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Community-led moderation in ‘the ruins’ of platforms  
 
Recent developments in platform governance, such as the disbanding of Twitter/X’s 
Trust and Safety team (Hickey et al., 2025) and Meta’s abandonment of professional 
fact-checking (Watt et al., 2025), point to community-led moderation as an increasingly 
preferred solution by mainstream social media platforms when dealing with problematic 
content that does not reach a legal harm threshold, such as disinformation. Research 
has shown the benefits of involving online communities in content moderation efforts, 
such as achieving higher effectiveness (Xin et al., 2024) and sensitivity to context 
(Seering, 2020). As Matias (2019, p. 1) puts it: “Volunteer governance remains a 
common approach to managing social relations, conflict, and civil liberties online”. At the 
same time, community-led moderation approaches have limitations, such as when 
volunteer moderators are left to rely on their own heuristics to decide upon complex 
categories of content (Matamoros-Fernández & Jude, 2025).  
 
Twitter/X offers a salient case study to explore volunteer governance when centralised 
content moderation fails. Since Musk took over the platform, there has been an increase 
in the circulation of conspiracy theories, disinformation and hate (Graham & FitzGerald, 
2023). While some communities abandoned Twitter/X due to this (DiBenedetto, 2023), 
others could not afford to do so and continued to ‘make a life’ among ‘the ruins’ of the 
system. In her ethnographic work, Tsing investigates ‘the possibility of life’ (2015, pp. 
227–239) in environments rife with ecological destruction and socioeconomic precarity, 
what she calls capitalist ‘ruins’ (pp. 205-214). We appropriate Tsing’s metaphor of ‘the 
ruins’ to describe what becomes of social media spaces like Twitter/X when they 
abandon their responsibility to protect their users. Like Tsing, we are interested in 
investigating communities determined to survive on systems that are crumbling. 
 
The North Atlantic Fella Organization (NAFO) is one such community that remained on 
Twitter/X’s ruins because of the continued importance of the platform in covering 
Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine (Boichak & Kasianenko, in press). Its members, 
also known as ‘fellas’, have been active on Twitter/X since May 2022 by debunking and 
ridiculing online falsehoods spread by highly visible Russian government accounts and 
pro-Russian actors, reporting problematic behaviour, as well as fundraising on behalf of 
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Ukraine (Kasianenko & Boichak, 2024). However, since late 2022, these users have 
been reporting decreased effectiveness of the platform’s response to hateful conduct.  
 
In this paper, we identify community moderation practices NAFO developed in response 
to this and interrogate their implications for broader research on community-led 
moderation in ‘the ruins’ of platforms. 
 
NAFO’s community moderation practices  
 
We draw from 24 semi-structured interviews with members of NAFO, over 4 million 
tweets mentioning the collective between May 2022 and May 2023, and 189 Twitter/X 
community notes including the keyword ‘NAFO’ collected in October 2024. We utilised a 
grounded theory approach (Corbin & Strauss, 2014) for the analysis of interviews, 
community notes and a purposive sample of tweets (n=64) which contained mentions of 
‘community notes’, identifying three types of moderation practices relevant to the 
collective – ‘soft-’, ‘hard-’, and ‘self’-moderation. 

Soft-moderation 
Soft-moderation is an approach where problematic content and conduct are not 
removed from the platform, but have their visibility reduced (Gillespie, 2022) or 
contextualised, for example, by using a warning label (Zannettou, 2021). For NAFO, 
there exist three distinct but interconnected ways to engage in soft-moderation. First, 
while the collective is known for its playful and memetic participation on Twitter/X 
(Kasianenko & Boichak, 2024), some of the members still see value in publicly 
debunking false claims (Figure 1). 
 

 
Figure 1 
 
NAFO fellas have also leveraged Twitter/X’s Community Notes to tackle disinformation. 
We traced the tweets in which they encouraged each other to join the program and rate 
and write community notes related to the events of the war. Echoing the collective’s 

 



 
understanding of Twitter/X as a battleground in the fight against Russia’s disinformation, 
Community Notes also served as a place for NAFO members to define themselves and 
their efforts. This was at times achieved through using community notes to ridicule 
pro-Russian actors portraying NAFO negatively (Figure 2). 
 

 
Figure 2 
 
NAFO’s imaginative use of community notes is an extension of another common 
soft-moderation practice led by NAFO fellas on the platform – that of shitposting for the 
social good. While shitposting refers to the use of humorous or offensive language to 
derail an online conversation (McEwan, 2017) often for the ‘lulz’ (Phillips, 2011), NAFO 
used it to counter Russian propaganda as many members saw engaging with it in good 
faith ineffective. Instead, they revealed during the interviews that adding memes and 
jokes under false claims could help highlight their ridiculousness (Figure 3), and at the 
same provoke the actors spreading such claims and force them to break Twitter/X’s 
policies. This would, in turn, allow ‘fellas’ to report these actors’ content through the 
platform’s official flagging mechanism and potentially have them removed. NAFO 
members refer to this practice as ‘bonking’. 

 



 

 
Figure 3 

Hard-moderation 
NAFO ‘fellas’ who did not want to shitpost engaged in hard-moderation by deliberately 
and systematically searching for ethnic slurs and common tropes of Russian 
propaganda on Twitter/X and reporting them. This practice took a considerable 
emotional toll on the ‘fellas’, especially because of the increasingly perceived 
ineffectiveness of Twitter/X moderation processes after accounts were reported for 
violating platforms' policies. As one interviewee put it for us: ‘an account [...] threatening 
to rape someone or kill someone’ kept coming back ‘in the matter of hours’ of this 
content being reported and/or removed (Interview 16).  

Self-moderation 
Faced with the challenge of having to navigate a content moderation system ‘in ruins’, 
NAFO also increasingly relied on peer support and practices of community work 
(Kasianenko et al., 2024) to sustain the morale and values of the collective in a platform 
flooded by Russian propaganda and hate: 
 

They do it every day, a lot of them1. But these are people who in real life are nice 
people. And they're not used to shit [sic] like this. And so it wears them down. And 
if I see somebody like that, I'll try to reach out to them. (Interview 23) 

 
Maintaining such a community also meant ensuring the authenticity of new members 
and fundraising initiatives to guarantee the legitimacy of the collective and its aims, as 
well as the prevention of in-fighting and helping solve intra-community controversies. 
The ultimate goal of these self-moderation practices is the reproduction of the 
collective’s values. 

1  The interviewee here refers to practices of bonking, reporting and driving donation efforts.   

 



 
 
Conclusion 
 
Drawing on Tsing’s interest in looking at ‘possibilities of life’ in systems that are ‘in ruins’, 
in this paper we have investigated NAFO’s perseverance at remaining on Twitter/X 
despite its moderation system crumbling. By paying specific attention to NAFO’s efforts 
to tackle Russian propaganda and keep their community safe, we identified three 
important content moderation practices led by members of the organisation: ‘soft-’, 
‘hard-’, and self-moderation. While, for our participants, Russia’s war on Ukraine 
warranted such efforts, this community-led moderation required a high emotional and 
time investment on behalf of ‘fellas’. Our findings attest to the ability of such practices to 
fill platform governance gaps (Matias, 2019), while also recognising the need for 
self-moderation and ongoing care for the community as vital for sustaining such 
practices. 
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