addressed. On sites such as udaff.com and fuck.ru',
the art of the short written reply or comment putting the reader on the same
level as the writer, or elevating them above the writer, developed into a genre
in its own right. It is obvious why short forms enjoy such popularity in
internet literature. Online, authors compete among themselves, battling it out
for the attention of readers who spend progressively less and less time
scrolling through posts and commentaries — in keeping with the popular
formula among readers used to criticize an author’s long-windedness: “ni
asilil, mnoga bykff” (“didn’t reed, too wurdy”). The space allocated on social
networks to text is also becoming smaller. As a result, works of digital
literature do not necessarily have to be long in order to be striking and
effective: as shown by the hugely popular short verses known as “pirozhki”
and “poroshki”.? In this context, trolling acquires value as a literary device or
even a minor genre.

Long before the digital era, people were using certain text forms to
provoke, amuse or enrage others, and these were reproduced on the internet.
It is, therefore, quite natural that trolls appeared on forums and chatrooms.
As mentioned above, due to the organisation of early networks, trolling
developed initially among small groups of users and was aimed at a small
circle of people “in the know”. The first type of trolling described in an
academic study, by Donath in 1996, involved user interaction on the network
Usenet. Notably, one of the legends of Usenet was a user (or probably several
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users) with the expressive name of Netochka Nezvanova,’ a programmer, star
of underground computer art and music, and famous troll and flamer, who
terrorized users of this network. The playful mask used by this web-character
— NETochka, uninvited guest of bulletin boards and electronic conferences,
was an ironic borrowing from the work of the same name by Dostoevskii,*
and clearly indicates an essentially artistic character.

In the Russian-language virtual environment of the 1990s, there were
certain factions which, interacting within closed groups, encouraged trolling
as a type of language activity involving the art of facetious comments,
mockery or abuse. Thus, for instance, on the network FidoNet, a type of
trolling featuring specific messaging techniques became a noticeable
phenomenon. For Russian-language users there, the reference point was a
type of internet trolling known as “Kashchenism” (“Kashchenizm”). The
language and imagery used by the “Kashchenites” was worked out in a so-
called “echo-conference” (a space devoted to posts on a particular theme) on
Fido, su.kaschenko.local, supposedly affiliated to the famous psychiatrist
Petr Kashchenko.

[Moanucynky AENMINCh HA MEANIEPCOHAN M TIOIUEHTOB, a CIy4aliHble
MPOXO0JKHEe, He TOHUMAIOLIKE, YTO MPOUCXOTUT, ABTOMATUYECKH IOTIa-
JIalT B KATETOPHUIO HEM3IIEUUMO OOJIbHBIX. [...] B koH1e 90-x ros1oB [...]
Cranu nposBISTBECS TaKHe XapaKTepHble OCOOCHHOCTH KallleHH3Ma,
KaK €BpEeCKUI akKLeHT M TeperHauYnBaHue PYCCKUX CJIOB Ha MaHep
uBputa u uauil. (“Kashchenizm™)

(Subscribers were divided into medical staff and “payshunts”. Those
who came upon the site by chance, who did not understand what was
going on, were immediately put into the category of “incurable cases”.
[...] in the late 1990s [...] various characteristic features of Kashchenism
appeared, such as a Jewish accent or Russian words written in a Hebrew
or Yiddish style.)

The trolling of Kashchenites was exaggeratedly polite (in the style of a doctor
speaking to a patient) and the text would be constructed from series of
questions. An argument between two Kashchenites might develop without a
single affirmative statement.

The subculture of Kashchenism is described on the web-encyclopedia
Lurkmore and other Runet resources as the origin of the art of trolling.
Formulae and expressions used by Kashchenites are often quoted: “Ah you
Jewish? — Vy you ask? — you anti-Semitic? Vy you ask? You want to find
anti-Semitic allies?” Etc. (“Bu eBrr’eit? A modyemy Bu cnr’ammuBaete? Bu
aHTuceMut? A modemy BM crr’ammBaeTte? Miiere cor’aTHUKOB-aHTHCEMHU-
ToB?”) Some literary texts written using the techniques of Kashchenite
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trolling are also cited, such as ‘Dialogue between Jesus and Pontius Pilate’,
in which both sides behave like internet trolls:

=

: Uma?

N: Nncyc. A Bame? |[...]

I1: Tw1 eBpeit, Uncyc?

N: A noyemy BbI cripaiuuBaeTe?

I1: A nmouemy Thl OTBEYaellb BOIPOCOM Ha Bompoc?
W: Bbl anTUCEMUT?

I1: A moyemy Tebs 31O HGecrmokont?

N: Het, nouemy BAC 310 Oecriokout?

IT: A kto Tebe cka3zal, YTO MEHs 3TO OECTIOKOUT?
U: A 3auem BbI ciipaimiuBaete? |...]

I1: D1o T Ha3bIBaN cebst cbiHOM boXkbrM?
HW: Yto BBI XOTUTE YTOOHI 51 OTBETHI? |...]

I1: A ecnu s Benmro Tebst ka3uuTh? Ha kpecrte paciHy?

N: A 3a 4ro?

[1: A pa3Be HeJOCTATOYHO BCETO BHIIIETIEPEYHCICHHOTO?
U: A MoxeT Bce-Taku IOTOMY, UTO 51 €Bpeii?

I1: A TbI Taku eBpeit?

U: A pazBe He cbiH boxnii? |[...]

[1: Tel MHe Hanoen! KasHuTh ero HemeieHHO!

W: Bbl Taku aHTUCEMUT.

II: TeI Taku eBpeil.

(‘Dialog mezhdu lisusom i Pontiem Pilatom”)

(P: Your name?

J: Jesus. And yours? [...]

P: Are you a Jew, Jesus?

J: Why are you asking?

P: Why are you answering a question with a question?
J: Are you anti-Semitic?

P: And why does that bother you?

J: No, why does that bother YOU?

P: Who told you it bothers me?

J: Why are you asking? [...]

P: Was it you who called yourself the son of God?

J: What do you want me to say? [...]

P: What if I give the order to have you executed? Crucify you?
J: What for?

P: Isn’t everything listed above enough?

J: But maybe just because I’'m Jewish?

P: Are you Jewish?



116 Vera Zvereva

J: Am I not the son of God? [...]

P: I’'m sick of you. Execute him right away!
J: You ARE anti-Semitic.

P: You ARE a Jew.)

The exchanges of Kashchenite trolls can be seen as digital literature due to
their use of language and style, and the way in which they reflect on words
and communication. Notably, some of the Kashchenites’ favourite targets
were authors of fiction — for instance, the fantasy writer Sergei Lukanienko
(famous for supporting a pro-Russian “patriotic” position, jokingly nick-
named “Schnovelist” (“Peisatel’”’) and the writer and journalist Aleksandr
Eksler.

Memes, entrenched forms of trolling understood by insiders, were
developed within closed groups and image boards (4chan, 2chan, 2ch), as in-
jokes targeting an “in-crowd” or those who came into their orbit. It appears
that witty and insulting literary tricks and methods of communicative
provocation were perfected not only out of a love of verbal art; trolling
fulfilled another function, too: to patrol the borders of such groups and
communities, in order to keep out random visitors, newcomers, or uninitiated
users. With regard to this function, the texts and visual images of trolling
could be referred to as “border-zone literature and art”. For instance, as
Phillips (2015) notes, image boards were open platforms. However, for every
attractive photograph posted, there would be a dozen deliberately repellent
images that would discourage uninitiated users from becoming better
acquainted with the site. For a long time, this prevented the commercial use
of image boards, as it scared off advertisers.

