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Social media is frequently an arena of intense competition among major political actors across the world. We argue that a fruitful
way of understanding this competition is as coalitions among key actors and their networks of followers. These coalitions can both
advance a shared political message and target mutual rivals. Importantly, coalitions can be tacit or explicit, and they do not
necessarily depend on direct state manipulation or repression, although they often do. This makes a coalitional framework
particularly valuable for studying complex political environments in which online actors blend cooperation and competition.
Empirically, we show the value of this approach with novel data collection and analysis of Twitter and Facebook content from
2018-19 in Pakistan, with a focus on the dynamics leading up to and following the controversial 2018 general election. We map out
networks of narrative alignment and conflict on Pakistani social media, providing important insights into the relationships among
the major political parties, military, media, and dissidents. Future research can fruitfully explore the causes and effects of powerful

social media coalitions.

ocial media is an important arena of political com-

petition around the world. Such competition can

take a wide variety of forms: political parties battling
for votes, governments seeking to silence dissidents,
potential rebels and protesters attempting to coordinate
against state power, and supporters of all these kinds of
actors trying to boost their narratives and drown out
others. In some cases, this competition involves censorship
and internet shutdowns, but in others there are more
subtle efforts to bolster or undermine political positions
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on social media involving very complex interactions
among actors.

In this article, we argue for a coalitional approach to
studying politics on social media, which can provide
important insight into “real-world” political alignments.
We focus on narrative alignments in a social media
ecosystem—analyzing who advances similar or opposed
messages online—and the networks within which these
actors are embedded. Some alignments are organic, result-
ing from political enthusiasm and allegiances for specific
actors and messages. In other cases, online activity is an
active and purposeful strategy for managing the public
sphere. We can also see both types of activity simulta-
neously, as a strategy and as an outcome of strategies.
Coalitions can advance narratives, muddy and “flood”
(Roberts 2018) the social media landscape; push back
against counternarratives (Brown and Pearson 2018);
and send signals about support across actors (Barberd
20205 Enjolras, Steen-Johnsen, and Wollebaek 2013).

Exploring the alignment or opposition of narratives,
followers, and networks on social media has several impor-
tant benefits. First, it can offer distinctive insight into political
contexts in which direct evidence of cooperation or conflict is
difficult to observe, especially because of the scale of political
activity or when actors are trying to support or attack others
in an intentionally murky or tacit way.

Second, a coalitional framework allows us to see how
regimes, parts of the state apparatus, media organizations,
political parties, dissidents, nonstate armed groups, and
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others relate to one another as a political system. Rather
than “siloing” research on disinformation efforts, online
campaigning, or government and armed group influence
campaigns as distinct topics, they become part of a broader
context full of interaction and competition. Actors often
try to build coalitions of influence with allies, influencers,
friendly media personalities, and bots; therefore, focusing
on just one type of actor (for instance, only studying a
government or a rebel group) or one set of online activities
(for instance, inauthentic coordinated behavior) may miss
important strategies that extend beyond individual actors
and online actions alone.

Third, this approach can provide real-time evidence of
changes in political alignment that can complement other
sources of information on coalitions. In political systems in
which social media is actively used, shifts in who generates
which narratives and in the relationships between various
actors can provide insights into the underlying coalitional
politics at work. Although all analyses of technology need
to be embedded in knowledge of the relevant political
context, the tools of social media analysis can be a valuable
addition to interpreting how power is allocated and con-
tested within a system.

These benefits of thinking about social media through a
coalitional lens can extend to a wide variety of topics, from
elections to authoritarian regime preservation to rebel groups’
online efforts to advance their narrative. To show the value of
the coalitional approach, in this article we use social media
data from a complex and contentious multiactor political
environment: Pakistan in 2018 and 2019, with a focus on
the run-up to and aftermath of the 2018 general election.
Pakistan is variously described as a hybrid regime,
“anocracy,” military-influenced democracy, “armored
democracy,” and other regime adjectives.! Regardless which
adjective one favors, contemporary Pakistani politics engages
awide variety of political actors who devote substantial effort
to their online activities. The Pakistan Army has long been
the dominant institution in the country, and since 2008 it
has often operated in tense relationships with political parties.
Each of the three major national parties has held office since
2008. There is also a high degree of complexity and opacity
in Pakistan’s politics. Although it is widely believed that the
army can tlt the political playing field toward the party or
parties it prefers, and plausible pieces of evidence point to this
strategy, the intentional cultivation of public ambiguity by
many of these actors can create important hurdles to social
science research. Moreover, there is a wide range of other
potentially influential actors on social media, from media
outlets to individual “influencers,” who are involved in
online dynamics, so studying only the formal institutions
of state and party is inadequate to grasping the broader
politics at play.

We use data from Twitter and Facebook to explore the
narratives and alignments across this diverse range of
political actors, including political parties, the military,
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antiestablishment dissidents, and their followers. By doing
$0, we uncover comparative patterns of narrative align-
ment and opposition within and across the accounts of key
political actors and the networks associated with them. We
find that the Pakistani military and its associated network
tended to align with the Pakistan Tehreek-Insaaf (PTI)
party of 2018 election winner Imran Khan and his
network, whereas coordinated activity tended to feature
PTT-centric rhetoric and criticism of the then-ruling party,
the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N). Patterns of
Twitter retweets and analysis of Facebook data provide
important evidence of a de facto coalition between the
networks of the military and PTI, even during an election
in which the PML-N was the incumbent ruling party. We
further explore patterns of dissident online narratives,
showing that they constituted their own distinct cluster
but were largely drowned out by the mainstream political
parties and military. At the same time, some of the
expectations of our coalitional framework are not borne
out, and we discuss how these can spur productive future
research.

Our analysis illustrates the benefits of using a coalitional
framework to understand political alignments in a
country’s social media sphere around key events. This
approach— focusing on narrative alignment and coordi-
nation between actors—helps uncover patterns of compe-
tition and cooperation, especially in cases where the nature
of political competition is not always public or obvious
and where multiple actors are interacting with one another
across issues and time. Such conditions are not unique to
Pakistan. The Russian invasion of Ukraine, for example,
unfolded with a massive social media component—with
governments, media outlets, apparent bots, and various
activists and online influencers operating on Twitter,
Facebook, and YouTube to shape the narratives around
the war across numerous countries’ online ecosystems
(Collins and Kent 2022; Grossman et al. 2022). Even in
the US presidential election of 2020, mainstream domestic
political actors, automated accounts, influencers, and
foreign agents aligned in diverse and unobvious ways to
amplify key political narratives.?

We proceed by first outlining our coalitional approach
and then introducing the Pakistan case and our data
collection and analysis strategy. Using these data, we explore
which narratives were advanced by whom on Twitter and
Facebook and how they changed over time. We conclude
with implications for research on social media politics,
arguing that our approach provides an opportunity to
integrate several research agendas in the field.

