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Russian Public Diplomacy: Questioning Certainties in Uncertain Times 

Lucy Birge and Precious N. Chatterje-Doody¹ 

Introduction 

In March 2018, a former Russian British double agent, Sergei Skripal, was poisoned together 

with his daughter in the UK city of Salisbury, with what London’s Metropolitan Police later 

announced to be a “nerve agent”. British Prime Minister Theresa May soon declared that it 

was “highly likely that Russia was responsible” for this indiscriminate and reckless act 

against the United Kingdom” (May, 2018). Record-breaking reciprocal expulsions soon 

followed (Dewan et al., 2018), as well as a kind of credibility competition as the UK and 

Russia presented their respective versions of the evolving case to other governments, 

international organisations, and the media-consuming international public. With much of the 

substance of the investigation into the poisoning classified, public debate descended into 

speculation and fuelled uncertainty. Russian politicians and broadcasters engaged directly 

with this uncertainty in their public diplomacy efforts related to the case.  

Given the significance of the charges levelled at Russia – and the fact that the incident itself 

took place directly before Russia’s much-anticipated hosting of the 2018 FIFA World Cup (a 

soft power opportunity in the traditional sense) - there was a strong strategic imperative for 

the Russian side to effectively manage the discourse around the Skripal poisonings with a 

public diplomacy programme of its own. International broadcasters can be conceptualised as 

key tools of public diplomacy (Cowan & Cull, 2008), and in this case, Russia’s international 

broadcasters, RT and Sputnik, consistently worked to relay Russian perspectives on the case. 

However, the real-time global media environment entails significant challenges to the 

informational authority of established institutions (Knüpfer & Entman, 2018, p. 417), making 

it impossible to effectively direct any media narratives. This is particularly true in the case of 

unwelcome and unanticipated occurrences that the political establishment is physically 

unable to control. During these so-called “disruptive media events” (Dayan, 2009; Katz & 

Liebes, 2007; Ustad Figenschou & Thorbjørnsrud, 2016) such as the Skripal poisonings, state 

security imperatives are often brought to the fore, but also subjected to rapidly circulating 

contradictory opinions, analysis and speculation (Hoskins & O’Loughlin, 2010). Even the 

state-funded international media of illiberal regimes are unable to master information in such 

an environment (Hutchings et al., forthcoming). However, they do benefit from an ability to 

capitalise on the uncertainty around them, and on these broadcasters’ specific institutional fit 

with the broader politics of uncertainty. That is to say, the brand mission of RT to “question 
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more” and of Sputnik to “tell the untold”, speak directly to the politics of uncertainty by 

engaging with increasing levels of skepticism or even cynicism about traditional sources of 

political authority.  

In this chapter, we first outline Russia’s strategic thinking on public diplomacy and 

information security, then go on to examine the relationships between the ways in which 

Russian politicians, and the two public diplomacy outlets, RT and Sputnik, responded to three 

key junctures in this recent disruptive media event – the 2018 poisoning of the Skripals in 

Salisbury. The evidence suggests that although cases pertaining to security provide fertile 

ground for Russian public diplomacy to thrive by mobilising their inherent uncertainty and 

channelling scepticism towards mainstream sources of information, the realities of the global 

media environment make the process of managing uncertainty far from simple. 

Russian Information Strategy and Public Diplomacy 

Since Vladimir Putin first acceded to the Presidency in 2000, Russia’s approaches to public 

diplomacy and information security have been intertwined. First referred to in passing in the 

Military Doctrine of 2000, “information security” was expanded on later the same year in a 

strategic doctrine. Whilst outlining the technical aspects of “information security” as data 

integrity, the document also warned against any Russian reliance on foreign information 

entities. It identified the threat of information manipulation, including ‘disinformation’, due 

to the “development by a number of states of information war concepts” and their potential to 

oust Russian information from national and global information markets (Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, 2000a, I.2-3). Such public diplomacy concerns came to the fore in the 2005 

establishment of Russia’s international television broadcaster, Russia Today (rebranded as 

‘RT’ in 2009) and again nine years later in the 2014 founding of radio broadcaster-cum-

multimedia outlet, Sputnik. Over time, various developments – both strategic and political – 

have shaped the tone and promotion of these networks’ outputs in a variety of ways. 

However, it is crucial to note that from their establishment, RT and Sputnik formed part of 

Russia’s strategic response to perceived “information security” threats in an age of political 

and media uncertainty.  

