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The public a tion of this special issue of ELAD- SILDA on conspiracy theories
should be considered as team work. I would like to person ally thank Prof.
Massimiliano Demata (Univer sity of Turin) and Prof. Denis Jamet (Univer sity
Jean- Moulin Lyon 3) for the co- organisation of the Lyon seminars and for
providing useful feed back and advice. A special thank goes to the authors, who
worked very hard to chal lenge our under standing of conspir at orial discourse
through their very insightful contri bu tions. Last but not least, the public a tion
would not have been possible without the valu able help from the ELAD- SILDA
edit orial board, the Prairial editing committee, and of course, the constructive
feed back from the various reviewers.  
Thank you all very much and I hope you enjoy this special issue of ELAD- SILDA.

Following the public a tion of a seminal book on conspiracy theory
discourse by Demata et al. (2022) and a series of seminars in Lyon
(Centre d’Études Linguistiques – Corpus, Discours et Sociétés,
Université Jean- Moulin Lyon 3), which brought together estab lished
inter na tional scholars in conspir at orial studies, polit ical studies and
discourse analysis, this special issue of ELAD- SILDA proposes to
explore how conspiracy theories are linguist ic ally constructed.
However –and in line with the holistic ambi tion of the Lyon
seminars– the various contri bu tions presented here are by no means
limited to linguistics. They offer a wide range of approaches, drawing
on many discip lines – such as polit ical studies, history, soci ology,
philo sophy or narrative analysis – to provide a better under standing
of conspiracy theories as discursive –but also cultural–
construc tions. As such, this special issue of the journal aims to shed
(some) light on a phenomenon which has always influ enced human
social inter ac tion and framed polit ical debates and which continues,
nowadays, to defy reality in a post- truth world and digital era.

1

The first two articles, by Chris topher Jon Delogu and Armin Langer,
offer general framing elements about conspiracy theories. The
following two papers, by Alma- Pierre Bonnet and Emma Bell, focus
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on how British politi cians resort to conspir at orial discourse for
polit ical gain. The remaining four articles, by Lexi Webster, Lucie
Donckier de Donceel, Laura Levstock and Damien Lenoir, propose
case studies and helpful material to provide a better under standing of
several types of conspiracy theories.

As the intro ductory contrib utor, Chris topher Jon Delogu proposes to
set the scene and offers a review of “conspir acism” from the 1950s to
the present. Drawing on seminal works from many discip lines, the
article offers an explan a tion of conspiracy theory discourse by
polit ical leaders who exploit the economic vulner ab ility of many and
the status loss anxiety of many others. The objective is to increase
the polar iz a tion of the Amer ican society and suspi cion between
opposing camps which then weakens confid ence in public
insti tu tions and demo cracy. The objective of the paper is there fore to
lay bare the socioeco nomic, cultural, and rhet or ical levers that allow
leading politi cians –and other “pred atory con artists”– to “control the
narrative” and frame the polit ical debate in ways that serve their
personal interests.

3

Armin Langer proposes a discourse analysis of the mani festos
published by far- right extrem ists from the United States, Norway,
and Australia, in order to illu minate how these mani festos mirror and
amplify the narrat ives espoused by far- right popu lists. By doing so,
the article contrib utes to the growing academic liter ature on the link
between the rise of far- right popu lism and the increase in far- right
attacks. Against the back drop of rising far- right terrorist activ ities
across the Western world, the article aims to decipher and
decon struct some of the most common far- right conspiracy myths
promoted by far- right polit ical parties and compare those with the
conspiracy myths in the terrorist manifestos.

4

Through a crit ical approach to narrative analysis, Alma- Pierre Bonnet
sets to estab lish whether the so- called “Turkey story”, which was a
key pro- Brexit argu ment during the 2016 refer endum campaign to
leave the European Union (EU) and which stated that Turkey was “in
the pipeline to enter the EU”, could effect ively be considered a
conspiracy theory. The analysis reveals the complexity of this
narrative – and its poten tial for manip u la tion – and intro duces the
concept of “stra tegic conspiracy”, to account for the rhet or ical impact

5
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of this argu ment, but also to explain why leading Brex iters so eagerly
tried to distance them selves from its polit ical/geopol it ical fallout.

Emma Bell further explores the stra tegic use of conspiracy theory
discourse in the United Kingdom by analysing the way Conser vative
politi cians promote an “anti- woke” agenda against what they
perceive as “the enemies of the people”, namely anyone suspected of
being left- wing, anti- Brexit, pro- immigration and unpat ri otic. She
analyses the polit ical implic a tions of the “deep state” argu ment put
forward by leading politi cians, such as Boris Johnson, and offers to
trace back the discursive origins of this contro ver sial term. Such
conspir at orial framing of the public debate is usually asso ci ated with
the far right, but it is now widely used by Tory politi cians to wage
what researchers call a “war on woke”, in a bid to attack supposedly
“woke” organ isa tions, such as univer sities, the BBC or the legal
system, so as to rein force post- Brexit polit ical polar iz a tion in the
country, for polit ical gain.

6

Drawing on methods from cultural polit ical economy and socio- 
cognitive discourse studies, Lexi Webster analyses Twitter and
Mumsnet data in order to explores the socio- behavioural
phenomenon of “trans vest ig a tions” in social media discourses. Social
media so- called “trans vest ig ators” refer to a person’s physiolo gical
features and beha viour as indic ative of their (secret) trans gender
status. As such, they deploy cis- normative ideo lo gical framing and
appeal to pseudo- scientific expertise to legit imize trans phobia and
conspir at orial thinking about trans gender ubiquity and their secret
ambi tion to enslave the world’s cisgender popu la tion. Within the
prolific academic field of gender studies, the article there fore seeks
to decon struct “trans ver tig a tion” discourse to raise aware ness about
the negative role of social media in the dissem in a tion and
legit im iz a tion of hate speech.

7

Lucie Donckier de Donceel proposes to discuss the persuasive power
of histor ical examples in conspiracy discourse around the Covid- 19
pandemic in the French- speaking world. Through a corpus- based
analysis of digital docu ments from Twitter and YouTube, she
illus trates how the use of paradeigma (that is, “rhet or ical examples”)
can rein force the persuas ive ness of conspiracy discourse. Drawing on
the rhet or ical use of the “Shoah example” during the Covid- 19

8
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Alma-Pierre Bonnet
Université Jean-Moulin Lyon 3, CEL alma-pierre.bonnet@univ-lyon3.fr
IDREF : https://www.idref.fr/234087927

vaccine rollout, she demon strates how paradeigma helps construct a
positive ethos for the speaker, mainly by providing some semb lance
of legit imacy. Besides, the framing dimen sion of the histor ical
example proves partic u larly useful in terms of rhet oric: it creates
scen arios and char ac ters that people are familiar with, which,
argu ably, help the (uncon scious) dissem in a tion of
polit ical/conspir at orial ideologies.

Laura Levstock studies the anti semitic codes and struc tural
anti semitism at the heart of QAnon’s conspir at orial discourse.
Through a bottom- up perspective, using applied linguistics and the
DIMEAN model as a theor et ical frame work, she proposes to analyse
how anti semitic topoi frame the language of QAnon supporters on
Face book. The analysis reveals the quant it ative and qual it ative
signi fic ance of anti semitic topoi in the QAnon spec trum and calls for
a better under standing of the language of conspiracy theories in
order to contribute to a possible preven tion of their further spread.

9

Finally, Damien Lenoir’s paper aims to estab lish how conspiracy
theor ists construct their legit imacy and authority in discourse by
studying the marking (or lack thereof) of epistemic and author it ative
stance. Focusing on online articles written by Jon Rappo port, known
for his conspiracy theorist opin ions, the paper analyses the
plaus ib ility hedges and certainty boosters to unveil the marking of
author it ative and epistemic stance in Rappo port’s discourses and the
func tion(s) they perform.

10
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Introduction: The new conspiracists are not crazy, they’re foxy
1. Traditional conspiracism and two leading commentators: Richard
Hofstadter and Robert Goldberg
2. Exceptional witnesses of 1950s conspiracism: Arthur Miller and Hannah
Arendt
3. Understanding the new conspiracism with the help of Keith Payne’s The
Broken Ladder
Conclusion: Combatting the corrosive effects of the new conspiracism

Intro duc tion: The new conspir ‐
acists are not crazy, they’re foxy
A first claim of this paper is that most conspiracy theor ists (in the US
and else where) are not crazy—in other words, they are not
“certi fi able lunatics…with profoundly disturbed minds” (Hofstadter
1964), though it’s easy to pretend they are. 1 Instead they belong to
one of two groups of basic ally normal people: either 1) the large
number of econom ic ally vulner able and/or socially insecure folks
who find in conspir acism a consoling subcul ture of the like- minded
who speak the same language within a presup posed mean ingful, just
world; or 2) a relat ively small but influ en tial number of wealthy and
socially dominant indi viduals who find it to their advantage to
operate as calcu lating conspiracy theory strategists and who boldly
use this destabil izing tech nique that scrambles the brain’s ability to
distin guish between fact and fiction, true and false (Arendt 1951). This

1
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tech nique, now commonly called conspiracism, has four goals: a) to
erode confid ence in public insti tu tions and ordinary people- powered
demo cracy; b) to create disorder and delays that consume a lot of
energy, money, and airtime; c) to render community- based
demo cratic delib er a tions and problem- solving more divisive and less
func tional; d) to allow other agents (notably author it arian and
corporate leaders) to fill the breach and seize control amidst the
chaos they have manu fac tured and offer their own services as
uniquely gifted rescuer- saviors. The prepar a tion, execu tion, and
after math of the January 6, 2021 insur rec tion at the US Capitol,
supposedly to “stop the steal” of the 2020 US pres id en tial elec tion,
offers clear empir ical evid ence of conspir acism in action that media
outlets on every continent covered.

This paper follows the obser va tion made by Robert Gold berg many
years before Trumpism (in 2001 and 2010) and relayed by Matthew
Dallek (2023) that conspiracy theor ists of this second pred atory type
(e.g., Donald Trump, Tucker Carlson, Rush Limbaugh, Alex Jones) are
“entre pren eurs in search of customers.” In other words, both parties
(“buyers” and “sellers”) are meeting in the market place of ideas—
whether top- tier media outlets, super market checkout tabloids, or
today’s social media plat forms—with the goal of having a dose of
certain basic human needs met, notably some fun, power, freedom,
love, and a sense of belonging and mattering within a supposedly
ordered and just universe. My claim is that conspir acism (the
produc tion and consump tion of the discourse of conspiracy theories
and the mindset that goes along with such prac tices) is a fluid
rela tion ship between chaos agents who act as pred atory con artists
(Carlson and Trump today, Joseph McCarthy and the John Birch
Society in the 1950s) and their prey. The latter audi ence can be called
conspiracy theory amateurs or conspiracy relaying hobby ists. These
include today’s QAnon Shaman (Callaghan 2022) and other ordinary
citizens involved in the January 6, 2021 insur rec tion (some now
convicted of “sedi tious conspiracy,” see Feuer and Montague 2022) as
well as, going back in time, outspoken people (Repub licans and
Demo crats alike) who have claimed that 9/11 and JFK’s assas sin a tion
were both an “inside job” carried out by a branch of the US
govern ment (a claim also made about January 6), that men never
really walked on the moon, that Jews use the blood of non- Jewish

2
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chil dren in rituals and further back plotted with Romans to have
Jesus killed, and many other air- tight, plot- driven conspiracy
narrat ives in which, as Gold berg remarks, “everything can be
explained; all the dots can be connected” (2010). The second claim of
this paper is that conspir acism is more active and viru lent in times of
high vulner ab ility and status loss anxiety provoked, in the Amer ican
context at least, by three main factors: a) two gener a tions of
increas ingly extreme economic and social inequality (roughly ever
since the 1980s era of neocon ser vative Reaganomics that initi ated the
roll back of the forty- year FDR to LBJ egal it arian trend in Amer ican
society), b) higher rates of immig ra tion since 1965 that raise ques tions
about foreigners’ beha viors and motives (are they Amer ican or un- 
American?), and, more recently, c) asym met rical exposure (depending
on one’s race, class, gender, and citizen ship status) to the effects of
glob al iz a tion, climate change, extreme weather events, climate and
economic migra tion, housing and food insec urity, and ecosystem
collapse. The purpose of the following pages is to provide the
histor ical back ground neces sary to under stand the damage to society
caused by conspir acism and propose possible solu tions to combat
this persistent problem of exploit a tion of the power- less by
the power- full.

1. Tradi tional conspir acism and
two leading comment ators:
Richard Hofstadter and
Robert Goldberg
Funda ment ally, I share the view expressed by Richard Hofstadter in
his land mark essay on “The Para noid Style in Amer ican Politics” (1964)
that “It is the use of para noid modes of expres sion by more or less
normal people that makes the phenomenon signi ficant.” I also share
Hofstadter’s commit ment, relayed by Robert Gold berg (and by other
prom inent histor ians and concerned citizens from Jason Stanley and
Timothy Snyder to Jamelle Bouie and Anna Merlan) that calling out
the excesses and abuse of conspiracism—a habit of mind that goes well
beyond healthy skep ti cism, provoc ative contrari anism, and normal
scientific and journ al istic methods—is an important and never- 

3
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ending task. Why ? Because conspir acism is about power, both a story
about power and an exer cise of power, and power and storytelling
are two basic human needs.

My interest in conspir acism grew out of a seminar and subsequent
book on far- right threats to demo cracy (Fascism, Vulner ab ility, and
the Escape from Freedom: Read ings to Repair Democracy, 2022). 2

Chapter 10 of my book, a discus sion of Keith Payne’s The Broken
Ladder: How Inequality Affects the Way We Live, Think, and Die (2017),
takes up the problem (i.e., the pain, the harm) of conspir acism by
making use of Payne’s chapter 6, “God, Conspir acies, and the
Language of Angels: Why People Believe What They Believe.” That
chapter confirms many of Robert Gold berg’s obser va tions in his 2001
assess ment of “the culture of conspiracy in modern America”
published, coin cid ent ally, around the time of the terrorist attacks of
September 11 that would provoke a swarm of conspir acist discourses
and counter- discourses and thus add further empir ical evid ence to
support Gold berg’s argument.

4

In 2001, Gold berg was an early user of the word conspiracism. The
term has not yet been accepted by Dictionary.com, but that could
happen any day now given its increasing use by those commenting on
the twenty- first century intens i fic a tion of conspiracy talk, now
turbo- charged since 2020 by the Covid- 19 pandemic that killed over
one million people in the United States (US) starting in the last year
of the conspiracy- filled Trump pres id ency (see Robertson 2016,
Muir head and Rosen blum 2019, Kelly 2023). With former pres ident
Trump now accused of “conspiracy to obstruct justice” (in the Mar- a-
Lago clas si fied docu ments case, see Savage 2023)—one of many
conspiracy charges he faces in Wash ington D.C., Florida, New York,
and Georgia—it is worth re- reading the original New York Times
review of Gold berg’s 2001 history of conspiracism, Enemies Within,
espe cially the reviewer’s concluding push back against Gold berg’s
portrait of America:

5

Conspir acism is an Amer ican tradi tion, Professor Gold berg writes,
although only rarely, as in the 1850's and 1930's, do the conspir ators
seem even tempor arily to have penet rated vital insti tu tions. In that
context his finger wagging over the emer gence of a new nation alism
of conspir acism seems a trifle alarmist. Conspiracy thinking has
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moved Amer icans beyond a healthy skep ti cism of authority, he
writes. Lacking public confid ence, core insti tu tions become unstable
and lose their ability to govern. The cancer of conspir acism has
begun to meta stasize. Without a new aware ness of its char acter and
quick inter ven tion, coun ter sub ver sion may over come the body
politic. Sounds to me like the makings of a conspiracy (Roberts 2001).

In hind sight, given all that has happened in this area since 9/11, the
reviewer’s attempt at humor (insinu ating that Gold berg slips and falls
into yet another over wrought example of the very phenomenon he
set out to study) and his dismissive words “finger wagging” and “trifle
alarmist” may sound smug and naïve. Idealism and hoping for the best
are admir able traits in many contexts, but Sam Roberts might have
adopted a more cautious “wait and see” approach in his December 18,
2001 book review. Gold berg, on the other hand, ends up looking like a
genius and prophet (espe cially after the conspiracy theor izing about
9/11), which is prob ably why he gets invited to deliver a pres ti gious
lecture at Florida Atlantic Univer sity nine years later—a talk that
allows him to scold his early doubters and repeat a call for vigil ance
in his conclusion:

6

Conspiracy thinking is not harm less. It is not merely wrong thinking
and poor reas oning. Conspiracy theories are poten tially dangerous
because they demonize public offi cials and erode faith in national
insti tu tions. Nego ti ation and compromise become impossible when
charges of betrayal and treason pepper debate. The loss of trust in
America’s leaders and insti tu tions has gone beyond healthy skep ti cism.
Alle gi ance has become suspect and governance more difficult. 
 
This is not merely a matter of history. It is our present [in 2010].
Witness that the Secret Service reported more death threats against
Barak Obama than any other president- elect. Twenty- five percent of
Amer icans have heard the rumor that Obama is the Anti- Christ.
Obama has also been tagged as a racist, Muslim, usurper, radical
communist, Hitler, and Manchurian Candidate in both conspir acist
and main stream circles. A Birther move ment insists that he was born
in Kenya and is ineligible to be pres ident of the United States. Fifty- 
eight percent of Repub lican voters believe that Pres ident Obama is
not an Amer ican citizen or are unsure. In an August, 2010 poll
coin ciding with Obama’s birthday, 27 percent of Amer icans remained
convinced that he was not or prob ably was not born in the United
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States. Eleven members of the US House of Repres ent at ives have
sponsored a bill requiring future pres id en tial candid ates to provide
proof of citizen ship. This despite repeated confirm a tions of his
Amer ican citizen ship, that hundreds of people would have to be in on
the plot, and that a time machine would be neces sary to plant false
evid ence. Yet, CNN’s Lou Dobbs concluded, “ques tions won’t
go away.”

Conspiracy thinking will not go away. It is a long time
Amer ican tradition. We must learn to inocu late ourselves from it by
educa tion. Do not accept the sensa tional, however tantal izing and
emotion ally soothing it appears. Do not deny your Amer ican
birth right to ques tion. Reach beyond easily [sic] answers. Read,
ques tion, and think. Conspiracy theories, must not by default,
become the conven tional wisdom.

Viewed from 2024, there’s a lot of truth to what Gold berg says (see
my italics above). But Gold berg’s remarks also contain a form of
naiveté, namely his idea that we can “inocu late ourselves” and his
repe ti tion of the teacher’s unproven article of faith that educa tion
and crit ical thinking will set us free. He forgets, it would seem, that
the typical conspiracy theorist considers himself the very model of
the crit ical, enlightened free thinker (a person ality trait that
Hofstadter, also a distin guished professor, pointed out 50 years
earlier). Indeed, the speech’s very last sentence with its call to
prevent conspiracy thinking from becoming conven tional wisdom
seems forgetful of Gold berg’s own opening claim which is that
between 1945 and 2000 (because, he says, of Holly wood’s endless
thirst for juicy plots, America’s sense of mission, and its love/hate
rela tion ship with both “diversity” and “big govern ment”) conspiracy
thinking became “a main stream phenomenon”; i.e., common and
conven tional. Looking back from 2024, we can also point out that it
was unhelpful for Gold berg to speak flatly about “Repub lican voters”
and “Amer icans” instead of distin guishing between ringleaders and
enthu si astic followers; in other words, influ en cers with
super spreading power by virtue of their wealth, repu ta tion, charisma,
tech nical know- how, or public office versus ordinary consumers of
social media consulting their Face book feeds, “friends,” and “likes.” In
short, that Gold berg mentions the media circus known as the “Birther

7
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move ment” but not its most famous promoter, Donald Trump, seems
like a glaring omission.

However, the major flaw in Gold berg’s lecture—also some what
surprising since he himself says that conspiracy thinking “is not
merely wrong thinking and poor reas oning”—is his unwill ing ness or
inab ility to see conspir acism as anything besides a lack of the right
kind or quantity of thinking and vigil ance, instead of including in his
calculus the role of possible material concerns, notably status loss
anxiety among lower- middle and middle- income Amer icans,
espe cially those who are predom in antly white (and there fore
accus tomed to the “wages of white ness,” Haney López 2014), less
educated, and located relat ively far from coastal or interior
metro pol itan hubs and relat ively close to the Mexican border. 3 Status
loss anxiety—provoked by fears of faraway Chinese or neigh boring
Latinos “stealing” Amer ican jobs, among other causes—is real in 2010,
espe cially after the subprime housing crisis, massive nation wide
fore clos ures, and huge asset losses of the 2008-2009 Great Reces sion
that Barack Obama was put in charge of mopping up after his
history- making inaug ur a tion as the first African Amer ican pres ident
in January 2009. Gold berg’s silence about the possib ility that anxiety
over vulner ab ility and loss of power were driving conspiracy thinking
between 2001 and 2010—and, we can add, in the years from Obama to
Trump to Biden too—is another striking omis sion that this paper,
along with my book on fascism and vulner ab ility, aims to correct.

8

In sum, Gold berg’s book and lecture offer an instructive though
incom plete Internet era update of Richard Hofstadter’s Cold War
assess ment of “para noid thinking” and “conspir at orial fantasy”
from 1964. 4 That earlier study was also stronger at giving a back story
and lists of person ality traits than it was at thinking about material
causes. Hofstadter was inviting his reader to look back at both early
Amer ican history and the country’s recent recovery from the mass
hysteria of McCarthyism and communist “witch hunts” as well as
forward with a warning about the future poten tial for such harmful
thinking and polit ic ally motiv ated perse cu tion to continue away from
the front pages and Congres sional commit tees in less visible,
banal ized forms through the work of the John Birch Society and its
neocon ser vative offshoots and networks of country clubs, alumni
asso ci ations, and corporate board rooms. Funda ment ally, Hofstadter’s

9
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essay under scores that conspiracy theories have always been a way
for the power elite to control the narrative and retain power even if
the subor din a tion enforce ment of outgroups occa sion ally comes with
histri onic displays of petu lant, feigned vulner ab ility (i.e., playing
the victim).

2. Excep tional witnesses of 1950s
conspir acism: Arthur Miller and
Hannah Arendt
Before turning to Keith Payne’s obser va tions in The Broken Ladder
and the problem of “the new conspir acism” under Trumpism, which
still holds a tight grip over the Repub lican party more than three
years after Trump’s decisive and yet persist ently disputed loss to Joe
Biden, it is important to say a word about two canon ical texts from
the early 1950s—first, because that is the time of America’s mission
pivot from fighting European fascism to combating the world wide
spread of communism (with Joseph McCarthy as the self- appointed
lead crusader against that supposed new evil), and second because it
is the virile time that Trump and many of his white, tradi tion alist,
nation alist, and evan gel ical followers are nostalgic about, namely the
pre- Civil Rights Act America that they consider “great” and say they
want to restore. The first text is Arthur Miller’s play The Crucible from
1953. The second is Hannah Arendt’s magis terial treatise, The Origins
of Totalitarianism from 1951. Obvi ously, there are count less studies of
these two monu ments of twen tieth century writing, and adding two
more would go well beyond the scope of this essay.

10

About The Crucible and its recep tion history, it’s worth knowing that
during the Clinton years in the context of a new film version of the
play and a conspiracy (or “witch hunt” as some claimed) to remove
the pres ident from office, Miller looked back on his creation in
a valuable New Yorker piece entitled, “Why I Wrote ‘The Crucible’”
(1996). A writer’s testi mony about their own work is not to be taken as
gospel, nor however should it be ignored. Miller’s back ward glance
has the virtue of giving the reader in 1996 and today a “distant mirror”
along with other inter esting tidbits of the “making of” variety. We
learn, for example, that Miller witnessed the pivot from fighting

11
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fascism to containing communism as all- consuming and para lyzing of
protest—two features he was determ ined to resist:

There was magic all around; the politics of alien conspiracy soon
domin ated polit ical discourse and bid fair to wipe out any other
issue. How could one deal with such enorm ities in a play? 
 