Conceptualizing Coalitions Online

Research on social media and politics has expanded dra-
matically in recent years. Scholars have rigorously studied
how authoritarian regimes aim to manipulate and control

the online sphere, with Saudi Arabia and China being
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prominent examples (Gohdes 2020; Hobbs and Roberts
2018; Keremoglu and Weidmann 2020; King, Pan, and
Roberts 2013, 2014, 2017; Munger et al. 2019; Pan and
Siegel 2020; Roberts 2018). Others have examined the
presence of social media “echo chambers” (or the lack
thereof) and the spread of misinformation, disinforma-
tion, and online polarization (Barberd 2015; Barberd et al.
2015;2019; Coppock, Guess, and Ternovski 2016; Guess
etal. 2019; Munger et al. 2022; Tokita etal. 2021; Tucker
et al. 2017). Yet others have focused on “hybrid” or
autocratizing political contexts that illustrate the process
of protest dynamics and the spread of tolerance or intol-
erance (Lynch 2011; Siegel and Badaan 2020; Siegel et al.
2021; Steinert-Threlkeld 2017). A new area of work is the
study of foreign influence operations in which outside
actors attempt to manipulate social media discourse within
the domestic politics of other countries (Alizadeh et al.
2020; Courchesne 2021; Martin, Shapiro, and Nedash-
kovskaya 2019). Violence due to online mobilization is
another vibrant area of research, with a focus on how
armed groups try to attract recruits and possible govern-
ment countermeasures (Mitts 2019; Mites, Phillips, and
Walter 2022; Miiller and Schwarz 2021).

This is an extraordinarily rich research agenda. We
build on it by arguing for a coalitional approach to social
media politics that can shed light on how political actors
align their narratives with one another, boost the messages
of allies, and counter the narratives of rivals on social media
platforms. Although some coalitions are explicit, others are
tacit or intentionally obscured. Crucially, the content that
they push online is not always directly manipulated by the
state: it may reflect pro-state or anti-state sentiment or
even divisions between parts of the “state.” Political com-
petition is often multisided and multidimensional.

Table 1 presents a new conceptual map of research on
social media and politics, differentiated by the nature of
the actors and their interactions; it provides a way of
structuring the existing literature. The table has two
dimensions: elite/mass dynamics and the directionality
of the interaction. Elites include public figures, govern-
ment actors, the media, and other highly influential
individuals, whereas the mass relates to citizens and private
persons. The interaction between these actors can be uni-
or multidirectional: in the former, most of the influence
takes place in one direction (for example, from elites to
citizens), and in the latter, actors simultaneously influence
each other.

Table 1

The top-left quadrant in Table 1 captures research on
the relationship between elite messaging and public rhe-
toric on social media. It includes, for example, research on
how foreign regimes may try to spread disinformation
(Aral and Eckles 2019; Martin, Shapiro, and Nedashkovs-
kaya 2019) or how insurgent groups disseminate propa-
ganda to attract potential supporters (Mitts, Phillips, and
Walter 2022). The top-right quadrant reflects work exam-
ining the multidirectional interaction between elites and
citizens; it includes the large body of research on the
interaction of politicians’ constituents on social media
(Barberd et al. 2019; Barberd and Zeitzoff 2018; Silva
and Proksch 2021) and online mobilization efforts, such as
those used in mass protest (Larson et al. 2019; Steinert-
Threlkeld 2017).

The bottom row focuses on elite—elite interactions on
online platforms. The bottom-left cell examines cases in
which relationships are unidirectional: for instance, when
the state can actively censor its opponents’ political speech,
as in China or Saudi Arabia’s online spheres (Hobbs and
Roberts 2018; Pan and Siegel 2020). The bottom-right
cell captures cases where the interaction between elites is
multidirectional: parties, governments, armed groups, dis-
sidents, media outlets, and influencers, among others, try
to generate online support and drown out or marginalize
their political opponents.

Our focus is on the bottom-right quadrant of Table 1:
on online elite-focused competition, as reflected in online
coalitions. We understand that the categories in the table
are not clear-cut: all involve some mix of elite and mass
online behavior. However, the distinctive attribute of the
coalition dynamics we examine is that they can help
capture competitive elite-driven efforts to spur—or drown
out—certain political narratives. This contrasts with “top-
down” direct censorship or manipulation by states, which
pits a central regime against challengers. In the political
world we explore, there are a variety of actors, with varying
levels of alignment with both the government (and poten-
tially its factions) and its rivals. Our approach centers less
on “mass” users than does research on topics like the
disinformation and prejudice that involve elite cues that
spread through networks of followers or through more
complex blends of leaders and followers. All this research is
necessary, but our focus is on the strategic use of social
media by a range of political elites who interact online in a
competitive and sometimes collusive manner.

Organizing Research on Social Media and Politics

Unidirectional

Multidirectional

Elite—mass dynamics Elite cues

Elites—elites dynamics

State censorship

Leader—follower mutual interaction
Coallitions
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Specifically, we examine narrative alignments and
opposition among these political players and their net-
works in an online media ecosystem.’ Rather than
straightforwardly trying to boost their own narratives, they
may organically or strategically bolster the narratives of
their allies (including tacit allies) while trying to swamp the
narratives emerging from opposing actors. None of this
media activity requires censorship or state repression
(though it can operate in tandem with them); instead,
online coalitions can operate in relatively freewheeling
digital environments. State apparatuses, political parties,
dissidents, and other actors can seek to maneuver for
advantage in coalitional contexts. These coalitional politics
are likely to be most important in contexts in which online
space is not entirely controlled by the state, thereby
putting a greater premium on crafting strategies of narra-
tive support and “swamping” that does not rely primarily
on tools of direct control.

When a Coalitional Approach to Studying Social Media
Is Most Appropriate

A coalitional approach is obviously only relevant to some
parts of the sprawling research agenda on social media; for
instance, it is not clear what it can tell us about changes in
individual-level measures of tolerance, extremism, or belief
in misinformation. Such an approach is also not very
useful in contexts where social media does not play a
central role in political contestation, when public use of
social media is relatively low, or both.

In some cases, such as cabinet and government forma-
tion in stable parliamentary democracies, identifying and
studying formal coalitions is relatively straightforward.
The value-added of a coalitional approach is most likely
found in better specifying how these parties and leaders
might relate to media outlets, online influencers, and other
political actors that are not directly part of formal parlia-
mentary politics.

Thinking about social media as involving elite-led,
contending coalitions will be particularly helpful in con-
texts where coalitional politics are secretive, tacit, or
incredibly complicated: in such cases, militaries, state
factions, external states, dissidents, politicized media out-
lets, and insurgents may all be players, in addition to
formal political parties. There can be a wide range of
political actors that operate across multiple types of polit-
ical engagement, from elections to assassinations, and
whose relationship with one another is not necessarily
public or formalized. In the Thai monarchy’s links with
military factions; Iraqi party-militias’ alignments with one
another, unarmed parties, and foreign states; alleged
Russian backing for the 2016 Trump campaign; or the
shifting coalitions underpinning tenuous governments in
Chad, coalition politics can be opaque and intricate while
also being enormously important.
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In some of these environments, social media is irrele-
vant, but in a wide variety of contexts it has become an
important political battleground. It is an arena for com-
petition in fragmented political environments that inter-
twine “normal” electoral politics, regime manipulation
and control, and dissident countermobilization, such as
contemporary Pakistan, Myanmar, Iran, or Turkey. We
can also see important elements of this competition in
non-“hybrid” regimes. For example, in India, political
parties actively battle on social media, and in the Philip-
pines, the government, journalists, and political parties
compete online (Mahtani and Cabato 2019). These are
not simple clashes between ruling and opposition parties
but may involve a much broader range of actors.