As RT’s original name, Russia Today, suggests, the network was at first conceived as an 

instrument of Russian soft power in the traditional sense (Roxburgh, 2012), tasked with 

representing Russia positively to the outside world. Its cultural content attempted to engage 

Russia in debates with the general public on the international stage, and it was not expected 
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to differ substantially from similar initiatives of other states. However, by 2008, the effective 

management of Russia’s representation at home and abroad was being explicitly recast as an 

information security attribute of Russia’s Foreign Policy Concept (Kremlin, 2008 III.5-6). In 

practice, this was seen in the August 2008 war between Russia and Georgia, as Russia 

Today’s cultural/diplomatic output was increasingly substituted with commentary that 

provided an alternative narrative to that of Russian aggression which dominated foreign 

media reports. Echoing domestic state-affiliated television, Russia Today reported Russia’s 

responsibility to protect South Ossetians from the Georgian state’s attempted “genocide” 

(RT, 2008). The network’s comprehensive re-branding followed in 2009, under a new name, 

‘RT’. 

RT’s new slogan implored its viewers to “question more” about the world around them, and 

their assumptions about it. The network’s Editor-in-Chief, Margarita Simonyan, justified the 

re-branding to expand the audience beyond those interested in Russia, and to fill a gap in the 

media market, created by Western international broadcasters’ tendency to cover the same 

stories in similar ways (Seddon, 2016). In this, it bore similarities to other ‘new’ international 

broadcasters offering global news from a counter-hegemonic perspective, such as Telesur, Al 

Jazeera and Press TV. President Vladimir Putin expressed this new mission in strategic 

terms, aimed at breaking “the Anglo-Saxon monopoly on… global information streams” 

(Putin, 2013). Whilst open about the idea that a Russian-backed network would to some 

extent reflect the views of its main sponsor (Putin, 2013), RT’s logic was that a Russian 

perspective on world affairs was as legitimate as any other; that the truth is a matter of 

perspective of which Western television channels could, by definition, only convey a part, 

and that audiences should be exposed to all possible truths in order to make up their own 

minds (Kommersant, 2012; Audinet, 2017).   

Over time, RT’s language services expanded to include broadcasts in English (US and UK 

programming), Spanish, German, Arabic and French. It expanded its content reporting on the 

states in which it was broadcast and made available, prioritising stories “that have not been 

reported or hugely underreported in the mainstream media” (Kramer, 2010). The same period 

saw heightened Russian concerns about the relationship between public perception and 

foreign policy objectives come to dominate Russian strategic thinking on “information 

confrontation” in both military (Kremlin, 2010 II.12; IV.41), and foreign policy doctrine, 

which considered how effective representation of Russia abroad could mitigate political, 

economic and social threats to state security (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2013a III. 32.h-I; 
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40-41). General Valery Gerasimov (2013) cautioned that propaganda and subversion could 

destabilise states to the point of foreign military intervention or civil war – insinuating 

Western provocations behind the Arab Spring and the post-Soviet colour revolutions. 

However, Russia’s use of proxy forces in Donbas and insignia-free special forces in the 

annexation of Crimea the following year saw some Western analysts reinterpret Gerasimov’s 

words as “a new theory of modern warfare” being put into practice, blending Soviet and total 

war tactics to “hack” an enemy’s society (McKew, 2017). Clearly, these military 

engagements gave greater urgency to the task of presenting the Russian perspective to foreign 

publics, and 2014 saw the launch of a new outlet, Sputnik, to consolidate international media 

operations that had previously been split across other agencies. Sputnik’s slogan is “telling 

the untold”. Both RT and Sputnik circulated Russia’s high-level denials and contradictory 

narratives about its involvement in Crimea and Donbass. 

Sputnik’s news analysis takes a similar (though more extreme) questioning tone to RT’s web 

content, but expands the operational languages of Russian public diplomacy, producing web 

content in more than 30 languages, as well as radio programming in all of RT’s broadcast 

languages, plus Chinese, Portuguese, Turkish, Serbian and Polish. The digitised format for 

this multilingual radio content - including its availability as podcasts - and its significant 

emphasis on socio-cultural programming, makes Sputnik radio accessible and convenient. 

Since 2017, Sputnik has also offered more traditional radio for English-speaking audiences, 

with FM and AM stations in Washington DC that aided local listeners’ engagement via a 

blended radio and television experience converging live phone-ins and added live streaming 

for some shows. As of January 2020, Sputnik enlarged its airwave reach by gaining access to 

three Kansas City-area radio stations (MacFarquhar, 2020).  

The subsequent evolution of Russian state strategy, and RT and Sputnik’s self-assigned status 

as global broadcasting outliers have together shaped political and scholarly debate 

surrounding the strategic aims of Russia’s public diplomacy. In addition, those debates 

account for the persistence of the conflictual cycle with Western establishment institutions: 

Russian political, military and media elites fear from the West precisely the kind of 

informational operations that the West fears from Russia. Russia’s latest Information Security 

Doctrine (2016) accused foreign intelligence services of “using information and 

psychological tools” to destabilise other states (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2016, III.12), and 

foreign media of publishing “biased assessments of Russian State policy” whilst subjecting 

Russian journalists and mass media to “blatant discrimination” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
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2016, III.12). For their part, RT and Sputnik have portrayed Western institutions and 

mainstream media as complicit in perpetuating and covering up – or at least failing to report – 

significant social problems in Western liberal democracies (Chatterje-Doody & Crilley, 

2019). This has earned the networks a reputation as the Kremlin’s informational weapons 

(Paul & Matthews 2016; Pomerantsev, 2015; Pomerantsev & Weiss, 2014; Van Herpen, 

2016), with both being forced to register as foreign agents in the US in 2017, and RT the 

subject of an expansive regulatory investigation in the UK in 2018 (Hutchings et al., 2018).  