The territorial nature of trolling, its link with place, with “native” or
“hostile” spaces imbued with corresponding values, is also evident from the
aggressive raids made by trolls on other groups. Typically, during a “raid”,
trolls will invade space belonging to another group and forcibly introduce
their own material — texts and images — both for the sake of entertainment,
and in order to seize a platform.

According to Lurkmore, a raid is a type of internet vandalism with
assaults on poorly protected online groups. The attackers on a raid destroy
everything as they go. It is most likely that trolls would attack groups devoted
to subcultures, or groups violently opposed to something (here the trolls will
disguise themselves as the objects of hatred and start to defend the honour of
the insulted); or groups which attract aggressive but rather stupid people, who
have no idea of the etiquette of digital interaction, etc. (“Nabeg”.) In relation
to raids, it is not appropriate to talk of the honing of a literary technique or
style. For a mass attack, other text types are used: for instance, the wall of
another group may be flooded with copy-and-pastes of some text — usually
disgusting in content, including coprophilia, pornography or streams of
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invective. Those who take part in “raids” thus operate their own set of
canonical texts: copy-and-pastes® which are explicitly aggressive, or tongue-
in-cheek versions of bizarre or inane texts that have become memes within
narrow groups of users.

However, trolling as a form of text production on Runet was not
restricted to situations of conflict between different subcultures and com-
munities. According to Coleman, over time, a new type of trolling — which
she calls populist trolling — developed on the imageboards 4chan and 2chan.
This was simpler, more appealing to a mass audience, and presented trolls’
memes and mockery as an entertaining game (2014: 41). Something similar
took place on Runet, where users began to learn about trolls as a result of
planned leaks of information from closed groups, or through the borrowing
and mass popularization of fashionable jokes using memes and wordplay, as
well as through the proliferation of meta-texts about trolls.

In the second half of the 2000s, a great number of texts about trolling
aimed at a wide audience appeared on the internet. On the one hand, the huge
popularity of “Padonkoffsky slang”® aroused interest in sub-cultural practices
on Runet, prompting journalists and bloggers to devote some time to
acquainting users with the culture of Runet creative writing and commenting,
and the characteristics of aggressive and sarcastic communication on the
internet. An awareness of what trolling was, “how it [was] done” and “how
to fight it” became part of general awareness of the new media. On the other
hand, the desire among active participants in Russian internet culture to
codify their knowledge and preserve the memory of a disappearing age on
Runet also contributed significantly to the growing interest in memes and
trolling techniques. This resulted in the appearance of the Russian Wiki-
encyclopedia Lurkmore (2007) — a resource that compiled and presented to
the public various internet memes, subculture figures and stories from Runet;
as well as the internet folklore anthology Netlore (2007); and Wikirealnost’
(2009) which describes internet communities and their culture. The
popularity of texts about trolling also contributed to an awareness of the
commercial potential of Runet culture. “Old-timers” — users who had
witnessed and taken part in the creation of the Runet myth in the 1990s —
began to publish print books containing their digital texts, books recalling a
“Golden Age” before the advent of LiveJournal, Padonkoffsky culture, and
internet troll-provocateurs. Among them, for instance, was the
“Padonkoffsky Bible” by the founder of Udaff.com and the “Godfather” of
Padonkoffsky slang Dmitrii Sokolovskii. Encyclopedias and portals on
internet subcultures started to post advertisements on their pages that stressed
that they were aimed at readers of all sorts, without restriction.

Articles on the site Lurkmore brought an awareness of trolling to a wide
audience. Written in a simple, witty, pseudo-scientific style, these articles
afford anyone who wishes a glimpse into the depths of internet subculture
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and insight into its language, memes and narratives. The main article on
trolling from Lurkmore presents the phenomenon as follows:

[TponamHT —] MOCTHHT 3aBEIOMO NPOBOKAIIMOHHBIX coobmenuii. [1o-
MHMO IIOTBITOK JOBECTH OAWHOYHOTO TOIMEHTA 10 TaK Ha3bIBAEMOTO
OarTxepra — MOTEPH CaMOKOHTPOJ [...], 7. MoeT MpOBOANTECS H C
pac4eToM Ha TO, 4TO 32 MOLMEHTa HAYHYT 3aCTYNaThCs €0 COPATHUKU
wim coOpaThs M0 yBIEUEHUIO, ¢ neibio [...] [lomydeHus HeraTHBHON
peakuuu Tmonb3oBaTeNieil Hekoero cairta [...]. OOBIMHO WENBIO
TPOJUTMHTA sBiseTcs Jyn3 [...] Ecnm mpoBokaumst ceTeBoro Tpoiis
yJlaJach, TO CUUTAETCS, 4TO TpoJulb Hamien exy. (“Trolling”)

(Trolling is “the posting of messages deliberately designed to provoke.
Apart from attempts to drive a “payshunt” to so-called “butthurt” — loss
of self-control [...], trolling may be carried out in the expectation that
the payshunt’s comrades or those with similar interests will begin to
stand up for him, in order to [...] Get negative reactions from a
particular site. Usually, trolling is carried out for lulz. [...] If an internet
troll’s provocation is successful, it is said that the troll has managed to
“feed”.)

It is significant that the authors try to set out the rules of trolling, to identify
a set of strategies for creating texts, to divide trolling into successful and
unsuccessful examples and to categorise it into subspecies, to show solidarity
with successful campaigns and to distance themselves from crude aggression.
Thus, according to Lurkmore, trolling can be divided into unsubtle (“fat
trolling”), subtle and ultra-subtle — or nano-trolling (in this scenario the troll
forces others to troll for him). Articles about heroes of Runet subcultures
describe “legendary” trolling campaigns. Through this sort of meta-
description, the symbolic status of the art of trolling is increased. Trolling is
something that should be known about and remembered; it can bring the hero
fame and immortality on the web. In texts about trolling, a significant role is
assigned to parallels between the art of communicative provocation today,
and examples from classical literature. For instance, the Lurkmore site
includes quotes from trolls from Herodotus, Tolstoi, Kipling and Ibsen. All
this helps to raise the status of behaviour that could be regarded as no better
than hooliganism to that of an object of intellectual appreciation.

[...] TOHKUH PMUTHBIA TPOJIb. DTU TOPAETUBBIE CYLIECTBA CTOJb XKe
peIKH, CKOJb W MpeKpacHsl B mosieTe. Kak MpaBuiio OMUHOYKH, OHU
001aaloT HEKUM I0JI00MEM CHUCTEMBI IIEHHOCTEH, KOHTPOJEM Hal
COOCTBEHHBIM AaIMETUTOM U OIPENEICHHONH apTUCTHYHOCTBIO B
MIOJIXO0JI€ K MOCTaBJICHHBIM HesiM. (“troll’”)
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([...] a subtle troll. These proud creatures are as rare as they are
beautiful in flight. Solitary as a rule, they have something resembling a
value system, control over their own appetites and a measure of artistry
in how they approach their goals.)

This concern to delineate the difference between art and visceral aggression,
and the identification of “correct” and elite” forms of trolling is, in part, the
result of a generational divide between younger and older users that took
place within the culture of Runet at a certain point. It is clear that the authors
of many texts on the subject of blogging, including articles on Lurkmore, are
fairly mature and well-educated, have some literary skills and are able to
dress up counter-cultural and anti-social activity in a form that appeals to a
wider audience. They show a desire to disassociate themselves from
“schoolkid trollers” (“shkolota”) criticising them as crude and ignorant of the
finer nuances of the art of trolling. For instance, the following view appears
in an article on Lurkmore:

[Haber] oObIYHO OYEHBb CKyUYeH M HE HeceT B ceOe HU Karuid JIyi3a. [...]
HUYEro CMEIIHOr0 W HHTEPECHOrO0 B HAOWTaHUM W 3aKUIbIBAHUU
TOBHOM YHBUIOTO OBI/JIa HET, U M3JICKHIUI3 TOJAHOTO TOHKOTO TPOJLIS
He TpebyeTtca. (“Haber”)

([a “raid”] is usually very boring and lacking in any lulz whatsoever.
[...] there is nothing funny or interesting about “attaking” or shit-
slinging by boring sheep [bydlo] and the mad skills of a subtle troll are
not required for this.) (“Raid”)

And in popular culture, too, a number of poems and songs about internet trolls
written on their behalf have appeared. Thus, a sanitised and more appealing
interpretation has emerged, which plays down the sub-cultural and counter-
cultural tendency of trolling, classing it as an intelligent, edgy and thus more
interesting verbal activity.