“The Crucible” was an act of desper a tion. Much of my desper a tion
branched out, I suppose, from a typical Depression- era trauma—the
blow struck on the mind by the rise of European Fascism and the
brutal anti- Semitism it had brought to power. But by 1950, when I
began to think of writing about the hunt for Reds in America, I was
motiv ated in some great part by the para lysis that had set in among
many liberals who, despite their discom fort with the inquis itors’
viol a tions of civil rights, were fearful, and with good reason, of being
iden ti fied as covert Commun ists if they should protest too
strongly. (159)

Later in the piece, Miller repeats the obser va tion famously made by
Melvin Lerner in The Belief in a Just World: A Funda mental Delusion
(1980) and later restated by Gold berg, Payne, and other
comment ators on conspir acism. The punch line comes in the three
last sentences:

12

The more I read into the Salem panic, the more it touched off
corres ponding images of common exper i ences in the fifties: the old
friend of a black listed person crossing the street to avoid being seen
talking to him; the overnight conver sions of former left ists into
born- again patriots; and so on. Appar ently, certain processes are
universal. When Gentiles in Hitler’s Germany, for example, saw their
Jewish neigh bors being trucked off, or farmers in Soviet Ukraine saw
the Kulaks vanishing before their eyes, the common reac tion, even
among those unsym path etic to Nazism or Communism, was quite
natur ally to turn away in fear of being iden ti fied with the
condemned. As I learned from non- Jewish refugees, however, there
was often a despairing pity mixed with “Well, they must have done
something.” Few of us can easily surrender our belief that society
must somehow make sense. The thought that the state has lost its
mind and is punishing so many inno cent people is intol er able. And so
the evid ence has to be intern ally denied. (163-164)
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“And so the evid ence has to be intern ally denied” is a sentence that
reson ates strongly today for anyone who followed the after math of
the 2020 US pres id en tial elec tion, witnessed the riot at the US
Capitol, read the detailed and damning find ings of the January 6
Committee, and heard Repub lican elected offi cials refer to
parti cipants in that riot as “heroes” and “hostages.”

13

th

I include one more quota tion to resti tute Miller’s effort in the 1990s
to convey for his reader the fren zied atmo sphere of the 1950s, just as
his play recre ated the frenzy of the 1690s. Here Miller states where
he thinks the play’s enduring force and appeal is coming from. He
does not use the words vulnerability, insecurity, or status loss anxiety,
but I believe, following Keith Payne and Thomas Edsall, that those
terms offer a better answer than do the theat rical but rather fuzzy
words “fanat icism,” “para noia,” and “para noid center” chosen
by Miller.
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It is only a slight exag ger a tion to say that, espe cially in Latin
America, “The Crucible” starts getting produced wherever a polit ical
coup appears imminent, or a dictat orial regime has just been
over thrown. From Argen tina to Chile to Greece, Czechoslov akia,
China, and a dozen other places, the play seems to present the same
primeval struc ture of human sacri fice to the furies of fanat icism and
para noia that goes on repeating itself forever as though imbedded in
the brain of social man. (164)

I am not sure what “The Crucible” is telling people now, but I know
that its para noid center is still pumping out the same darkly
attractive warning that it did in the fifties. For some, the play seems
to be about the dilemma of relying on the testi mony of small chil dren
accusing adults of sexual abuse, some thing I’d not have dreamed of
forty years ago. For others, it may simply be a fascin a tion with the
outbreak of para noia that suffuses the play—the blind panic that, in
our age, often seems to sit at the dim edges of conscious ness.
Certainly its polit ical implic a tions are the central issue for many
people; the Salem inter rog a tions turn out to be eerily exact models
of those yet to come in Stalin’s Russia, Pinochet’s Chile, Mao’s China,
and other regimes. (Nien Cheng, the author of “Life and Death in
Shanghai,” has told me that she could hardly believe that a non- 
Chinese—someone who had not exper i enced the Cultural Revolu tion
—had written the play.) But below its concerns with justice the play
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evokes a lethal brew of illicit sexu ality, fear of the super nat ural, and
polit ical manip u la tion, a combin a tion not unfa miliar these days. The
film, by reaching the broad Amer ican audi ence as no play ever can,
may well unearth still other connec tions to those buried public
terrors that Salem first announced on this continent. (164)

Now as then, one often finds imagin ative meta phors of fever,
sick ness, magic, and madness being used to char ac terize the
furi ously unre lenting and seem ingly irra tional char acter of
conspir acism. One also hears optim ists such as Barack Obama, for
example, express the hopeful (others would say delu sional) view that
“the fever is breaking” or will break, by which they mean that people
they consider deranged are now “coming to their senses” (Tomasky
2012). These meta phors are unhelpful because they shut down inquiry
into where the conspir acism is coming from (namely from status loss
anxiety and power loss anxiety, which of course are related, plus
vulner ab ility caused by extreme inequality, unreg u lated glob al iz a tion,
contra dictory immig ra tion policies, and fear of change and disorder).
These meta phors also facil itate the naïve belief that the problem will
take care of itself and that conspiracy theor ists will even tu ally just go
away. Here it might be helpful to recall the wise words of James
Baldwin from 1962� “Not everything that is faced can be changed, but
nothing can be changed until it is faced.”

15

Turning to Arendt, let’s first say that The Origins of Totalitarianism
meets Mark Twain’s defin i tion of a classic: a book that everyone
wants to have read but no one wants to read. Those who do venture
in will discover a densely argued and docu mented present a tion
written in a tone of high seri ous ness with occa sional darkly
humorous touches remin is cent of iron ists such as Paul de Man or
Jane Austen. For our purposes Arendt’s study clari fies the attrac tion
and the harm of conspiracy theories. She explains how anti semitism
becomes the template for all later conspiracy theor ists—the main
strategy being to allege a large and increas ingly negative influ ence of
a marginal group (Jews) whose actual power, they omit to say, was in
decline starting in the 1850s as imper i alism intens i fied. It’s easier to
punch down at a weakened group after your conspiracy narrat ives
have slyly (mis)repres ented that group as some thing powerful and
menacing. Arendt also usefully explains how total it arian propa ganda
relies more on domin a tion than persua sion—the main strategy being

16
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the use of repetition and consistency to satisfy the common human
desire to believe in a just world and reject chance, gaps, and
inde term inacy. Arendt’s obser va tions in 1951 about how “modern
masses” behave—in partic ular their thirst for consist ency and causal
narrat ives—is strik ingly resonant when one considers the oper a tion
of today’s conspiracy- laced inform a tion spaces in the US
and elsewhere:

[Modern masses] do not believe in anything visible, in the reality of
their own exper i ence; they do not trust their eyes and ears but only
their imagin a tions, which may be caught by anything that is at once
universal and consistent in itself. What convinces masses are not
facts, and not even invented facts, but only the consist ency of the
system of which they are presum ably part. Repe ti tion, some what
over rated in import ance because of the common belief in the masses’
inferior capa city to grasp and remember, is important only because
it convinces them of consist ency in time. What the masses refuse to
recog nize is the fortu it ous ness that pervades reality. They are
predis posed to all ideo lo gies because they explain facts as mere
examples of laws and elim inate coin cid ences by inventing an all- 
embracing omni po tence which is supposed to be at the root of every
acci dent. Total it arian propa ganda thrives on this escape from reality
into fiction, from coin cid ence into consist ency (351-52).

Arendt later returns to the same point with a zinger that hits home
for anyone who sees total it arian neofas cism as a genuine threat to
demo cracy in their own neigh bor hood or nation: “The ideal subject of
total it arian rule is not the convinced Nazi or the convinced
Communist, but people for whom the distinc tion between fact and
fiction (i.e., the reality of exper i ence) and the distinc tion between
true and false (i.e., the stand ards of thought) no longer exist” (474).

17

Arendt is an excel lent guide to the simil ar ities and differ ences
between clas sical and modern tyran nies that first Tocqueville and
then later histor ians such as Robert Paxton and Timothy Snyder
would also place at the center of their work. As a final example, we
can cite Arendt’s obser va tions on the useful ness of isol a tion to the
modern tyrant. Isol a tion and loneli ness are constantly being singled
out as a major problem in today’s America of smart phone addic tion,
the after shocks of covid lock downs, and the collapse of local

18
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news pa pers and asso ci ative life that dates back at least to
Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone lament a tion from 2000.

It has frequently been observed that terror can rule abso lutely only
over men who are isol ated against each other and that, there fore,
one of the primary concerns of all tyran nical govern ment is to bring
this isol a tion about. Isol a tion may be the begin ning of terror; it
certainly is its most fertile ground; it always is its result. This
isol a tion is, as it were, preto tal it arian; its hall mark is impot ence
insofar as power always comes from men acting together, “acting in
concert” (Burke); isol ated men are power less by defin i tion (474).

Arendt’s present a tion continues with a stim u lating discus sion of the
differ ences between isol a tion and loneli ness. For example, one
glimpses in these pages a possible attrac tion for actual conspir acists
and conspiracy theor ists alike: by conspiring, liter ally “breathing
together” as Gold berg reminds us, conspir ators are under taking an
unau thor ized, Promethean act of powerful and empowering
collab or a tion and community building. An important takeaway
suggested by Arendt’s study is that conspir acists of all stripes see
them selves as powerful heroes on a mission, a band of brothers, not
rogues or sinners. In the Chris tian tradi tion this goes back to Adam
and Eve’s alli ance to trans gress God’s inter dic tion to eat from the
Tree of Know ledge—a story discussed by Erich Fromm in his Escape
from Freedom (1941) which is a center piece of my book on fascism and
vulner ab ility. Classic works such as those by Fromm, Arendt, and
Miller are infin itely suggestive, clari fying, and helpful—in vulner able
times especially.

19

3. Under standing the new
conspir acism with the help of
Keith Payne’s The Broken Ladder
As a trans ition between Arendt and Keith Payne, I offer this quota tion
from Hofstadter’s “Para noid Style” essay which until now I have
mostly left aside because it is gener ally so well known to those
inter ested in the conspir at orial mind:

20
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Perhaps the central situ ation condu cive to the diffu sion of the
para noid tend ency is a confront a tion of opposed interests which are
(or are felt to be) totally irre con cil able, and thus by nature not
suscept ible to the normal polit ical processes of bargain
and compromise. The situ ation becomes worse when the
repres ent at ives of a partic ular social interest–perhaps because of the
very unreal istic and unreal iz able nature of its demands–are shut out of
the polit ical process. Having no access to polit ical bargaining or the
making of decisions, they find their original concep tion that the world
of power is sinister and mali cious fully confirmed. They see only the
consequences of power–and this through distorting lenses–and have
no chance to observe its actual machinery. A distin guished historian
has said that one of the most valu able things about history is that it
teaches us how things do not happen. It is precisely this kind of
aware ness that the para noid fails to develop. He has a special
resist ance of his own, of course, to devel oping such aware ness, but
circum stances often deprive him of exposure to events that might
enlighten him–and in any case he resists enlight en ment. We are all
sufferers from history, but the para noid is a double sufferer, since he
is afflicted not only by the real world, with the rest of us, but by his
fantasies as well. (my italics)

In short, the para noid rejects the quip by Hegel (perhaps the
“distin guished historian” Hofstadter has in mind?) that “the only thing
we learn from history is that we learn nothing from history.” In any
case, these 1964 obser va tions by Hofstadter on the isol a tion and
griev ances of the para noid about “the world of power” can serve as a
bridge to Keith Payne’s 2017 study of the psycho lo gical effects of
extreme inequality and the related problem of polit ical polar iz a tion
that many also see as a factor in the recent spike in the use of force,
fraud, and conspiracism.

21

The Crux of Payne’s The Broken Ladder is that extreme inequality
deranges the faculty of judg ment of both the highly vulner able and
the less vulner able: the former become fearful and meek (at least on
the surface, while in private chat rooms and at polit ical rallies they
may be loud and raucous), while the latter tend to be arrogant,
preachy, and insens itive every where and all the time. As more people
become vulner able and lose power, the more they are suscept ible to
conspiracy theories which give the illu sion of power and control
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because they provide the security of a know able narrative. In
exchange for loss of power and control in the real world, one has the
consol a tion of being the narrator of a (self- pitying and/or self- 
righteous) story of one’s loss: “The system may not be working for
them, but at least there is a system” (146).

With some clever exper i ments, Payne shows his reader how our
brains fill in gaps and seek patterns. Not only do we want a “just
universe” (Payne’s debt to Melvin Lerner, 143) where the bad are
punished and the good are rewarded, but we seem to need it to be so
at a very basic, physiolo gical level; and if a rational order does not
mani fest itself spon tan eously, we’ll invent and customize the logic,
order, and rules. Payne: “We are espe cially likely to manu fac ture
mean ingful patterns when we feel power less. The predict ab ility, and
there fore control lab ility, of patterns provides a bit of solace from the
lack of control. This might help explain why it never seems to be the
Volvo- driving accountant who sees Jesus in his cinnamon toast” (140).
What Payne’s humorous punch line covers over, however, is that in
today’s world the Volvo- driving accountant or other more powerful
people can see it in their interest to play along as a means to retain
their domin a tion over the rubes and plebes who fall for such stuff—
because while the many are staring at their toast, a few are
consol id ating their control over the whole Volvo deal er ship and all
other assets. To borrow from Muir head and Rosen blum’s account of
“the new conspir acism,” the dominant are able to leverage their
advant ages in a context of “malig nant normality” that the conspir acist
discourse spawns like so many toxic algae blooms, except here it’s
demo cracy, civil society, and whole communities that get poisoned
not just plants and animals.

23

What’s different about Payne, as compared to a Gold berg, Hofstadter,
or Arendt, is that he backs up his claims with the evid ence of
psycho lo gical exper i ments, not with polit ical spec u la tion, histor ical
narrat ives, or philosophizing:

24

All told about half of Amer icans believe in some form of conspiracy
theory […] At bottom, conspiracy theories are about two things:
power and distrust. […] The best predictor of which conspiracy
theories people believe at any given time is which polit ical party is in
power. […] People who feel power less tend to believe in conspir acies
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carried out by the powerful. [Payne then recounts some exper i ments
that prove this] Distrust—not facts or logic—made even
contra dictory theories seem more plaus ible than the offi cial account.
To believe in a conspiracy, you trade a bit of your belief that the
world is good, fair, and just in exchange for the convic tion that at
least someone—anyone—has everything under control. […] One of
the simplest ways that people main tain the sense that the world is
orderly is merely to insist that it is so, and then back fill their
reas oning to make everything add up.” (142-143)

A few pages later in the same chapter Payne allows himself to step
back and make a hypo thesis about where all this might be going:

25

Although no research has yet firmly estab lished why inequality and
reli gion are linked, I predict that when the research is done, the key
factor will be inner feel ings of status [loss] and [in]security. […] In
predom in antly Chris tian coun tries, inequality is linked to greater
belief in Jesus; in predom in antly Muslim coun tries, inequality is
linked to greater belief in Mohammed, and so on. People tend to turn
to whatever belief system they were raised with when they feel
insecure in the world. […] [W]hen people feel that they are being left
behind, that life is chaotic and their posi tion is precarious, their
brain picks up the pace in its work of steadying the world. And the
method works. Indi viduals who are reli gious tend to be happier and
less anxious—about both life and death—than those who are not.
Some belief systems provide comfort and reas sur ance in ways that
ordinary thinking cannot.” (150-154)

Note, Payne is saying that secu larism—the rejec tion of reli gion as
super sti tion and the embrace of reason—will not protect people
against conspir acism as much as will the sense of security that comes
with lower vulner ab ility when the many are having their basic needs
met most of the time; and not just food, shelter, and clothing but also
their emotional needs for freedom, fun, love, power, and a sense
of belonging and mattering. Without that basic sense of security about
needs being met, conspir acism, says Payne—with or without God or
other super nat ural phenomena—is likely to prolif erate, even within
the most educated and rational civilizations.

26
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Conclu sion: Combatting the
corrosive effects of the
new conspiracism
That’s enough on Payne, but this review of older and newer forms of
conspir acism would be incom plete if we did not offer some prac tical
solu tions. As should be clear by now, my claim is that conspir acism is
not the main problem but part of the coping mech anism (for
amateurs) and cover up (for profes sionals) when confronted with the
pain caused by extreme inequal ities of power. What happens when
inequality is too large and unruly to ignore or hide? Answer:
censor ship and other forms of resist ance, including conspir acism—
which ulti mately is about power and controlling narrat ives of power.
Polar iz a tion in the US, due in large part to extreme power
inequal ities—which are soci etal choices not natural disasters or fate—
has greatly increased since roughly 1980 (Payne 4-8). Lately this is
causing the brain’s normal anxiety reduc tion mech an isms (through
pure belief and happy talk, no matter how “crazy”) to break down
even though para noid thinking (which is hardly exactly calming) and
conspiracy theor izing are today working at top speed and being
further boosted in the Internet age by Twitter and other dizzying
rage plat forms. Extreme power inequal ities, vulner ab ility, and status
loss anxiety form a vicious circle leading to 1) more high- risk beha vior
such as unplanned parent hood, drug abuse, and other addic tions and
reck less ness; 2) reduced educa tion and fewer skills; 3) poorer mental
and phys ical health; 4) fewer friends and more isol a tion and
loneli ness. The cumu lative effect of 1-4 is a gener ally shorter and
poorer life, in all senses of the term, with less personal fulfillment.

27

If extreme inequality is unjust (though some disagree, more on that
later), what happens when that injustice becomes too large to ignore
or hide? Answer: more censor ship, suppres sion, and oppres sion. The
message about the effects of extreme inequality and the extreme
vulner ab ility that it produces is effect ively covered up—espe cially
within filtered inform a tion spaces such as Fox News and other
ideo lo gic ally pure “silos”—by the chaos and confu sion of conspiracy
theories. All the time spent by the Anti- Defamation League, for
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example, chal len ging libelous “theories” about Jews is a bonus for the
dominant group whose goal is subor din a tion enforce ment and
diverting attention from the injustice of extreme inequality
(economic, but also polit ical and social). Conspiracy- mongering (by
Fox News, Trump, Tucker Carlson, and their epigones) keeps
atten tion away from the fifty- year “new Jim Crow” history of an
organ ized and consistent effort by minor ities of powerful elites and
slim legis lative major ities (often achieved through gerry man dering) to
advance a polit ical, social, and economic agenda that serves the
wealthy and powerful, and produces more inequality and
vulner ab ility for every body else.

To summarize, the “bait and switch” strategy of the new
conspir acism is this: While you are busy debunking conspiracy theory
a, b, or c, you are paying less atten tion to X, Y, and Z that are often
not even secretive nor exactly illegal actions. On the one hand there
are (fake) threats and conspir acies, we are told and “a lot of people
are saying,” led by: Jews (or Cath olics or Muslims); witches, uppity
women; commun ists, social ists, liberals; punks, poets, artists; illegal
aliens, immig rants; the sexu ally deviant; Blacks, drug users, rapists;
the “Woke”; the “Deep State”; Anthony Fauci, scient ists; Anne Hidalgo,
Carlos Moreno, “the 15- minute city,” and the list goes on. On the
other hand, there are ques tion able prac tices going on mostly in broad
daylight. These include indi viduals and large companies oper ating
without over sight or account ab ility; extra- governmental “free zones”
and “free ports” with their own rules and 100% impunity; massive tax
avoid ance and tax evasion; veri fi ably rigged elec tions or no elec tions
at all; land and other resource capture, smug gling, dumping,
polluting; human traf ficking and slavery; blatant ignoring of the
Universal Declar a tion of Human Rights and other inter na tional laws,
charters, treaties, and proto cols; judi cial branch capture, and the list
goes on. Conspir i cism wins and demo cracy loses when the
conver sa tion becomes an endless loop of claims and counter claims
about which threats are real and which are fake.

29

It is important to remember that not everyone believes in Equality or
is opposed to inequality—quite the contrary. Many people, not just
Prot est ants or those raised within author it arian regimes, are at peace
with large amounts of inequality; they consider it natural and normal,
and see no reason, for now at least, to lift a finger to reduce it, even if
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it reaches extreme levels. 5 Low solid arity and tribalist “us” versus
“them” thinking, though highly corrosive of demo cracy (Stanley), is
the norm in much of the world and rising inside many demo cra cies.
Three symp toms of US tribalism: 1) the 2017 Char lottes ville riots
(“Jews will not replace us”); 2) the January 6 riot at the US Capitol and
the self- righteous “vice signaling” of some parti cipants; 3) the
enter taining 24/7 broad casting of Fox News (more tactical
storytelling than fact- based reporting) for whom a $787.5 million fine
for spreading conspiracy theories is just an oper ating expense to run
a profi t able anti- political business.

To conclude, I offer my answer to the old ques tion “What is to be
done?” First, remember that chaos agents spreading conspiracy
theories win when they get you to believe that conspiracy theories
are the main problem, when in fact conspiracy theories are the
epiphen omenon, the enter taining side- show, diverting atten tion from
the material problem (for the 99%), namely extreme inequality and
vulner ab ility that result in shorter, poorer lives (Wallace- Wells 2023).
Second, persuade the 1% that they too are negat ively impacted by
extreme inequality (see Wilkinson & Pickett, The Spirit Level: Why
Equality is Better for Everyone, 2010). Third, speak and write clearly,
directly, and accur ately. The authors in this essay and bibli o graphy
are models of clear, argument- driven prose. Do not yield in advance
to those who deal in “altern ative facts” or who celeb rate or lament a
“post- truth” world. (“Post- truth is pre- fascism,” writes Timothy
Snyder in On Tyranny, 2017). Do not give a debate plat form to
conspiracy theor ists who are unwilling to submit real evid ence in
advance to back up their claims. Only parti cipate in rule- governed
public debates and avoid forums that risk degen er ating into chaos
theater or worse. That does not mean abandoning the field to “the
crazies”—it means insisting on reality- based discus sion and the
consistent enforce ment of ground rules. Simil arly, one should defend
real politics as argued confront a tion between policy altern at ives
under the util it arian prin ciple of advan cing the general public good
and call out the anti- politics of chaos agents who want to replace
politics with unme di ated domin a tion by force, fraud, and cruelty
toward demon ized and dehu man ized “enemies of the people.” And
most import antly, because indi vidual vigil ance has proven over and
over to be inad equate, we should work collect ively at redu cing
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1  In a piece about the tend ency of very wealthy people (from Henry Ford to
Elon Musk) to make base less claims and spout conspiracy theories, the
economist Paul Krugman seems to believe that “The Rich Are Crazier Than
You and Me,” (The New York Times, 6 July 2023). However, he may not mean
that liter ally and is instead making a serious point similar to my own which
is that rich people can be cagier—more oppor tun istic and foxy—than many
people. The tip- off is his concluding para graph: “In any case, what we’re
seeing now is some thing remark able. Argu ably, the craziest faction in US
politics right now isn’t red- hatted blue- collar guys in diners [i.e., the typical
MAGA crowd], it’s tech no logy billion aires living in huge mansions and flying
around on private jets. At one level it’s quite funny. Unfor tu nately, however,
these people have enough money to do serious damage.”

2  This paper, by the way, is adapted from a lecture on “Vulner ab ility and the
Language of Para noid Thinking and Conspiracy Theories from McCarthyism
to Trumpism” that took place on April 25, 2023 on the invit a tion of the CEL
(Linguistics Research Center) at the Université Jean- Moulin Lyon3 as the
third in a four- day “Seminar on Conspiracy Theories.” Coin cid ent ally, that
one- hour talk happened the very day after the notorious conspiracy
strategist Tucker Carlson was fired from Fox News for undis closed reasons,
and one week after Fox News settled a lawsuit for libel brought by
Dominion Voting Systems for $787.5 million. Dominion Voting Systems had
been the target of conspiracy theories spread by Carlson and other Fox
journ al ists who, with no evid ence to back up their claims, had repeatedly
attacked the reli ab ility and neut rality of the company’s voting machines that
were used in the 2020 US elections.

3  Another expert on conspiracy theories, Cynthia Miller- Idriss (Hate in
the Homeland, 2020), is primarily inter ested in how they contribute to
cata lyzing far- right move ments (“the main streaming of extremism,” 46); but
she too is conspicu ously silent about possible material causes and instead

Tomasky, Michael. 2012. Michael Tomasky on Obama’s delusions about the GOP’s
fever breaking. Daily Beast, 7 June 2012. https://www.thedailybeast.com/michael-to
masky-on-obamas-delusions-about-the-gops-fever-breaking.