In this chapter, we analyse Russian public diplomacy efforts around the 2018 Skripal 

poisonings, noting how these were influenced by the mismatch in Russian and Western 

perceptions of informational vulnerability versus mastery. We examine how RT and Sputnik 

portrayed the Skripal case in their multiplatform output at three key junctures: the breaking of 

the story; RT’s “exclusive” interview with the identified suspects; and their attempt to 

construct an epilogue by revisiting the case following its apparent culmination. For each of 

the identified junctures, our empirical data includes all relevant web news stories and tweets 

shared by RT and Sputnik (identified by keyword search “Skripal”); RT’s daily news bulletins 

(5pm, MSK, recorded and archived by the Reframing Russia2 project); and episodes of any 

regular programmes on RT and Sputnik that were dedicated to the topic of the Skripals in the 

identified periods. Given the centrality of UK-Russian relations in this particular case, and for 

feasibility reasons, we restricted our data collection to English-language outputs.  

The common thread in our multi-platform examination is audio-visual narrative analysis: we 

examine how Russian politicians, broadcasters and political pundits narrated these three 

junctures in the case’s development, and how they represented the actors that supposedly 

populated each stage. The key questions informing our analysis are: How do Russian public 

diplomacy efforts approach uncertainty surrounding the Skripal affair? How do the respective 

RT and Sputnik brands operate within an overarching environment of uncertainty? Whose 

voices are (not) incorporated in their coverage? How is Russia constructed within this 

coverage of the Skripal affair? What is the relationship between the different Russian public 

diplomacy outlets, the Russian political elite and other prominent voices? To what extent are 

RT and Sputnik successful in their attempts to manage uncertainty in their public diplomacy 

efforts? 

Our analysis highlights the complex interrelationships between the operations of Russian 

politicians, various Ministries and Embassy social media accounts, and the multiplatform 



 6 

services of Sputnik and RT. The evidence suggests that the key narratives in Russian public 

diplomacy about the Skripal case were not merely dictated from the top-down, but rather co-

constructed in ways that relied upon the overarching environment of political uncertainty 

within which they were articulated and received. Top politicians made many provocatively 

newsworthy statements to progress their narrative of the case, and both outlets reproduced, 

analysed and amplified these. As Ramsay and Robertshaw (2019, p. 6) note, RT and Sputnik 

promulgated a vast assortment of narratives about the Skripal affair – yet, many of these were 

“competing and often contradictory”. Despite there being no coherent counter-narrative for 

the Skripal affair itself, these multiple interpretations of the evolving case fitted within the 

meta-narrative that both broadcasters consistently favour: namely, that established political 

and media institutions in the West present only partial information, and that critical publics 

should not take official narratives about anything at face value. 

The conflicting representations of the case that the two sides provided were given as much 

attention as substantive developments in the case. This shifted the focus away from reality 

itself to the way in which that reality was mediated by other sources. Herein lies the crux of 

the Russian approach to public diplomacy which thrives on uncertainty: RT and Sputnik 

capitalise on an environment of low public trust in established political and media 

institutions, and scant availability of relevant information. They emphasised the 

inconsistencies, and pop-culture elements of the Skripal case, performatively downplaying 

Russian involvement. Whilst today’s environment of uncertainty afforded such tactics an 

increased potential for plausibility, it also represented significant challenge. As the ensuing 

analysis shows, Russian public diplomacy efforts proved vulnerable to questioning and 

doubtful in terms of effects.   

 

Breaking the News  

For the first ten days after the Skripals were found poisoned on 4th March, RT and Sputnik 

coverage was closely coordinated in its endeavour to capitalise on the environment of 

uncertainty around the event. The coverage particularly emphasised the readiness of 

mainstream media and British officials to speculate without solid evidence. The defining 

feature of both RT and Sputnik’s early coverage was media-centricity, with audiences 

diverted away from events themselves, towards the way in which they had already been 

mediated by others. 
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RT broke the story on March 5th by relying primarily on the limited official statements on the 

case: tweets from the local police force and hospital were quoted, whilst broadcast news (also 

embedded within the first web story) noted the dearth of verified information and resultant 

police caution, which contrasted with a readiness by the media to speculate on the case, 

despite the lack of solid information (RT, 2018a). Sputnik broke the story on March 6th in a 

web news article that traced the story’s trajectory in the British press: from a local BBC 

