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With the advent of social networking sites, health dissidents have received unprecedented 

possibilities for online community building, creation of echo-chamber-like communication 

milieus, and spreading their views beyond those communities and milieus. Dissident views of 

AIDS denialists, antivaxxers, and adepts of alternative treatment of deadly diseases have found 

additional chances for cumulation with the use of platform affordances that border these 

communities from outer communication, like in closed-up communities on Telegram. In such 

closed-up communities/milieus, non-rational views, including conspiracy theories and denialist 

argumentation, reside, accumulate, grow, and spread from there to the outer Internet. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought along an unprecedented amount of social fear and 

uncertainty, which spurred the spread of distrust to elites and their rationality, as well as an outburst 

of conspiracy theories, around the world, much beyond the health denialist communities. Several 

studies have explored the conspiracist content in COVID-19 denialist and antivaxxer communities 

(for a review, see Bodrunova et al., 2022); some have tried to reconstruct the ecosystems of 

information sources that such communities deploy to support their views. We unite these two 

research goals, linking the aggression, distrust, and conspirology in content of a COVID-denialist 

community to exploring their information sourcing; by it, we aim at reconstructing the major 

discursive elements of the unhealthy communication on health. 

Today, anti-vaxxer communities are rarely studied beyond the English-language context. 

Taking Russia as a case, we assess the 282,000+ comments in the largest antivaxxer community 

on Russian Telegram, namely anti_covid21 (January to July 2021), including 12,200+ comments 

coded manually. We find that ‘the discourse of distrust’ is highly politicized, where distrust to 

national and global actors may be a mediator to vaccine distrust. We show that conspiracies may 

be a mechanism of secondary coping not only for a person but also within aggressive discussions, 

as dynamics of their appearance depends on discussion outbursts and aggression in them. We 

identify a ‘spiral of distrust’ as a cumulative effect of interaction between distrust, aggression, and 

intensity of commenting, and show that mechanisms of trust building in the antivaxxer community 

are tribal, unlike the media-like ones in more rational pro-vaccination channels. We also show that 

information sources are divided into individual user-generated evidence, criticized mainstream 

media content, and content of blurred origin; together they form a discourse that principally 

questions the mainstream views and creates a clearly conspiracist view on governmental 

management of information on COVID-19 in many countries. 
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