Wallace-Wells, David. 2023. Why is America such a deadly place? The New York
Times, 9 August 2023.

Wilkinson, Richard G. & Kate Pickett. 2010. The spirit level: Why equality is better for
everyone. London: Penguin.
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recom mends “inocu lating against hate” (161) with more and better
inform a tion and conver sa tions about “the where and when of far- right
extremism” (162).

4  These lines from Gold berg’s 2010 talk are as good as anything in
Hofstadter’s essay, and even include the key word vulnerability, but
unfor tu nately in a way that is looking back to the spiritual shakeup of
September 11, 2001 and not to the catastrophic economic fallout of the Great
Reces sion that was happening in 2010� “Conspiracy theories like those
surrounding 9-11 offer much to believers. In the face of national crisis and
human failure, conspiracy thinkers rush to find purpose and meaning in
tragedy. Conspiracy theor ists order the random and bring clarity to
ambi guity. They respond to the trau mat ized, those who cry for vengeance
and demand to know who is respons ible. Conspiracy thinking poses as a
cure for power less ness. It lifts the despair of vulner ab ility by arming
believers with tantal izing, secret know ledge to expose the enemy.”

5  Astra Taylor (2023) continues Payne’s efforts from 2017 in a piece about
how capit alism breeds insec urity and what to do about it. It begins with a
stark reminder of what extreme inequality means today: “Since 2020, the
richest 1 percent has captured nearly two- thirds of all new wealth glob ally
— almost twice as much money as the rest of the world’s popu la tion. At the
begin ning of last year, it was estim ated that 10 billion aire men possessed six
times more wealth than the poorest three billion people on earth. In the
United States, the richest 10 percent of house holds own more than 70
percent of the country’s assets.”

English
This text offers an over view of conspir acism in the United States from the
1950s to the present. Even if contem porary conspiracy mongering extends
certain prac tices and atti tudes that were already well- known at the time of
Richard Hofstadter’s classic study of the “para noid style in Amer ican
politics” (1964) and Robert Gold berg’s more recent study of “the culture of
conspiracy in modern America” (2001, 2010), it also intro duces new
tech niques by savvy strategists, such as Donald Trump and Tucker Carlson,
who exploit the economic vulner ab ility of many and the status loss anxiety
of many others to destabilize the faculty of judg ment of Amer ican citizens,
increase polar iz a tion and suspi cion between opposing camps, and weaken
confid ence in public insti tu tions and demo cracy. This new conspir acism, we
claim, serves to console the most vulner able and turn the atten tion of the
Amer ican public away from a forty- year social trend (conspiracy or not)
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which would be a neolib eral glob al iz a tion that deepens inequal ities and
advances most often with total impunity to advance the interests of
powerful deciders and loyal ists—the first being to retain power and their
control over narrat ives of power. The paper concludes with some
recom mend a tions for combatting this highly cynical and corrosive
new conspiracism.

Français
Ce texte offre une synthèse du complo tisme aux États- Unis depuis la guerre
froide. Même si le complo tisme contem po rain prolonge certaines pratiques
et menta lités déjà connues à l’époque des commen taires clas siques de
Richard Hofstadter sur le « style para noïaque dans la poli tique améri caine »
(1964) et celui plus récent de Robert Gold berg sur « le complo tisme comme
tradi tion dans la culture améri caine » (2001, 2010), il comporte de nouvelles
tech niques de mani pu la tion par de fins stra tèges (Donald Trump et Tucker
Carlson en première ligne) qui exploitent la vulné ra bi lité écono mique des
uns et la peur d’un déclas se ment social des autres afin de désta bi liser la
faculté de juge ment des citoyens améri cains, augmenter la pola ri sa tion et la
suspi cion entre camps adverses et affai blir la confiance dans les insti tu tions
et la démo cratie. Nous affir mons que le complo tisme sert à consoler les plus
vulné rables et à détourner l’atten tion de l’ensemble de la popu la tion
améri caine d’une tendance sociale de quarante ans (conspi ra tion niste ou
non) qui serait une mondia li sa tion néoli bé rale creu sant les inéga lités et
opérant le plus souvent en toute impu nité pour servir les inté rêts des
diri geants et de leurs proches – en premier lieu de conserver le pouvoir et
contrôler les récits de pouvoir. Enfin, nous propo sons quelques pistes pour
combattre le fléau de ce nouveau complo tisme cynique et corrosif.

Mots-clés
conspirationnisme, théorie du complot, vulnérabilité, style paranoïaque,
anxiété de perte de statut, agent du chaos, extrême inégalité
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Disclaimer: For the sake of the academic inquiry, this article cites terrorist
mani festos including their violent language.

Intro duc tion: Popu list and
extremist entanglements
In recent years, there has been a signi ficant increase in far- right
terrorist activ ities across the “Western” world. 1 The DC- based
national security think thank Center for Stra tegic and Inter na tional
Studies reported that right- wing terrorism not only accounts for
most terrorist attacks in the United States (US) but has also grown in
quantity between 2014 and 2020. They observed that “the United
States faces a growing terrorism problem that will likely
worsen” (Jones et al. 2020). There is an increase of far- right extremist
activ ities in many European coun tries: Swedish author ities reported
increased racist viol ence, the French police reported in 2020 as much

1
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far- right viol ence as never before, figures of far- right crimes are
hitting the highest level in Germany since records began (Liger and
Gutheil 2022� 75, 83, 85). While there are limit a tions to the avail able
data as the data on far- right extremist viol ence is often incom plete
and subject to inter pret a tion, these trends suggest that there has
been a rise in far- right extremism and viol ence in recent years.

The rise in far- right extremist viol ence takes place at the same with
the rise of far- right popu list parties. Building on Cas Mudde’s divi sion
between “far right” and “extreme right” (Mudde 2019), I distin guish
between far- right popu lists and far- right extrem ists by their
approach to liberal demo cracy. While far- right popu lists are trying to
gain power within a demo cratic frame work and abolish liberal
demo cracy after having been elected to power, far- right extrem ists
believe in viol ence as a tool for achieving this goal. Although their
methods are different, there is a serious overlap in their ideo logy and
belief system. In the general social envir on ment of increasing
polar iz a tion of polit ical discourse and the growing influ ence of social
media, the rhet oric of far- right popu list parties has in partic ular
created a fertile ground for extremist ideo logy to flourish. Far- right
popu list parties’ discourse has promoted the notion of a perceived
threat posed by members of various outgroups (“Muslims”,
“immig rants”, and so forth) and encour aged a sense of victim hood
among members of the ingroup (“Chris tians”, “European nation
states” and so forth). Aris totle Kallis (2013) has shown how these far- 
right popu list messages have reached beyond the main stream into
extremist scenes since far- right messages tend to target both a
main stream audi ence and people who can be qual i fied as extremists.

2

Not all far- right popu list parties promote extremist views, and they
regu larly condemn acts of terrorism. Most supporters and members
of these parties do not engage in violent or extremist beha vior.
However, this article will argue that the rise of far- right popu list
parties and the legit im iz a tion of their anti- immigrant and anti- 
Muslim rhet oric has contrib uted to the normal iz a tion of far- right
views and the radic al iz a tion of some indi viduals who may be more
sens itive to extremist messages. Paul Wilkinson (1995) suggested that
these far- right parties’ racist and anti- immigrant propa ganda were
condu cive to right- wing terrorism. studies have also raised
aware ness to the connec tion between the emer gence of far- right

3
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parties and the increase in far- right extremist activ ities (Eatwell and
Goodwin 2018, Banteka 2019).

This article will contribute to the growing liter ature body on the link
between the rise of far- right popu lism and the increase in far- right
attacks. To shed light on this link, this paper will analyze some of the
most common far- right conspiracy myths 2 as they are promoted by
the far- right parties and compare those with the conspiracy myths in
the terrorist mani festos. The article is comparing different types of
texts in order to demon strate the correl a tion: The paper will look at
the writ ings by the far- right terror ists respons ible for the 2011 Oslo
and Utøya, Norway, 2019 Christ ch urch, New Zealand, 2019 Poway,
Cali fornia, 2019 El Paso, Texas, 2020 Hanau, Germany, 2022 Buffalo,
New York, and attacks. It will contrast these primary sources with
public state ments by far- right popu list politi cians Gunnar Beck,
Alex ander Gauland, Björn Höcke and Martin Renner (Germany),
Marine Le Pen (France), Malcolm Roberts (Australia), and Donald
Trump (US). Given the troub ling trend of incor por ating far- right
popu list rhet oric into terrorist mani festos, this article demands
serious consid er a tion and neces sit ates concerted efforts to combat
both virtual and real- life radic al iz a tion, along side extremist speech
and crimes targeting immig rants and minor ities. In the following, this
article will analyze some of the most common conspiracy myths used
in such manifestos.

4

1. Conspiracy myths and dog- 
whistle politics
In the after math of the Holo caust, open expres sions of anti semitism
and racism have not been toler ated in Europe and the US. On the
contrary, prob ably every single main stream European and Amer ican
leader has called for civic engage ment against anti semitism and
racism. But despite the general condem na tion of these senti ments,
preju dices against Jews, Muslims, and other minor ities which have
been part of European and Amer ican civil iz a tion for centuries (Langer
2020, Langer 2021a: 680), have not disap peared. The Anti- Defamation
League’s 2012 opinion survey in ten European coun tries revealed that
perni cious anti semitic beliefs continue to be held by nearly one- third
of those surveyed (ADL 2012). In 2023, they found the same

5
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percentage of Amer icans supporting anti semitic views (ADL 2023). At
the same time, even larger percent ages of Europeans and Amer ican
sign up for anti- Muslim and anti- immigrant views (Tazamal 2022,
Sisemore and Elsheikh 2022).

To exploit the anti semitic and racist stereo types that are still alive in
European soci eties today, nation alist and popu list politi cians turn to
dog- whistle politics. Polit ical colum nist William Safire (2008� 190)
defined this commu nic a tion strategy as “[t]he use of messages
embedded in speeches that seem inno cent to a general audi ence but
resonate with a specific public attuned to receive them.” The term
uses the analogy of the dog whistle used by shep herds. The whistle’s
high- frequency sound is audible to dogs but not to sheep and
humans. Dog- whistle politics uses anti semitic and racist coded words
that recog nized by anti semites and racists but might be glossed over
by those unfa miliar with these resent ments and conspiracy myths
(Haney López 2014, Langer 2022a, Langer 2022b).

6

Far- right popu lists use dog- whistle politics rather than being
expli citly anti semitic and/or racist firstly because the coded
language allows them to avoid being imme di ately detected and
condemned by the wider public. This is partic u larly important in the
current polit ical culture, where expressing explicit anti semitic and
racist views can be met with strong social back lash. In most
European coun tries, this can even have legal consequences as there
are laws prohib iting anti semitic and racist speech (Gleiß and
Lauben stein 2021). Another reason why the popu list far- right turns to
dog- whistling is to appeal to indi viduals who may not consider
them selves anti semitic and/or racist but are never the less receptive
to such conspir acist thinking.

7

These dog- whistle discourses of far- right popu list parties and
move ments often involve a demon iz a tion of certain groups, most
commonly immig rants and/or Muslims and present them as a threat
to the “white” and/or “Chris tian” nation and its values (Langer 2021b).
Drawing on a sense of victim hood, these discourses portray the
“white” and/or “Chris tian” in- group as under threat of
margin al iz a tion, displace ment or exten sion. They also frequently
involve a call for action against these perceived threats. While the
dog- whistling does not include a call to act on the alleged conspiracy,

8
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it implies it. This is where extremism comes into the picture: Dog- 
whistle popu lism with its divisive and para noid rhet oric can create an
envir on ment in which extremist ideo lo gies flourish – and lead of acts
of viol ence. The terrorist mani festos released in the past years
suggest that this popu list dog- whistling has shaped the ideo lo gical
basis for the extrem ists’ violent actions.

2. Far- right terrorist manifestos
Far- right terror ists have been releasing mani festos or state ments for
several decades. One of the earliest mani festos is by David Lane, a
white suprem acist involved in several violent crimes in the 1980s and
1990s. Lane's mani festo, titled “88 Precepts,” outlined his beliefs in
white supremacy and racial separ atism (Kaplan 2000� 167). Notably,
the choice of the number 88 holds signi fic ance in far- right circles, as
the eighth letter of the alphabet is “h,” hence “88” symbol izes “Heil
Hitler” (Miller- Idriss 2009� 104). Another signi ficant example was the
mani festo published by Anders Behring Breivik before he carried out
the 2011 Norway attacks, which involved a car bombing in Oslo and a
mass shooting on the island of Utøya, resulting in the deaths of 77
people, primarily targeting young parti cipants in a left- wing youth
camp (Bang stad 2012).

9

Just hours before the attacks, Breivik’s mani festo was published
online. Without the tradi tional media gate keepers, it quickly spread
through Face book, Twitter, and YouTube. It was also shared, praised
and promoted on far- right and white suprem acist websites and
forums like Storm front, 4chan, 8chan (later known as 8kun) and Gab.
Breivik (2011) titled his 1518- pages long docu ment “2083� A European
Declar a tion of Inde pend ence,” which detailed his anti- Muslim and
anti- multiculturalist views and served as a justi fic a tion for his attacks.
In his mani festo, Breivik repro duced the notion of “white Europeans”
losing their lands to foreign “invaders’. Breivik (2011� 993, 1109)
describes an allegedly ongoing “Islamic colon iz a tion of Europe
through demo graphic warfare” facil it ated by the “polit ical and
cultural elites” who are selling white Europeans “into Islamic slavery”.
In order to prevent this alleged sell- out and punish those respons ible
for it, Breivik (2011� 826) says that viol ence if necessary:

10
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We train to kill but that doesn’t mean we love viol ence. We use
viol ence only for self defence, as pre- emptive actions and as a last
option. We cannot allow our polit ic ally correct elites to sell us, their
people, into Muslim slavery. […] We, the resist ance move ments, are
dispersed all across Europe. The essence of our actions is to
convince our enemy that there is nowhere to hide. We are coming
for every single one of them, if not today then tomorrow, if not
tomorrow then in 10, 30 or even 50 years.

By publishing mani festos, Breivik and other terror ists gain access to a
plat form to dissem inate their beliefs and calls to viol ence to a wider
audi ence. By artic u lating their motiv a tions in writing, the terror ists
may feel that they are making their viol ence more under stand able.
But, more import antly, these docu ments serve as propa ganda that
seeks to promote extremist views and encour ages others to join their
cause and carry on their legacy. In his mani festo, Breivik (2011� 1264)
invites “all European patriots to actively target all members of
patri otic related Face book groups (and non- FB networks) and invite
them as friends, then send this compen dium to all members of these
related groups.”

11

In fact, Breivik's mani festo has been cited as a major influ ence by
several far- right terror ists who have carried out attacks since 2011
(Macklin & Bjørgo, 2021). Appar ently, the mani festo served as a
blue print for Brenton Tarrant, who opened fire at two mosques in
Christ ch urch, New Zealand, killing 51 people and injuring dozens
more. In his mani festo, Tarrant (2019� 24) states that Breivik was the
“true inspir a tion” for his attacks. Simil arly, Patrick Crusius, who
targeted Latinx shop pers at a depart ment store in El Paso, Texas,
resulting in the deaths of 23 people and numerous injured, claimed to
have been inspired “by the Christ ch urch shooter and his mani festo”
(Crusius 2019� 1). Crusius (ibid.) added that before having read
Tarrant’s mani festo, he did not see Latinx people as his target.
Payton S. Gendron, who killed ten Black people outside of a
super market in Buffalo, New York in 2022, cred ited Crusius and
Breivik as his inspir a tion and high lighted Tarrant’s mani festo in his
form a tion as a white nation alist (Gendron 2022� 13).

12

Publishing a mani festo seems to have become a standard among far- 
right terror ists in recent years. Apart from the above- mentioned

13
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mani festos by Breivik, Tarrant, Crusius and Gendron, a number of
far- right extrem ists released such docu ments. For instance, Dylan
Roof, the perpet rator of the 2015 Char le ston church shooting in
South Caro lina killing nine Black Amer icans, released his mani festo
under the title “Last Rhodesian,” expressing white suprem acist and
anti- black views and refer en cing previous acts of white suprem acist
viol ence. John Earnest (2019), who killed a Jewish woman in a
synagogue in Poway, Cali fornia, in 2019, published a mani festo
entitled “An Open Letter,” making use of anti semitic and white
suprem acist views and praising previous acts of far- right terrorism
(Schiff and Justice 2023).

Many of these terror ists refer to far- right politi cians to justify
viol ence as a means of defending the perpet rator’s perceived
threatened iden tity and cultural heritage. In his compen dium, Breivik
(2011� 383, 1267) praised Dutch far- right politi cian Geert Wilders as a
“patriot” and recom mended to follow the politi cian’s Face book page.
The mani festo of the Christ ch urch shooter praises several far- right
popu list leaders. Tarrant (2019� 22) described Donald Trump as “a
symbol of renewed white iden tity” and expressed his support for
Brexit, which he perceived as “the British people firing back at mass
immig ra tion, cultural displace ment and glob alism.” Crusius (2019� 1)
endorsed the Repub lican Party, because “with Repub licans, the
process of mass immig ra tion and citizen ship can be greatly reduced.”
Breivik (2011� 1414) claims to have been a supporter of the Norwe gian
Progress Party, a right- wing party with repres ent a tion in the
Storting, before getting disil lu sioned with demo cracy. Nota bene, all
these right- wing politi cians and form a tions condemned far- right
viol ence at one point. I believe that they do not bear any direct
respons ib ility for these acts of terror. Never the less, it is undeni able
that they all promoted conspiracy myths which the far- right
terror ists see as justi fic a tion for their actions. In the following, this
article will review some of the most common myths in far- right
discourses, which are shared both by the normal ized far- right
polit ical move ments and far- right extremist scene.

14
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3. Popu list conspiracy myths in
terrorist manifestos

3.1. The Great Replace ment myth

The perpet rator of the 2020 Hanau shoot ings in Germany, Tobias
Rathjen (2020), who targeted Muslims and indi viduals of immig rant
back grounds, released a mani festo and a video state ment promoting
anti- immigrant conspiracy myths related to the so- called “Great
Replace ment.” Rathjen (2020� 5, 7) believed that his Volk (“people”)
were “the best and the most beau tiful,” while Islam was “destructive.”
He saw his act of terrorism as part of a “war…against the gener a tion
of our people” (Rathjen 2020� 24) caused by the alleged displace ment
of popu la tions. Popular ized by the French writer Renaud Camus in his
2012 book Le grand remplacement (“The Great Replace ment”), the
Great Replace ment myth (also known as Great Replace ment Theory)
alleges that white European popu la tions are being system at ic ally
replaced by non- European immig rants, partic u larly Muslims, leading
to the decline of Western civil iz a tion (Önnerfors 2021).

15

The Christ ch urch terrorist’s mani festo also contains several explicit
refer ences to the “Great Replace ment” myth (Ganor 2020� 5-12).
Tarrant (2019� 4-5, 49) described “[m]illions of people pouring across
our border … to replace the White people who have failed to
repro duce… This crisis of mass immig ra tion and sub- replacement
fertility is an assault on the European people that, if not combated,
will ulti mately result in the complete racial and cultural replace ment
of the European people.” To prove his point, Tarrant (2019� 49) refers
among others to London mayor Sadiq Khan, who was born to a
Muhajir family, as a proof for the alleged replace ment. Gendron (2022�
13) repro duces this notion in a more dramatic fashion:

16

No longer would I just accept our replace ment. No longer would I
just accept our geno cide. No longer will I will ingly serve the people
who are trying to end me and my race.

Indeed, among the most popular conspiracy myths one can identify
in popu list narrat ives and terrorist mani festos is the Great

17
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Replace ment. This far- right narrative suggests that there is a
delib erate plot to replace white popu la tions in Western coun tries
with non- white immig rants. This myth rein forces other far- right
extremist beliefs, including the idea that there is a global/Jewish
conspiracy to under mine “Western” values and culture. This process
is often labeled by the people who believe in it “white
geno cide” (Obaidi et al. 2022; Önnerfors 2021). For instance, Tarrant
(2019� 6-7) defined “white geno cide” as a combin a tion of “the decline
of fertility rates” among white Europeans and “mass migra tion” which
will “disen fran chise us, subvert our nations, destroy our
communities, destroy our ethnic binds, destroy our cultures, destroy
our peoples.”

In his mani festo, Rathjen (2020� 21-22) suggested that it was the
Schattenregierung (“shadow govern ment”), a myster ious entity more
powerful than the US Pres ident, that was respons ible the alleged
replace ment of white popu la tions by non- white immig rants.
Although Rathjen does not expli citly implicate Jews as members of
this shadow govern ment, the rhet oric surrounding such theories
often contains anti semitic under tones and can contribute to the
promo tion of anti semitic senti ments within far- right circles.
(Craw ford and Keen 2020). Unlike Rathjen, John Earnest (2019� 1, 6)
made it clear that “[e]very Jew is respons ible for the metic u lously
planned geno cide of the European race” and that immig rants of color
“are useful puppets for the Jew in terms of repla cing Whites.”
Earnest's state ment reflects the anti semitic myth of Jewish control,
attrib uting to Jews an alleged agenda to destroy or replace white
popu la tions. Further more, the terrorist’s remark about immig rants of
color being “useful puppets for the Jew” implies that non- white
immig rants are merely tools manip u lated by Jews to facil itate the
replace ment of white popu la tions. This state ment perpetu ates the
dehu man iz a tion of immig rants of color, portraying them as mere
pawns in a larger conspiracy. Earnest (2019� 2) goes as far to tie his
extremist views on Jews to the Simon of Trent anti semitic trope. This
trope is a medi eval blood libel accus a tion against the Jewish
community, alleging the ritu al istic murder of a Chris tian boy named
Simon in Trento, Italy, in 1475, which has perpetu ated harmful
stereo types and preju dices against Jews ever since (Teter 2020).
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The myth of a “replace ment” of white popu la tions with people of
color has been promoted by several prom inent far- right politi cians in
both Europe and the US. In a 2018 speech, Marine Le Pen, a far- right
French politi cian, argued, “Never in the history of mankind have we
seen a society that organ izes such an irre vers ible submer sion of such
unman age able magnitude, which, in the long run, will lead to the
disap pear ance of its culture and way of life through dilu tion or
substi tu tion” (Rastier 2019). In April 2019, during his campaign for the
2019 European Parlia ment elec tion on behalf of the Freedom Party of
Austria (FPÖ), Heinz- Christian Strache asserted that the notion of
“popu la tion replace ment” posed a genuine threat to Austria. He
emphas ized that the goal was to prevent Austrians from becoming a
minority within its own borders (Reuters 2019). Similar ideas find
endorse ment from Viktor Orbán, the Prime Minister of Hungary and
leader of the far- right Fidesz party (Langer 2021b). Orbán often
portrays the European Union's immig ra tion policies as a threat to
Hungarian cultural integ rity and advoc ates for policies to boost the
birth rate among native Hungarian popu la tions while simul tan eously
limiting the influx of migrants whom he labeled as “invaders”
(Norris 2023).

19

In the US, Donald Trump has made several comments that echo the
Great Replace ment myth during his 2016 campaign, when he claimed
that Mexican immig rants were bringing crime into the US, echoing
the Great Replace ment narrative of the “invading” immig rant of color
(Langer 2024). He also called for a “total and complete shut down of
Muslims entering the United States” in response to terrorism, a view
that rein forces the narrative of the Muslim invading enemy (Beydoun
2021). Moreover, during a rally in Minnesota in October 2020, Trump
claimed that refugees were being resettled in Minnesota to change
the demo graphics of the state and accused his Demo cratic opponent
Joe Biden of being behind this plan (Choi 2020).