Wiltshire report to major national news items in The Sun and The Telegraph (Sputnik, 

2018a). Despite highlighting the willingness of the mainstream media to dabble in conjecture, 

Sputnik’s very first piece itself flirted with speculation by conflating the earlier murder of 

Aleksandr Litvinenko, the opioid crisis in the USA and reports that Sergei Skripal “feared for 

his life” (ibid., 2018a). RT’s extended coverage of the story as a ‘Spy Saga’ in its broadcast 

news on March 6th was similarly framed around Western mainstream media reporting of the 

poisoning. Excerpts from Sky News, BBC World and ITV News comparing the poisoning to 

that of Litvinenko were compiled as part of a narrative that suggested that Western journalists 

were inspired more by the prospect of a real-life ‘Le Carré spy novel’ than by pursuit of the 

facts of the case – an accusation repeated by one of Sputnik’s regular web columnists a 

couple of days later, though now also referencing Agatha Christie and Ian Fleming 

(Cunningham, 2018a). In asking “Who gains from poisoning a Russian exile in Britain?” the 

article attempted to mobilise uncertainty more vociferously, inviting audiences to consider for 

themselves who might have a motive in this intriguing crime drama. Throughout the 

reporting, the character of Skripal was cast negatively, as with the descriptions in the ‘Spy 

Saga’ segment that he was “convicted”, “caught and sentenced” for spying.   

The following days saw RT and Sputnik closely peg their narratives of unfolding events to 

official (often British) sources and to the British press. However, both outlets relied on their 

“parallel commentariat” (Ramsay & Robertshaw, 2019, p. 6) – analysts not frequently found 

on the Western mainstream media - to guide audiences through what successive 

developments meant. RT’s featured commentators in its broadcast news on March 6th and 

12th included former intelligence officers and diplomats turned whistle-blower. For Sputnik, 

the first breaking news radio broadcast of the story featured its most high-profile voice, John 

Kiriakou, former CIA agent turned whistle-blower (Sputnik, 2018b), with various lower 

profile columnists and experts featured later (Clark, 2018; Cunningham, 2018b; Wight, 

2018a). Both outlets would frequently take an individual statement or quotation from selected 
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official sources or commentators and build it up into an entire web article (RT, 2018c, d, e, f; 

Sputnik, 2018c, d).  

There were close synergies in how RT and Sputnik broke the story for broadcasts and online. 

Bulletin fragments from RT and Sputnik were embedded into web coverage, and web and 

social media commentaries interwoven into broadcasts and stories. The outlets’ web stories 

highlighted speculative coverage and selective reporting in the British press, and the Russian 

state was portrayed as a victim of the Russophobic British authorities and mainstream media 

(Clark, 2018; Cunningham, 2018 a, b; RT, 2018b; Wight, 2018a). Sputnik’s web articles 

expressed a particular grievance with the British tabloid press reporting of the story, framing 

it as bogus and poor-quality journalism (Sputnik, 2018e). Yet in reality, RT and Sputnik’s 

own chosen analysts were simultaneously providing their own speculation about alternative 

possibilities. This was, however, framed not as speculation but as viable alternative 

explanations that indicated a lack of credibility within the official accounts (RT, 2018c, d). 

Frequently, RT and Sputnik appeared to take their cue from statements made publicly by 

Russian officials. RT’s news broadcast on March 12th 2018 not only featured that day’s 

comments of the Russian Presidential Administration’s spokesman, Dmitrii Peskov, that the 

British media is “not known for its impartiality”, but adopted his general points about an 

atmosphere of British media hysteria as the primary frame for the news item. Sputnik’s 

newswire also amplified Peskov’s comments with an online news article based on his quote 

published the very same day (Sputnik, 2018f). 

RT and Sputnik’s first in-depth broadcasts on the Skripal story were punctuated by reflexive 

media-centricity. Even so, the public diplomacy outlets made use of uncertainty surrounding 

the case and the prevailing scepticism amongst audiences about established sources of 

legitimacy in contrasting ways. In Sputnik’s first radio broadcast dedicated entirely to the 

Skripal case on March 14th, the host of the now disbanded show, ‘Hard Facts’, John Wight, 

was joined by Professor Piers Robinson, who researches propaganda in the Western media 

and frequently appears on RT (Sputnik, 2018g). Wight and Robinson’s discussion interpreted 

the poisoning of the Skripals through the principal frame of history and war (Sputnik, 2018g). 

With a particular emphasis on the past “heinous” crimes of British Intelligence and 

authorities throughout the British Empire, the First World War and the 2003 Invasion of Iraq 

by British and US forces, the programme was clearly intended for a left-wing politically-
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minded and informed audience. Wight’s characteristically hyperbolic discussion used these 

anachronistic episodes to suggest that official accounts were not to be believed (ibid., 2018g).  