JKvuBem MBI B MHTEpHETaX Ky4y YepTOBBIX JIET;

Haiur oM — Bes ceTh, HO €CTh MECTAa, T IHUIIH HaM HeT.
JIro6oii u3 HaC cymeeT OTMEHHBIN cpad 3aTesTh,

SIBnssichk ¢ MpoBOKAIHMe B OJIOT.

XOTb MBI ¥ HEMIPHUATHBI, IPUTIIIUCH U 3aMETh,

UYro moctaBaTh JitoIeil Belb TOXKE HY)KHO YMETh!

CMoOTpH Ha Hac TPEBOKHO — Upe3 HAC, BIIOJIHE BO3MOXKHO,
Hanx Bcemu usneBsaercs oor!

(Kotovskaia)

(A devilish long time we’ve roamed the internet,
Though on some sites the food is hard to get
Each one of us a master of the art
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Of winding bloggers up until they climb the walls;
You might not like it, but you must admit:

There is a skill to stirring up the shit!

Look at us with dismay — we just might be the way
God laughs at one and all.)

It is unsurprising that people involved in the subculture react negatively to
the revelation of trolling secrets and the popularisation of trolling techniques:

Jlypkmop — roBHOMopTals, YOMBLIMKA TPOJUTMHT. [...] PaHbmie s mor
TPOJUTUTH JF000T0, a0CONIOTHO HE 3aMOpPaYMBasiCh, 1 HUKTO HE KpHJall
“roncro!” Umm “dy, Tpomns!” [...] Tenepp jxe 3TOT TOBHOIYPKMOpP U
TOBHOMMHJUKOODPBI  TOMYJSPU3UPOBAIM  TPOJUIMHT, M KaXIbIH
IIKOJILHUK CYEJI CBOUM JI0JII'OM MaKCHMaJIbHO TOJICTO MOTPOJUIUTE BCE,
yto BuauT. (Lurkmore Contributor Moshchnyi Galoperidol)

(Lurkmore is a shitty portal that has killed trolling. [...] Before I could
troll anyone, no problem, and nobody would shout “not very subtle!”
Or “ugh, a troll”. Now shitty Lurkmore and shitty image boards have
popularised trolling and every schoolkid has decided that it is his duty
to troll everything he sees as unsubtly as possible.)

Lurkmore articles have been cited all over the web. A whole series of in-
structions on “how to troll” (a guide for beginners) and “how to protect
yourself from trolls” have appeared on Runet; these are based on revelations
of trolling techniques. In the “Padonkoffsky Bible”, Sokolovskii has written
on the art of using commentaries to insult and provoke. The use of quasi-
academic language allows the author to treat “shitstorms” as a type of literary
activity (2008: 261-265):

[pucrynas x cpauy, HeoOXOAUMO BBIOpaTh CYyOBEKT, OCKOpOIeHUE
KOTOPOTo JIOCTaBHT BaM HaumOouiblliee yJoBjieTBopeHue. Hambonee
MEepPCIeKTUBHBIMH, C Halllell TOYKH 3pEeHHUsl, CyObEeKTaMH SIBIISIOTCS
MY>KYMHBI U KCHIIUHBI “3a TPUALATE”, OTATOIICHHbIE BBICIIUM 00pa-
30BaHUEM U I'PY30M MOpPaAJbHBIX, COIUATIBHBIX U MHBIX y6e)KZleHl/II‘/‘l.

[...] JobGaBieHne KpacouHBIX SMUTETOB MPUAACT BalleMy cpady
9KCIPECCUBHOCTH M XYJIOKECTBEHHOIH HACBHIIICHHOCTH H3JI0KEHHS.
[...] HauGonee 3hHeKTUBHEBIM ABJISIETCS O€30CHOBATENILHOE, HO JCHCT-
BEHHOE oOpalieHue “uaop”, MO3BOJIAIONIEE Cpa3y HHU3BECTH OIIIIO-
HEeHTa Ha HW)KHIOIO, OTHOCHUTENIFHO Bac, CTYINIEHb COLMAIbHOM Hepap-
xud. [...] IlyTeM Hecno)KHBIX MaHUMYJSLUI C BBIIIENPUBEACHHBIMU
pUMepaMH Thl, KAMPAJl, CMOXKEIIb JOCTOHHO OOTraJuTh MPaKTHIECKH
ro00ro cobeceHNKa.

(Before beginning a shitstorm, it is essential to choose a subject whom
it will give you the greatest level of satisfaction to insult. From our
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point of view, the choice that offers the best prospects is a man or
woman “over thirty” burdened with higher education and a number of
moral, social and other convictions.

[...] The addition of colourful epithets will lend your shit storm
expression and artistic intensity. [...] the most effective is the
unwarranted but forceful “Faggot” which immediately puts your
opponent on a lower hierarchical level than yourself. [...] If you use the
aforementioned techniques you, too komrade, will be able to shit good
and proper on practically anyone with whom you interact.)

Here, the use of words from the vocabulary of literary criticism (“expression
and artistic intensity”’; “colourful epithets”) emphasises the literary nature of
the texts in question. Later, the expressions “thick-horned nanny-goat”
(“koza tuporogaia”) and “crooked-snouted fuck-face” (“eblan kosorylyi”) are
also cited as examples.

In the 2010s, a great many internet articles appeared which described
techniques and formulas used in trolling — often understood in terms of
successful communication (“how to be a successful troll”),” winning an
argument, or enhancing one’s symbolic status. The sort of texts that appeared
included both texts written by those who considered trolling an experience
worthy of study, and texts by people opposed to trolling, who nevertheless
explored its techniques in some detail.

EcTh HekOTOpBIE TEXHUKH, KOTOPBIC HCIIOJB3YIOTCSA OOJIBIIHHCTBOM
ONBITHBIX TpoJuiel. Botr Heckonbko u3 Hux: 1. “U kTo TyT Tpomis?”
[MomynsipHast TakTHKa (GOPYMHBIX TPOJUICH — OOBUHATH CBOUX OIIIO-
HEHTOB, YTO TPOJUISIMHU SIBJIIIOTCS UMEHHO OHHU. [...] 2. “IIpocTo mryt-
ka”. Eciiu ciop ocTUraer cBoero nuka v MPOTUB TPOJUIS OMOTUMIICS
Bech ()OPyM, TOT MOXKET IPOCTO OOBSIBUTH, UYTO BCE MM CKa3aHHOE —
IIyTKa ¥ CHOPIIUKH, BOCIIPUHSBIINE BCE CIUIIKOM CEPhe3HO, TITYTIEL.
(Sery Pavlyuk)

(There are some techniques which are used by most experienced trolls.
Here are a few of them: 1. “Who’s the troll here?”” A popular tactic used
by trolls on forums is to accuse one’s opponents, suggesting that they
are actually the trolls. [...] 2. “Only joking”. If an argument reaches a
peak and the entire forum turns on the troll, then the troll may simply
announce that everything he/she said was a joke and that those who are
taking it all so seriously are stupid.)