Coalitional dynamics can also extend beyond borders.
Foreign influence operations can add to complex political
interactions, as foreign actors attempt to piggyback onto
existing cleavages or to split and fragment prevailing
coalitional alignments (DiResta and Grossman 2021).
Influence operations in the 2016 US election are a well-
known example. These coalitional conflicts can stretch out
across multiple political systems, as we see in the case of
pro-Saudi “influencers” in the Middle East (Abrahams and
Leber 2021; Barrie and Siegel 2021). Transnational mil-
itant groups and other networks can also attempt to shape
social media ecosystems across multiple states. Rather than
thinking of any of these as distinct strategies or actors unto
themselves, we can fold them into a coalitional framework
to see how they align or clash with a variety of other actors.

We do not claim that these online coalitional politics
straightforwardly map onto the other manifestations of
politics; rather, we can gain insights into these politics
from how actors and their followers interact online. We
often see actors put substantial effort and resources into
online competition, whether in formal government efforts
to manage and monitor social media, political parties
deploying armies of bots and trolls, or dissidents trying
to cultivate an internet following. All these situations
suggest that politics online is not entirely orthogonal or
irrelevant to real-life politics.

Narrative Alignment and Coordination

In this article, we focus on narrative alignment and coor-
dination as specific and measurable ways to study online
coalitional politics. These alignments are constituted by
different combinations of actors, topics, sentiments, and
engagement patterns. These four components are central
to existing social media analysis, but we suggest that they
can be “bundled” in ways that provide interesting new
insights. Observing actors and their associated networks of
followers advancing similar messages, and in some cases
actively boosting the narratives of other actors/networks,
can be an important clue into strategies and allegiances in a
political system. This analysis is especially useful in cases


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592722001931

where direct evidence of such political alignments is
opaque or fluid. Narrative alignment can advance a par-
ticular political agenda but can also be used as a kind of
“flooding” strategy (Roberts 2018) by a coalition of actors
to drown out counternarratives and to distract from
controversial issues. It can be used to denounce opposition
or dissident actors, employing social media as a tool of
harassment to produce something more like targeted
“drowning” than broad flooding. A diverse array of actors
can also use aligning narratives on social media as a tool to
resist regime power by recurrently pushing issues onto the
online agenda that are not popular with the ruling power.
Often coalitions fall between these extremes, combining
state, state-adjacent, and nonstate actors.

We focus on political actors—politicians, parties, state
institutions, powerful media figures, and prominent rebels
or dissidents—as the central players in online coalitions.
This does not mean that they lead unmediated by the
preferences of their followers; there is certainly some give-
and-take and strategic interaction. But major actors’
online activity can provide more direct and distinctive
evidence of elite strategy and high politics than observed in
offline behavior of elites. Particularly in high-stakes envi-
ronments in which public signals of political positioning
are closely watched and seen as meaningful, we expect
these actors to be the agenda-setters: thus, they occupy our
attention. We further examine the networks within which
these elite actors are embedded: who they are followed by
and interact with provides information on their power and
signals of their alignments.

A second component of narrative alignment is the
topics that these actors discuss. This alone is insufficient
to determine political alignment, because two actors could
be discussing the same topic but offer completely different
positions on it. Nevertheless, which issues are being
emphasized and avoided by which actors provides a first
substantive layer for measuring the interactions of narra-
tives. It can be a way of identifying the core dimensions
along which actors clash and those that are primarily
mobilized by one set of actors and ignored by another.
There may be a master cleavage online or a variety of
disjointed dimensions that are spoken to by different
actors.

Third, narrative alignment can be studied by examining
the fine-grained distribution of sentiments across actors:
Who aligns with whom over time, and what patterns exist
across actors in a social media political ecosystem? We can
use various measurements of similarity and difference in
the content posted online to get a sense of how different
blocs line up in the social media sphere. Although online
messages do not necessarily express the “true” political
preferences of actors, they do provide insight into their
public statements and allow comparisons across actors.
Multisided alignments can be observed through sentiment
analysis, providing insight into the narrative battles being
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waged on social media. This kind of work requires deep
contextual knowledge of relevant dimensions and how
stances on them are articulated by actors in the system.

The final component we examine are patterns of
engagement across actors: Who boosts the narratives of
others? This directional amplification can be done by the
core actors themselves or by their followers. It can be
organic, reflecting shared political preferences and goals
across actors and their networks: genuine enthusiasm and
agreement can drive retweeting or sharing of posts by other
actors to advance an aligned political message. Patterns of
engagement are valuable as another way of getting a sense
of the political preferences of social media users; although
obviously not representative of the general population
and, in many cases, not even of real users, this kind of
engagement data can help us broadly map out how
different networks view hot-button political issues.

Such engagement can also be advanced through mass
retweeting campaigns by the social media wing of a
political actor or the use of automated accounts. These
campaigns suggest implementation of an intentional strat-
egy by political actors to bolster both their own narratives
and those of their allies. Sometimes such campaigns of
coordinated engagement are targeted at other actors, aim-
ing to swamp or discredit their messages as part of online
competition. As noted eatlier, this kind of activity does not
require state control over social media: it is a tool for
building and breaking political power even in a relatively
free digital space. This does not mean that state manipu-
lation of social media is unimportant—far from it—but it
does suggest that there are tactics available for shaping
narratives that are not reducible to censorship or informa-
tion management. Often these tactics involve not only
broadcasting one’s message but also boosting or under-
mining other actors’ narratives.

Adaptability across Political Contexts and Implications

Examining topics, sentiments, and amplification by key
political actors and their associated networks can allow
us to map out the coalitional alignments—and
oppositions—among major political players. In some
cases, the analysis of online coalitions may not have much
to offer, as when there is a straightforward battle between a
repressive state and a unified protest or rebel movement
and matters may be grimly straightforward. But when
there are multiple actors competing across multiple
dimensions, our framework is extremely flexible: in some
case, a unified state may face off against a divided set of real
and potential rebels, whereas in another, a factionalized
security apparatus, a set of contending political parties, and
nonstate militias maneuver with and against one another.
All of these can be understood as coalitional settings.

We are intentionally agnostic about how a coalitional
framework can be applied, given this kind of variation; we
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advocate simply that scholars embed their analysis within
the relationships among actors that are relevant in a
particular context. In the Pakistani case that we discuss
in the rest of this article, we see an autonomous military, a
ruling political party, a military-backed main challenger
party (which was ultimately victorious), multiple other
parties, dissidents critical of the military, and journalists
and media outlets with diverse political allegiances. A
mapping of China or Iran or the United States or Iraq
would generate quite different portfolios of actors, net-
works, and issues, including foreign actors pursuing influ-
ence operations, but we could plausibly compare them to
one another using this coalitional framework.