Sputnik UK’s daily roundup of headlines and top social media trends, often referred to as 

‘News in Brief’ framed the Skripal case squarely as a social media story rather than a news 

item, reporting news of the Skripal poisonings via the ways in which they had already been 

mediated. Produced in its Edinburgh studio and presented by Sputnik’s in-house journalists, 

‘News in Brief’ is aired live via webcam exclusively over the social media platform, 

Facebook, blurring the once clear lines between the audio and the visual in broadcasting. 

‘News in Brief’ sought to mobilise uncertainty by structuring its discussion around selective 

audience comments that cast doubt on the official British narrative and hence invited 

audiences to become co-producers of this “disruptive media event” (Hepp & Couldry, 2010; 

Katz & Liebes, 2007). To cite one illustrative example, on March 12th, one of Sputnik’s 

Edinburgh’s “very own correspondents” (Sputnik, 2018h), Jordan Brookes, framed the 

Skripal story around “trending hashtag: #RussiaTheresaMay”, in which he emphasised that 

the story “has had a lot of people talking on Twitter, we’ve had a lot of people get in touch 

about this one” (ibid., 2018h). All of the audience comments selected for inclusion in the item 

were those that suggested media bias, double standards and an absence of concrete evidence 

in the case. Notably, ‘News in Brief’s own presenters were reluctant to provide any 

journalistic engagement with audiences’ selected comments, instead only alluding to the 

prospect of a British conspiracy. Thus, ‘News in Brief” endeavoured to stoke up both the 

uncertainty underpinning the case as well as the wider scepticism towards traditional 

channels of authority, but did so primarily by ceding the floor to the audience. 

RT’s in-depth discussion of the case came via episodes of its flagship discussion show, 

‘CrossTalk’, and of RT UK’s political discussion show, ‘Going Underground’. The 

overarching narrative of both programmes was that insufficient evidence had been provided 

to support the UK’s allegations of Russian responsibility. The Russian state was represented 

as diplomatic, measured and rules-based in its approach to resolving the political crisis with 

the UK. This contrasted starkly with insinuations made that the UK’s conduct in this and 

earlier cases breached international law. However, the two programmes presented the 

specifics of these narratives rather differently, in accordance with each of their programme 

identities. ‘CrossTalk’s episode, ‘Publicity Murder?, was provocative and one-sided in terms 

of the opinions expressed by all three guests and the presenter. ‘Going Underground’s 
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‘Russian Spy Attack’ Special (RT, 2018h), by contrast, ostensibly provided greater balance. 

Its presenter played devil’s advocate for certain British state positions, and its guest pool of 

more widely-recognised expertise and more varied opinion selectively disputed this. 

Nonetheless, both programmes gave the clear implication that official accounts of the event 

could not be trusted, whether due to explicitly conspiratorial reasoning in the former 3, or to a 

more general reference to government hypocrisy and ineptitude in the latter.  

As this section has illustrated, both RT and Sputnik used the overarching environment of 

political uncertainty together with the very specific uncertainties surrounding the Skripal 

affair, to stoke up the narrative of unanswered questions, and questionable official accounts. 

In their online news media coverage, both outlets adopted reflexive media-centricity in their 

breaking of the Skripal story. Their reporting foregrounded speculative statements from 

British officials and journalists, whilst portraying Russian actors as either authoritative 

sources of information, or as reasonable alternatives to such hysteria. When it came to RT’s 

television broadcasts and Sputnik’s radio ones, the networks attempted to capitalise on the 

ensuing ambiguity through a mixture of conspiratorial speculation and ostensibly balanced 

critical comparisons from history. RT’s debate formats with its regular contributors 

platformed conspiratorial speculation as to means and motive, as well as ostensibly balanced 

discussions that contested the official British narrative by highlighting incompetence. Sputnik 

brought to bear sceptical audience comments and historical analysis of British Intelligence’s 

corruption to fuel the particular uncertainties in the case and indicate a factual basis for 

cynicism towards mainstream networks of information, a common format in conspiracy 

theorising (Yablokov, 2018). Despite the close fit of such tactics with the wider environment 

defined by uncertainty and non-linear information flows, Russian public diplomacy proved 

vulnerable to such trends, as the subsequent analysis shall demonstrate. 

Interviewing the Suspects 

In early September, British police released CCTV images of two suspects charged with 

poisoning the Skripals, identifying them by their presumed aliases, Ruslan Boshirov and 

Alexander Petrov. President Vladimir Putin subsequently denied that the men had any links 

to the Russian state, insisting that the authorities had located and identified the men as 

civilians whom he hoped would share their story with the world (Luhn and Boyle, 2018). RT 

News reported his comments the same day, September 12th. The following day, signalled by 

a succession of promotional tweets from RT and an article on Sputnik’s web platform 
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(Sputnik, 2018i), RT aired what it presented as its editor-in-chief, Margarita Simonyan’s 

exclusive interview with the suspects, after they had supposedly contacted her voluntarily via 

social media. Released in instalments via YouTube, simultaneously in Russian and with 

English subtitles 4, extended excerpts from the interview were dubbed and aired as a breaking 

news item on RT’s news bulletins that day, interspersed with commentary from the news 

anchor and an RT correspondent in-studio. RT’s website published a summary (RT, 2018i) 

and full transcript (RT, 2018j) of the interview, complete with embedded videos. In it, the 

men claimed to be health supplements salesmen who had been in Salisbury as tourists visiting 

the cathedral, and had no connection to the spy scandal that had gone on to ruin their lives. 