20

The Great Replace ment myth has often been used to justify acts of
viol ence, including mass shoot ings and other forms of terrorism, by
claiming that such actions are neces sary to protect the white race
from extinc tion, as I have shown above. The far- right popu list
politi cians quoted above, of course, do not endorse viol ence. Yet,
both groups seem to agree on who is to blame for this alleged
replace ment: “the globalists.”
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3.2. Globalists
A gener ally accepted defin i tion of “glob alist” refers to someone who
advoc ates for glob al iz a tion, which is the process of increased
inter con nec ted ness and integ ra tion of economies, soci eties, and
cultures on a global scale. Arising in the post- war debates of the
1940s in the US, glob al ists typic ally believe in the import ance of
inter na tional cooper a tion, which they see as a positive force for
economic growth, devel op ment, and cultural exchange (Rosen boim
2017). But in a context of conspiracy myths, the term “glob alist” is
used pejor at ively. Those who perpetuate the Great Replace ment
myth, often envi sion a secretive elite pulling the strings behind the
scenes. This secretive elite is often described as “glob al ists” who are
in a discursive oppos i tion to “nation al ists” or “patriots”, which is the
self- identification of the far- right.

22

The far- right Altern ative for Germany (AfD) in Germany has been
actively promoting the Great Replace ment myth and connecting it to
a manip u la tion of so- called glob al ists. The party's plat form frequently
refer ences the idea of Umvolkung (“popu la tion replace ment”) in
Germany. For instance, during the 2017 German federal elec tion
campaign, one of the AfD’s campaign posters depicted a heavily
preg nant white woman with the caption “New Germans? We'll make
them ourselves!” (Waring 2019� 212). Within this narrative, there exists
an alleged glob alist conspiracy aimed at under mining the nation
state, a notion widely promoted by AfD repres ent at ives. Thuringia
AfD leader Björn Höcke has argued that “[p]eoples and cultures are
worth less in the eyes of the glob al ists and, as possible powerful
adversaries, are annoying trouble makers in their bizarre agenda,”
hereby asserting that the so- called glob al ists are trying to elim inate
nation states (cited in Netzpolitik 2019). Party leader Alex ander
Gauland has expressed similar senti ments, suggesting a connec tion
between the myths of popu la tion replace ment and glob alist efforts to
erode national sovereignty:
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We are in a struggle against forces that sell their glob alist program of
nation dissol u tion, ethno- cultural unific a tion and tradi tion
anni hil a tion as the humanity and good ness itself. We allow ourselves
to be displaced in the service of the progress of humanity. We are to
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dissolve ourselves as a people and nation in a great whole. But we
have no interest in becoming humanity. We want to remain Germans
(cited in BfV 2019).

Gauland’s quote artic u lates a common narrative in far- right rhet oric,
which portrays glob al iz a tion and the actions of so- called glob al ists as
a threat to national iden tity and sover eignty. Gauland suggests that
these forces are selling their agenda as repres enting humanity and
good ness, but in reality, they seek to under mine tradi tional values,
cultures, and national iden tities. Gauland's rhet oric posi tions the
German nation as under siege, facing exist en tial threats from
external forces seeking to dismantle it. Emphas izing the desire to
preserve and main tain German iden tity and culture separate from
broader global trends, he reflects a senti ment of nation alism
and isolationism.
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Trump, too, prefers the term “glob alist” to talk about this alleged
conspiracy. For instance, in his address to the United Nations General
Assembly, Trump (2019) asserted that “The future does not belong to
glob al ists. The future belongs to patriots.” Trump (2020a) accused the
previous admin is tra tions of “[o]ne cold- hearted glob alist betrayal
after another”. At a protest for “Law and Order”, Trump (2020b) noted
that “For half a century — ship ping your jobs to China. That’s what
they’ve been doing. … And selling you out to the rich, glob alist Wall
Street donors.” Nota bene, estab lishing a link between glob al ists and
Wall Street has been a common argu ment in anti semitic narrat ives
for a century at least. In these narrat ives, Jews are portrayed as
wielding dispro por tionate influ ence in finance and using this power
to advance alleged glob alist agendas (Achinger and Fine 2015� 4,
Rens mann 2017� 410). Indeed, the anti semitic asso ci ation of the
banking system with the Jewish has become a common place in far- 
right thought. To quote Gendron (2022� 14): “Banks are run by the
Jews, we should all know this by now.”
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Simil arly to the above- mentioned popu list politi cians, extrem ists see
glob al ists as respons ible for the alleged Muslim threat to Europe.
Breivik (2011� 1299) stated that “capit alist glob al ists will do everything
in their power to prevent us from deporting the Muslims living in
Europe.” Breivik saw an economic interest beyond this alleged
glob alist conspiracy:
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The glob al ists (lead by the US) want to preserve Europe as a stable
market for their products. It is in their interest to prevent us from
becoming truly sover eign. In reality this is called slavery. They want
to keep us as slaves. They will there fore do everything in their power
from preventing us from uniting and as we already know; Western
European coun tries will remain broken as long as there are large
Muslim enclaves (mini- Pakistan’s) in all major cities.

Tarrant (2019� 10, 81), too, saw the threat of “inter na tion alist, glob alist,
anti- white” politi cians and called Amer icans to engage in a civil war
“over throwing the global power struc ture and the Wests’ egal it arian,
indi vidu alist, glob alist dominant culture.” It is worth noting that the
use of the term “glob alist” in far- right extremist and popu list circles
is often asso ci ated with anti semitic conspiracy myths that suggest
that Jews are part of a shadowy, inter na tional “cabal” that seeks to
under mine the interests of the nation and the wider world. Often,
these glob al ists are casted as indi viduals seeking to create a one- 
world govern ment, also known as New World Order (NWO). Myths
around a NWO have been propag ated by far- right politi cians for
decades (Mudde 2007� 193-195). This narrative has its roots in
centuries- old anti semitic tropes, such as the idea of a Jewish
conspiracy to control the world and the idea that Jews form a “state
within a state” (Langer 2020). At other times, certain indi viduals are
mentioned instead of the abstract figure of the “glob alist”, such as the
Roth schild family (Langer 2022a) or George Soros (Langer 2021b). The
use of these tropes and applying them to Jewish figures rein forces
the idea that Jews are behind a plot to control the world and serves to
demonize and dehu manize Jews.
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By using these coded words, the far- right can convey its extremist
views to poten tial followers while avoiding direct accus a tions of
anti semitism, which can be more easily detected and condemned.
Indeed, some of these terror ists refuse to be called anti semites
(Tarrant 2019� 20). Others take an even more deceptive approach by
char ac ter izing Judaism as a “friendly reli gion/ideo logy” (Breivik 2011�
1304) and advoc ating for the recon struc tion of the ancient Jewish
Temple in Jeru s alem as a shared Christian- Jewish place of worship
(Breivik 2011� 1320). At the same time, both Breivik and Tarrant
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emphasize that the Jews’ genuine place is in Israel, thus, outside of
Europe (ibid.).

While not all far- right terror ists mask their true atti tudes towards
Jews, the degree to which they openly express these senti ments
varies. Breivik’s and Tarrant’s philosemitism stands in clear contrast
with other perpet rators of far- right viol ence, such as Rathjen (2020�
6), who called for the destruc tion of the “people of … Israel”, even
though as part of a broader list of Middle Eastern peoples to be
destroyed, rather than specific ally targeting Jews. At the same time,
Gendron (2022� 7) iden ti fied as an anti semite and whished “all JEWS
to HELL! Go back to hell where you came from DEMON.” Gendron
(2022� 12), who is one of the most explicit of the terror ists case
studies in this invest ig a tion, admits that the Jews are actu ally
respons ible for the alleged great replace ment and does not use the
term “globalist”:
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Why attack immig rants when the Jews are the issue? Because they
can be dealt with in time, but the high fertility repla cers will destroy
us now, it is a matter of survival we destroy them first.

Gendron's explicit acknow ledg ment of Jews as respons ible for an
alleged popu la tion replace ment under scores the inter twining of
anti semitism with the Great Replace ment ideo logy, portraying Jews
as the primary agents behind demo graphic shifts. Addi tion ally, his
rejec tion of the coded term “glob alist” in favor of direct accus a tions
against Jews further emphas izes the cent rality of anti semitism within
his world view and extremist narrative.
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3.3. Cultural Marxism
Another recur ring enemy in the far- right mani festos is “cultural
Marxism.” The term origin ated in the 1920s among Marxist scholars
like Antonio Gramsci, who argued that the socialist revolu tion failed
due to its neglect of cultural values enabling capit alism. Gramsci
believed that polit ical change neces sit ated cultural trans form a tion.
This concept was later embraced by the Frank furt School, a Marxist
social theory insti tu tion founded during the interwar period. When
Jewish members of the Frank furt School fled Nazi Germany to the
US, Amer icans ultracon ser vat ives suggested that these “cultural
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Marx ists” were under mining tradi tional Chris tian values through
promoting feminism, gay rights, and atheism (Busbridge et al. 2020�
4). In recent years, the term has enjoyed a growing popularity both
among far- right extrem ists and popu lists and is used to describe a
supposed plot to subvert “Western” values by promoting
multi cul tur alism, polit ical correct ness, and other progressive ideals
(Tuters 2018). Commenting on reli gious nonprofits helping refugees
in Europe, Tarrant (2019� 70) asserted that “NGOs hide their true
inten tions behind a facade of reli gi osity,” but…

the people running the show are in fact far from reli gious them selves
and more often than not are actu ally athe istic cultural marx ists using
naive Chris tian Europeans to both labour and fund their own
attempt at class and racial warfare.

This excerpt from Tarrant's mani festo reflects a belief that indi viduals
in posi tions of power, despite presenting them selves as reli gious, are
actu ally athe ists exploiting the good will of Chris tian Europeans, using
them as unwit ting parti cipants in their agenda of perpetu ating class
and racial conflict. Tarrant (2019� 28-29) also suggested that the press
and educa tion system have “fallen to the long march through the
insti tu tions carried out by the marx ists (sic)”. Gendron (2022� 11) took
over the same obser va tion from Tarrant. But “cultural Marxism” is
espe cially visible in Breivik’s mani festo: according to my research, the
expres sion “cultural Marxist” appears 453 times and “cultural
Marxism” a further 88 times in his docu ment. According to Breivik
(2011� 1352), the “biggest threat to Europe is the cultural
Marxist/multi cul tur alist polit ical doctrine”, which “involves
destroying Christendom, the Church, our European cultures and
iden tities and opening up our borders to Islamic colonization.”
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The “cultural Marxism” narrative often posits that Jews are using
these “cultural Marxist” ideas to weaken and ulti mately destroy
“Western” civil iz a tion (Hanebrink 2018). For example, John Earnest
(2019� 1) writes in his mani festo that “Every Jew is respons ible […] for
cultural Marxism.” By tying the concept of “cultural Marxism” to Jews,
far- right extrem ists can leverage a long- standing conspiracy myth to
promote their extremist agenda and incite viol ence against Jews:
Alleg a tions around the elite’s so- called cultural Marxist agenda is
very much in accord ance with the fabric a tion of “Judeo- Bolshevism”,
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according to which Jews are left- wing and intent on destroying
Chris tian and tradi tional values. Adher ents to this conspiracy myth
claim that there is a Jewish–communist takeover of the “Western”
world. After the 1917 Soviet revolu tion, Polish Jews were accused by
Cath olic nation al ists in the country of sympath izing with the
communist revolu tion, hence the term Zydokomuna (‘Judeo–
Communism’). Indeed, several Eastern- European Jews expressed
interest in left- wing ideas because they believed in Communism’s
promise of equality for all. These indi vidual cases were often abused
by anti semites to promote the idea of a “Judeo–Bolshevism”
(Caumanns and Önnerfors 2020 : 447, Hanebrink 2018).

Apart from terror ists, many far- right popu lists have used the term
“cultural Marxism” to criti cize what they see as a progressive cultural
agenda that seeks to under mine tradi tional values and insti tu tions.
They argue that this agenda is the result of a conspiracy by left- wing
academics and intel lec tuals who have been influ enced by Marxist
ideas. The AfD has used the term cultural Marxism on several
occa sions, for instance when suggesting that it is a “cultural Marxist”
agenda that is pushing Germans towards facing respons ib ility for
Germany’s colo nial crimes (Ziai 2023). This rhet oric proved
partic u larly advant ageous for the party espe cially during Germany's
center- left govern ment tenure post-2021. AfD Member of the
German Bundestag Martin Renner (2022� 3938) accused the center- 
left govern ment of pushing a “cultural Marxist” agenda that goes
against the interests of the majority of Germans:
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You and your politics have not only installed insur mount able
ideo lo gical membranes in the realm of culture and media, but
every where. These membranes are supposed to feign demo cratic
freedom, but they are only permeable to a zeit geist, the cultural
Marxist spirit. Those who support the trigger themes of your eco- 
socialist, glob alist […] policy will have their feeding troughs filled
with taxpayers' horn of plenty, singing “hosanna! ” In this way, you
[…] continue to work on a new society that the majority of citizens
do not want.

In a similar vein, in a speech at the European Parlia ment in
Stras bourg, AfD Member of European Parlia ment Gunnar Beck (2022)
said that there is “a cultural war between an unholy alli ance of
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glob al ists, their gate keepers and the cultural Marxist left versus
tradi tional Europe.” These state ments by Beck and Renner also show
the link between myths on glob al ists and cultural Marx ists. Australian
senator Malcolm Roberts (2017) from the far- right party One Nation
accused the state govern ment of harassing Chris tians and for having
“the real aim” of “closing down Chris tianity,” which is “part of the
cultural Marxist march.” Roberts (2019) also accused the Labor party
of promoting “cultural Marxist” schools by promoting “sexual
radic alism and anarchy”, refer ring the party’s declar a tion against the
discrim in a tion of queer students and faculty in reli gious schools. The
“cultural Marxism” myth has gained trac tion also beyond the
“Western” world, such as in Brazil, where Jair Bolsonaro’s Foreign
Minister Ernesto Araújo infam ously labelled climate change a
“Marxist conspiracy” (Casarões and Flemes 2019).

Conclu sion: Analyzing mani festos
as a counter- terrorism strategy
As this paper has shown, far- right terrorist mani festos repro duce
conspiracy myths perpetu ated by normal ized far- right polit ical
parties and indi viduals. The entan gle ment of far- right popu lism and
extremism is intric ately tied to language and rhet oric. Far- right
popu lists employ narrat ives, demon izing and othering certain groups
while promoting conspir at orial thinking and using coded language.
This rhet oric normal izes extremist ideas and can also erode
demo cratic norms and insti tu tions by under mining trust in essen tial
pillars of demo cracy, like the media when these are discred ited as
“fake news” or the judi ciary when they are labeled as “biased” for
reports and decisions that go against the far- right’s polit ical
interests. The use of social media further ampli fies the reach of these
narrat ives, fostering echo cham bers and poten tial radic al iz a tion.
Coun tering this entan gle ment requires vigilant scru tiny of polit ical
discourse, media literacy promo tion, and active efforts to counter
extremist narrat ives to protect demo cratic soci eties from its
corrosive effects.
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Analyzing terrorist mani festos can provide insights into extremist
groups, which can help in the devel op ment of more effective
counter- terrorism strategies. I see various poten tial uses of this
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know ledge derived from the mani festos: first of all, terrorist
mani festos can provide insights into the extremist ideo logy of the
group or indi vidual respons ible for the attack. By under standing the
ideo logy and beliefs of the attacker, law enforce ment agen cies can
develop more targeted strategies for coun tering and preventing
future attacks. Mani festos can also provide inform a tion on the types
of targets that the terror ists are likely to attack. For example, the
Christ ch urch shooter’s mani festo contained inform a tion about his
plan to attack mosques. By analyzing the mani festo, author ities were
able to identify other poten tial targets and take steps to prevent
further attacks.

Apart from identi fying poten tial targets, mani festos can help law
enforce ment agen cies identify and track extremist groups, as well as
indi viduals who may be at risk of radic al iz a tion. By analyzing the
language and content of mani festos, author ities can develop a better
under standing of the networks and support struc tures that exist
within extremist groups. Once having iden ti fied these groups and the
indi viduals who are at risk of radic al iz a tion, mani festos can be used
to develop effective counter- narratives to extremist ideo logy. By
analyzing the language and content of the mani festo, researchers and
poli cy makers can identify the under lying griev ances and social
factors that lead indi viduals to embrace extremist ideo lo gies and
develop strategies for coun tering these narratives.
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While analyzing these mani festos can be a key strategy of
coun terter rorism, I would like to point out that not all terror ists
publish mani festos, and not all mani festos are easily access ible or
compre hens ible. Further more, even if a mani festo is avail able, it is
often diffi cult to predict or prevent specific acts of viol ence.
Preventing terrorism requires a multi fa ceted approach that includes
addressing the under lying social factors that can lead indi viduals to
embrace extremism, as well as devel oping effective law enforce ment
and intel li gence strategies to detect and disrupt terrorist plots. It is
also important to recog nize the role of social media and online
plat forms in spreading extremist ideo lo gies and facil it ating
radic al iz a tion. Efforts to counter online extremism encom pass a
range of strategies, including improving online content moder a tion,
promoting digital literacy and crit ical thinking skills, and fostering
strong part ner ships between tech companies, law enforce ment, and
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1  By putting the term “Western” in inverted commas throughout the essay, I
wish to express my discom fort with this term. Edward W. Said (1979)
showed how the idea of a “Western civil iz a tion” created a binary between
“the West” (“the Occi dent”) and “the East” (“the Orient”) and justi fied
colo ni alism and imper i alism by depicting “the West” as superior to
“the East.”

2  Throughout this paper, I avoid using the term “conspiracy theory,”
because these narrat ives are not theories as they cannot be veri fied.
Instead, I will refer to them as “conspiracy myths”.

English
In recent years, there has been a notable rise in the elect oral success of far- 
right popu list move ments in various Western coun tries, coin ciding with an
alarming increase in far- right terrorist attacks. While far- right popu lists
seek to attain power through demo cratic means, their rhet oric has
inad vert ently fostered an envir on ment condu cive to the growth of
extremist ideo lo gies. This article delves into the mani festos published by
far- right extrem ists from the United States, Germany, Norway, and
Australia, illu min ating how these mani festos mirror and amplify the
narrat ives espoused by far- right popu lists. Beyond sharing common
conspiracy myths, these terror ists often refer ence one another and popu list
politi cians in their mani festos, further showing the entan gle ment between
far- right popu lism and extremism. This paper under takes a discourse
analysis of these terrorist mani festos, probing into how right- wing
extrem ists make use of conspiracy myths promoted by the popu list right- 
wing. As far- right terrorism increas ingly threatens peaceful coex ist ence, it
becomes imper ative to conduct new research that assesses the role of
conspiracy myths in fueling terrorism and devises strategies to avert
further radicalization.

Français
Ces dernières années, on a constaté une montée notable du succès élec toral
des mouve ments popu listes d’extrême droite dans divers pays occi den taux,
coïn ci dant avec une augmen ta tion alar mante des attaques terro ristes
d’extrême droite. Alors que les popu listes d’extrême droite cherchent à
accéder au pouvoir par des moyens démo cra tiques, leur rhéto rique a
invo lon tai re ment favo risé un envi ron ne ment propice à la crois sance des
idéo lo gies extré mistes. Cet article se penche sur les mani festes publiés par
des extré mistes d’extrême droite aux États- Unis, en Alle magne, en Norvège
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et en Australie, mettant en lumière comment ces mani festes reflètent et
ampli fient les récits véhi culés par les popu listes d’extrême droite. Au- delà
de partager des mythes conspi ra tion nistes communs, ces terro ristes font
souvent réfé rence les uns aux autres et aux poli ti ciens popu listes dans leurs
mani festes, montrant ainsi davan tage l’entre la ce ment entre le popu lisme
d’extrême droite et l’extré misme. Cet article entre prend une analyse du
discours de ces mani festes terro ristes, exami nant comment les extré mistes
de droite exploitent les mythes conspi ra tion nistes promus par la droite
popu liste. Alors que le terro risme d’extrême droite menace de plus en plus
la coexis tence paci fique, il devient impé ratif de mener de nouvelles
recherches qui évaluent le rôle des mythes conspi ra tion nistes dans
l’alimen ta tion du terro risme et élaborent des stra té gies pour éviter une
radi ca li sa tion supplémentaire.
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Introduction
1. Contextual approach, theoretical framework and methodology

1.1. Setting the scene: Brexit as fertile ground for the emergence of the
“Turkey story”
1.2. Conspiracy theories as narrated explanations
1.3. Stories, narratives and the persuasive dimension of storytelling in
political communication
1.4. Corpus and methodology: The moral economy of critical narrative
analysis

2. Key findings: The narrative boundaries of a potential Brexit conspiracy
2.1. Speech circumstances
2.2. Pillar 1� A group of conspirators secretly act behind closed doors
2.3. Pillar 2� Nothing is as it appears, people are being lied to
2.4. Pillar 3� Everything is connected, nothing happens by accident and
there are no coincidences

Conclusion

Introduction
Soon after the result of the 2016 refer endum on the United Kingdom’s
continued member ship of the EU, many journ al ists, and scholars,
have started (or continued) to ques tion some of the claims made
during the campaign, in partic ular by the pro- Brexit side of the
debate (Begg 2019; Mallaby 2019). What turned out to be, most of the
time, “Brexit lies” (Grey 2022, 2023), along with Trump’s victory the
same year, are symp to matic of what Fisher and Gaber (2022) call
“stra tegic lying”, which seems to be part of the post- truth polit ical era

1
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we currently live in (Marshall and Drieschova 2018; Allen and Stevens,
2018� 11; Musolff, 2022� 122). “Stra tegic lying” is defined by both “its
misleading content and its stra tegic use within the context of a
polit ical campaign in which parties battle to control the campaign
agenda” (Marshall and Drieschova 2018). It helps frame certain issues
by giving prom in ence to a partic ular – and deceitful – under standing
of polit ical narratives.

As a matter of fact, storytelling, of which polit ical narrat ives are the
“commu nic ative product” (Reisigl 2021), played an important role
during the Brexit campaign and so- called “Brexit narrat ives” (Ridge- 
Newman et al. 2018) were instru mental in the overall framing of the
Brexit debate (Bonnet 2020). This is why abundant liter ature has been
devoted to the “popu list narrat ives” (Brusen bauch Meislová 2021),
elab or ated by the Leave campaign, and based, in part, on the
claims/lies that leaving the EU would bring an extra £350M to
finance the National Health Service (NHS) (Schnapper and Avril 2019�
50), or that non- EU coun tries would line up to strike new free- trade
deals with the United Kingdom (UK) (Clarke et al. 2017). It seems
however that little atten tion has been devoted to the falla cious
argu ment/ narrative that the EU was secretly plot ting to ensure that
Turkey would soon join the European organ isa tion, and how leading
Brex it eers narrated this idea for polit ical gain, in what we might call
“the Turkey story”.

2

In line with the general theme of this special issue of ELAD- SILDA,
the aim of this paper is there fore to determine whether Vote Leave’s
narrative about Turkey being “in the pipeline” to enter the European
Union (EU) amounts to a conspiracy theory, or whether it might be
considered as mere disin form a tion – or “stra tegic lying” – to fuel
resent ment at the EU, by dwelling on “ethno cen tric senti ments”
(Sobolewska and Ford 2020� 228) and resorting to what Wodak calls
“the politics of fear”, through the discursive construc tion of
“scape goats and enemies” (2021� 8). Turkey’s acces sion to the EU has
indeed led to highly sens itive polit ical debate within the European
organ isa tion (Aydin- Düzgit 2012).

3

To examine how the argu ment about Turkey was narrated in
discourse, we have assembled a corpus of docu ments from Vote
Leave’s offi cial website. The theor et ical, contex tual and

4
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meth od o lo gical frame work, defined in the first part, will help us
under stand the results of the narrative analysis, in the second part.
The conclu sion will discuss the conspir at orial poten tial of the
“Turkey story” and intro duce the concept of “stra tegic conspiracy”.