This leads to a set of implications for the empirical
analysis. First, it is important to focus on the relatively
“elite” political actors who drive large networks of fol-
lowers and to understand how they align and oppose one
another. Second, scholars need to be attentive to the range
of actors and relationships that can be observed online,
including regimes, opposition parties, rebels and dissi-
dents, media outlets, and foreign states: they interact to
generate online political ecosystems that can at least
broadly map “real-world” politics. Third, existing building
blocks of social media analysis, such as retweets, content,
and network analysis, can be repurposed to generate
bundles of information that provide insight into the macro
structure of political allegiance in a political system.
Finally, engagement within coalitions can be an important
tool for shaping online discourse, which can circumvent
the need for direct state control of social media to counter
and in some cases overwhelm competing narratives.

Online Political Parties, Dissidents, and
the Military in Pakistan

We empirically focus on Pakistan since 2018 to show the
value-added of a coalitional approach. In the country’s July
25, 2018, general election, Imran Khan and his party,
Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI), won a victory over the
incumbent Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N)
and Pakistan’s other major national party, the Pakistan
People’s Party (PPP). Khan became prime minister (with
the final margin delivered by independents and smaller
parties) and led Pakistan from August 2018 until April
2022. Although official campaigning began only about a
month before the elections, we explore the longer period in
the run-up to the election, during which several dramatic
events occurred; we also examine social media after Khan’s
victory. We analyze both Twitter and Facebook data and
complement our quantitative analysis with a qualitative
discussion of the dynamics of both the general political
context and the specifics of the election campaign itself.
Pakistan in 2018 can plausibly be identified as a “hybrid
regime” (Mufti et al. 2020, 18), with a high level of
complexity and (often intentional) lack of transparency
about political processes. Although deeply influenced by
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the military, it is also the site of sustained competition
among political parties, dissidents, and journalists and
media outlets of various political views. We seek to show
the value of our coalitional approach by examining how a
set of major political actors and their associated networks
engage in the online sphere.

There is little doubt about two facts in the Pakistani
case. The first is that the 2018 election was a hard-fought
election in which both the PTI and PML-N invested
enormous energies in voter mobilization and political
outreach. With promises to end the corruption and
hypocrisy of the Pakistani elite, the PTT was able to evoke
great enthusiasm from many young Pakistanis while also
building links with established local political figures and
networks on the ground. The PPP was largely restricted to
its core geographic base in Sindh and the PML-N to parts
of Punjab, although there it faced major PTT inroads. The
second fact is that there were credible allegations that the
playing field was tilted against the PML-N by a military
with a long-standing distrust of the party; it censored the
media, instigated antigovernment events, and nudged
independent political candidates to join the PTL*

The EU Election Observation Mission (2019, 5, 10)

identified serious issues with manipulation of the media:

Editorial policies were carefully calibrated to downplay issues
relating to the army, state security structures and the judiciary.
Concerted efforts to stifle the reporting environment were
observed, and included intimidating phone calls to senior editors,
the disruption and hindrance of the distribution of broadcast and
print outlets, and harassment of individual journalists... . Most
interlocutors acknowledged a systematic effort to undermine the
former ruling party through cases of corruption, contempt of
court and terrorist charges against its leaders and candidates.

The EU report reached the following conclusion:

The pre-electoral environment was marred by allegations of
influence on the electoral process by the military-led establish-
ment and the active role of the judiciary in political affairs,
including through its special suo moto jurisdiction. The apparent
collusion of interests between the army and the judiciary was
particularly instrumental in the dismissal of Nawaz Sharif, and
his disqualification for life from holding public office. Numerous
reports depicted the armed forces and security agencies pulling
strings to persuade candidates of anti-establishment parties to
switch allegiance or to run as independents, contributing to
splitting the votes and influencing the results. (2019, 11)

In addition, some Pakistani journalists and dissidents
focused attention on abuses by the military and judiciary,
which they saw as undermining democracy and human
rights.

We therefore view the contest as a case in which the
military leaned in favor of the opposition party against the
incumbent ruling party, even as the opposition and
incumbent parties intensely competed with each other,
and a small but prominent dissident sphere attempted to
raise awareness of human rights abuses and military inter-
ventions in politics. It would be inaccurate to view the
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2018 election as a sham exercise, but it would also be
deeply problematic to view it as a free and fair election.
The question becomes whether our coalitional framework
can capture these dynamics, complementing the qualita-
tive evidence and interpretations of this election. Ideally, it
would add distinctively fine-grained data on both the
alignments during the campaign and the shifts following
it, contributing to our understanding of when and how
Pakistani politics has changed over time.

Social Media and Politics in Pakistan

Freedom House (2021) codes Pakistan as “Not Free,” with
informational and technical tactics used to create “digital
election interference.” The government has issued numer-
ous take-down orders to Twitter, troll armies linked to
parties and the security establishment are common, and
security forces are believed to monitor Twitter activity
(Geo.tv 2018).

In 2019, Facebook removed several accounts that were
engaging in coordinated inauthentic behavior and were
“linked to employees of the ISPR (Inter-Service Public
Relations) of the Pakistani military.” Facebook posts and
other social media activity have triggered religious vio-
lence.

Twitter was an area of serious contestation among the
contending actors in 2018. The PTT had a younger, more
technology-savvy base and was an “early mover” in using
Facebook and Twitter (Mufti et al. 2020, 12); Ahmed and
Skoric (2014) note PTT’s innovative use of Twitter in the
2013 elections. In the 2018 election, Mufti and coauthors
(2020, 12) observe, “Learning from PTT’s success, other
parties sought to emulate these strategies [using social
media] in advance of the 2018 election—strategies that
were aided by the introduction of 3G and 4G mobile
broadband internet in Pakistan.” Both the accounts of PTT
and of Imran Khan were active, as were those of a set of
other supporters and candidates. The PML-N also
engaged on Twitter, followed rather distantly by the PPP.

We identified a core set of political accounts on Twitter
and Facebook (see next section for details).> Much of our
analysis focuses on the PML-N and PTI, given their
centrality in the election. Each was surrounded by a web
of supporters, both official and unofficial. There were
allegations of troll armies being used by these supporters
to advance certain narratives and target rivals and enemies
(Jahangir 2019, 2020). We view these parties, their sym-
pathizers, and citizens as constituting Pakistan’s online
electoral sphere. In 2018, the PML-N was the ruling party,
which gave it some advantages, but in contrast to some
other contexts, it was not in total control of the state.
Pakistan’s divided civil-military relations structurally
divide the regime sphere in periods of civilian rule. Even
when there is cooperation between a ruling party and the
military, it is tenuous.
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Pakistan’s military also has a notable social media
presence. The director-general of the Inter-Services Public
Relations (DG-ISPR) has a huge Twitter following, and
the account has been used to release major policy state-
ments. For instance, it was used in 2017 to dramacically
“reject” a civilian government directive on a sensitive case,
and during the February 2019 crisis with India it exten-
sively presented Pakistan’s side of the situation (Hussain,
Shahzad, and Saud 2021). A set of pro-military accounts
also exists: some accounts are by retired military officers
endorsed by the public relations wing of the army to
present their perspective publicly, others are run by pro-
military enthusiasts, and yet others are anonymous but
claim to be informed by official sources.