Their story in the interview was later comprehensively dispelled, when investigative 

journalists demonstrated the men’s links to Russian military intelligence (Tolz, 2018).  

Simonyan aggressively mobilised uncertainty in her interview, using incredulous intonation 

and extended pauses to perform her journalistic scepticism. These techniques were evident in 

the subtitled video uploaded to YouTube, but they were lost in the dubbing for broadcast, by 

an expressionless non-native speaker of English. Perhaps for this reason, RT News’ in-studio 

analysts discussed Simonyan’s reaction explicitly in their March 13th bulletin. One of the 

journalists related that Simonyan had refused to answer questions about whether she believed 

the men’s story, insisting that audiences could judge the story for themselves. His summation 

that the interview would create more questions than answers for a lot of people, proved to be 

quite the understatement. In the hours immediately following the airing of the interview it 

became clear that online audiences of both the Russian and English-language interview 

videos overwhelmingly rejected the men’s claims and saw the interview as damaging RT’s 

own credibility (Chatterje-Doody and Crilley, 2018; Hutchings et al., forthcoming).  

RT’s immediate response to the negative reception was a sarcastic dismissal, painting 

Salisbury’s tourist reputation as the real loser in the tale (RT, 2018k). International news 

media also reacted similarly negatively, and it was this turn in events that provided the 

framing for RT’s coverage on March 14th. RT’s broadcast news bulletin led with an item 

entitled ‘Explosive interview’, which included furious reactions from the UK Foreign 

Secretary and Prime Minister, as well as a montage of critical coverage aired by television 

news in response. The bulletin included detailed coverage of the ostensibly reasonable way 

that key Russian spokespeople responded to the UK’s emotional reactions: the Foreign 

Ministry’s spokesperson, Maria Zakharova, expressed dismay that Britain dismissed the 

interview just 40 minutes after it aired; and Dmitrii Peskov reiterated that whilst Moscow 
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would consider any formal request from the UK to interview the men in accordance with 

international law, no request had been received.  

Statements such as these from Russian officials formed a key pillar of Russia’s diplomatic 

strategy, with a recurrent insistence in multilateral fora that Britain was not abiding by 

standard diplomatic protocols. Russia, by contrast, is represented as reasonable and law-

abiding – more deserving of the benefit of doubt than the hysterical and Russophobic UK. On 

RT, this characterisation is strengthened in the broadcast by the sampling of UK politicians’ 

and media outlets’ reactions, and is followed up with a couple of web op-eds that present 

more general criticisms of Western Russophobia towards Russia (Wight, 2018b; RT 2018l). 

One of these is penned by network friend John Wight, who had, until the previous month, 

hosted the discontinued Sputnik show, ‘Hard Facts’ (Wight, 2018b). Following the interview, 

the substance of the suspects’ links to the Salisbury case are all-but-ignored on RT, which 

instead focuses on “light interest” tangents: web stories relate TripAdvisor’s removal of its 

Salisbury Cathedral web page due to a spate of comedy reviews (RT, 2018j); and UK tabloid 

reporting and retraction of a Russian model’s unfounded poisoning claims (RT, 2018m, n); 

and a satirical video short makes light of the “post-modern mystery which gets more bizarre 

by the day” (RT, 2018o). Together, this kind of coverage allows RT to distance itself from 

accusations about failing to cover the case after the disastrous interview. In effect, however, 

RT bypasses any substantive engagement either with the scepticism surrounding the 

interview, or the resultant criticisms of the network. The network takes on and reproduces the 

politics of uncertainty in ways that fit Russian strategic interests – utilising uncertainty as part 

of an intangible mystery scenario, rather than as tangible functions of state-sponsored 

operations.     