1. Contex tual approach, theor et ‐
ical frame work and methodology

1.1. Setting the scene: Brexit as fertile
ground for the emer gence of the
“Turkey story”

In a bid to mend polit ical and ideo lo gical divi sions within his party
and rein force his lead er ship – by neut ral ising the UK Inde pend ence
Party (UKIP) threat and settling the European ques tion for a
gener a tion – David Cameron proposed, in January 2013, a refer endum
on the UK’s continued member ship of the EU (Dorey 2021). After
nego ti ating a new deal with the EU, albeit quite limited, he led the
Remain campaign. “Stronger in Europe”, the offi cial group to stay in
the EU, faced a frag mented, yet extremely determ ined, well- funded
and highly organ ised oppos i tion. Two groups, with different agendas,
at first, campaigned to leave the EU: one unof fi cial organ isa tion,
Leave.EU, close to UKIP (Browning 2019), and Vote Leave, more
“respect able” (Clarke et al., 2017� 31) and close to the Conser vative
Party, which was desig nated as the offi cial Leave campaign by the
Elect oral Commis sion (Schnapper and Avril 2019).

5

The issue of sover eignty was at the heart of both Leave groups. Vote
Leave focused on economic sover eignty and Leave.EU decided to lay
the emphasis on territ orial and cultural sover eignty (Browning 2019).
The “heart vs. head” narrative domin ated the campaign, as the crux of
the debate was to win over wavering voters, who resented the EU but
who thought that leaving might be too risky (Clarke et al. 2017� 33). As
the economic argu ments were clearly in favour of the Remain
campaign, Vote Leave decided to change its strategy and to “turn up
the volume on the one issue that was domin ating the minds of most
voters”: immig ra tion (Clarke et al. 2017� 53). The overall narrative now

6
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was that uncon trolled EU immig ra tion was putting immense pres sure
on the ailing UK social services, such as the NHS and the school
system. Resorting to container meta phors, Vote Leave members
depicted Britain as over whelmed by immig rants and on the brink of
collapse (Bonnet 2020). One month before the refer endum (Worral
2019), Vote Leave senior member Michael Gove warned that Turkey
and four other coun tries could join the EU as soon as 2020.

The “Turkey story”, as we have decided to call it in this paper, was
simple: along with other Eastern – and predom in antly Muslim –
coun tries, Turkey was “in the pipeline” to enter the European Union
and both the EU and the UK govern ment were paying huge amount of
money to facil itate the process. In addi tion to the claim that 15
million Turks would settle in the EU in the first ten years of
member ship, Turkey’s entry would stretch the EU borders all the way
to “dangerous” coun tries, such as Syria, Iraq and Iran. Ker- Lindsay
(2018) argues that the signi fic ance of this story should not
be downplayed:

7

Ulti mately, the claim that Turkey was on course to join the European
Union, and that this would lead to an almost imme diate surge of
immig rants into Europe, and thus the United Kingdom, seems almost
certain to have shaped the views of a signi ficant number of voters.
Whether this was merely an addi tional reason to leave – or was the
issue that swung it – is hard to say. However, given the signi fic ance
or the immig ra tion debate and Turkey’s central role in that
discus sion, and given how close the final result was, there is a good
case to be made that the unfounded claims made by the Leave
campaign about Turkish member ship of the EU have ulti mately cost
Britain its own member ship of the Union.

The emphasis laid on Turkey is, argu ably, not random. Aydin- Düzgit
(2012� 1) explains that the country’s poten tial entry “poses a profound
chal lenge to the European project due to the perceived ambi gu ities
over its ‘European ness’”. Amid highly emotional – and some times
heated – debates, many EU politi cians have argued that “Turkey’s
demo cracy, geography, history, culture and the mindset of its
politi cians as well as its people qualify it as a non- European state that
is unfit to become a member of the EU” (ibid.). Turkey, as a
predom in antly Muslim country that is geograph ic ally strad dling

8
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Europe and Asia Minor, raises onto lo gical fears and cultural anxi eties
which were duly exploited by politi cians, in order to use the “Turkish
Other” as “a mirror for defining not only the ‘European Self’, but also
European values” (Tekin 2010). In reality, the pace of Turkey’s
poten tial acces sion has signi fic antly slowed down in the past decade,
in part because of Turkey’s author it arian turn (Ker- Lindsay 2018),
which means that VL members’ asser tion that the country was about
to enter the EU was not vindic ated by polit ical facts (Marshall and
Drieschova 2018� 94).

The impact of this story, however, and its unfounded dimen sion,
high lights the conspir at orial poten tial of the Brexit debate. As a
matter of fact, belief in conspiracy theories tend to increase during
polit ical campaigns (Golec de Zavala and Federico 2018) and the
Brexit refer endum campaign was indeed no excep tion (Payne 2016).
As such, the inherent link between Brexit and conspiracy theories has
been the subject of much academic research. Digital media in
partic ular played a key role in the dissem in a tion of conspiracy
thinking (Del Vicario et al. 2017) about how the Remain side tried to
under mine the Leave campaign by manip u lating the main stream
media or by “volun tarily” crashing the govern ment’s voter
regis tra tion website (Bienkov 2016). Douglas and Sutton (2018) argue
that conspiracy theories tend to change people’s atti tude on
important polit ical matters, this is why much atten tion has been paid
to the influ ence of such conspiracy theories on people’s voting in the
refer endum (Jolley et al. 2021). As “altern ative narrat ives” (Douglas
and Sutton 2018), conspiracy theories are both subversive and
empowering, and in this article, we propose to study them as
discursive construc tions (Caten accio 2022). This approach,
nonethe less, calls for termin o lo gical clarification.

9

1.2. Conspiracy theories as
narrated explanations

As “feature of civil ised social life” (Douglas and Sutton 2018),
conspiracy theories are a constant of human soci eties (Demata et al.
2022� 1). The creation of the term “conspiracy theory”, on the other
hand, is fairly recent and is usually attrib uted to Austrian philo sopher
Karl Popper, who talked about so- called “conspiracy theory of

10
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society” in his 1952 book The Open Society and Its Enemies (Diéguez
and Delouvée, 2021� 96). At its most basic, conspiracy theories are
“attempts to explain the ulti mate causes of signi ficant social and
polit ical events as secret plots by powerful and mali cious groups”
(Douglas, Sutton and Cichocka, 2017). They usually emerge in times of
crises (Desormeaux and Grondeux 2017). This is why the European
Commis sion, along with the UNESCO, have recently issued
“educa tional infographics” to debunk the recent spread of Covid- 19
pandemic- related conspiracy theories. In a similar vein, the EU- 
funded research program Compact (Compar ative Analysis of
Conspiracy Theories) has issued a “Guide to Conspiracy Theories” to
provides an over view of the phenomenon of conspiracy theories and
recom mend a tions on how to deal with them.

The term “conspiracy theory” remains nonethe less ambiguous as no
consensus seems to have been reached to propose an accepted, and
defin itive, defin i tion. In what might amount to an academic
continuum, Dieguez and Delouvée (2021� 66-67) argue that some
researchers adopt a neutral approach and see conspiracy theories as
an explan a tion for a histor ical event which happens to involves a
conspiracy. Others consider conspiracy theories as altern ative
explan a tions. As it comes in addition to the offi cial version, it is, by
defin i tion, false and unre li able, if not prepos terous. However, most
researchers today tend not to discard conspiracy theories as totally
irra tional (Giry 2017). Growing atten tion is devoted today to so- called
“conspir at orial studies”, which, according to Forberg (2023) “aims to
treat conspiracy theor ists not as engaged in irra tional, anti- political
responses but as ‘a rational attempt to under stand social reality’ by
‘more or less normal people’”. As a matter of fact, many scholars
acknow ledge that “conspiracy theories can be a way of expressing
oppos i tion, or can be part of what creates a sense of group iden tity”
(Compact 2020� 9), which makes conspiracy theories partic u larly
relevant as far as Brexit is concerned because, as Sobolewska and
Ford (2020� 234) argue, Brexit is the polit ical expres sion of “new
iden tity divides over immig ra tion, national iden tities and equal
oppor tun ities”. Conspiracy theories there fore help create antag onism
between different social groups, which vindic ates our focus on the
“Turkey story”, as “belief in conspiracy theories consti tutes a

11
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‘mentality’ based on indi viduals’ and groups’ fears and anti pathy
against minor ities and outgroups” (Moscovici 1987).

As stated before, conspiracy theories represent an altern ative story,
supposedly coming from regular people. Demata et al. (2022� 1) argue
that “conspiracy theories attempt to make sense of the world by
constructing narrat ives running directly counter to the ‘offi cial’ ones,
often by ‘connecting the dots’ between other wise seem ingly
unre lated events that, for them, are evid ence of a conspiracy”. As
narrat ives, they play with reality, or at least over look concrete – and
contra dictory – elements that seem not to fit with the overall
narrative struc ture (Uscinski 2020). We might there fore argue that
most of the power of attrac tion of conspiracy theories, and their
reas suring dimen sion, resides in their narrative forms. The emotions
they create are in oppos i tion to the ration ality of both the offi cial
version and the complexity of the world. Indeed, as stated in the
Compact guide (2020� 4), conspiracy theories “do not spring from
nowhere […] often, they are responses – albeit simpli fied and
distorted – to genuine prob lems and anxi eties in society”.

12

The narrative format of conspiracy theories is univer sally recog nized
in the academic liter ature and yet very little research has been
conducted on conspiracy narratives per se (Mason 2022� 171). This
academic void has been partly filled by Demata et al.’s recent book
(2022) on conspiracy theory discourse. Our research intends to draw
on this work, by proposing a narrative analysis of the “Turkey story”.

13

1.3. Stories, narrat ives and the
persuasive dimen sion of storytelling in
polit ical communication

Narra to lo gists tend to differ en tiate stories and narrat ives (De Fina
2017� 234). Abbott (2008� 21) explains that “a story is the series of
events at issue, while narrative is the story “medi ated” through how
the teller presents it”. Gener ally speaking, “story” can be defined as “a
sequence of events, exper i ences, or actions with a plot that ties
together different parts into a mean ingful whole” (Feldman et al.
2004� 148). It is a series of “tempor ally and caus ally ordered events”. A
narrative, on the other hand, is “one verbal tech nique for

14
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recapit u lating past exper i ence” (Labov and Waletzky 1967� 13) which
consti tutes a cognitive activity (De Fina and Geor gako poulou, 2012� 5)
that is inher ently subjective and has an emotional (Reisigl 2021) and
persuasive (Polletta 2006) effect on the story recip ient. In polit ical
commu nic a tion, we envisage the concept of story as “the use of an
amusing, or other wise emotion- generating anec dote to make a point,
break the ice, or in some other way support an effective public
utter ance” (Schnur Neile 2015� 1). As such, our under standing of story
in polit ical discourse is “a spreading story aimed to explain an aspect
of reality or to inter pret events, and it is able to influ ence the opinion
and beha viour of people” (Casagrande and Dallago 2023� 125).

Stories, and the way they are narrated, play a key role in polit ical
commu nic a tion (Gabriel 2015� 276; De Fina 2017). Narrat ives are often
favoured in polit ical discourse today because they are “seen as
repres enting a non- argumentative, more common- sense and
there fore more grass- roots inspired mode of conveying polit ical
views” (De Fina 2017� 239). Atkins and Finlayson (2012) explain that,
over the past 40 years or so, narrat ives, which are “the
commu nic ative products of the process of storytelling” (Reisigl 2021),
have become ubiquitous in polit ical rhet oric (De Fina, 2017� 236).
Storytelling is a “poly morphous concept” and “a relat ively old
marketing tech nique, whose aim is to use narra tion to arouse interest
by telling stories to audi ences” (Gallot and Leroux, 2021� 3). Polit ical
storytelling is some times considered as deceitful and dangerous
propa ganda, because it oper ates, supposedly, without the know ledge
of the recip ient (Salmon 2007). This negative – and restrictive –
under standing has been criti cized and researchers nowadays call for
a more neutral approach, so as to better appre ciate all the facets of
this poly morphous discursive tool. Storytelling plays indeed a key
role in polit ical commu nic a tion because it rein forces the mobil isa tion
of people around certain values (Berut 2010) and contrib utes to the
construc tion of a “ritu al iz a tion” (Dayan 2006� 166), i.e., a world view
that is specific to a given society. The narrative format is indeed
partic u larly valu able in polit ical commu nic a tion, as Feldman et al.
(2004� 148) explain: “through the events the narrative includes,
excludes, and emphas izes, the storyteller not only illus trates his or
her version of the action but also provides an inter pret a tion or
eval u ative commentary on the subject”.

15
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Storytelling seems to be one of the funda mental char ac ter istics of
the human species, because, as Fludernik (2009� 1) argues: “the
human brain is constructed in such a way that it captures many
complex rela tion ships in the form of narrative struc tures, meta phors
or analo gies”. Commu nic ating narrat ives allow us to mobilise our
senses and share our emotions, which is crucial to the process of
social inter ac tion. Fisher (1985� 74), who developed the “narrative
paradigm” theory, even talks of “Homo Narrans” – the idea that
“humans are storytellers” – and argues that mean ingful
commu nic a tion is in the form of storytelling. Stories there fore have a
found a tional dimen sion (Barthes 1966� 1).

16

What makes narrat ives appealing, in terms of polit ical persua sion –
and conspir at orial thinking – is their struc tural and concep tual
power. White (1980� 5) considers narrative as a “meta code” that can
be under stood as the solu tion to the problem of “fash ioning human
exper i ence into a form assim il able to struc tures of meaning”. Stories
simplify complex issues by ordering the chaos of the world through
the intro duc tion of a familiar narrative pattern: a begin ning, a middle,
and an end that contains a conclu sion or some exper i ence of the
storyteller (Titscher et al. 2000� 125). As such, stories bring
(super fi cial) cohe sion and meaning to what could some times be seen
as a (natur ally) chaotic – and ruth less – world. Besides, shared
narrat ives enable us to create the ties that form a sense of belonging
and iden tity within a community.

17

Narra to lo gists have long recog nized the cognitive dimen sion of
narrat ives (Prince 1982; De Fina et Geor gako poulou 2012; De Fina and
Geor gako poulou 2015). Labov (1972) explains that narrative is nothing
but “the cognitive repres ent a tion of reality” imposed by narrative
struc ture on our exper i ence of the world. Brooks (2001) even argue
that narrat ives consti tute “a universal cognitive tool kit” to make
sense of the world and to construct our sense of self. Narrat ives
appeal to powerful emotions which consti tute “potent, pervasive,
predict able […] drivers of decision making” (Lerner et al. 2015 1).
Drawing on Lakoff’s concep tual approach, Sear geant (2020� 63)
argues that stories func tion as “an organ izing frame work for our
thoughts”, notably in polit ical persuasion:

18
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Through careful manage ment of language, those in power can
influ ence the way our brains inter pret important polit ical issues and
thus influ ence the way we perceive reality […] the asso ci ations that
build up around a concept, that become the ‘natural’ way of thinking
about that idea, are often struc tured by an under lying story
(2020� 141).

Polletta (2015� 37) iden ti fies two main cognitive drivers to explain the
ubiquity of storytelling in polit ical commu nic a tion. First, the so- 
called “willing suspen sion of disbe lief” entailed by the narrative
struc ture tends to inhibit coun ter ar guing, simply because when
people use narrat ives rather than argu ments as a means of
persua sion, the audi ence is less concerned about the cred ib ility of
the speaker (Green and Brock 2000, cited in Sear geant 2020� 78).
Second, she argues that people tend to natur ally “adopt the views of
the char acter with whom they identify” which encour ages to
“vicari ously [share] the emotions and perspect ives of the char acter”
(Polletta, 2015� 38). Fludernik (2009� 6) explains that “the exper i ence
of these prot ag on ists that narrat ives focus on, allows readers to
immerse them selves in a different world and in the life of
the protagonists”.

19

In a similar vein, by relating stories, a politi cian effect ively acquires
the status of storyteller, that is, the person who makes stories
possible, and by exten sion, the person who is able to set things in
motion. Storytellers are there fore in a posi tion of control and
authority. Anthro po lo gists have showed the social and soci etal
import ance of stories, as storytellers tend to coordinate social
beha viour and encourage cooper a tion (Smith et al. 2017). This is why
storytellers are often asso ci ated with the notion of wisdom: they are
in posses sion of a certain know ledge, and more import antly, they are
able to share and pass on this know ledge to others, by making
complex situ ations or events more intel li gible. Storytelling is
there fore a powerful tool which helps build the ethos of a politi cian
and rein forces their posi tion of power and their lead er ship over a
given community.

20
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1.4. Corpus and meth od o logy: The moral
economy of crit ical narrative analysis
To invest igate Vote Leave’s rhet oric and in order to carry out a
compre hensive narrative analysis of the “Turkey story”, we uploaded
all the docu ments avail able on VL’s offi cial website in the “Key
speeches, inter views, and op- eds” section onto corpus manager and
text analysis soft ware Sketch Engine. From this initial set of
docu ments (state ments, speeches, open letters and news paper
articles, 53,389 words in total), we extracted every occur rence of the
terms “Turkey” and “Turkish” which allowed us to trim down our
corpus to 15 texts (Table 1 in Appendix).

21

Vote Leave was a cross- party organ isa tion, with both Labour and
Conser vative MPs, however, the extrac tion process shows that the
terms “Turkey” and “Turkish”, and by exten sion the “Turkey story”,
were over whelm ingly present in docu ments produced by or about
Conser vative politi cians. The only Labour MP in the corpus, Gisela
Stuart, is always writing with Conser vative politi cians (CO10, CO11,
CO12, CO13 and CO15) and the only docu ment not produced by a
politi cian (CO5) is an opinion piece on Tory MPs, in a conservative- 
leaning news paper. This restrictive use, we argue, calls for a crit ical
approach. Van Dijk (2001� 352) describes Crit ical Discourse Analysis
(CDA) as “a type of discourse analyt ical research that primarily
studies the way social power abuse, domin ance, and inequality are
enacted, repro duced, and resisted by text and talk in the social and
polit ical context”. Wodak (2011� 38) under stands CDA as “a problem- 
oriented inter dis cip linary research programme” which effect ively
subsumes “a variety of approaches, each with different theor et ical
models, research methods and agenda […] what unites them is a
shared interest in the semi otic dimen sions of power, iden tity politics
and political- economic or cultural change in society”.

22

CDA linguists are mainly concerned with two inter re lated concepts,
context and persua sion, and believe that language is crucial “in
determ ining social power rela tion ships” (Charteris- Black 2014� 83).
The aim of CDA, there fore, is to bring to light the manip u lative use of
language by people in posi tion of power and to show how “differ ence
in power and know ledge are created by inequal ities in access to

23



ELAD-SILDA, 9 | 2024

linguistic resources” (83). Hence the import ance of power, as
Charteris- Black (84) argues:

Power is a central notion in CDA and can be taken to mean the way
that a partic ular social group is able to enforce its will over other
social groups. Power is when a powerful social group (A) persuades
another social group (B) to do things that are in A’s best interests,
and prevents B from doing things that are B’s best interests.

As such, CDA enables to decode the polit ical ideo logy – and personal
ambi tions – behind the rhet oric used by politi cians, as Waugh et al.
(2016� 72) explain:

24

By studying discourse, [CDA] emphas izes the way in which language
is implic ated in issues such as power and ideo logy that determine
how language is used, what effect it has, and how it reflects, serves,
and furthers the interests, posi tions, perspect ives, and values of,
those who are in power.

We argue that CDA is prob ably the most appro priate theor et ical
approach for our study, for two main reasons. First, because VL was
the offi cial campaign to leave the EU, which provided it with
important public resources and signi ficant media exposure.
Zappet tini (2019� 404) argues that Vote Leave “had the power to
influ ence public opinion on the meaning of Brexit and to frame the
context of the debate by repro du cing, chal len ging or silen cing
certain discourses and ideo lo gies”. As such, the Out group was able to
control the narrative, which is a prerequisite to the process of
polit ical persua sion but also calls for crit ical deciphering.

25

The second element of interest, as noticed before, is that our corpus
is composed only of docu ments produced by or evoking Tory
politi cians, most of whom Conser vative heavy weights, such as Boris
Johnson or Michael Gove. VL, hence, repres ented the “respect able”
side (Clarke et al. 2017, 31) of the leave campaign, which means that a
poten tial conspir at orial, even xeno phobic narrative about Turkey,
seems to run counter to the social liberal values that incum bent
Conser vative Prime Minister David Cameron had tried to promote
when he set to “decon tam inate” his party’s brand in 2005 (Bale 2010�
285). CDA will there fore enable us to decipher how leading
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Conser vative members of VL used their supposed respect ab ility to
convey a conspiracy- inspired message.

Since our inten tion to focus on the “Turkey story”, we will combine
CDA with narrative analysis, what Souto- Manning (2014� 163) calls
“Crit ical Narrative Analysis” (CNA) and which, she explains, “allows us
to learn how people create their selves in constant social inter ac tions
at both personal and insti tu tional levels, and how insti tu tional
discourses influ ence and are influ enced by personal
everyday narratives”.

27

Charteris- Black (2014) argues that CDA must follow a three- stage
meth od o lo gical process. The first stage consists in analysing and
explaining the overall context, or “speech circum stances”. The second
stage involves both the iden ti fic a tion of storytelling units and their
even tual clas si fic a tion according to their inherent meaning, and
func tion within the text. To this end, the theor et ical frame work of
our research is based on Soteras’ work. Drawing on Taguieff’s
ground- breaking analysis of conspiracy theories, she proposes three
“key pillars” (2020� 74) that seem to underpin and struc ture every
single example of conspiracy theory. This typo logy will consti tute the
back bone of our analysis:
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The first pillar argues that a group of conspir ators secretly act behind
closed doors, for their own vested interest. Conspiracy theor ists believe
that there is “a secret, omni po tent indi vidual or group that covertly
orches trates the events of the world” (Fenster 2008� 1). The key ques tion
is “cui bono” or “who profits from this?”. The emphasis on secrecy and
the inherent link with powerful – and malevolent – actors are at the core
of every defin i tion of conspiracy theories. In terms of narrative struc ‐
ture, those conspir ators are “villains” to be defeated whereas conspiracy
theor ists become whistle blowers and selfl ess “heroes”.
The second pillar high lights the idea that nothing is as it appears and
people are being lied to. The aim of conspiracy theor ists there fore is to
“connect the dots” so as to correct the offi cial version and unveil the
truth by revealing the iden tity of the culprits. This detective work aims
to propose an altern ative narrative to the one put forwards by offi cial
sources. As such, conspiracy theor ists are inher ently anti- establishment,
which aligns them, ideo lo gic ally, with popu lism in their rejec tion of the
elite and their defence of regular people (Demata et al., 2022� 4). Many
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scholars recog nize that conspiracy theories and popu lism “share the
same basic tenets” (ibid.: 4) and that popu list leaders often construct
conspiracy theories to create “a stra tegic ally ‘useful’ scape goat” (Wodak
2021� 84).
The last pillar claims that everything is connected, nothing happens by
acci dent, there are no coin cid ences. In that way, conspiracy theories
have a reas suring dimen sion in that as they “make the world mean ingful
because they exclude chaos and coin cid ence […] they also make the
world intel li gible because they provide a simplistic explan a tion for polit ‐
ical and social devel op ments […] they are a strategy for dealing with
uncer tainty and resolving ambi guity” (Compact 2020� 7). This pillar is
often under pinned by para noiac beha viour: because conspiracy theor ists
are supposedly aware of hidden secrets, they are “not content with
denoun cing this or that conspiracy, real or imagined [..] on the contrary,
the conspiracy becomes the system atic and systemic grid through
which the whole of human history is read and inter preted” (Giry 2017).