In addition to political parties and the military, there are
also robust dissident networks, including both Pakistanis
in exile and those still in the country. These individuals use
Twitter as a space to highlight the military’s intervention
in politics and human rights abuses by the state (such as
disappearances of activists and journalists), as well as to
publish work that has been officially or unofficially cen-
sored from Pakistan’s media. They and the pro-military
sphere often clash online, with dissidents being prominent
targets for trolls (Sahani 2020). As the EU Electoral
Monitoring Mission noted (2019, 36) regarding the
2018 election, “Social media served as both a vehicle for
a party propaganda and as a platform for news and analysis
that opposed the official political discourse.”

Although we currently lack fine-grained data on plat-
form usage, estimates suggest that internet penetration is
roughly 36.5%, with nearly 72 million social media users
(Datareportal 2022). Twitter appears, impressionistically,
to be a comparatively elite platform, with heavy usage of
English and extensive attention by journalists, think-
tankers, and political strategists. Facebook seems to have
a broader mass reach. In a phone-based survey across four
provinces in Pakistan, Mir and Siddiqui (2022) found that
56% of the respondents reported using Facebook and
17% reported using Twitter. We know that both plat-
forms have received concerted strategic attention from key
political actors but cannot make confident claims about
their reach or representativeness at the mass level. Note
that our focus is on the use of social media itself, not on its
effects on mass political behavior or whether it represents
public opinion.

In the following methodology and analysis sections, we
pursue three goals. The first is to describe the topics that
these actors promoted online so we can map out the online
political landscape. The second is to explore how this
content is disseminated, with a focus on coordinated
activities that may suggest non-organic efforts at amplifi-
cation: this is our discussion of coordination. The third is to
assess whether we see narrative alignments between clus-
ters across this social media landscape that can lend insight
into the coalitions at work.
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Methodology and Results

Our analysis draws on two sources of social media data:
Twitter data that we collected in real time from Twitter’s
Public API between June and August 2018 and historical
Facebook data that we obtained from CrowdTangle, a
public insights tool owned and operated by Facebook.
This includes content produced in Urdu and English by
major political actors in Pakistan, as well as their online
followers, on both Twitter and Facebook. To obtain the
data, we compiled a list of 524 prominent political actors
in Pakistan using a Twitter snowballing approach. We
began by browsing through the Twitter accounts of
Pakistani political leaders and commentators based on
knowledge about who the leading actors are in the
country. We sought to identify accounts of actors in five
broad categories: those affiliated with a political party,
military, the media, civil society, and dissidents. We paid
special attention to the political party category, seeking
to identify high-follower accounts of actors associated
with the three leading parties in Pakistan: the PML-N,
PTI, and PPP. In the categories of media and civil
society, we tried to maximize coverage by including
print journalists, TV anchors, private news channels,
activists, YouTube influencers, and Twitter influencers,
as well as activists and organizers from a range of
backgrounds.

Using this list, we then identified the public Facebook
pages of these actors. That search yielded 390 pages across
our five main categories. After obtaining these lists, we
downloaded the content that they produced on Twitter
and Facebook before and after the 2018 election.® Because
Twitter allows the collection of data on network connec-
tions, we also obtained information on the followers of
these political actors on Twitter and the content that they
produced during this time.” Overall, we obtained more
than 6.5 million Twitter and Facebook posts that were
generated before and after the 2018 election.®

To analyze social media posts in English and Urdu, we
used a dictionary approach, where we coded posts for
whether they included keywords associated with a partic-
ular actor or topic. We created lists of keywords that were
commonly used to describe key political actors and major
political issues in Pakistan. We developed our dictionaries
by closely reading an initial set of randomly sampled tweets
and, based on context knowledge, identified terms that
capture each topic. Online appendix table Al shows the
full list of topics, their definitions, and associated key-
words.”

Topics and Discourse

To map Pakistan’s online political landscape since 2018,
we examined actors’ discourse on several policy issues that
were politically salient during this period. Drawing on our
lists of keywords, we calculated the proportion of posts
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that mentioned each topic and examined how it varied
between core political actors and their social media fol-
lowers. Figure 1 shows that the PTI was by far the most
common topic of online discussion on Facebook and
Twitter, and that core actors talked about the party more
frequently than their followers. Discourse on the PML-N
was also relatively common, and it was mentioned at a
similar rate by both core accounts and their follower
networks. In a sentiment analysis shown in the online
appendix, we find that posts sympathizing with the PTI
and criticizing the PML-N were highly prevalent during
this period—and that both kinds of posts were important
for the PTI’s mobilization (see figure Al). Interestingly,
the Pakistan Army and its interference in the elections
were relatively minor topics of conversation among the
networks of followers of the actors. We show later that
most of the discussion on the army’s interference was led
by political dissidents who were limited in their ability to
advance their narrative because they were being
“swamped” by other online coalitions.

We also measured the discourse on issues that were
popular in the Pakistani social media sphere during this
period. We identified posts that mentioned topics rele-
vant to the Pakistani context: the economy, anti-state
and subversive behavior, corruption, human rights con-
cerns and violations, militancy and violence in the
country, judicial activism and activity of the courts,
foreign policy, security policy and rivalry with India,
and foreign relations with countries other than India,
such as the United States, China, and Saudi Arabia.!?
Figure 1 shows that issues related to judicial interven-
tions, the economy, foreign policy, and corruption were
most salient, whereas content related to human rights
and subversion was much less salient in the 2018 elec-
tion period. We also find differences between the con-
tent advanced by core actors (gray) and the online
political ecosystems that surround them (black): core
accounts talked about political topics more frequently
than their followers.

Content Dissemination and Coordination

Next, we examined dissemination patterns to evaluate the
presence of coordination among key political actors. As we
argued earlier, there can be indirect ways in which actors
can bolster or attack one another by forming formal or
informal online coalitions. They can advance similar
narratives and focus on the same set of topics. There can
also be more than one online coalition. If there is stiff
competition among the coalitions, we may see an echo
chamber effect: one coalition pushes its own narratives and
blocks out narratives of the competitor. But an effective
coalition might be able to overwhelm—or swamp—a
competing coalition by permeating its rival’s bubble and
introducing its own narratives.
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Figure 1

Topics Discussed in the 2018 Pakistani Social Media Sphere
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In the Pakistani case, two coalitions were likely before
the 2018 election: the military and the opposition PTI
would be against the incumbent PML-N, and the PML-N
was said to have found common cause with the dissident
sphere as the election drew closer (Barker 2018). To
examine these patterns, we first analyzed retweet networks
that shed light on patterns of amplification between these
political actors: Who retweeted whom and how often, and
how did content dissemination flow between coalition
clusters. Second, we examined the online activity of
accounts that exhibit coordinated behavior to explore
whether there was evidence of synchronized, rather than
organic, amplification of content.