Thus, trolling was transformed from a type of literature associated with the
subculture and understood only within particular groups, into a set of
techniques familiar to a wide circle of users. Encyclopaedic articles, in-
structions and textbooks on trolling exposed and popularised the techniques
of creating trolling texts, making it possible to identify particular types of
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trolling and analyse their literary qualities. They recorded the transition from
an “active” period of trolling, characterised by cruel playfulness, to a
“fatigued” stage, in which trolls described their own practice for future
generations, and documented the decline of spontaneous creativity.

“A Art of Trolling is Simple”

In 2015, the news that one of the founders of Lurkmore, Dmitrii Khomak had
published a book called Art of Trolling (Iskusstvo trollinga) which had
attracted a number of positive reviews, spread over Runet. Anyone trying to
find this book was directed to a site on which it was posted. On opening the
link, users would see a PDF file with the title page and the publication details
loading; however, 302 pages of the book would fail to load, and stay blank.
Impatient readers would go to try to find the book on a better site; readers
familiar with the art of trolling would scroll down to the end and see that they
had guessed right: all the pages of the book were blank and at the very end
they would see the phrase “A Art of Trolling is Simple” (“Trollit’ legko™).
Although the author of the book did not enter into a dialogue with his readers,
this publication can be seen as an example of as trolling, as it forced readers
to experience pre-determined (negative) emotions and to carry out pre-
planned (futile) actions.

Is it possible to identify features that distinguish trolling as a particular
form of literary or written activity? We have already discussed certain formal
similarities between trolling texts; we will now take a closer look at this
aspect of trolling. The first thing noticed by researchers who describe trolling
as a form of behaviour is a particular aesthetics “the aesthetics of lulz” - (from
LOL — laugh out loud), which refers to a type of humour (“I did it for the
lulz” means something done not for gain or advantage or in order to achieve
a practical aim, but in order to laugh at somebody, at somebody’s expense.
In academic literature, the concept of “lulz” is often classed as “black™ or
“sick” humour; (for instance, commentaries left on the page of somebody
who has died, insulting them and angering their friends and relatives). “Lulz
[...] speak foremost to the pleasures of transgression” (Coleman 2014: 31).

According to Phillips, the aesthetics of lulz are constructed on violation
or subversion of any ideas which are considered sacred, revered or valued in
any way, either by a culture as a whole, or by the groups targeted by the
trolling attack. This explains the advice given in instructions on trolling on
Runet. You need to find your victims among groups which are united by some
shared interest, and attack the symbols of this interest: for instance,
“children” in the case of Mumsnet groups, “Tsoi”® for lovers of Russian rock,
etc., expressing scepticism or mocking those communities’ most important
values. Trolls act as “agents of cultural digestion (who) scavenge the
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landscape, re-purpose the most offensive material, then shove the resulting
monstrosities into the faces of an unsuspected populace” (Phillips 2011b). It
follows that, by identifying what supplies trolls with lulz, we may also better
understand the vulnerabilities and the cultural consensus on certain subjects
relating to society, ethics, politics and a number of other “sensibilities”
(Coleman 2014: 33).

Another important component in the aesthetics of trolling is to provoke
“butthurt” — the indignation of the victim of trolling following an attack on
something they hold sacred. Thus, any theme that divides users into
supporters and opponents is a cause for trolling. The apparently passionate
assertion of a particular point of view on a site frequented by those who
oppose such a view will invariably arouse indignation and result in an
argument. Thus, trolling texts often involve social or cultural simulation, the
assuming of the rhetorical guise of other users, whose views the troll purports
to share.

In this way, the trolling of Kashchenites chose to target a particularly
sensitive issue within Russian culture: public denials of day-to-day anti-
Semitism. The insincerely polite questions: “maybe you’re saying that
because you are a Jew?” “or maybe because you are anti-Semitic?” Provoked
angry and defensive reactions among users who were seen as holding
positions from which they wished to distance themselves. Thus, the exchange
of comments takes place around some topic that polarises opinion. Trolls
provoke either supporters or opponents of a certain view, about which they
themselves are largely indifferent, by masquerading as users on both sides of
the argument.

We can take a closer look at both these components — lulz and butthurt,
using an example from the network “Russian in Finland”. In this group,
Russian-speaking immigrants in Finland discuss practical questions
concerning life in the country they have made their home. One Friday (the
day is significant; clearly, the author of the post felt that the end of a working
week was a good excuse to have fun), a member of the group posted the
following (“Kela” is the short name for the Finnish Social Insurance
Institution):

#1 Bonpoc no Kerne. Kak Bce 3Haw0T, Kena onnaynBaeT moxoa B KUHO
pa3 B MecsIl BCceM YleHaM JIOMOXo3siiicTBa. MBI Bceryja XOIWiu Ha
o0brynbIe 2D (hubMBI, KOTOPBIE 0 HOBOMY TapU(y (GUHHKUHO CTOST
14,40 €. Ha HEX moTOM 3amojiHUTH 3asBiicHHe B Kene mpobiem He
BO3HMKAJIO, TaM Bce MpocTo. Ho B 3TH BEIXOJHBIE XOTUM CXOAUTH Ha
“omane pynuep” B 3D, rae 6mret mo HoBomy Tapudy crout 19,90 €. B
3asBJICHWM Ha KOMIICHCAIMIO Ha 3TOT ClIy4yail ecTh OTHeNbHas rpada,
T/Ie Ha/I0 OOBSACHHUTH, TIOYEMY BaM OBIJIO HEOOXOIMMO CMOTPETh KHHO
uMeHHO B 3D, a He B 2D. UTo BBl 00BIYHO MTUIMIETE B 3TOM IMyHKTE? |...]
u ete, cnbiman, 4to Kena GakTuuecku omiavynBaeT TOIbKO BXOJHOMN
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OuNeT, a 32 OYKH ThI JOJDKEH IOTUIATUTh caM. JIOCTOBepHas JIH 3TO
uHpopmarms?.. (‘Vopros po Kele”)

(#1 I have a question about the Kela. As you will know, the Kela pays
for one trip to the cinema once a month for every member of a family.
We have always gone to the ordinary 2D showings of films, which,
according to the latest Finnish cinema tariff cost 14.40 euros. However,
this week we want to go to see Bladerunner in 3D; and tickets for this,
according to the new tariff, cost 19.90 euros. When applying for getting
your ticket price refunded, there is a separate section for situations like
this, which asks for an explanation of why you needed to see the film
in 3D and not in 2D. What do people normally write in this section?
[...] I have also heard that the Kela will only actually reimburse the
ticket price; you have to pay for the 3Ds glasses yourself. Is this
information reliable?)

This text is, from the start, based on the fantastic claim that the Kela
pays for families to go to the cinema. The post is written convincingly: the
phrases “as you will know” and “what do people normally write?” indicate
that this is a routine question; the fictional scenario is described using familiar
concepts (real ticket prices; the need to fill out all sorts of forms for public
bodies; the typical confusion over “what to write in this section”; etc.) At the
same time, it is not merely a joke on some abstract topic. The text touches on
a sensitive topic for Russian immigrants: the different levels of social security
payments received by different categories within the population. It is implied,
but not stated in the post, that the author is unemployed (in reality this is not
the case). The “butthurt” for the victims in this case of trolling is the result of
the “revelation” which confirms what some members of the group suspect:
namely that it is more advantageous for an immigrant to Finland not to work
and that hard-working individuals (which is how most readers see
themselves) will receive less social assistance than “scroungers” (normally
associated in users’ minds with refugees from the Middle East and from
Africa).