This three- part typo logy provides a mech anism of categor iz a tion that
concep tu al izes the boundary work that narrat ives perform in the
elab or a tion of conspiracy theories and simpli fies the iden ti fic a tion of
narrative elements by framing their distinctive features. It will
there fore help us determine whether the “Turkey story” can be
clas si fied as a conspiracy theory

29

The final stage studies the inter ac tion between the overall polit ical
context, the image of the speaker and the choice of storytelling
elements. Feldman et al. (2004� 154) propose a three- level analysis.
The first level consists in identi fying the storyline. The objective here
is to determine the type of narrative arche types being used to convey
polit ical ideo lo gies and world views. Sear geant (2020� 87) argues that
the two most relevant arche types in polit ical narrat ives are what he
calls “rags to riches”, which is an initi atory trip in which the speaker
acquired the wisdom to lead a community, and “over coming the
monster”, in which a community is being threatened by some evil
force and, in response, a hero sets out to fight and even tu ally defeat
this monster. The second level of analysis consists in estab lishing the
oppos i tion(s) in the story because, according to Feldman et al. (2004�
155) “looking for oppos i tions allows the researcher to uncover the
meaning of a key element of the discourse by analysing what the
narrator implies the element is not”. The third and final level of
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analysis consists in determ ining the argu ment at the heart of the
story. In other words, the objective is to “repro duce the story in the
form of syllo gisms, logical argu ments that help the storyteller express
the ideas in the story”, in order to explicit the storyteller’s argu ments.
Very often, one part of the logical reas oning is left for the hearer to
imply, which rein forces the persuasive effect of trun cated syllo gisms,
or enthymemes.

2. Key find ings: The narrative
bound aries of a poten tial
Brexit conspiracy

2.1. Speech circumstances

The abundant liter ature on the 2016 refer endum often high lights the
very negative tone of the Brexit campaign, which was “divisive,
antag on istic and hyper- partisan…” (Moore and Ramsay 2017� 168). The
debate became extremely emotion- driven (Rivière- De Franco 2017)
and both camps accused each other of lying and dishon esty. Marshall
and Drieschova (2018� 91) argue that the refer endum campaign was
shaped by post- truth politics, which is “a politics which seeks to emit
messages into the public domain which will lead to emotion ally
charged reac tions, with the goal of having them spread widely and
without concern for the accuracy of the messages provided” (ibid.:
90). This form of politics, they explain, has been made possible by two
recent devel op ments: the growing and wide spread usage of social
media for acquiring inform a tion and a growing distrust in tradi tional
elites as well as expertise (ibid.: 92). Against the back drop of
exacer bating polit ical tension and within weeks of the vote, Vote
Leave decided to change its strategy and focus on immig ra tion, in
place of the economic argu ment they had promoted at the begin ning
of the campaign, but which had failed to provide a clear altern ative to
the EU’s economic advant ages (Clarke et al. 2017� 53). This is when
several stories about Turkey being on the verge of entering the EU
began to emerge in the Vote Leave literature.
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2.2. Pillar 1� A group of conspir ators
secretly act behind closed doors
The first pillar rests on three main elements. First, the belief that
events are secretly manip u lated, behind the scenes, by powerful and
malevolent forces. This is at the heart of the conspiracy theory
dogma. Second, a plot is being orches trated by an opaque
organ isa tion which aims to promote its own interests, to the
detri ment of the common good. Those so- called “conspir ators” are
there fore enemies of the people, which enables conspiracy theor ists
to divide the world between good and evil, using basic “us vs. them”
rhet oric (Wodak 2021� 8). Third, conspir ators supposedly try their
best to hide their purposes, which rein forces “the assump tion is that
if you dig deep enough, you will find hidden connec tions between
people, insti tu tions and events that explain what is really going on”
(Compact, 2020� 4).
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Vote Leave’s rhet oric seems to draw on some of these elements. The
most prom inent argu ment is the fact that the EU is working against
the interests of the UK and might actu ally take decisions that British
people did not approve of and did not vote for. The EU is there fore
depicted as an undemo cratic organ isa tion whose decisions have a
negative impact on regular British citizens. The following three
examples are quite significant:
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The Govern ment has failed because of the simple reality that inside
the EU we cannot control immig ra tion - it is liter ally impossible
because we have no choice but to accept the prin ciple of free
move ment and the European Court has ulti mate control over our
immig ra tion policy […] the Prime Minister’s deal has given away
control of immig ra tion and asylum forever […] the rogue European
Court now controls not just immig ra tion policy but how we
imple ment asylum policy under the Charter of Funda mental Rights.
And, on top of all of this, new coun tries are in the queue to join the
EU and the EU is extending visa- free travel to the border of Syria and
Iraq. It is mad (CO8).

Nearly ninety million people in Turkey and four Balkan coun tries are
being lined up for free move ment followed by EU member ship […] if
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those coun tries join, EU migra tion is fore cast to go over 400,000 a
year by 2030, that is a city the size of Bristol every 12 months.
Mean while, control of our borders will ebb away to Brus sels.
Unac count able EU judges already stop us turning away crim inals or
people who come here without a job, despite Cameron saying he
could win curbs to unres tricted freedom of move ment. The judges
are now extending their power so they control immig ra tion to
Britain from outside the EU (CO13).

Inside the EU we have to accept that anyone with an EU pass port -
even if they have a crim inal record - can breeze into this country.
That will include coun tries in the pipeline to join the EU - Albania,
Mace donia, Montenegro, Serbia and Turkey (CO2).

The overall storyline in these three repres ent ative examples reads
like a study in failure – or a Greek tragedy: the UK is battling against
powerful and malevolent forces trying to subdue its legit imate will to
control its external borders, but however hard it may try, the UK, as a
nation, is doom to fail. An aggrav ating factor is the secret compli city
of the UK govern ment, as “the Prime Minister’s deal has given away
control of immig ra tion and asylum forever” (CO8). The omni po tence
of what VL consider as “villains” is high lighted by the fact that even
the duly elected UK govern ment has “no choice but to accept”
decisions over EU immig ra tion, and beyond. The lack of legit imacy
and cred ib ility of what amount to “conspir ators”, in the conspir acist
creed, are being discurs ively rein forced, as the European Court is a
“rogue” (CO8) organ isa tion and EU judges are “unac count able” (CO13).
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There are several key oppos i tions: the UK vs. the EU obvi ously, but
also polit ical legit imacy vs. author it ari anism and more import antly, as
far conspir at orial studies are concerned, account ab ility vs. a clear
lack of EU trans par ency. The main argu ment developed in this first
pillar, we argue, can be summar ized in the following enthymeme:
sound demo cracy rests on account ab ility and trans par ency (major);
the EU cannot be held into account (minor); the EU is there fore not a
demo cratic insti tu tion and the UK should leave (implicit conclu sion).
It should be noticed that although the major and minor premises are
explicit, the conclu sion is not and is left for the audi ence to imply.
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It seems, however, that one essen tial element is missing from this
first pillar, as no stated – and more import antly, hidden – purpose is
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mentioned. The EU and the UK govern ment are not working in the
best interest of the UK popu la tion, but Vote Leave members do not
give any explicit motive for this. We might assume that it is in order
to subjugate Britain, but this is not clearly stated. The conspir ators
are there fore not trying to hide their object ives, as no objective is
given, and if the EU is indeed depicted as a powerful and malevolent
organ isa tion trying to manip u late events to the detri ment of the UK,
it is done in plain sight.

2.3. Pillar 2� Nothing is as it appears,
people are being lied to
In line with the previous pillar, which assumes that powerful and
malevolent forces manip u late events behind the scenes and try to
hide their evil purposes, conspiracy theor ists claim that you need to
look beneath the surface to see the truth. Their role is thus to
decipher the lies of the conspir ators so as to unveil the truth and,
even if they are often stig mat ized, conspiracy theor ists usually “take
comfort from the idea that – unlike the rest of the popu la tion – they
have woken up and under stood what is really going on” (Compact
2020� 6-7).
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We saw that Vote Leave members accused the govern ment of being
in collu sion with the EU over “uncon trolled” immig ra tion, which
rein forced the fear that offi cial politi cians were teaming up with
occult forces to work against the general interest of British people.
In a Telegraph article (CO14), senior polit ical corres pondent Tim Ross
defended the idea that the govern ment’s hand ling of immig ra tion was
detri mental to the UK population:
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For the first time, a govern ment report reveals the full impact of
years of immig ra tion from Europe on the state educa tion system, at a
time of growing strain on classroom places […] Priti Patel, the
employ ment minister and a member of the Leave campaign, warned
it would get worse, with coun tries including Turkey “in the pipeline”
to join the EU […] the offi cial estim ates emerged at a crit ical time in
the battle over Britain’s future in Europe, with the refer endum
campaign about to enter an intense final six weeks […] the latest
govern ment figures, released by the Govern ment’s chief stat ist i cian,
John Pullinger, were published without fanfare last week on
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Parlia ment’s website, on a page listing papers depos ited in the House
of Commons library. It follows a row last month when minis ters were
attacked for refusing to publish an invest ig a tion into the impact of
migra tion on state schools until after the refer endum. More than a
year ago, Nicky Morgan, the Educa tion Secretary, launched a major
govern ment review into the issue, and prom ised before the elec tion
to provide extra help for teachers who have to cope with new pupils
who do not speak English […] however, the Tele graph disclosed in
April that Mrs Morgan would not publish the find ings of the report
until after the refer endum on June 23 at the soonest, and may not
publish them at all (CO5).

This is the story of selfl ess and patri otic politi cians trying to uncover
what the UK govern ment is attempting to hide from the public. In
what amounts to polit ical betrayal of public trust on the part of the
govern ment, Vote Leave members claim to reveal a truth that UK
offi cials would prefer to hide. The UK govern ment is not directly
accused of lying about immig ra tion, but they volun tarily try to
mislead the British public by publishing discreetly (“without fanfare”)
the latest offi cial figures on the subject. The narrative twist comes
with the claim that the govern ment is supposedly with holding a
damning report until after the refer endum, which entails that it
would be bad publi city for the Remain campaign – which means that
offi cial author ities are biased and promoting the In- campaign. As the
report is not being published, Vote Leavers assume that immig ra tion
has a very negative impact on state schools, even if the claim cannot
be corrob or ated by facts. However, Vote Leavers do not accuse the
govern ment of lying directly. Instead, they pretend that the
govern ment is lying by omis sion, which fuels suspi cion and rein force
the idea that the safer choice is to leave the EU altogether.
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The clear set of oppos i tions is between good and decent British
people vs. the deceitful UK govern ment; between truth and lies and
quite signi fic antly, between public trust and polit ical dishon esty and
poten tial covering up. The line of argu ment put forward here is that
sound govern ment is about trans par ency (major); the EU’s
immig ra tion conun drum is forcing the UK govern ment to lie by
omis sion (minor); real trans par ency is not achiev able as long as the
UK is part of the EU, so the UK should leave to safe guard demo cracy
in the country (implicit conclusion).
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The “Turkey story” developed by Vote Leave members, and the
general narrative about uncon trolled EU immig ra tion, seems to fit in
with the second pillar of Soteras’ typo logy, but only to a certain
extent. Indeed, in a similar vein to the first pillar, it is not possible to
find all the defining features of this second pillar. Here, Vote Leave
members do not assert that people are directly being lied to. Instead,
it would be more accurate to say that their claim is that people are
being misled and that the polit ical elite is volun tarily selective with
the truth.
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2.4. Pillar 3� Everything is connected,
nothing happens by acci dent and there
are no coincidences
The conspiracy creed seems to rest on a determ in istic approach to
how the world works. Giry (2017) argues that “the conspir at orial
approach is concerned with gath ering and ordering, within a unique
and coherent narrative frame work, scattered facts and events which,
a priori, do not make sense together […] the inten tion is to provide
proof that the facts and events in ques tion are neces sarily linked,
because they result from a single cause, i.e. a conspiracy”.
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This third pillar does not seem to be predom inant in the “Turkey
story”. What is nonethe less inter esting is that what is being
connected is the link between mass immig ra tion and the current
diffi culties of the public services, in partic ular the school system and
the NHS:

43

On Monday, parents across the UK will be told whether their
chil dren got into their primary school of choice. Tens of thou sands
are expected to be told that they will not obtain their first
pref er ence. Member ship of the EU means we are completely unable
to control EU migra tion, and that puts unsus tain able pres sure on
school places. This will only get worse with five more coun tries -
Albania, Mace donia, Montenegro, Serbia and Turkey - in the pipeline
to join the EU. The fact is, the UK has to pay £350 million to the EU
every week - if we Vote Leave we can take back control over that
money and rein vest it in our vital public services (CO1).
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As we have set out before, it is govern ment policy for five new
coun tries to join the EU: Albania, Mace donia, Montenegro, Serbia
and Turkey. We are paying billions to these coun tries to help them
join. The EU is already opening visa- free travel to Turkey. That would
create a border less travel zone from the fron tiers of Syria and Iraq to
the English Channel. The EU’s plans for future growth will lead to
demands being placed on the NHS far beyond what its funding can
cope with (CO11).

The storyline is that the EU is a failed insti tu tion that is incap able of
regu lating internal migra tion, which dramat ic ally affects the lives of
EU citizens. This is once again a tragedy that befalls regular British
people. The oppos i tion is between vulner able British people and
highly tech no cratic, yet inef fi cient, EU bureau crats. The logical
struc ture is that sound governance should provide strict immig ra tion
control (major), but the EU has no control over immig ra tion (minor),
so the EU is polit ic ally irre spons ible and should be left
(implicit conclusion).
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In terms of polit ical economy, as those two examples are extracted
from speeches delivered by senior Conser vative MPs Priti Patel (CO1)
and Michael Gove (CO11, along with Boris Johnson and Gisela Stuart
as signat ories), we argue that linking Turkey’s poten tial entry into the
EU and the ailing public sector in the UK might amount to a
delib erate use of the so- called “dead cat strategy” (Clarke et al. 2015;
Gaber and Fisher 2022 developed by Tory spin doctor, Lynton Crosby.
A shocking announce ment is made in order to divert media atten tion
from an embar rassing situ ation, as Boris Johnson (2013) put it:
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Let us suppose you are losing an argu ment. The facts are
over whelm ingly against you, and the more people focus on the
reality the worse it is for you and your case. The solu tion is to
perform a manoeuvre that a great campaigner describes as ‘throwing
a dead cat on the table, mate’, the aim of which is to distract your
onlookers to the point where they will be talking about the dead cat,
the thing you want them to talk about, and they will not be talking
about the issue that has been causing you so much grief.

Scholars and journ al ists alike tend to link the sorry state of the public
sector in the UK, in part, to the budget cuts of the Cameron
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govern ment and the so- called austerity policy imposed by then
Chan cellor George Osborne (Bach 2016; Emery and Iyer 2022;
Camp bell 2022). We might assume that creating a connec tion
between Turkey’s poten tial entry and the pres sure on public services
that it would entail is a strategy not to talk about the Conser vat ives’
record, while blaming the EU for the current situation.

Once again, the “Turkey story” does not seem to fit in perfectly with
Soteras’ pillars. If Vote Leave members show that there is a link
between Turkey’s entry and the diffi culties of the public sector, there
seems, however, to be no “unique and coherent narrative frame work”
which would emerge from an EU conspiracy aiming to grant Turkey
access to European organ isa tion. The connec tion being drawn here
between Turkey and the UK public sector seems rather to be purely
polit ical, to fuel resent ment at the EU and divert atten tion from the
consequences of the economic meas ures taken by the Conser vative
govern ment, and not an EU plot to destroy the UK service sector.
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Conclusion
The idea that Turkey was on the verge of entering the EU, which
would give millions of Turks access to the UK ailing public sector, and
that the only way to avoid this situ ation was to vote to leave the EU
before it was too late, reads like a powerful story indeed. In terms of
narrative arche type, the “Turkey story” falls within Sear geant’s
“over coming the monster” category (2020� 87). As such, the narrative
struc ture is straight for ward: the EU, as the “enemy”, has devised an
evil plan – to let Turkey enter the supra na tional organ isa tion – which
will be detri mental to the British nation, and more gener ally, to
Brit ish ness. This desperate situ ation calls for “heroes” to inter vene
and right the wrongs. Vote Leave members take on this role by
uncov ering the EU’s Machiavel lian plan and revealing the UK
govern ment’s collaboration.

48

The oppos i tions are some what revealing of popu list under tones
(Wodak 2021) on the part of Vote Leave: the EU elite vs. the regular
British people; the collab or ating UK govern ment vs. the Vote Leave
whistle blowers; lack of account ab ility vs. trans par ency and more
import antly, tyranny vs. demo cracy. The overall enthymemic framing
of the “Turkey story” could be summar ized as: sound politics is about
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trust (major); the poten tial entry of Turkey is hidden by EU politi cians
(minor); the EU cannot be trusted and there fore should be left
(implicit conclu sion). Other syllo gisms could also be elab or ated. A
more ethno cen tric argu ment could be: Europe is a Judeo- Christian
continent; Turkey is a predom in antly Muslim; Turkey’s entry will
upset the cultural balance of the continent. Last but not least, a
Britain- centred argu ment would read as: the UK civil services are in a
poor state; Turkey’s entry would increase the burden on the UK civil
services to breaking point; the UK should leave the EU to safe guard
the UK civil services.

This narrative analysis reveals the rhet or ical poten tial of the “Turkey
story”. However, determ ining whether this amounts to a conspiracy
theory or whether it could be considered as mere disin form a tion –
and “stra tegic lying” – is not as straight for ward as one might expect
at first. The EU, with the help of the UK govern ment, is making
decisions that are deemed negative for the UK popu la tion. Vote Leave
members there fore assume that a powerful elite is working against
the interests of regular people. Such “us vs. them” narrative is usually
at the heart of conspiracy theories rhet oric (Wodak 2021� 8); however,
no ulti mate motive seems to emerge to explain the “secret” ambi tions
of the EU. Besides, the EU and the UK govern ment are not directly
lying to British people, they are simply with holding the truth, or just
showing part of it. Still, Vote Leave members, in a move remin is cent
of conspiracy theor ists, do try to connect the dots in order to
ques tion the overall aim of the EU and the reasons why the UK
govern ment is supposedly not being straight for ward with British
people. Last but not least, a connec tion is being created between
Turkey’s entry and the current diffi cult situ ation of the public sector
in the UK, but once again, it seems to be more of a polit ical argu ment
rather than telling evid ence of a conspiracy theory. The “Turkey
story” proved nonethe less useful during the refer endum as it allowed
Vote Leave members to focus on emotional topics, rather than
tech nical – and dull – argu ments, like the Remain campaign
(Schnapper 2017).
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To answer the initial research ques tion, we might argue that Vote
Leave members created some form of rhet or ical continuum between
conspiracy theories and stra tegic lying, in what might amount to
“stra tegic conspiracy”, or simpler, “Brexit conspiracy”. They used
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Table 1: Corpus of interest.

English
Extensive academic liter ature has been devoted to the way “Brexit
narrat ives” were used during the 2016 refer endum campaign. Both camps
dwelt on this rhet or ical tool to create stories about the advant ages of
leaving or staying in the European Union (EU). Overall, studies have revealed
the construc tion of broadly similar stories, in partic ular within the “popu list
narrat ives” of the Leave campaign, which depicted the EU as a “failure”, an
“oppressor”, and an object of anti- establishment “fury”. Within the field of
narra to logy, cognitive linguistics and conspir at orial studies, this paper
proposes a discursive analysis focused on one partic ular narrative which,

Critical Discourse Studies, 16(4). 403-419.
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we argue, has received relat ively little atten tion but which might consti tute
an example of “Brexit conspiracy”: what we call “the Turkey story”. Indeed,
one key element in the Brexit narrat ives elab or ated by the offi cial pro- 
Brexit campaign, Vote Leave, was the fact that Turkey, and other poorer –
and predom in antly Muslim – coun tries, were “in the pipeline” to join the EU.
At first marginal, this story soon took centre- stage to justify the neces sity
to leave the supra- national organ iz a tion before “hordes” of illegal
immig rants from those coun tries, and from neigh bouring Iraq and Syria,
decided to emigrate en masse to Britain. Thanks to the narrative analysis of
speeches and declar a tions by leading Vote Leave members, this paper sets
to examine whether “the Turkey story” amounts to a conspiracy theory and
how it was used to defend the anti- EU agenda, which will lead to the
intro duc tion of the concept of “stra tegic conspiracy”.

Français
Une abon dante litté ra ture acadé mique a été consa crée à la manière dont les
« récits du Brexit » (Brexit narratives) ont été utilisés pendant la campagne
réfé ren daire de 2016. Les deux camps ont créé des histoires sur les
avan tages de quitter ou de rester au sein de l'Union euro péenne (UE). Dans
l'en semble, les études révèlent une trame narra tive simi laire, en parti cu lier
dans les récits popu listes de la campagne Leave, qui a dépeint l’UE comme
un « échec », un « oppres seur » et un objet de « rejet furieux » de l’élite.
Dans le cadre de la narra to logie, de la linguis tique cogni tive et des études
conspi ra toires, cet article propose une analyse discur sive axée sur un récit
parti cu lier qui, selon nous, a reçu rela ti ve ment peu d’atten tion mais qui
pour rait consti tuer un exemple de « conspi ra tion du Brexit » : ce que nous
appe lons la « Turkey story ». La campagne offi cielle pro- Brexit, Vote Leave,
a en effet affirmé que la Turquie et d’autres pays plus pauvres – et
majo ri tai re ment musul mans – étaient sur le point de rejoindre l’UE. D’abord
margi nale, cette histoire s’est rapi de ment propagée pour justi fier la
néces sité de quitter l’orga ni sa tion supra na tio nale avant que des « hordes »
d’immi grés clan des tins de ces pays, ainsi que de l’Irak et de la Syrie voisins,
ne décident d’émigrer en masse vers la Grande- Bretagne. Grâce à l'ana lyse
narra tive critique des discours et des décla ra tions des prin ci paux membres
de Vote Leave, cet article propose d’examiner si la « Turkey story »
s’appa rente à une théorie du complot et de voir comment elle a été utilisée
pour défendre l’agenda anti- UE, ce qui conduira à l'in tro duc tion du concept
de « conspi ra tion stra té gique ».

Mots-clés
analyse narrative, théorie du complot, Vote Leave, Brexit, Turkey story,
conspiration stratégique
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Introduction
1. “We All Live on Campus Now”: The universities and the “deep state”
2. The BBC: “Systemically woke”?
3. The legal system: “Rooting out the leftist culture”
Conclusion

Introduction
I do not think we can seri ously contem plate delaying article 50,
because after two and a half years of procras tin a tion, the public
would accuse us in this place of delib er ately setting out to frus trate
their wishes. They would conclude that there was some plot by the
deep state to kill Brexit, and that is precisely—[Inter rup tion.] That is
what many people would conclude, and that is precisely why we
cannot now treat the public as idiots (Johnson, House of Commons,
Hansard 2019a, col. 905).

Some people will say, as I leave office, that this is the end of Brexit.
Listen to the deathly hush on the Oppos i tion Benches! The Leader of
the Oppos i tion and the deep state will prevail in their plot to haul us
back into align ment with the EU as a prelude to our even tual return
(Johnson, House of Commons, Hansard, 2022, col. 732).

Former Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s sugges tion that the “deep
state” is at work in the United Kingdom (UK), thwarting the will of the
people and their elected repres ent at ives, is a striking example of how

1
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leading members of the Conser vative Party have come to embrace
conspiracy theories more usually asso ci ated with the far- right. The
notion of the “deep state” (derin devlet) origin ated in Turkey in the
mid-1990s (Gürpınar and Nefes 2020� 617). Although it was initially
advanced by the polit ical left, it was soon adopted by the
author it arian AKP (the Justice and Devel op ment Party: Adalet ve
Kalkınma Partisi), its leader Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, and pro- 
government media to refer to a power bloc composed of
busi nessmen, the military, state bureau cracy, NGOs, intel lec tuals and
the cosmo pol itan upper- middle classes who are purportedly
conspiring against the elected govern ment (Gurpınar and Nefes 2020�
618-619). It was an idea also taken up by the Trump admin is tra tion in
the United States where it served to demonise and dele git imise its
critics (Michaels 2018). It has been framed as a very real threat to
freedom. According to Gilbert T. Sewall, writing in The Spectator,
“America’s thought- manufacturers and mind- manipulators” in the
liberal media, the military, the univer sities, the federal civil service,
big industry and big- tech are seeking to create “a progressive
mono cul ture” and redis tribute “power, wealth and status at the
expense of prop erty holders and taxpayers” (2022). As illus trated
here, the term “deep state” “seam lessly connects a plethora of
seem ingly unre lated groups and renders them parts of the same
over arching power network” (Giry and Gürpınar 2020� 324).