Sputnik’s radio broadcasts, however, took a radically divergent editorial approach to the 

botched Simonyan interview. In fact, the range of conflicting approaches evident across 

programmes betrayed the ultimate incapacity of Russian public diplomacy outlets to 

effectively manage uncertainty in this instance. As previously, Sputnik UK’s Edinburgh-

based news team were hesitant to discuss the fallout from the RT interview, airing instead a 

selection of audience opinions without commentary in ‘News in Brief’ on September 13th. I’m 

a bit confused by the timeline. On page 10, we began in September, quickly moved to March 

and now we’re back in September again. I know the actual event occurred in March so it’s a 

bit unclear. The selected comments expressed incredulity about the UK government position 

generally, and about the suspects’ guilt in particular (Sputnik, 2018j), and so seem unlikely to 
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be representative of audiences’ reactions in general. While ‘News in Brief’s’ journalists’ 

customary tendency to mobilise uncertainty by injecting coverage with audiences’ comments 

may have been efficacious in the story’s breaking news cycle, it had the opposite effect in 

this case. Their unwillingness to delve further into Simonyan and RT’s editorial blunder 

strongly suggests that not only did they personally not find the interview with the suspects 

convincing, but they also do not expect their audiences to. Subsequent developments that cast 

further doubt on the Russian versions of events were given the bare minimum of attention 

(Sputnik, 2018k). The clear implication is that Sputnik’s UK hosts are unconvinced of how 

effective Russian public diplomacy efforts to control uncertainty have been in this enterprise.  

By comparison, Sputnik’s US-based shows and ‘Loud and Clear’ (Sputnik, 2018l) and ‘Fault 

Lines’ (Sputnik, 2018 m, n) allotted the unfortunate exposé prime importance. Both shows 

endeavoured to do this by emphasising the supposedly sceptical stance adopted by Simonyan 

in her questioning of the suspects, as RT’s journalists had done. For ‘Loud and Clear’ the 

process of attempting to manage uncertainty was marked by Brian Becker reciting several 

extended extracts from the interview, attempting to mimic Simonyan’s aggressively 

questioning intonation and stance that was lost in the interview’s original dubbed translation 

(Sputnik, 2018o). Kiriakou and Becker, along with regular contributors Alexander Duran and 

Jim Kavanaugh, dissect the interview and the suspects’ words, agreeing for the most part that 

Boshirov and Petrov do not seem like professional intelligence operatives. Coming from 

Kiriakou, a former CIA agent, this analysis ought to have some plausibility. Nonetheless, 

Kavanaugh’s assertion that the interview “won’t persuade anyone” (Sputnik, 2018l) amounts 

to an acceptance by the show of both the interview’s abysmal failure but also the larger 

failure of Russian public diplomacy to effectively manage the uncertainty around this 

development in the case.  

Deploying a characteristically mocking and ironic tone, ‘Fault Lines’ presenters use humour 

to deflect from the interview’s failure and paint the episode in pop culture terms, rather than 

political ones. They joke that were this a British soap opera, “one of the suspects would 

propose to Yulia Skripal and the other would be in love with Sergei Skripal” (Sputnik, 

2018m). Their capitulation to humour in this instance is a mirroring of the jeering 

homophobic reactions of RT’s YouTube comments and indeed Russian internet communities 

to the Simonyan interview. Strikingly though, the pair end their coverage of the Skripal affair 

definitively on September 14th on a note of uncertainty by asking why the Skripals had 

turned off the GPS function on their mobile phones for a period of four hours on the day they 
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were poisoned and then disappeared. The duo concludes that only Sergei and Yulia Skripal 

can answer this question, not the “craven and cowardly” media (Sputnik, 2018n). 

Epilogue 

In the year following the interview with the suspects, both RT and Sputnik returned 

intermittently to the story of the Skripal poisonings. This “epilogue” period included stories 

relating “light interest” developments. Sputnik reported the arrest of a man who had 

attempted to steal Salisbury Cathedral’s ‘Magna Carta’ (Sputnik, 2018o); the Dean of 

Salisbury’s regret that Petrov and Boshirov had not managed to visit the Cathedral during 

their trip to the city (Sputnik, 2018p); and a stunt whereby a Russian flag was displayed 

across the cathedral’s façade (Sputnik, 2019a). Analogously, RT noted a Russian company’s 

creation of a board game based on the “adventures” of Petrov and Boshirov (RT, 2019b). 

Other stories proposed conspiratorial narratives about specific elements of the affair (RT, 

2019a).  

However, the period around the anniversary of the poisoning saw not only some more 

involved re-engagement with the affair, but also a return to media-centricity. Both RT and 

Sputnik reported a story from The Guardian, in which the parents of the late Dawn Sturgess - 

who had been fatally poisoned due to inadequate disposal of the Novichok - criticised the 

British government for having settled Skripal in Salisbury in the first place (RT, 2019c; 

Sputnik, 2019b). On March 3rd 2019, the Russian Embassy to the UK (2019) released a 

report detailing the facts and chronology of the case from a Russian perspective, together 

with “unanswered questions”, and the cases in which it deemed the UK not to have 

cooperated in the aftermath of the poisoning. RT and Sputnik included material from the 

Russian Embassy’s press release in stories in which they reported upon the dissatisfaction felt 

by Sturgess’ son at the UK government’s handling of the affair’s aftermath – and his letter to 

Putin expressing the same sentiment (RT, 2019d; Sputnik, 2019c).  