Reactions from readers were divided: some took the post as a clever
joke and joined in with the ironic discussion of a world in which the Kela
pays for people to go to the cinema, the circus, and pays for “free tickets to
the Crimea in order to enhance national solidarity”. Other users, however, fell
into the trap. Some began to send the author questions about how to take
advantage of this possibility, or expressed regret at missing out, while others
expressed anger towards the author, towards “unemployed spongers” and “us
Russians” as well as the whole Finnish social security system. As the
situation developed, a number of users from the first group took up the
position of “friends of the troll”, that is, they continued to write absurd claims,
creating still more “flaming” and openly discussed the lulz, and the pleasure
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afforded them by the stupidity of gullible users (who also lacked curiosity, as
they had not read to the end of the thread of comments). For instance:

#2 D10 mryTka?

#3 Her

#2 Kena 3a yueOHUKHM HE XOTST OIUIaYMBaTh, C YETO OHU KHHO OyayT
CIIOHCHPOBATH?

#4 moToMy YTO OKYITKa Y4eOHHKOB — 3TO MHBECTHIINH B CAMOTO ce0sl.
BeI ux camu oToM oTOOBETE. )

#5 Moxere monoapoOHee pacckasaTb, Kak 3To Tak Kena omnauuBaert
Kuno? Hajno ObiTh 0e3paboTHBIM?

#8 TaM He TOJBKO caM OMIIeT KOMIIEHCUPYIOT, HO U MOE3IKY Ha TaKCH
Tynaa — oOpaTHO U3 Kabaka

#9 Cepbe3Ho? 310 6e3pabOTHBIM?

#10 paboTarouyM TOJIBKO B OJIHY CTOPOHY-B Kabak

#11 IlocmoTpen Ha Toro, Yei noct... Yenosek padoran u B Microsoft u
B Lg u B Huawei [...] umxernepoM [...] DTo ue Takue GenHble paboune
MmecTta, 4To B kela HyHO Bo3BpaT 3a KMHOOWIETHl OpaTh? Mmum 3T0
MICUXOJIOTUA TaKasl: ‘“HU KOTEWKH U3 cBoero kapmana”?

#10 Hy u uTo TyT Takoro. 5l Toxe ¢ ceMbeil X0)Ky B KMHO, B LIUPK, Ha
Kapyceli-Bce KeJla OIIauMBaeT 10 KONeHKH

#12 OdureTp Kak JIETKO )KUBETCS XOJSBIIMKAaM. A MbI paboTaeM.
#1 OtBer mHTepecyromuMcs: paboTaTh He TpoOOBai U He Oyny, He
npemiaraiite. 5 He 3a TeM CroJa IpHEXal.

#13 A ecnu o TeMe — CTBIIHO TOJDKHO OBITh KoHCTaHTUH!!! [...] BBI 32
14.40 me xouere, Bam 32 19.90 momagaii! [Tozop!!!

#24 [...] 1 oXpeHena OT TAKNX XOJISBIIAKOB.

#25 I'my60K0 G0JIBHBI T€, KTO MTPUBBIKHYJI COCATh BCEX, U TOCYJapCTBO
B TOM ymcIe!

#14 XKupy 30 ner B OUHIAHONM W HUKOTJA Ha XalsBYy HHAYEro HE
monydan u He rnpocun! PaboTtats HyXHO

#15 3a 16 ner xu3uu B OUHISHIMKM HU pazy He Obuia OECIUIaTHO B
kuHo... Oka3piBaetrca KEJIA omnaunBaer????

#17 bnun, pebar! Bsl ue ronute??? Kena omnaunBaet kuuo???

#18 Jla. Ho Tonbko 6e3paboTHBIM.

#20 [...] Kamer, kak cteiHO. PaboTaro, HeT, mamny Kak Jjomanka... 20
eBpo HeT Ha kuHo? S mepeBeny Ha cueT 20 eBpo. [Tummute! TToTom
o0cyxaaeM 6exeHiieB. OHM KOHEUHO COBCeM TOT0, HO MBI(((

#21 A moxHo monoapoOHee. Kak 3to Kena oriaunBaeT moxoasl B Ku-
Ho. Toxe xouy

#19 OO0 rocnoau aii MHe He onucaTbes
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#10 HOBBIE KJIOYHBI OCTOSTHHO TOATATUBAIOTCS,ATOT UPK HAJIOJTO
#4 ... IOTUXOHBKY MEPEX0XKY B CTAaH MU3aHTPOIIOB 1 YeJIOBEKO(OOOB.
Hy xak MOXHO OBITh HACTOJIBKO TYIIBIMH, YTOOBI HE TOHUMATh, YTO ATO
uryTka romopa?

#18 Jloporue cooteyectBenHnku! Kak sxe Mbl 1r00uM xansaBy. Eciu 061
Ha KOHE3aBoJe paspelinian Oparb OecIylaTHO HaBO3, HallM Obl He
TOJIBKO B MHT pa3o0paiu BCIO Kydy, HO CTOMJIa BBICKpEOIH OBI 10
Gnecka.
#10 xak g ¥ mpenmojaraji, Mpa3gHUK mpomxonkaercs. (“Bompoc mo
Kene”)

(#2 is this a joke?

#3 [VZ — Commentary by a “friend” of the troll] no

#2 The Kela doesn’t want to pay for school textbooks, why would it
pay for the cinema?

#4 because buying textbooks, you’re investing in yourself. You will
end up being able to pay off any expenses :)

#5 can you give me more information about how you can get cinema
tickets paid for by the Kela? Do you have to be unemployed?

#8 [Vz — comment by a “friend” of the troll] they don’t just pay for
your ticket, they also pay for a taxi there and back from the pub.

#9 Seriously? For unemployed people?

#10 people in work only get the taxi to the pub paid.

#11 I had a look at who left this post... the writer worked at Microsoft
and at Lg and at Huawei as an engineer. What sort of poorly-paid jobs
are these, that the Kela has to pay for his cinema tickets? Or is it just a
particular psychology — “I refuse to pay for anything myself.”?

#10 [VZ — comment by a “friend” of the troll] what’s the big deal? 1
also take my family to the cinema and the circus and to the fairground,
and the Kela pays for it all, down to the last kopeck

#12 Unbelievable how these scroungers have it so damn easy, while we
have to work

#1 [Author of the post — VZ] to anyone who is wondering: I have never
worked and never intend to work, so don’t ask me to. That is not what
I came here for.

#13 [This user is pretending to be indignant, and thus also acting as a
troll — the comment provokes similar comments, but these are serious
— VZ] To get back to the topic, Konstantin should be ashamed of
himself!!! [...] A ticket for 14.40 isn’t enough for you. You need one
for 19.90. It’s a disgrace!!!!

#24 [...] Pm f**ing sick of these scroungers.
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#25 People who just screw everyone are sick. And the state is sick too.
#14 I’ve been living in Finland for 30 years and I’ve never asked for
any freebies and never got anything. People should work.

#15 I’ve been 16 years in Finland and never been to the cinema for free.

#17 Damn, what is this, guys? The Kela pays for cinema tickets????
#18 Yes, but only for unemployed people.

#20 [...] It’s screwed-up. A disgrace. I work like a dog. You don’t have
20 euros to go the cinema? I’ll send you 20 euros. Write. Then we can
discuss refugees. They’re like that, of course, but we (((

#21 Can you give more details about how the Kela pays for cinema
tickets? I want to get free tickets too.

#19 [VZ — comment by a “friend” of the troll] Oh my god I’'m gonna
piss myself!

#10 new clowns just keep on coming — this circus will run and run.
#4 ...I am gradually becoming a misanthrope. How can people be so
thick that they don’t understand it’s a joke?"