For Boris Johnson, the “deep state” is collab or ating with the Leader of
the Oppos i tion to reverse Brexit and thus “frus trate” the wishes of
the people. Although he did not expli citly declare what groups might
comprise the “deep state” in the House of Commons speeches cited
above, he and other senior conser vat ives have suggested that there
are forces acting against the popular will in the univer sities, the
media, the crim inal justice system, the Treasury and the civil service
more gener ally. “They” do not just seek to bring Britain back into the
European Union, but to under mine the very found a tions of British
society. The finger has been pointed at “left- wing trouble makers”
who are “woke- washing” or “editing” history (Longhi 2021; Rees- 
Mogg 2020; Johnson 2020); at “the woke brigade” who are
threat ening free speech (Rees- Mogg, 2021); at left- wing protesters
who are threat ening public order (Braverman 2022a); at the civil
service that engages in “wokeism that strays into anti semitism”

2
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(Truss, cited by Gutter idge, 2022). As Cammaerts has argued, the
term “woke” has thus been “weapon ized” by the Conser vative Party: it
has been “deturn[ed] from its initial meaning in the struggle for civil
rights into an insult used against anyone who fights fascism, racism
and other forms of injustices and discrim in a tion as well as to signify a
supposed progressive over- reaction” (2022� 735). Whether they are
oppon ents of Brexit or Black Lives Matters protesters chal len ging
conser vative narrat ives of Empire and its legacy, “they” are presented
as unpat ri otic, which of course helps to frame them as enemies.
These groups are seen to form part of a coherent whole who work
together as part of a “deep state” to advance a “woke”, progressive,
liberal agenda that is deviant, extreme, intol erant, and even anti- 
democratic (Cammaerts 2022� 734-6). This “agenda” is presented as
being wholly at odds with the basic common sense of ordinary
people. It is used “as a kind of short hand, allowing popu lists to
contrive an omni present, omni po tent force that conspires against the
interests of the people” (Giry and Gurpınar, 2020� 324). Senior
conser vat ives embrace popu list tropes, pitting them selves against the
“deep state” and placing them selves firmly on the side of the
“ordinary British people” they claim to represent. Indeed, popu lism is
often defined as an appeal to “the people” against the “elites” (See, for
example, Taggart 2000).

The idea of the “deep state” is a perfect conspiracy theory to the
extent that it embraces “a simplistic dualism” common to all
conspiracy theories whereby the ordinary people – the majority – are
pitted against a shady minority working in secret to take power and
harm them (Giry and Tika 2020� 114-15) by advan cing a specific
agenda, no matter how diverse and inco herent the elements of that
agenda might be. The “deep state” is more specific ally a right- wing
conspiracy theory, framing the “enemies of the people” as left- wing
out- of-touch elites who seek to over turn British values. Once a
narrative put forward by the hard right, the Conser vative Party has
become partic u larly suscept ible to it, even if the specific term “deep
state” is not widely used (Ellis 2022). Some senior members of the
Party, including former Home Secretary Suella Braverman
(Braverman 2019), have also largely embraced the hard right idea that
those who work to conspire against the British people are seeking to
bring about revolu tion via “cultural Marxism”. This term might be

3
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used in a neutral way to refer to the strain of Marxism pursued by
left- wing scholars from the Insti tute for Social Research (the
Frank furt School) to the Birm ingham Centre for Contem porary
Cultural Studies which analysed the role of culture in the domin a tion
of the indi vidual, thus shifting focus away from the purely economic
analysis of earlier Marx ists (Jamin 2014; Black ford 2015). However, it is
commonly used today by the polit ical right to suggest that it is the
prin cipal method via which the left seeks to achieve domin a tion and
pursue a total it arian agenda. The Amer ican right- wing think tank, the
Heritage Found a tion, which boasts close links with senior
conser vative politi cians such as former Home Secretary Priti Patel,
believes that “cultural Marxism today presents a far more serious and
exist en tial threat to the United States than did Soviet communism”
(Gonzalez and Gorka 2022). Other right- wing think tanks such as the
Insti tute of Economic Affairs present intel lec tuals in the Frank furt
School and on the New Left in conspiracy theory terms, suggesting
that they have been devel oping a decades- long project to bring about
“a silent revolu tion” (Sidwell 2022). The notion of cultural Marxism
began to be popular ised in the 1990s by right- wing conser vat ives
such as Pat Buchanan in the United States (Jamin 2014; Tuters 2018).
They argued that since Marx ists had failed to bring about revolu tion
based on class struggle and violent conflict, they instead embarked
on a project to bring about ideo lo gical hege mony based on iden tity
politics (Gonzalez and Gorka 2022). In doing so, they claim that they
have captured the insti tu tions of the liberal states, in partic ular the
univer sities, but also the courts and the civil service – to impose their
leftist agenda, through total it arian means, the most visible of which is
the purported attack on free speech. Social justice move ments are
depicted as mere fronts to advance that agenda which entails
“discredit[ing] insti tu tions such as the nation, the home land,
tradi tional hier archies, authority, family, Chris tianity, tradi tional
morality in favour of the emer gence of an ultra- egalitarian and
multi cul tural, root less and soul less global nation” (Jamin 2014� 86).
Whilst this pejor ative use of “cultural Marxism” was once the preserve
of the extreme right, adopted by figures such as Anders Breivik in
Norway and Nick Griffin in the UK (ibid.) it seems it has also now
moved into the mainstream.
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Current Home Secretary Suella Braverman used the term in 2019 at a
meeting of the right- wing anti- EU think tank the Bruges Group,
declaring “I do believe that we are in a fight against cultural Marxism.
We have a culture evolving from the far- left which is about snuffing
out freedom of speech… It’s abso lutely damaging for our spirit as
British people and British genius” (cited by Walker, 2019).
Conser vative MP, former minister and founder of the informal
“Common Sense Group” of Tory MPs, Sir John Hayes, also used the
term in the context of a House of Commons debate on Black History
Month, decrying “the insti tu tions” purportedly involved in advan cing
a “cultural Marxist agenda” which is “dogmatic, doctrinal” and
“simplistic” (Hayes 2020). The narrative of cultural Marxism ignores
the extent to which its chief prot ag on ists – such as Herbert Marcuse,
Max Horkheimer and Antonio Gramsci –, together with those at the
fore front of social justice move ments in past and present, are crit ical
of state power and concerned with indi vidual freedom. It
never the less provides a convenient and convin cing account of how
and why various move ments chal len ging the status quo purportedly
share a common agenda to take power. Whilst the term “cultural
Marxism” remains marginal in govern ment circles, many senior
conser vat ives have publicly endorsed the notion of a threat ening
“woke”, liberal agenda, thus acting as “polit ical entre pren eurs in
conspiracy theories” (Giry and Tika 2020� 111). This does not
neces sarily mean that they believe in them, but they do play a role in
constructing and rein for cing them, allowing the Party to show clearly
where it stands in the culture wars, espe cially at a time when it is
strug gling to appeal to voters on economic issues (Sleigh 2023). The
culture wars can be under stood as a polit ical tech nique used to
manu fac ture popular consent (Feath er stone 2022). Right- wing
popu lists tend to use culture wars as a means of pitting ‘the people’
against a dangerous minority who threaten to under mine basic
common sense, thus securing support for author it arian policies.

4

This paper seeks to analyse how the Conser vative Party uses
discourse and policy to discredit the key actors in the “deep state”
conspiracy. It is based on a corpus of polit ical speeches made by
conser vative MPs between 2019 and 2023 both inside and outside
Parlia ment. 2019 is considered as a good starting point as this is when
Boris Johnson became Prime Minister and conspiracy theories
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started to become norm al ised amongst conser vative MPs on the right
of the party. The chapter also exam ines reports from right- wing
think tanks which advance conspiracy theories. Think tanks such as
the US- based Heritage Found a tion and the UK- based Insti tute of
Economic Affairs and Policy Exchange have long had close links to
the Conser vative Party and often help to inform the direc tion of
policy (James 1993; Dixon 2008; Ramsay and Geoghegan 2018;
Garnett and Loren zoni 2020). It is argued that they have contrib uted
to constructing a discourse on conspiracy within the contem porary
Conser vative Party. The chapter begins by focus sing on right- wing
discourse on univer sities, the insti tu tions iden ti fied as being central
to the advance of cultural Marxism and thus a left- wing agenda. It
then moves on to discussing discourse on insti tu tions such as the
BBC, the judi ciary and the police. The aim is not just to bring to light
the use of the language of conspiracy theor ists among conser vative
MPs but also to demon strate that these theories are indeed spurious
and debunk them.

1. “We All Live on Campus Now”:
The univer sities and the
“deep state”
The idea that “we all live on campus now” has been employed in
policy papers by Policy Exchange (Kaufmann 2022) and the Insti tute
of Economic Affairs (IEA) (Sidwell 2022), right- wing think tanks close
to the British Conser vative Party. It was origin ally coined by
conser vative journ alist and blogger Andrew Sullivan in the New
York Magazine who asserted: “The goal of our culture now is not the
eman cip a tion of the indi vidual from the group, but the permanent
defin i tion of the indi vidual by the group. We used to call this bigotry.
Now we call it being woke. You see: We are all on campus now” (2018).
Marc Sidwell, in a policy paper for the IEA, argues that cultural
Marx ists delib er ately orches trated an attack on free speech on
campus with the ulti mate aim of curtailing free speech beyond the
univer sity and controlling beha viour throughout wider society
(Sidwell 2022� 20-21).

6
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Given that univer sities are seen as being at the fore front of a drive to
spread an illiberal left- wing agenda, much atten tion has been
concen trated on the issue of free speech. Madsen Pirie, pres ident and
co- founder of the neolib eral think tank the Adam Smith Insti tute has
claimed that “Many univer sities devote atten tion to social
engin eering and polit ic ally correct stances rather than to attracting
and educating the best students. Many do not allow effective free
speech on campus lest a minority of students might feel ‘offended’”
(Madsen Pirie 2022� 3). To support these claims, univer sities have
been accused of “no plat forming” and of fostering a broader “cancel
culture” that it is said to give rise to. The notion of “cancel culture”
can be under stood as an attempt to silence those we disagree with.
For Boris Johnson, it is an agenda advanced by “the woke” who
purportedly wish “to rewrite our national story” and thus pose a
threat to “our history and cultural inher it ance” (Johnson 2021).

7

The policy of “no plat forming” was offi cially adopted in 1974 by the
National Union of Students (NUS), the confed er a tion of affil i ated
students’ unions in the UK, in an effort to resist the rise of the fascist
National Front (Smith 2020� 4). The policy entailed with holding
student union funds from fascist and racist organ isa tions and
speakers, protesting to exclude certain speakers from campus, or
disrupting events where unwel come speakers might appear (ibid.: 3).
Since the 1980s, the policy has been used against sexists and
homo phobes and, more recently, against gender- critical femin ists
such as Germaine Greer and Julie Bindel who have been accused of
trans phobia (ibid.). It is often suggested that the prac tice has become
so wide spread that UK univer sities are faced with a “crisis” of free
speech, as “campus censor ship has reached epidemic levels” (Slater
2016� 2).

8

Those who engage in “no plat forming” are described as
“funda ment al ists” of “the campus though police” (ibid.). There is a
certain paradox here as students are accused of being both
author it arian and overly- sensitive, incap able of listening to views
that might offend them: “students are at the same time both fragile,
risk averse ‘snow flakes’ and heavy- handed McCarthy- like warriors.
Students are to be both pitied and feared” (Smith 2020� 3). The
sugges tion is that the prac tice is an entirely new phenomenon, yet its
history can be traced back to the 1930s and 1940s (ibid.). Indeed, long

9
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before the NUS offi cially adopted its “no plat forming” resol u tion,
well- known figures such as Oswald Mosley, founder of the British
Union of Fascists, Conser vative MP Enoch Powell, and the
contro ver sial historian Samuel Hunt ington, were prevented from
speaking at British univer sities (ibid.). Indeed, it was largely in
response to it being applied against Conser vative MPs such as Home
Secretary Leon Brittan, who was met by a large crowd of protesters
when visiting the Univer sity of Manchester in 1985, that the Thatcher
govern ment intro duced the Educa tion (n°2) Act in 1986 (ibid.: 6-7).
Section 43 of that Act places a legal duty on British univer sities to
“take such steps as are reas on ably prac tic able to ensure that freedom
of speech within the law is secured for members, students and
employees… and for visiting speakers”.

Nonethe less, it is only recently that “no plat forming” has received
such wide spread media and polit ical atten tion, leading to an inquiry
by the Human Rights Joint Select Committee into the freedom of
speech in univer sities (Human Rights Joint Select Committee 2018).
Focusing on the specific policy of “no plat forming”, the report
concluded that “a large amount of evid ence suggests that the
narrative that ‘censorious students’ have created a ‘free speech crisis’
in univer sities has been exag ger ated” (ibid.: col. 35). It based its
find ings on the collec tion of written and oral evid ence from students,
student society and student union repres ent at ives, vice- chancellors
and univer sity admin is tra tion staff which demon strated that a very
small propor tion of external speaker requests were rejected, and that
when they were, this was largely for admin is trative rather than
polit ical reasons (ibid.: col.34). The report was partic u larly crit ical of
the on- line magazine Spiked’s Free Speech Univer sity Rank ings
project, which ran from 2015 to 2019 and ranked univer sities
according to the degree to which it believed they respected free
speech. The Committee found that univer sities with a poor Spiked
ranking might simply be complying with the law rather than being
forced to limit free speech by over- zealous students (ibid.: col.32).

10

Univer sities’ duty to protect free speech affirmed in the 1986 Act
must be balanced with the Equality Act 2010 which outlaws speech
considered discrim in atory. That duty must also be balanced with
univer sities’ duty under the Counter- Terrorism and Security Act 2015
to “have due regard to the need to prevent people from being drawn

11
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into terrorism”. This means that they must ensure that speakers do
not express “extremist” views that might have such an effect.
According to Malcolm, the defin i tion of extremism provided in the
Act is broadly- drawn and ambiguous and “could be inter preted so as
to encom pass many views and ideas not usually concerned with
drawing people into terrorism” (Malcolm 2021� 525). Further more, it
may lead to students becoming fearful of expressing their views or
inviting others to do so for fear of being labelled as “extremist”. The
Joint Select Committee on Human Rights high lighted this problem
and called for an inde pendent review of the Prevent duty to “include
consid er a tion of its impact on free speech and asso ci ation in
univer sities” (Human Rights Joint Select Committee 2018� col. 70-78).
It has there fore been suggested that the biggest risk to free speech in
univer sities comes not from “no plat forming” – the instances of
which have been “negli gible” and “justi fied” to the extent that they
have aimed to prevent speech that may be in contra ven tion of the
Equality Act – but from self- censorship on the part of students
worrying about asso ci ating them selves with views deemed
contro ver sial (Malcolm, 2021� 532-534). For example, Muslim students
have been found to self- censor for fear of being asso ci ated with
extremist posi tions (ibid.). The govern ment’s own “Prevent” duty is
considered to have such an effect (ibid.).

Nonethe less, the current Conser vative govern ment has iden ti fied the
key threat to freedom of speech as resulting from “no plat forming”
within univer sities. Senior conser vative MPs have described the
prac tice as “modern McCarthyism” (Davis 2021� col.61) aimed at
securing the “censor ship of speakers who do not fit left- wing woke
narrat ives” (Longhi 2021). Although the problem is seen as origin ating
on campus, it is considered to consti tute a threat to society as a
whole. As one Conser vative MP claimed:

12

The campus is merely a staging ground for wider civil isa tion and
society. Those who wish to do away with freedom of speech are
attempting to dismantle the found a tions of our society and to
supplant them with their own total it arian doctrine. By removing
freedom of speech, dissenting voices can be silenced and submis sion
ensured. For proof of that we need only look at recent attempts to
subject British history to a radical revi sion and the accom pa nying
attempts to taint our greatest heroes. This is a delib erate and



ELAD-SILDA, 9 | 2024

concerted attempt to erode the pillars of our nation so that we are
left with nothing to believe in. Once that point is reached, those
respons ible—the anarcho- Marxist, hard- left agit ators—will be able to
impose their own, ever- changing stand ards whereby yesterday’s
truth is tomorrow’s crime. (Bacon, 2021� col.74).

The univer sities are presented here as the prin cipal actors leading a
“deep state” conspiracy to over throw British society and against
popular interests. It was there fore deemed neces sary to resist this
“cancel culture” and its “dysto pian, Orwellian indoc trin a tion” via new
legis la tion (ibid.). The Higher Educa tion (Freedom of Speech) Act 2023
intro duces a Director for Freedom of Speech and Academic Freedom
to ensure that free speech duties are respected on campus and to
impose penal ties if those duties are found to have been breached.
There is a danger that this may be coun ter pro ductive as increased
state control may lead to further self- censorship. As the
campaign groups Index on Censor ship, English PEN and Article 19
pointed out in a letter to the former Secretary of State for Educa tion,
“addi tional legis la tion, including the impos i tion of a ‘Freedom of
Speech Cham pion’, may have the inverse effect of further limiting
what is deemed ‘accept able’ speech on campus and intro du cing a
chilling effect both on the content of what is taught and the scope of
academic research explor a tion” (2021). Given that the threat to free
speech on campus and beyond is widely thought to be exag ger ated,
the govern ment’s desire to push ahead with the law appears to be
motiv ated by a popu list strategy to place itself firmly on the side of
ordinary people against the “schol arly elites” (Jones 2022� 183).

13

2. The BBC: “System ic ally woke” 1?
The BBC has also been singled out for criti cism as a partner in the
“deep state” conspiracy, promoting a cultur ally liberal agenda against
the interests of the mass of ordinary British people. A recent report
by History Reclaimed, a group of academics seeking “to chal lenge
distor tions of history”, has argued that a certain number of BBC
docu ment aries dealing with issues such as slavery, race, empire, and
war “give a voice only to one side of a disputed past” and “favour
extreme and provoc ative claims” that “seem calcu lated to create
preju dice and ill feeling against this country” (History Reclaimed
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2022� 20-21). Simil arly, a report by the Campaign for Common Sense,
a group founded by Mark Lehain, once a Conser vative candidate and
adviser to a former Conser vative educa tion secretary, found a lack of
balance in BBC drama output, claiming that “a discern ible left- wing
bias can be detected, with distinctly anti- Conservative and anti- 
institution senti ments appearing frequently in its program ming”
(2022). These reports were widely picked up by the right- wing press.
The Daily Mail claimed that the BBC is “warping modern Britain” by
allowing “woke view points” (Lock hart 2022) whilst The
Daily Telegraph reported that the BBC is “going for woke in rewriting
British history” (Rayner 2022). They serve to rein force wide spread
accus a tions of BBC “liberal bias” or “wokery” that have even been
endorsed by former BBC reporters and broad casters such as Robin
Aitken (2018), John Humphries (Town send 2019) and Nigel
Rees (2022).

There is nothing new in these reports about left- wing BBC bias,
which can be traced back to the earliest days of broad casting (Mills
2016), but today they help feed into contem porary conspiracy
theories about elite networks oper ating to under mine the
common sense views of ordinary British people. They have been fully
endorsed by Conser vative minis ters. Indeed, in August 2020, 14
Conser vative MPs, including Lee Anderson, the recently- appointed
Deputy Chair of the Conser vative Party, wrote to the new Director- 
General of the BBC, Tim Davie, complaining that “the BBC is
funda ment ally failing … to ensure that the diverse perspect ives and
interests of the public and audi ences, including licence fee payers
across the whole of the United Kingdom, are taken into account”
(Eida 2020). The letter was written in the wake of the false
contro versy over the BBC’s alleged refusal to play the patri otic
anthems “Rule Brit annia” and “Land of Hope and Glory” at the annual
clas sical musical fest ival “Last Night of the Proms”. Even though it
tran spired that the BBC had in fact planned to play the songs but
without any singing, this incident was taken as further evid ence that
the BBC was pursuing a “woke agenda” against the better judge ment
of the British people (Davies 2020). Boris Johnson, then Prime
Minister, reacted to the furor by stating, “I think it’s time we stopped
our cringing embar rass ment about our history, about our tradi tions
and about our culture, and we stopped this general bout of self- 
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recrimination and wetness” (cited by Shari atmadari, 2020). In a
similar vein, the BBC has been accused of being some what
unpat ri otic in failing to represent a positive vision of post- Brexit
Britain. In 2017, 72 MPs led by Conser vative MP Julian Knight, now
chair of the govern ment’s Digital, Culture, Media and Sport
Committee that monitors the BBC, accused the insti tu tion of bias in
its reporting of Brexit, claiming that its “pre- referendum pess imism”
meant that it was “unfairly repres enting” Leave voters (BBC 2017).

In reality, there is scant evid ence that the BBC is pursuing a “woke
agenda”. A report by researchers at the Univer sity of Cardiff analysing
the breadth of opinion repres ented by the BBC over a 5-year period
found that while the ruling party always has a larger share of the
voice, Conser vative domin ance tended to be greater than Labour’s
voice when it was in power (Wahl- Jorgensen et al. 2013). It also
showed that the broad caster’s coverage of the UK’s rela tion ship to
the EU was more likely to be framed as a problem than not, hardly a
stereo typ ic ally “woke” posi tion. Further more, the BBC’s own review
of the impar ti ality of its coverage in the fields of taxa tion, public
spending, public borrowing and debt found that where bias could be
found, it tended to lean both left and right, showing that “a charge of
system atic polit ical bias… is hard to sustain” (Blast land and Dilnot
2022� 3). Another study invest ig ated the extent to which the BBC’s
impar ti ality might be threatened by its reli ance on think- tanks (Lewis
and Cushion 2017). It concluded that the majority of think- tanks
referred to in its news coverage are cent rist and non- partisan, such
as the Insti tute for Fiscal Studies, demon strating the organ isa tion’s
commit ment to impar ti ality. Yet, in 2015, in the lead- up to the Brexit
refer endum, current affairs program ming showed a slight bias
towards right- leaning over left- leaning think tanks (ibid.: 14). Yet
another recent study into BBC journ al ists’ following of and
inter ac tions with MPs on Twitter found an orient a tion towards high- 
profile MPs from the right of the polit ical spec trum (Mills, Mullan and
Fooks 2020).
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It has been suggested that while the BBC does not consciously pursue
any partic ular polit ical agenda, its output tends to be biased towards
networks of power, notably on account of the porous nature of the
bound aries between the worlds of politics and the media (Mills 2016).
Impar ti ality might also be affected by the fact that journ al ists often
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find them selves reporting on issues of which they have little
know ledge or under standing. Economics reporting is a case in point.
The BBC impar ti ality review cited above noted the tend ency of
journ al ists to make false and misleading analo gies between
govern ment and house hold debt, enabling debt to be presented in
simplistic terms as auto mat ic ally “bad” (Blast land and Dilnot 2022� 14).
This kind of reporting surely helped to legit imate govern ment
discourse about the need for austerity, despite that fact that many
econom ists believed that the policy was damaging (Krugman 2015).
Even the Office for Budget Respons ib ility (OBR), the UK’s offi cial
inde pendent economic fore caster, suggested that austerity policies
had harmed economic growth in an open letter sent to former Prime
Minister David Cameron in 2013 (Inman 2013). Recently, former Prime
Minister Liz Truss added the OBR to the list of organ isa tions
purportedly conspiring against the govern ment, forming part of the
“wider orthodox economic system” of which the UK Treasury and the
IMF are also thought to form a part (Truss 2023).