The following day both outlets produced their own articles to mark the first anniversary of 

the Skripals’ poisoning. For RT, this replicated the form of “unanswered questions” (RT, 

2019e) and for Sputnik this featured a British academic claiming that the case was a British 

plot to distract the public from the calamity of Brexit (Sputnik, 2019d). Similarly, in its daily 

UK-based news programme, Sputnik interviewed well-regarded journalist and Russia 

specialist Mary Dejevsky, who is a frequent contributor to mainstream media outlets such as 

The Guardian and The Independent. In the interview, Dejevsky reiterated a theory she had 
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put forward that day in The Independent - that Skripal may have wanted to return to Russia 

and that British Intelligence had perhaps foiled his plan (Sputnik, 2019e; Dejevsky, 2019). 

Later, in a classic mobilisation of the politics of uncertainty that fits so well with both the 

“question more” and “telling the untold” missions, RT and Sputnik periodically reverted to 

their leitmotif of unanswered questions as in op-eds about the case released in response to an 

argument about a Skripal drama show being in production for the BBC (Clark 2019; Sputnik, 

2019f).  

As with the breaking of this news story, then, its epilogue saw a return to close coordination 

between Sputnik and RT’s online news media content. Likewise, it also saw a return to 

media-centricity which capitalised on the uncertainty surrounding the details of the affair as 

well as a larger cynicism about the official British narrative that held Russia culpable. 

Despite the conspiratorial framing of much of the questioning in RT and Sputnik’s coverage, 

the reporting itself is often entirely accurate in the strictest sense, since it is quoting verbatim 

(and attributing) provocative statements of others. Where these are from official British 

sources, they are curated into RT and Sputnik’s narrative of institutional incompetence. When 

they come from the top of Russian politics, however, they often need no curation, 

provocative as they are. 

Conclusions 

International politics during the latest wave of political uncertainty ostensibly offers ample 

opportunity for the security-orientated Russian public diplomacy exercise to thrive. As our 

analysis has demonstrated, Russia’s public diplomacy strategy capitalises on mistrust and the 

low levels of publicly-available information that surround security cases such as the 

poisoning of the Skripals. Both RT and Sputnik are adept at using media-centricity to steer 

audiences away from news-events, instead foregrounding their secondary and even tertiary 

mediation. These outlets framed their outputs in ways that cohere well with the ideas of an 

uncertain context, paying particular attention to questions and inconsistencies rather than 

offering plausibly coherent counter-narratives. Indeed, the initial theme of Russian public 

diplomacy around the Skripal affair was the exploitation of the mystery element of the case, 

and this was effective insofar as the prevailing British strategy was not to publicly divulge 

any information about the investigation. Russia’s approach to public diplomacy, then, was 

well-suited to such an environment of minimal information and heightened uncertainty.  
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However, once substantive details of the official British investigation and those of 

investigative journalists were made public, the focus of Russian public diplomacy efforts on 

media-centricity became less compelling. With social media awash with speculation that now 

focused directly towards the most high-profile element of the official Russian line, RT and 

Sputnik’s efforts to avoid substantively addressing the case itself because more obvious. This 

prompted a shift away from the aggressive attempt to mobilise uncertainty, replaced with 

light-hearted humour and pop culture references intended to minimise Russian involvement.  

As Russia’s conceptual strategic architecture clearly recognises, information flows during the 

latest wave of political uncertainty are multi-faceted and non-linear. This creates a source of 

vulnerability for all states’ public diplomacy efforts. In such an environment, even illiberal 

states are not capable of comprehensively managing media narratives from the top down, as 

is often assumed of Russian information efforts. In fact, Russian political and military elites 

genuinely fear from the West, precisely the kind of “informational warfare” of which they 

currently stand accused by the West (Szostek, 2017). Indeed, Moscow State University now 

uses the Skripal affair as a case study of Russia’s failure in the face of the UK’s hostile 

information campaign (RTVI, 2018). Where the West perceives Russian mastery, Russia 

perceives its own vulnerability. Furthermore, as the preceding analysis demonstrates, this 

perception is not entirely without foundation. Western fears about Russian information 

manipulation aside, the Skripal case demonstrates the limits of Russian public diplomacy 

during the latest wave of political uncertainty. 

 

Endnotes 

¹ Corresponding author: precious.chatterje-doody@open.ac.uk. Both authors contributed 

equally to the writing of this paper. 

² AHRC-funded project, ref: AH/P00508X/1. Details at www.reframingrussia.com 

3 Conspiracy theories mooted included that Novichok could be made relatively widely and 

easily; that Skripal had no remaining strategic value, that the Russian state had no motive; 

and that the timing of the poisoning – before Russia’s Presidential elections and hosting of 

the FIFA World Cup – was suspicious. 

4 Available to view at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QxhRPX_IOsM 
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