#18 [VZ — this commentary appears when it seems that everybody has
understood the joke] Dear fellow-Russians! How we love freebies! If
we were told that we could take free horse manure from a farm, we
wouldn’t just take away the whole lot immediately, we’d scrape the
floor so clean it shone.

#10 As I thought, the party is still going on.)

In this example, consistently with some literary practices, the topic-starter
initially demonstrates his ability to imitate the tone of “serious” posts on
practical topics. Then, a large troll text is produced jointly: some members of
the group join the trolls and compete in adding ever more grotesque and
exaggerated details that make the whole conversation absurd. The art of
writing is what enables the trolls to prolong the absurd text in the guise of a
regular “practical” one. The readers who realise this are especially pleased
by the fact that despite its parodic and absurd, monstrous details, all the new
“trolling victims” join the thread and read the text literally as a set of practical
tips, taking the discussion seriously.

A distinctive feature of trolling texts is the way in which roles are
distributed among the participants and, as a result, among the text’s co-
authors. Lulz and butthurt are components of an interaction in which one side
has provoked or imposed an interchange and therefore the relationship
between the participants is unequal and hierarchical — a relationship between
those who are superior and inferior. Texts created by trolling involve more
than two roles (that of author and reader), and the potential for the reader to
become an author and commentator, but three roles — troll — victim — reader
(while each role may be represented by one or many people.) Kashchenite
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lore features “doctors” and “patients” and this is significant: the troll is a
psychiatrist and the troll’s victim is a patient in need of harsh treatment.
Lurkmore describes the victim of trolling as “food” and in the example given
above, one of the “friends of the troll” describes those who took part in the
thread as “clowns [who] just keep coming” thus providing fun, a “circus” or
a “party” for the trolls.

Thus, trolling texts employ a limited number of scenarios and
communication structures to stimulate the desired emotions in those
involved, whether as producers or consumers. The troll may take pleasure in
superiority and in laughter; the victim, on the other hand, will feel
bewilderment, annoyance, fury, indignation and often fear. The feelings of
the troll may be more or less impossible to detect within the text, whereas the
negative emotions experienced by victims will, on the contrary, be clearly
evident and will tend to increase.

The interactive nature of trolling and the fact that the text — and replies
to it — are created spontaneously, means that none of the participants in the
communication can predict how the conversation will develop. The troll
attempts to control the situation, while the victim is almost incapable of doing
so. The troll has far more opportunity to turn the conversation in an
unexpected direction, given that the participants in this type of
communication have completely different goals. The victim is concerned,
from the outset, with the substance of an argument; the troll, on the other
hand, does not actually hold any view, but merely pretends to do so, assuming
one or other position at different points in the conversation. The troll does not
want to debate, but to make other participants in an exchange lose their cool.
While this position gives the troll endless freedom, trolling becomes an art
when the user controlling the conversation shows the ability to think like a
psychologist, display wit, and set logical traps for the victim.

Let us take an example from the blog by the famous Runet blogger
“Lena Miro” (aka miss_tramell), an expert troll famous for her ability to
provoke readers, lure them into traps and then unexpectedly take out her
aggression on them. Typical topics chosen by Miro are women’s fitness,
beauty and politics (supporting the Russian pro-governmental “patriotic”
position). In this example, Miro had written a post about the terrible
conditions in a hospital in Voronezh. One of the commentators on the post, a
user from the Ukraine, tried to steer the conversation towards politics
(referring to Russians’ faith in a benevolent Tsar):

user X: Huuero, pa3 B rog Ha “Kpuoit nunnn” nokaxyTt u OH Bce
UcIpaBUT. MHOrOBeKOBas Bepa B I0OpOro maps, Koropomy 0ospe He
JOKJIaAbIBAalOT UCTUHHOE MOJIOKEHHE JIe.

miss_tramell: a TeI BO 4TO BepuLIb?
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user X: 51 Bepio B cuily qyxa Hallero YKpauHCKOTO Hapoja, B €ro
TPYAOIIO0HE ¥ YUCTOTUIOTHOCTb.

miss_tramell: Bcero Hapona?)

user X: OOJIBIIMHCTBO UMEHHO TaKHe

miss_tramell: Ha 9YeM OCHOBaHO 3TO yTBepXkKIeHHE?

user X: Jlokaxun! — KpUUUT MOs cTpaHa. — JloKaxu, 4TO YKpbI — He
yponsl! JIokaxu, 4TO TaM HJIET BOiHA, a HE MOMOIIb OpaTCKOMY Ha-
pony!

miss_tramell: a HUKTO ¥ HE TOBOPHT, YTO BBl YPObIs, B IPUHIIMIIE, HE
BEPIO B TO, YTO OOJIBIIMHCTBO JIIOJEH TPYJOTIOOMBBI M YUCTOIIOTHBI
BHE 3aBHCUMOCTH OT HAIIMOHAJIBHOCTH OOJBIIMHCTBO JIIOJEH — JICHH-
BEIe CBUHBU. (miss_tramell 2017b)

(user X: It doesn’t matter, once a year they’ll show it on “Krivaia liniia”
and HE will sort it all out. The age-old belief in a benevolent Tsar who
isn’t informed by the boyars about the real state of affairs.
miss_tramell: so what do you believe in?

user X: I believe in the spiritual strength of the Ukrainian people, in
their diligence and integrity.

miss_tramell: ALL the people?

user X: most of them answer that description.

miss_tramell: and on what do you base that claim?

user X: prove that ukrainians are not monsters! Prove it! — cries my
land! Prove that they’ve got war there, not a brother’s helping hand!
[VZ — User X quotes a popular poem by Andrei Orlov]

miss_tramell: nobody’s saying you’re monsters. In general, I don’t
believe in the diligence and integrity of most people, regardless of
nationality. Most people are lazy pigs.)

Without entering into the proposed debate concerning the “benevolent
tsar”, Miro poses the type of question usually designed get a partner in a
conversation to reveal their own beliefs, and describe their own values (“So
what do you believe in”?). In most of the comments to her post, she asks
readers about their personal creed: as becomes clear from the conversation
that follows, she does this not to discuss their beliefs, but in order to identify
a topic that can be used to generate “butthurt” — to work out whom, and how
to attack. In the reply that follows (“I believe in the spiritual strength of the
Ukrainian people”) Miro spots a weak point in the argument (“ALL the
people?”). The other participant evades her question about the basis of this
claim, and by doing so, reveals still more weak points. But for an experienced
troll, this is unimportant. The victim is ready to receive the final blow. The
blow follows swiftly, in an answer that shows paradoxical logic. “I’'m not
saying that your people is bad”, claims the troll sardonically — “only that it
can be included in the broader category of “people in general”, and most of
them are not only bad, but disgusting (the assumption being — therefore, your



130 Vera Zvereva

nation, too, is like this.) It is quite difficult to respond to an indirect insult of
this sort.

Miro’s replies may seem more like rhetorical exercises than literary
craft. However, her trolling did not necessarily have a clear pragmatic goal:
it was often practiced for the sake of art. It attracted readers whose pleasure,
judging by their comments, was in seeing how successive users daring to
converse with the blogger would be wrong-footed by her unpredictable
remarks.

Famous Runet trolls, aware that trolling is often based on manipulating
logic, and that this requires an awareness of the formal techniques of that
discipline, have, on occasion, set out rules on how to twist or manipulate
logic, and, in so doing, revealed the secrets of their own texts. One example
is the user Oleg Makarenko (“Fritzmorgen”), who, before becoming one of
the leading pro-kremlin bloggers on Runet in the 2010s, published a whole
selection of his texts on rhetoric and techniques for twisting logic
(Fritzmorgen 2008) and who carried out a translation into comical and
indecent language of the famous textbook by Chelpanov on logic (2013).
Trolling texts often use such structural devices as the attribution of a
particular position to one’s opponent, the extrapolation of a generalised
argument from a single example, and the impersonation of an opponent’s
argument.