Rerweet Networks. To examine the networks of political
actors in Pakistan, we measured the extent to which they
shared each other’s content on Twitter. We divided our
data into four clusters that were most closely affiliated with
each of the major categories of actors: the PTI, PML-N,
the army, and dissidents.!! We then examined the net-
work relationships in each cluster through a directed graph
analysis. Table 2 shows the top 10 profiles ranked by the
in-degree score and by weighted in-degree centrality.'”
Each panel shows the accounts retweeted the most by each
cluster, as indicated by the in-degree score. The data in
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panels 2a and 2b suggest that the accounts in the PTT’s and
army’s clusters actively retweeted a very similar set of
accounts: those linked to Imran Khan and his PTT party,
the high-profile account of the military’s spokesman DG-
ISPR (OfficialDGISPR), and some PTI-leaning media
and civil society personalities, such as TV analyst Irshad
Bhatti and Twitter activist Anwar Lodhi. The PML-N’s
cluster is very different: the top 10 profiles include
accounts of the PML-N’s leadership, media personalities
like famous journalist Umar Cheema, and prominent
dissident Gul Bukhari among others (see panel 2c).

We visualize these data with a network graph using the
Force Layout 2 algorithm of Gephi, open-source software.
In figure 2, the color of the nodes reflects their core
account affiliation, their size and labels are scaled by in-
degree centrality, and the color of the edges reflects the
affiliation of the nodes being retweeted. The results are
telling. Much like the ranked accounts in table 2, the
network graphs of the PTT and the army converge: fol-
lowers in both clusters retweet a very similar set of
accounts, such as those of the PT1/Imran Khan and official
DG-ISPR, as well as sympathetic sections of the media.
Although these graphs are agnostic to the topics that were
amplified, they suggest that the networks of army and the
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Table 2
Top 10 Accounts Retweeted by Cluster

Twitter In-Degree Twitter In-Degree
Handle Affiliation In-Degree Weighted Handle Affiliation In-Degree Weighted
a) Army cluster b) PTI cluster

1. ImranKhanPTI PTI 527 876 1. ImranKhanPTI PTI 1429 2,594
2. PTlofficial PTI 309 440 2. IrshadBhatti336  Media 798 1,267
3. OfficialDGISPR Army 297 435 3. PTlofficial PTI 774 1,102
4. IrshadBhatti336 Media 293 445 4. siasatpk Media 719 1,361
5. mubasherlucman Media 292 352 5. AnwarLodhi Civil Society 689 1,067
6. AnwarlLodhi Civil Society 291 435 6. mubasherlucman Media 608 756
7. siasatpk Media 248 433 7. OfficiaDGISPR  Army 578 792
8. HamidMirPAK Media 204 237 8. HamidMirPAK Media 484 563
9. iamhamzaabbasi Civil Society 189 236 9. haroon_natamam Media 447 654
10. Asad_Umar PTI 174 202 10. Asad_Umar PTI 445 556
¢) PML-N cluster d) Dissident cluster

1. UmarCheemar Media 1098 1,608 1. HamidMirPAK Media 255 302
2. KhSaad_Rafique PML-N 946 1,433 2. UmarCheemal Media 197 280
3. MaryamNSharif ~ PML-N 921 1,235 3. GulBukhari Dissident 185 253
4. GulBukhari Dissident 907 1,233 4. ImranKhanPTI PTI 176 259
5. pmin_org PML-N 811 1,160 5. Xadeejournalist Media 126 146
6. arshad_Geo Media 743 1,077 6. murtazasolangi Media 119 156
7. CMShehbaz PML-N 722 995 7. MJibranNasir Civil Society 115 156
8. KhawajaMAsif PML-N 666 803 8. omar_quraishi Media 114 144
9. geonews_urdu Media 607 841 9. a_siab Dissident 110 171
10. HamidMirPAK Media 595 717 10. geonews_urdu  Media 106 151

PTT coalesced, at least indirectly, in the social media sphere
before the 2018 elections.

When examining the links between other clusters, we
find that the retweet patterns of the ruling party—the
PML-N—Ilooked very different from those of the army
and the PTI. Accounts affiliated with the PML-N
engaged in very little amplification of content posted by
the army or the PTT, and vice versa. Instead, the PML-N’s
network tended to retweet mostly the leaders of the PML-
N, the accounts of those media that are more critical of
the army’s involvement in politics (like Umar Cheema),
and some dissident accounts. Based on the prominent
set of nodes and their affiliation, the dissidents’ network
graph overlaps more with the PML-N than either the PTI
or the army. These patterns suggest another, perhaps
looser online coalition between dissidents and the
PML-N.

Coordination. Because alignment in the retweet net-
works can stem from organic activity—for example, fol-
lowers of the PTT and the army may be genuinely excited
about the same topics—we examined additional patterns
that could suggest more organized coordination. Such
coordination in the Pakistani online sphere is achieved
by coordinating mass posting of similar content around
the same time. This is a distinct form of amplification
because it does not rely on direct reposting (“retweets”) of
content but on disseminating almost identical text by
different social media users. Several examples show that
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posting similar content has become a popular strategy in
the Pakistani social media (figure 3).

To study this form of coordination, we identified
Pakistani Twitter users who systematically posted very
similar text and examined their online behavior in the
run-up to the 2018 election. Starting with the raw tweet-
level data, we created user-level “documents,” in which
each document included all the tweets that we had from
that user across the full dataset. We pre-processed these
documents and preserved 8-grams: phrases of eight con-
secutive words. We identified users who had seven or
more shared 8-grams, which means that they tweeted
very similar tweets at some point during the study’s
period. Focusing on these users, we pulled their tweets
and preserved those that had almost identical word
sequences, measured as having high cosine similarity
scores, in each three-day window. We then used these
tweets to examine the prevalence of this form of coordi-
nation.

Figure 4 shows the proportion of tweets linked to
coordinated activity by category. Our data show that
coordinated tweets were significantly more likely to pro-
mote the PTT and express antagonism toward the PML-N.
We also found significantly more pro-army tweets than
anti-army tweets (panel A). Coordinated tweets pushed
content related to India and foreign policy, as well as
corruption and the judiciary, which aligns with the policies
promoted by the PTI. At the same time, there was almost
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Figure 2

Retweet Networks of Political Actors in Pakistan
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Note: The figure presents retweet networks from a directed graph analysis of four major clusters of accounts. The color of the nodes reflects
their core account affiliation, their size and labels are scaled by the number of retweets/in-degree centrality, and the color of the edges

reflects the affiliation of the nodes being retweeted.

no content related to issues advocated by activists (such as
human rights or military interference, for example) in the
coordinated tweets that we identified in our data (panel B).

An equally important feature of coordinated activity is
its amplification as part of pushing a key narrative.
Figure 5, which displays the retweet network of the
coordinated accounts, shows that accounts engaging in
coordination were much more likely to amplify content
posted by the PTT and the army than content posted by
other political actors. Although there may be various
explanations for this retweeting pattern, the alignment
between the content promoted by coordinated accounts
and their retweeting activity is consistent with the coali-
tion framework.
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Narrative Alignment

Finally, we examined the content posted by political actors
to assess whether there is evidence of narrative alignment
between clusters (PTI, army, dissident, PML-N). As dis-
cussed earlier, political actors who engage in online coor-
dination may choose to promote the same kind of content
on social media, either by discussing similar policy issues
or being generally aligned in the content that they pro-
duce. Alternatively, actors who coalesce online may choose
to focus on different topics in a complementary way,
which will result in divergence in the policy issues that
they promote.