An effective strategy for victims of trolling is either to refuse to con-
tinue the conversation (not to “feed the trolls™) or to answer using the same
methods as the trolls themselves use. In this case, the conversation will
quickly fizzle out. Now and again a user who appears to be a victim manages
to “out-troll” the troll; in this case, the roles within the text are quickly re-
versed. Here, for example, is Miro writing on a favourite topic — criticising
feminism and America.

miss_tramell: M3HayaibHO (eMHUHHCTKH OOpPOJUCH 3a PaBHOIIPABHE
T0JIOB, & Ha BBIXO/I€ TOJIYYHIIOCh, YTO OJIMH U3 MOJIOB — TOT, Y KOTOPOTO
€CTh BarMHa — CTaJl YEM-TO BPOJE CBSIICHHOW KOPOBBL [..] B
OTHOIIIEHUH CBSIIEHHOW KOPOBBI HEIb3sl MOYTH HUYErO: MAJIo JIH, YTO
MOJKET €€ 3a/IeTh, U KaKue HE)KHbIE UyBCTBA OCKOPOUTS. |[...]

user N: He nepeHoITy MY>KeNO00HBIX JKEHIIMH KaK 1 )KEeHOITOJOOHBIX
MYKUYHH

OTKJIOHEHHE, aHOMaJIHsI, BceX (PEMHHUCTOK — JIEYUTh, BCEX OJIaTyXOB —
Ha (QpoHT

miss_tramell: Ha ¢pont? Tebe HyxHa BoitHa? BooOrie, T paccyxk-
Jlaelllb, KaK JKeHa TUIIMYHOTO OJIayXa, eClI 40

user N: sl KCTaTH CTajla 3aMedarh B ce0e KaKylo-TO HEHaJIeKOCTb U
KEHCKYIO TJIYIIOCTh B HEKOTOPBIX BolpocaxX. Buammo, 310 Beernma u
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Ob1J10, HO 1 TOJIBKO ceifuac pasriiena B cede 4epThl OOBIYHOM Ky PHUIIbL.
Ternepb JyMalo Kak ¢ 3TUM ObITh. (miss_tramell 2017a)

(miss_tramell: Initially, feminists were fighting for sexual equality, but
now it appears that one of the sexes (the one with the vagina) has started
to resemble a sacred cow. [...] It is impossible to say anything about
such a sacred cow. You never know, it might insult her, and hurt her
delicate feelings. [...]

user N: I can’t stand butch women and sissy men, any sort of weirdos
or freaks. All feminists should be cured, and all “pancake-heads”/VZ —
“oladukhi” — a word from Miro’s vocabulary, which she uses to
describe a fat lazy man who is incapable of “earning an honest living”]
should be sent to the frontline.

miss_tramell: to the frontline? Do you need a war? Your reasoning is
like that of a typical pancake-head’s wife, if you want to know.

User N: it’s true I’ve started to notice a sort of stupidity in myself lately,
a sort of female silliness in relation to certain issues. I suppose it was
always there, but I’ve started to see that I share some of the features of
a typical wifey. I don’t know what to do about it.)

The commentator is parodying the type of arguments used by Miro, exag-
gerating them to the point of absurdity and leaving her effectively in the
position where she is arguing with herself.

As mentioned above, trolling is designed to be read. A reader may take
either side; however, if a text is being assessed as a piece of literature, it may
well follow that the reader will identify with the more successful party in the
exchange: i.e. the troll. This can be more clearly shown using the example a
traditional genre: the trickster story, in which the victim often gets their “just
deserts” — an outcome that appears self-evident. The victims of these stories
are usually punished for their stupidity — their gullibility or naivety. Edgar
Allan Poe in his story ‘Diddling Considered as One of the Exact Sciences’
describes the art of the diddler. It is significant that the victims are not guilty
of anything. Were readers to come across such a case in real life, it is likely
they would side with the victims. However, the story’s being mediated
through literature enables them to identify themselves playfully with the
trickster. The same is true for readers of “stories about trolling” and trolling
texts: they prefer to identify with the more cunning and experienced party.

Readers who participate in producing the texts — other trolls, or those
who merely witness trolling — have an opportunity to evaluate the troll’s
subtlety, or lack thereof, and to evaluate it (as in the example above about the
“Kela” in which readers praise the author of the post “Konstantin did a great
job there - stirred up the anthill”). It is often just such an intermediate
evaluation, becoming part of the text, that puts everything in its place, stating
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who has been most successful, and even who has been trolled. In this way,
the culmination in the production of a text is reminiscent of flyting, poetry
“slams” and rap battles where the contribution of different participants is
judged by an audience of spectators. Thus, commentators will at times
intervene in the conversation with their assessment of who has been the most
successful troll in the thread, or their comments on the relative merits of the
trolling text.

For example, certain groups on the social network site Vkontakte, now
rebranded as VK, are a favourite target for trolls. The group “Go on — boast!”
(“Davai, khvastaisia”) encourages users to “boast” about something they
have done that is important to them. The marking out of certain values as
precious or important to certain users quickly attract trolls. In the following
example, a user posts an entry that seems too sweet and sincere to the other
members of the group who immediately start mocking it, posting ever nastier
comments. After a while, commentator Y attempts to change the scenario and
troll the trolls, but does so unsuccessfully; another reader, commentator Z,
intervenes with a verdict pointing this out, and commentator Y apologises:

XBacTaloch TE€M, YTO KpecTHa CBOE MAaJeHbKOE CYacThsi M OTHana
rocriony 6ory Uucycy Xpucry. Teneps 6or Oyner obeperate Moero
pebeHka.

Kommenrarop 1: bora Het

Kommenratop 2: bora HeT, ayTUCTBI

Kommenrarop 3: Bor oxpanser aro pedenka? 0.0 [...]

KommenrtaTop Y: Bbl ue TyT Bce cyka 0e300kHUKH coOpanuch? Gor
€CTh M 3TO JJOKAa3aHO HAayKOW, a XTO HE HE BEPUT TOT CrOPUT B aay

Kommenrtarop Z: Y, CIUIIKOM TOJCTO
Kommenrarop Y: Z, Hy, copu. (“Davai, khvastaisia™)

(I am boasting about christening my little sunshine and giving him into
the hands of the Lord Jesus Christ. Now God will protect my child. /VZ
— On the picture — a woman’s arms holding a baby after a Christening
ceremony]

Commentator 1. God doesn’t exist.

Commentator 2: god doesn’t exist, autists

Commentator 3: god will protect your child? Uh-oh! [...]
Commentator Y: what is it with all you heathens? There is a god and
science has proved it and anyon who doesnt believe will £**ing burn in

[VZ — the author of this comment is parodying not only a type of
aggressive pronouncement against atheists but also the spelling and
punctuation of a typical trolling victim — carelessness over misprints,
small letters instead of capitals and repeated explanation marks, all of
which show emotion in writing and the “anger” of the victim.]
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Commentator Z — Not v subtle, Y.
Commentator Y: Ok, Z. Soz)

From the 2010s onwards politics began to set the agenda in internet com-
munications in Russia. The “literary” quality of texts, while it did not
disappear entirely, became less important. Then, tried-and-tested trolling
techniques began to be used in political contexts, not only by political
activists but by pro-governmental structures which hired trolls to carry out
various types of information campaign. During the Ukrainian crisis and the
annexation of the Crimea, users of social networks posted messages accusing
each other of “patriotic” or “anti-Russian” trolling, exposed literary
techniques and formulas being used in their opponents’ texts, and drew up a
typology of trolls which could be applied to the new situation. There were
discussions in Russian media of a “troll factory” set up to block
communication on political opposition sites and to spread pro-governmental
propaganda (Zakharov, Rusiaeva 2017). In recent years, Russian trolls have
been active on the international scene and comment constantly on materials
in American and Western European online media. From this, it is clear that
the techniques associated with trolling, and elements of its aesthetics, may be
appropriated and applied in completely new areas (a process greeted with
indignation by the “old timers” among trolls, who complain indignantly that
such trolling is “incorrect”).

Is political trolling simply a continuation of the existing digital literary
tradition? Formally speaking, the texts of “political” trolls — those employed
by “troll factories”, share many traits with the types of trolling texts already
described in this study. For instance, the aim of making a statement is, in both
cases, to interfere with the victim’s communication — be it a visitor to a
Russian opposition site, or the reader of an American paper online. Political
trolls may also assume false identities and appear in the guise of other people
— “ordinary housewife”, “sceptical female student” or “African-American
from Charlottesville” according to the situation. They often use tried-and-
tested tactics — “raiding” sites and posting copy-and-pastes — that prevent any
further exchange of information (Paulsen, Zvereva 2014). The texts
themselves show much in common with the language activities of “unsubtle
trolls”: comments that are formulaic in character and which repeat the same
arguments again and again, applying common-sense reasoning. Lastly, in
political trolling, one of the features of “classic” trolling comes to the fore:
the ambivalence, vagueness and essential uncertainty of everything that is
going on (given that the troll has no ideological position, and the comments
the troll makes depend entirely on what is written by the troll’s opponent or
victim.)

At the same time, despite this similarity, political trolling posts and
comments are distinguished by an absence of literary creativity and by highly
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standardised formulas, as they are commissioned texts, produced using
“assembly line” methods. The most noticeable difference is the disappear-
ance of the aesthetics of lulz, which could be considered an essential com-
ponent of trolling as a literary activity. The formula “I did it for the lulz” no
longer describes the aim of trolling. Instead, the practical aim behind the
creation of a text becomes the basis on which the trolling rests.

Conclusion

Trolling is such a multi-faceted phenomenon that it is difficult to talk of any
general logic behind it, or to come up with a single history and genealogy.
This article has looked at a particular type of trolling connected with digital
literature — small forms of verbal creativity produced within the context of a
literary-centric Runet. This type of behaviour and writing activity first
appeared in various user groups on computer networks; its techniques were
honed within subcultural groups, who, in many respects, used trolling to
distance themselves and their own values and spaces from those of others.
Later, in connection with the broad spread of internet use, the establishment
of social networks, the appearance of different generations of users and the
commercialisation of Runet, trolling developed in new directions. From a
subversive practice known only to a few insiders, it became a mass technique
described in meta-texts, which recorded the rules of trolling and shared
details of its culture. On the one hand, works of this type viewed trolling as a
type of literary activity; on the other hand, they popularised its techniques. In
turn, these techniques came to be seen as successful strategies to use when
conducting an online debate. At the same time, trolling began to be exploited
in another significant way, as a powerful weapon for online political
campaigns. In both cases, the literary component and the specific aesthetics
of trolling were relegated to secondary importance, displaced by more
obvious pragmatic goals.

In conclusion we should note one distinctive feature of trolling on
Runet. The textbooks, instructions and sites devoted to the history of trolling
all present ideal ethical conditions for a troll to operate in. They assert or
strongly imply that the troll is justified; the idealised troll seeks to provoke
annoyance and fury in their victim, but never fear or persecution. The troll
feels that the victim has “deserved” to suffer as a consequence of being either
wrong or having no moral right to state their opinion. This attitude towards
the victim resembles that in an abusive relationship.

In such meta-texts, the subtle troll is presented as a skilful trickster, one
who ridicules others: an individual, not one of a herd. The troll’s ideal model
of trolling is the battle between David and Goliath, with the troll assuming
the part of David, the lone warrior challenging the received opinions of the
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hidebound masses whom the troll’s victim represents. In this scenario, the
troll is sickened by the “common sense” of the crowd, by dogmatism, the
parroting of truisms, or a lack of critical or independent thought. However,
these instructional texts on trolling are outdated in avoiding mention of the
now often reported situation in which multiple trolls in concert single out a
lonely and frightened victim or persecute vulnerable individuals.

To their victims, in texts devoted to dealing with trolls, the ethical
situation is also presented as a clear one: the troll (whether a lone persecutor,
a herd, or a political troll) is understood as an aggressor, a destructive force
to be countered by developing methods of defence and counterattack. There
is no attempt, as a rule, to consider the trolls’ own logic or their reasons for
writing as they do.

Trolling can be seen as a contest to enforce one’s preferred norms on
the internet and be vindicated. Given that, as we know, “not everybody is
right on the internet”, some users believe they are justified in provoking those
who are “wrong”. This approach is also found in communication between
individuals, in which one opponent depersonalises the other, regarding them
as stupid, or as an enemy who has forfeited the right of free speech that the
internet in theory affords. The same is true of political trolling that aims to
take over and block channels of communication used by the opposition. The
opposition here is seen as having no right to speak. In texts against trolling,
the same argument can be found, that trolls wish to acquire a voice by
illegitimate means; therefore, trolls should not be allowed to speak. Trolling
texts are structured around this fight for voice, and it is this conflict, too, that
dictates the formal properties of the exchange — both where that conflict is
obvious, as in political trolling, and in cases of “classic trolling” where it
appears only tangential to the discussion.

NOTES

In the 2000s, on Runet forums, certain formulas used in commentaries written
in so-called Padonkoffsky slang (involving incorrect spelling) — such as
“afftar zhzhot” (“orthor rocks™) or “afftor vypei iadu!” (“drink poison,
orthor!”), “KG/AM” (“kreatiff gavno / afftar mudak” — “shit textt / orthor
asshole”) — became so widely popular that by the mid-2000s the use of these
formula on Runet was already considered bad form and evidence of a lack of
originality (see Kukulin 2016).

Types of humorous verse with strict rules on metre and rhyme that became
popular on the Russian-language internet.
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“Netochka Nezvanova is the pseudonym used by the author(s) of
nato.0+55+3d, a real-time, modular, video and multi-media processing
environment. [...] Besides her audio-visual software art, the fame and
notoriety of ‘Netochka Nezvanova’ stems from the complex and intricate
online behavior she displayed through her various identities on countless
mailing lists and websites, by which she mesmerized and vexed some internet
users [...] Disregarded by some for openly neglecting western morals and
etiquette, her personas (at that time mostly ‘integer’) gained admiration
among the Internet art scene...”

(https://ipfs.io/ipfs/QmXoypizjW3 WknFiJnKLwHCnL72vedxjQkDDP1mX
Woobuco/wiki/Netochka Nezvanova (author).html; Accessed 8 September
2017).

4 Netochka Nezvanova (“Nobody No-name”) is the heroine of an unfinished
story by Dostoevskii.

> See for example: http://lurkmore.to/BoBan,
http://lurkmore.to/Konunacra:[llindows, http://lurkmore.to/Konunacra: Wh
(Accessed 15 September 2017).

6 Padonkoffsky slang is a subcultural phenomenon involving the phonetic
spelling of Russian words, deliberately simulating the style of less literate
users.

7 For example: “Trolling: glupoe razvlechenie ili poleznyi navyk™. 10.03.2015.
http://www.internet-technologies.ru/articles/article 2391.html
(Accessed 12 September 2017).

8 Viktor Tsoi was a hero of the Russian rock scene of the 1980s.
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