Figure 6 shows the attention that different political actors
in Pakistan gave to various policy issues in the Facebook

11
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Figure 3

Example of a Coordinated Activity (Similar Text, not Retweets)
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Source: https://twitter.com/qureshik74/status/12535200498324193297s=21.

Figure 4
Sentiment and Topics in Coordinated Posts
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content that they generated in 2018. Each panel presents
the proportion of posts on a given policy issue by actor
cluster. Interestingly, we did not find that the PTT and the
army discussed these issues at similar rates: instead, these
actors largely focused on different policy issues. Whereas the
army posted mostly about the economy, anti-state and
subversive behavior, and militancy and foreign policy, the
PTI focused on the judiciary. The figure also shows that
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some issues were discussed similarly by almost all the actors
in our data—corruption and the economy, for example—
whereas others were the exclusive focus of only some actors.
For example, political dissidents in Pakistan posted mostly
about human rights and military interference, whereas other
actors paid almost no attention to these topics.'?

Because the analysis of topics relies on a relatively
limited set of keywords, it might be failing to detect more
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Figure 5
Retweet Network of Coordinated Accounts
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Note: The color of the nodes reflects the affiliation of the account being retweeted; their size and labels are scaled by the number of retweets/

in-degree centrality.

general patterns of narrative alignment in the data. For this
reason, we supplemented our keywords-based coding with
a more general analysis of the similarity between the
content posted by political actors over time. Using the
historical Facebook timelines of the core accounts,'* we
calculated the cosine similarity between content posted by
political actors each day since 2018. Cosine similarity
scores range between 0 and 1, where 0 reflects completely
dissimilar posts and 1 reflects identical posts.'®

Figure 7 presents the day-by-day similarity in content
produced by accounts affiliated with the army, the PTI,
the PML-N, the media, civil society, and dissidents since
2018. The y-axis in each panel is the average daily
similarity of the posts, and the x-axis presents the time
(2018-21). We found that the similarity in content
produced by the army and the PTI was higher than
between any other pairs of actors and that the alignment
between them increased over time. Although some of this
alignment may have been expected between the ruling PTI
and the army after the 2018 election, it is not obvious,
because the Pakistani army is mostly an autonomous
institution that does not always align with the ruling party.
We also found that the PTI aligned with the media and
civil society, but it had very little overlap with the PML-N
or dissidents. The figure also shows the similarity between
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all other pairs of actors. We found some similarity between
content posted by the PML-N and the media, as well as
between accounts owned by civil society actors and various
parties. The dissident cluster in Pakistan largely focused on
different content than other political actors.

Taken together, our analysis shows how coalitional
dynamics can take place in the online political sphere.
Focusing on Pakistani elites” behavior on social media, we
find evidence of an alignment between the networks of the
military and the PTI that won the 2018 election. Our
results show patterns of organic and coordinated amplifi-
cation of these two actors, as well as alignment in the
content that they produced over time. We believe that this
approach can help shed light on political coalitions in
other contexts as well, especially in countries where these
dynamics are less obvious and often more tacit.

CONCLUSION

Because coalitions are central to political life, including in
the online sphere, a coalitional approach to social media
politics lets us examine how a variety of actors clash and
cooperate. This analytical move allows for greater synthesis
and integration of distinct research agendas: scholars can
see how governments (both foreign and domestic), insur-
gents, politicians, media outlets, dissidents, and
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Topics Advanced by Political Actors
Judiciary Corruption Economy
I ii :
1 1
1 1
1 1
1 1
1 1
1 1
1 1
1 1
1 1
1 1
-I -I -
0000 0025 0050  0.075 000 001 002 003 004 005 000 002 004 006 008
Proportion of posts Proportion of posts Proportion of posts
Anti-state Human rights Militancy

A

1 |

1

1

1

1

1

1

1
0.00

India

1
0.00 0.01 002 003 0.04 005
Proportion of posts

Military interference

0.05
Proportion of posts

0025 0050  0.075

Proportion of posts

1
0.10 0.000

Foreign policy

As

0.000 0.004 0.008 0.
Proportion of posts

0 001 002
Proportion of posts

[

0 0.02 0.04 0.06
Proportion of posts

003 004 005

o

Len [ ] amy [ ] issident
|:| PMLN I:] Media l:l Civil society

influencers relate to one another; which narratives they
advance or contest; and how their networks overlap or
diverge. We do not claim that these online coalitions tell us
everything we need to know about a particular political
context, but this approach can help us better understand
cleavages and alliances in the many environments in which
political actors invest in social media campaigns and online
influence efforts.

Empirically, we show that it is possible to identify the
relevant actors, topics, and networks and to disaggregate
their relationships with one another in the tumultuous
context of 2018-19 Pakistan. We find that the victorious
party, the PTI, largely dominated the social media
sphere. The narratives pushed by the PTI were further
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amplified by networks associated with the military and
parts of the media, suggesting a set of narrative align-
ments in opposition to those associated with the incum-
bent ruling party, the PML-N. Issues related to dissident
activities had some reach but were comparatively very
limited, suggesting further skepticism about a straight-
forward view of social media as a technology of liberation.
This finding is a contribution on its own, providing a
measure of what narratives are being advanced and
picked up in “real time.”

Yet the story does not stop there. We find that those
engaging in coordinated activity amplified the PTI and
military’s accounts. Although we cannot be certain about
the causes of the amplification, the degree of coordinated
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Figure 7
Similarity in Content Posted by Political Actors
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activity suggests an intentional and managed social media
strategy by the actors behind the coordination, rather than
a purely organic swell of online support. Strikingly, there is
evidence that the PTI and military spheres of followers
amplified each other’s narratives, which were able to
overwhelm the narratives of their competitors and to
directly shape the online public sphere. This evidence
requires important caveats, but it is broadly suggestive of
at least a tacit coalition between the networks of the
Pakistani military with the PTI, in opposition to the
then-ruling PML-N. Given the murkiness and often
intentional opacity of Pakistani politics, examining pat-
terns of narrative alignment and contestation online
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provides a valuable new empirical lens for measuring
political alliances that can be replicated in Pakistan and
in other contexts.

We believe that a coalitional framework is potentially
valuable in a broad array of cases. India presents a clear case
of hard-fought social media coalitional dynamics on a vast
scale, involving the ruling party, opposition parties, their
social media cells, media outlets and commentators of
various political loyalties, and huge networks of followers
across numerous platforms. Myanmar’s resurgent set of
internal conflicts since 2021 has taken on a greater social
media presence, providing new opportunities to explore
alignments across a wide range of political, civil society,
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and armed actors. Foreign influence operations, whether
in the United States or elsewhere, are frequently explicit
efforts to advance narratives and sentiments that map onto
preexisting political cleavages, secking to shape the
“internal” discourse from the outside.

These findings offer two broader directions for the
study of social media and politics. First, we provide a
new conceptualization of actors and of their alignments
that can productively be used in in a wide variety of
settings and with a range of actors, reducing the silos that
currently exist between research areas in the growing body
of work on social media and politics. The goal is to
plausibly represent the different political forces that are
active in a country’s social media ecosystem and examine
their relationship with one another, in whatever form it
takes. Using this framework will both allow fuller com-
parisons across political contexts and a richer ability to
study alignments even in complex political environments.
This approach is complementary to many of the research
streams in the literature, with the value-added of encour-
aging scholars to think carefully about the full spectrum of
relations between actors in the context they are studying.
For instance, studies of foreign influence operations would
do well to explore how these efforts align with or run
orthogonal to the preexisting online cleavages and coali-
tions of the social media ecosystem being targeted.

Second, scholars need to direct their attention to indi-
rect ways through which nonelectoral actors can influence
politics by taking seriously how their discourses and
networks align with other political players and the tactics
they use to boost their messages online. We find that
dynamics of online coalition building and breaking do not
require direct state manipulation of or control over the
internet: political actors can shape online discourse in a
wide variety of ways, including by providing tacit support,
bolstering third-party actors to target a shared rival, and
engaging in efforts to drown out or advance particular
narratives over others.

There are several more specific questions that we believe
are important to answer in future research. First, what are
possible effects of different strategies and coalitions? Do
these dynamics, for instance, influence vote choices or
shape the information accessed by voters? Although iden-
tifying causal effects in a context like this can be challeng-
ing, there may be opportunities to link the narratives,
alignments, and coordination strategies we identify to real-
world political behavior.

Second, how do coalitional dynamics play out in an era
of increasing content moderation of social media plat-
forms? Our analysis relied on publicly available social
media data, which likely excluded content that was deleted
for violating terms of service. For example, we know that
Facebook deleted content posted by pages linked to the
Pakistani military that was deemed as inauthentic. Our
analysis therefore might have missed certain patterns of
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coordination and amplification, ecither by the same actors
or by others. Third, we need more research on the social
media platforms that citizens use. We examined content
posted on Twitter and Facebook, but it is not clear that
this captures how Pakistanis primarily use social media.
YouTube, WhatsApp, and a plethora of other platforms
may be more popular and yet yield quite different results.
This requires more general research on how publics use the
internet beyond the currently dominant focus on a small
number of platforms.

Third, can we identify systematic variation in how
alignments emerge and collapse across cases? Here we
offered a new way of thinking about a concept, but a
crucial next step is developing richer theory. We can
explore whether there are patterns across types of regimes,
actors, and issues in the kinds of coalitions that tend to
emerge. For instance, do electoral authoritarian or hybrid
regimes build specific kinds of coalitions—perhaps relying
on state-linked but formally nonstate media—differently
than other types of regimes? When do rebel groups try to
bolster the narratives of non-insurgent online voices, and
when do they seck to marginalize them? How do parties
differ in their reliance on social media “influencers” and
other media figures as opposed to formal party accounts?
There are many rich questions waiting to be answered
about how political actors maneuver, clash, and collabo-
rate online.
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Notes

1 Foravariety of perspectives on measuring the Pakistan
case, see Shah (2014), Jaffrelot (2015), Adeney
(2017), and Freedom House (2021).

2 On bots and foreign influence agents, see Ferrara et al.
(2020). On small-scale influencers, see Goodwin,
Joseff, and Woolley (2020).

3 Although citizens or the mass followers of political
actors are clearly important, our focus is on compar-
atively elite political actors: parties, politicians, mili-
taries, major media figures, prominent dissidents and
intellectuals, and the political ecosystems that they
create. This emphasis is not intended to discount work
aimed at understanding other questions focusing on


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592722001931

mass attitudes, but we believe that our approach is
another way in which social media analysis can speak
to important questions about the structure and
dynamics of political systems among core political
actors.

Senior members of Pakistan’s judiciary charged mili-
tary’s interference in political events and the judicial
process leading to Sharif’s ouster (e.g., Dawn 2019;
Shah 2019).

We curated this list using a Twitter snowballing
approach by browsing through Twitter accounts of
leading offline commentators. See the next section for
details.

The full list of actors, along with their Twitter handles
and Facebook pages, is is available with the replication
material in Harvard Dataverse. For Facebook, we have
the full historical timelines of these accounts. Our
Twitter data are more limited, given rate limits in the
Twitter API, which provides access only to the most
recent 3,200 posts. We downloaded political actors’
historical Twitter timelines in April 2020, and our
Twitter data include content produced by these actors
since 2019. Most of our Twitter data consist of the
follower networks of the core political actors.

We obtained followers” tweet data by querying the
Twitter API for their most recent post each day. Given
that there were more than 137 million core account—
follower pairs, we obtained the content of followers
who followed two or more core accounts. Our fol-
lowers sample includes accounts that are located both
in and outside Pakistan. In our analysis, we consider
this sample as part of the Pakistani online political
sphere, even though it goes beyond Pakistan’s physical
borders. To examine how the patterns from the full
sample compare to content produced by users within
Pakistan, we replicated our analysis for users who have
location data in their user profiles and are in Pakistan
(N = 3, 448, about 0.6% of our follower sample).
Online appendix figure A4 presents a map with their
locations, and figure A5 shows that the patterns are
very similar if we restrict to users geolocated in
Pakistan.

The specific numbers are 3,572,456 Facebook posts
posted by core political actors and 2,943,086 Urdu
tweets posted by users who followed these actors on
Twitter.

We also used supervised machine learning to identify
sentiments toward political actors in Urdu posts.
Online appendix table A2 shows examples of positive
and negative sentiments that we found in our data.
Because our models’ ability to accurately capture
sentiment was more limited, we present the results of
our sentiment analysis in the online appendix, noting
that the patterns should be interpreted with caution.
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There is an unavoidable degree of arbitrariness in this
classification: corruption and the economy, for
instance, were tied together in the PTI’s messaging,
and India and foreign policy obviously can overlap.
We created clusters by subsetting our data to accounts
for which 70% or more of the handles that they
followed were accounts in each of our core accounts
categories. For example, PTT’s cluster consisted of
Twitter accounts who 70% or more of the accounts
that they followed were PTT’s core accounts. We use
this information to construct a network of retweets in
four major clusters: PTI, Army, PML-N, and dissi-
dents.

For a directed graph, the in-degree score refers to the
number of arcs directed toward a vertex, and the
weighted in-degree score refers to the sum of weighted
arcs directed toward a vertex. When used in the
context of a retweet network, the in-degree score
captures the number of accounts retweeting a partic-
ular Twitter account. The weighted in-degree score is
the number of times an account has been retweeted.
Figure A2 in the online appendix presents these
patterns over time. They suggest strong alignment
between PTT and army over India and Economy over
time, especially in 2019 and later. Among other
notable trends, the dissident circle appears to have
generated most discussion on military interference in
politics and human rights, which began to ebb in focus
in late 2019. The PML-N appears to have focused
more on the economy in late 2019, which aligns with
the army’s relative focus on economic issues at the
same time.

In this analysis, we focus on Facebook data, because it
includes more comprehensive historical content than
our Twitter data, given the rate limits in the

Twitter API.

The cosine similarity between two vectors a and b,
each of length 4 x 1, is calculated as follows:

Zleajbj/\/zl.;laf \/Zlebf, where 4; is the

number of times term j appears in document a and 4; is
the number of times term j appears in document b.
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