Regard less of the evid ence, the notion that the BBC is biased against
the govern ment has led to minis ters seeking to under mine the
organ isa tion by threat ening to cut funding and abolish the licence
fee. Former Prime Minister Boris Johnson himself boycotted BBC
Radio 4’s Today programme for a period of two years and encour aged
other cabinet minis ters to follow suit. Johnson instead appeared on
Times Radio, a new broad caster launched in 2020 by the Murdoch
press as a direct rival to Radio 4 (Davies 2020). Senior Conser vative
MPs, such as Jacob Rees- Mogg have also been happy to appear on GB
News, the new TV channel launched in 2021 whose chairman
described as “anti- woke” due to the polit ical stance of its key
presenters and feature segments such as “woke watch” (Neil 2021).
The posi tion taken by senior conser vative figures against the BBC has
surely helped fuel the anti- BBC senti ment which has coalesced
around the “Defund the BBC” campaign, a new lobby group
estab lished in 2020 against the BBC licence fee. The indi viduals
behind the campaign are partic u larly crit ical of what they perceive as
the BBC’s lack of impar ti ality, notably surrounding Brexit (Anglesey
2020). It should there fore come as no surprise that its actions have
been widely reported by the right- wing press such as the Daily Mail
(Carlin 2021). Inter est ingly, “Defund the BBC” frames its argu ments
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against the BBC in terms of the defence of the poor who are often
unfairly crim in al ised for failure to pay the licence fee (Anglesey 2020).
This chimes with the former culture secretary, Nadine Dorries’
justi fic a tion for redu cing the cost of the licence fee to protect
families from “the threat of bailiffs knocking on their door”,
partic u larly in the context of the cost- of-living crisis (Dorries 2022�
col. 39). This is another illus tra tion of the govern ment framing its
attempt to silence those who it perceives as its detractors in popu list
terms as enemies of the people.

3. The legal system: “Rooting out
the leftist culture”
A number of senior Conser vat ives have suggested that key actors in
the crim inal justice system are also part of the deep- state conspiracy
to advance a leftist agenda. Boris Johnson, writing in the
Daily Telegraph in 2019, prom ised to “root out the leftist culture of so
much of the crim inal justice estab lish ment” (2019b). Former Home
Secretary Priti Patel lashed out against the “leftie lawyers” who
defend a “broken asylum system” (2020), an idea that was picked up
on by Johnson himself when he criti cised “left human rights lawyers”
in his own speech to the Conser vative Party confer ence (2020).
Current Home Secretary Suella Braverman endorsed the claim made
by Chief Constable Stephen Watson from Greater Manchester Police
that poli cing has become too “woke”, advoc ating a return to “common
sense poli cing” (Braverman 2022b). Judges have also come under fire.
The most blatant example was the reac tion to the High Court’s 2016
ruling that article 50 of the Lisbon Treaty to set in motion Britain’s
exit from the EU could only be triggered by Parlia ment, not the
exec utive alone. Most famously, the Daily Mail carried the head line
“Enemies of the People”, claiming that the High Court judges were
seeking to over turn demo cracy and thwart the will of those who had
voted in favour of Brexit (Slack 2016). When the decision was upheld
by the Supreme Court in January 2017, Dominic Raab, currently
Deputy Prime Minister, echoed this idea, warning that an “unholy
alli ance of diehard Remain campaigners [and]… an unelected
judi ciary” had “thwart[ed] the wishes of the British public” (cited by
The Secret Barrister, 2020). The claim was reit er ated in 2019 when
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the Supreme Court ruled that the Prime Minister’s decision to
prorogue Parlia ment for five weeks was unlawful: speaking shortly
after the ruling, Johnson declared, “Let’s be in no doubt, there are a
lot of people who want to frus trate Brexit” (cited by Wood cock, 2019).
These are not isol ated incid ents: direct criti cism of judges by
conser vative minis ters have become some thing of a trend, with
judges being described vari ously as “wet”, “liberal”, “inter fering” and
“left- wing” (APPG 2022� 16-26).

Govern ment criti cism of crim inal justice profes sionals has been
widely echoed by the right- wing press and think tanks, as suggested
above by the case of the Daily Mail. The Adam Smith Insti tute has
criti cised the police for “pursu[ing] ‘hate speech’ rather than
burg laries” (Madsen Pirie 2022� 3) and asserted that the English
judi ciary and English law enforce ment have restricted free speech to
such an extent that “British speech code is designed to protect the
heckler, not the speaker… the offended, not those who would cause
offence” (Byrne 2020� 3-4). Policy Exchange has ques tioned the
polit ical impar ti ality of the police, expressing concern about their
hand ling of polit ical protest and their adop tion of gestures of
solid arity, such as the wearing of a badge on their uniform, or “taking
the knee” (Spencer 2022� 18-21). The Daily Mail and the
Daily Telegraph have carried a number of stories on “woke” police.
For example, the former carried a story on a police officer who wore
a rainbow- coloured helmet, asking the ques tion, “Is this Britain’s
wokest cop?” (Levy 2022), whilst the latter printed an article penned
by Iain Duncan Smith, former Secretary of State for Work and
Pensions, in which he called for an end to “ridicu lous ‘woke’ poli cing”
(Duncan Smith, 2022). In the Daily Mail, contro ver sial colum nist Leo
McKin stry has derided human rights lawyers and campaigners as
“ideo logues” and “para sites” who are failing to respect demo cracy and
carrying out a “relent less assault on the Govern ment” in their pursuit
of a “fash ion able woke agenda” that clashes with the desire of British
people to have tougher immig ra tion controls (McKin stry 2022). “Left- 
wingers” are seen to be not just chal len ging immig ra tion law but
posing a threat to society itself: “The acid of their self- righteousness
is corroding our civil iz a tion” (ibid.).
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These attacks on crim inal justice profes sionals are not just rhet or ical,
but have concrete effects. According to the All- Party Parlia mentary

21



ELAD-SILDA, 9 | 2024

Group on Demo cracy and the Consti tu tion, in recent years the
judi ciary has been “accused, by both politi cians and the media, of
‘inter fering in politics’”, despite the lack of evid ence supporting this
claim (APPG 2022). It concluded:

the beha viour of the exec utive towards the judi ciary may be
considered consti tu tion ally prob lem atic. Although we have only seen
evid ence of one direct attempt by a minister to influ ence a partic ular
judi cial decision, minis ters have gener ally acted in a manner that may
be considered improper or unhelpful given their consti tu tional role.
This includes making public state ments which misrep resent judi cial
decisions, launching ad- hominem attacks on judges who decide
against them, responding to adverse decisions with threats to
“reform” the judi ciary (including to bring it under polit ical control),
and conflating “decisions with polit ical consequences” with “polit ical
decisions”, thereby giving the misleading impres sion that judges are
step ping outside their consti tu tional bounds. This beha viour can, in
extremis, be consti tu tion ally improper because it erodes public
confid ence in the judi ciary and implies that minis ters are better able
to decide on matters of law than judges (ibid.: 7-8).

The Conser vat ives have been partic u larly crit ical of the procedure of
judi cial review which enables members of the public to hold
govern ment to account by examining the legality of an admin is trative
action by a public body. The procedure was notably used to chal lenge
the legality of the exec utive’s attempt to trigger article 50 of the
Lisbon Treaty without consulting Parlia ment, the prorog a tion of
Parlia ment in 2019, and govern ment plans to send migrants to
Rwanda. In its 2019 mani festo, the Party prom ised to ensure that
judi cial review “is not abused to conduct politics by another means or
to create need less delays” and thus facil itate “effective govern ment”
(Conser vative Party 2019� 48). The Judi cial Review and Courts Act
2022 subsequently limited the use of judi cial review regarding
immig ra tion cases, yet some Conser vative minis ters have reportedly
claimed that it does not go far enough and are seeking to place
further limit a tions on the procedure (Siddique 2022).
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It has been argued that govern ment attempts to curb the power of
the judi ciary, together with reforms to clamp down on protest, have
led to “demo cratic crisis” whereby it is becoming increas ingly
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diffi cult for the public to scru tinise and chal lenge the govern ment
(Liberty 2021). Indeed, there is some concern that repeated criti cism
of, and at times outright attack on, the judi ciary has led to it
becoming some what more defer en tial towards the exec utive (APPG
2022� 38-40), which of course risks under mining its inde pend ence
and capa city to check the power of public offi cials. Yet, the
govern ment has presented its reform of judi cial review as a means of
upholding the sover eignty of Parlia ment against “the unelected
branches of the state” (Buck land 2021). The govern ment thus holds
itself up as the only legit imate defender of the public interest, thus
conflating the will of the exec utive with the will of the people.

Conclusion
The British Conser vative Party’s trenchant criti cisms of key
insti tu tions such as the univer sities, the BBC, the police and the
judi ciary serve to support former Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s
asser tion that there is a “deep state” working against the interests of
the elected govern ment and there fore seeking to under mine the
demo cratic “will of the people” (Johnson 2019). Although the term
“deep state” is not commonly used within the Party, many senior
figures within it, together with the right- wing press and think tanks,
have suggested that there are a plethora of different groups working
together to push a left- wing “woke” agenda that might be defined as
anti- Brexit, pro- immigration and diversity and unpat ri otic. In order
to further that agenda, they are prepared to use author it arian means,
such as clamping down on free speech, infilt rating the nation’s
national broad caster and politi cising the law. This account might be
considered as a conspiracy theory to the extent that it relies on gross
exag ger a tion of what the evid ence suggests are in fact relat ively
minor prob lems (Giry and Tika 2020� 109); on a simplistic divi sion of
the world “into the evil conspir ators and the inno cent victims of their
plot” (Butter and Knight 2020� 1); and on the drawing together of
appar ently diverse issues into a seam less narrative (Giry and
Gürpınar 2020� 324).
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Why has the Conser vative Party resorted to this popu list strategy
that is more commonly asso ci ated with the extreme right? According
to openly right- wing academic Eric Kaufmann of Policy Exchange, the
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vast majority of British people oppose a “cultural leftist posi tion”
which he describes as “the belief that minor ities must be protected
from psycho lo gical harm arising from forms of dominant culture, and
that a radical trans form a tion of science, insti tu tions, narrat ives and
culture can redis tribute power from dominant to subal tern groups”
(Kaufmann 2022� 8). He thus argues that appealing to cultural issues
can be a useful elect oral strategy, serving to unite the right and the
centre- ground whilst fomenting divi sions on the left (ibid.: 56). It
would appear that this is a widely- shared view within the
Conser vative Party. Indeed, Iain Anderson, a leading Conser vative
busi ness leader, who recently renounced his Party member ship to
join Labour explained his decision by his belief that the Conser vat ives
are plan ning “to run a culture war to distract from funda mental
economic fail ings” in the run- up to the 2024 general elec tion (Parker
2023). In doing so, they are not just responding to public opinion, but
helping to frame how voters under stand key issues (Sobolewska and
Ford 2020� 326).

This is, however, a risky strategy. Firstly, because the adop tion of
radical right discourse might increase support for rival right- wing
parties as that discourse becomes norm al ised and legit im ised (ibid.:
329). Secondly, because the conclu sion that the majority of British
people are anti- woke might be erro neous. Using data from the British
Elec tion Study, Jennings has concluded that “British society overall is
headed in a more liberal direc tion” on cultural issues (2023). Finally,
the import ance of economic issues to the elect orate should not be
under es tim ated: at the time of writing (March 2023), the economy is
at the fore front of people’s concerns (Statista 2023), and they are
increas ingly likely to support left- wing economic ideas such as
redis tri bu tion (Jennings 2023). If the Conser vative Party is seen to be
failing to tackle “bread and butter” issues, it may ulti mately find itself
depicted as “the enemy of the people”.
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1  The term is taken from Nigel Rees, former BBC broad caster (Rees 2022).

English
The British Conser vative Party has increas ingly embraced a right- wing
conspiracy theory according to which a host of unre lated actors are said to
be working against the best interests of ordinary British people to advance a
“woke” agenda that is left- wing, anti- Brexit, pro- immigration and
unpat ri otic. Some conser vat ives, namely former Prime Minister Boris
Johnson, have even gone so far as to suggest that these forces form part of a
“deep state”, working in the shadows against the elected govern ment and
there fore against the people them selves. They purportedly do so by
advan cing “cultural Marxism” – pushing a silent revolu tion through, rather
than against, the key insti tu tions of the British State. Through an analysis of
polit ical speeches and of reports from right- wing think tanks close to the
Conser vative Party, this article seeks to analyse the British govern ment’s
recent attacks on those who it has desig nated as the prin cipal enemies of
the people: the univer sities, the BBC, the police and the judi ciary. These
attacks are not just rhet or ical but have concrete effects on the ground
which may seri ously under mine their inde pend ence. Whilst there is scant
evid ence for the apparent left- wing bias of these insti tu tions, painting them
as “woke” serves primarily as a useful popu list polit ical strategy, placing the
Conser vative Party firmly on the side of “the people” in the context of the
culture wars” and serving as a distrac tion from serious economic problems.

Français
Le Parti conser va teur britan nique adhère de plus en plus à une théorie du
complot de droite selon laquelle une multi tude d’acteurs sans lien appa rent
entre eux travaille raient contre les meilleurs inté rêts des Britan niques pour
faire avancer un programme « woke » qui serait anti- Brexit, pro- 
immigration et anti pa trio tique. Certains conser va teurs, notam ment l’ancien

Media and Cultural Studies. http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pd
f/our_work/breadth_opinion/content_analysis.pdf (3 March 2023).

Walker, Peter. 2019. Tory MP criticised for using anti-semitic term “cultural
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r/26/tory-mp-criticised-for-using-antisemitic-term-cultural-marxism (3 March
2023).

Woodcock, Andrew. 2019. Boris Johnson appears to contradict his own claim that
parliament suspension was “nothing to do with Brexit”. The Independent, 24
September. https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/boris-johnson-brex
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Premier ministre Boris Johnson, sont même allés jusqu’à suggérer que ces
forces font partie d’un « État profond », agis sant dans l’ombre contre le
gouver ne ment élu et donc contre le peuple lui- même. Elles le feraient en
promou vant le « marxisme culturel » menant ainsi une révo lu tion
silen cieuse à travers, plutôt que contre, les insti tu tions clés de l’État
britan nique. Cet article vise à analyser les récentes attaques du
gouver ne ment britan nique contre ceux qu'il a dési gnés comme les
prin ci paux ennemis du peuple : les univer sités, la BBC, la police et les juges.
Ces attaques ne sont pas seule ment rhéto riques mais ont des effets
concrets sur le terrain qui peuvent sérieu se ment compro mettre leur
indé pen dance. Alors qu'il n'existe que peu de preuves du biais de gauche de
ces insti tu tions, le fait de les dépeindre comme « woke » constitue avant
tout une stra tégie poli tique popu liste utile, plaçant ferme ment le Parti
conser va teur du côté du « peuple » dans le contexte des « guerres
cultu relles » et servant à détourner l'at ten tion des graves
problèmes économiques.

Mots-clés
conspiration, Parti conservateur britannique, populisme, État profond,
marxisme culturel, woke, analyse de discours
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conspiracy, Conservative Party, populism, deep state, cultural Marxism,
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Introduction
1. An ABC of mediatized transphobia
2. Examining transvestigations as a socio-discursive phenomenon
3. Discursive codes and online-offline mutuality
4. Reclaiming hate, challenging received wisdom, and the art of trolling(?)
Conclusion: Indeterminable authenticity in the attention economy

Introduction
The term transvestigation is a relat ively new coinage refer ring to a
specific socio- discursive phenomenon as it is plat formed on various
social media. Trans vest ig a tions are char ac ter ized by users refer ring
to a person’s physiolo gical features and beha viours as indic ative of
their trans gender status. These primarily erro neous assig na tions of a
person’s secret trans gender status are often directed at celebrities
and politi cians, though they are also directed at fictional – including
anim ated – char ac ters from popular media and people in the
trans vest ig ator’s offline life. By focusing on rudi mentary assump tions
of sexed physiolo gical differ ence and hege monic expect a tions of
gendered beha viours, trans vest ig ators deploy cis- norm ative
ideo lo gical framing and appeal to pseudo- scientific expertise to
legit imize trans phobia and conspir at orial thinking.

1

Despite the new nomen clature, these prac tices are not at all new on
social media and in popular media cultures, more gener ally. Reality

2
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shows like There’s Some thing About Miriam (2004) and the infamous
‘Female or Shemale’ segment aired on RuPaul’s Drag Race (2009 –
2023) have relied on the same tropes of trans gender women’s trickery
and miso gynist exam in a tions of women’s bodies. Indeed, even before
the term transvestigation was coined, conspir acies surrounding some
– primarily celebrity or other wise publicly known – women’s secret
trans gender status have been plat formed in various quar ters. For
example, Michelle Obama has long been victim of body- shaming for
her purportedly mascu line features – like the shape of her arms and
shoulders – and unfounded alleg a tions of her husband’s sexual
activity with other men. 1 These long- standing trans vest ig a tion
discourses, albeit known by other names, high light the inter sec tional
nature of the hate and victim iz a tion on which they are built.
Trans phobia, homo phobia, miso gyny, and racism are enmeshed –
albeit in various and vari able permuta tions – in order to enter tain
others and/or direct the critique of other’s bodies as evid ence of a
social deception.

What is specific to social media trans vest ig a tions, as opposed to
similar prac tices histor ic ally plat formed in popular media, is the
conspir at orial framing that under pins them. The conspir at orial basis
of trans vest ig a tion discourses is threefold: 1) trans gender ubiquity, 2)
the threat of social conta gion, and 3) the framing of trans gender
people as belonging to some elite cabal seeking to enslave the world’s
cisgender popu la tion at large. Again, these conspir acies build on
long- standing fascist ideo lo gies. That is, anti semitic and homo phobic
conspir acies of the 20  century were predic ated on similar premises
(see Kerl, 2022). That these have found a public resur gence among
the rising neo- fascism plat formed on today’s social medias cape is
unsur prising. Indeed, that they are now deployed against a new
target is indic ative of a shift in the locus of atten tion for reac tionary
politics and its asso ci ated socio- legal discourses in recent years.

3

th

This paper exam ines the mani fest a tion of trans vest ig a tions on social
media – focusing on posts from X (formerly known as Twitter) and
Instagram – and their rela tion ship with contem porary polit ical and
techno- discursive form a tions. First, I argue that trans vest ig a tions
contract some mutu ality with offline polit ical discourses in the
United Kingdom (UK) and United States (USA), which simil arly rely on
pre- occupations with sexed bodies and work to reify conspir acies of

4
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social conta gion. Second, I argue that the techno- discursive
prop er ties of social media inter ac tion and its mimetic antag onism
render the distinc tion between trans phobia and (potentially anti- 
transphobic) trolling a near impossible task. This paper there fore
critiques: (1) how social media and its users discurs ively (re)construct
a world without distinc tion between authen ti city and inauthenticity 2,
and (2) the mutu ally constitutive rela tion ship this inde term in ably
(in)authentic medias cape contracts with real- world politics. In doing
so, I seek to high light the infeas ib ility of social reform in these
contex tual condi tions. In an age of signi ficant and ever- increasing
soci etal trans phobia, this paper there fore seeks to provoke crit ical
conver sa tions about media literacy and the role of social media in
repro du cing, rein for cing, and resisting move ments to
hege monize hate.

1. An ABC of medi at ‐
ized transphobia
In this paper, I focus on three core elements of trans phobia as it is
currently medi at ized: antag onism, bigotry, and conspiracy. I argue
that this ABC of trans phobia repres ents the building blocks of the so- 
called ‘gender- critical’ narrat ives that are embedded in some of the
neo- fascist ideo lo gies increas ingly plat formed on social media and
that are reflected in reac tionary politico- legal shifts in the West.

5

Gender- critical ideo lo gies are largely predic ated on an antag on istic
posi tioning between sex, gender, and sexu ality (Webster, 2023).
Primarily, this antag onism is constructed vis- à-vis the inter sec tional
exper i ence of woman hood, wherein the exper i ence, safety, and rights
of cisgender women – and, often, specific ally cisgender lesbians – are
posi tioned as conflicting with those of trans gender women (see
Webster, 2022). Whilst there has been evid ence in the past to suggest
that the majority of cisgender women – including those identi fying as
lesbian or other wise sexu ally and/or romantic ally attracted to other
women (Curtice et al. 2019) – are supportive of trans gender
recog ni tion, vocal minor ities in various medi ated spaces have sought
to perpetuate this ideo lo gical and exper i en tial antag onism. On social
media, X (the plat form formerly known as Twitter) is perhaps the
plat form most readily asso ci ated with the medi at iz a tion of these

6
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gender- critical voices and narrat ives. Given that antag onism is
argu ably a long- standing commu nic ative norm on social
media (Farkas et al., 2018), and X/Twitter, in partic ular (cf. Evolvi
2019; Jane 2017), its use in the artic u la tion of trans phobic antag onism
is no real surprise. However, since 2019, trans phobia on Twitter – and
other social media plat forms – has gained signi ficant visib ility and
trac tion. Celebrities and politi cians past and present have espoused
their own brands of trans phobia, whether by posting their own
content or supporting the content of indi viduals and organ isa tions
that seek to falsely pit cisgender and trans gender women against one
another (see Gwen f frewi 2022; Ryan 2022). Moreover, the plat form
chose to remove protec tions for trans gender people from its hateful
conduct policy (Yang 2023). It is there fore also, perhaps, unsur prising
that positive atti tudes towards trans gender people have signi fic antly
decreased year- on-year since earlier polls (Billson 2023). And these
shifts have had great impact in real- world politics. In the USA,
legis lative and policy changes have vari ably been called for – and, in
several instances, passed – that reify the antag onism between
cisgender and trans gender women in the domains of educa tion,
health care, and sports (Funakoshi & Raychaudhuri 2023). In the UK,
this antag on istic posi tioning has been deployed in policy changes on
pris oner place ment and in debates over over arching equality
legis la tion (Webster 2023). As such, though under pinned by a gender- 
critical ideo lo gical fiction, the antag onism between gender, sex, and
sexu ality is a key feature of current artic u la tions of
medi at ized transphobia.

The bigotry of present- day trans phobia is grounded in a cis- hetero-
patriarchal hege mony, comprising sex essen tialism, compulsory
hetero sexu ality, and male supremacy. As Erspamer (1997� 153) astutely
notes: ‘[bigots] must oppose all those who contra dict their “single
Supreme”, their prin ciple of unitary conscious ness’. Indeed,
Erspamer’s equa tion of overt anti semitic bigotry and the more covert
bigotry of liberal toler ance is directly analogous to the current
medi at iz a tion of trans phobic bigotry. For example, overt trans phobia
can be found in the recent slogan eering around trans gender women’s
inher ently pred atory nature, including their victim iz a tion of women
and chil dren. Whilst entirely unfounded, these claims have also been
deployed in the legit im iz a tion of the politico- legal changes discussed

7
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above. Despite ongoing discourses of trans phobia from other far- 
right LGB groups (e.g. LGB Alliance, Gays Against Groomers), these
narrat ives often coin cide with parallel narrat ives that conflate trans
iden tities with drag perform ance and which also refer to other
gender, romantic, and sexual minor ities as paedo philes or other wise
as sexual pred ators. Much of this is also plat formed on social media,
by groups like Libs of TikTok, leading to multiple plat forms banning
the use of the term groomers to refer to LGBTQ+ people (Drennen
2022). More covert trans phobia – or, at least, that which is perceived
as less extreme – can also be found in similar quar ters. For example,
the very notion that gender- critical and trans- affirming views have
equal moral and intel lec tual worth based solely on an unwavering –
and flawed – commit ment to the ideo lo gical bounds of demo cracy (cf.
Webster 2023) is evoc ative of Erspamer’s critique of toler ance. In the
UK, this has been repeatedly evid enced in the domain of politics and
educa tion, including in the passing of the Higher Educa tion (Freedom
of Speech) Act 2023, which saw 8 of 26 public evid ence submis sions
vari ably refer ence this equi val ence, including gender- critical beliefs
(Ahmed, 2021; Stock, 2021), ‘trans gender ideo logy’ (Biggar 2021),
‘trans gender Ortho doxy’ (Kaufmann 2021), or ‘trans phobia row’
(Durham Students’ Union 2021), in their justi fic a tion for the bill to be
passed. Similar are calls for the creation of a ‘third space’ in service
provi sion (e.g. Lamb Tod 2018) and guid ance that encour ages
educators to misgender pupils and out them to their parents (Hunte
2023), which are legit im ized as a solu tion that protects cisgender
women and chil dren from perceived threats whilst also recog nizing
trans gender iden tities. Such posi tions evoke Erspamer’s (1997� 152)
narrative of compel ling the outsider to ‘restrict them selves to
“offi cially” sanc tioned discursive form a tions’. As such, whilst there are
contex tual nuances unique to today’s trans phobic bigotry, such
medi at ized discourses bear stark simil ar ities to histor ical fascist
bigo tries, partic u larly with regards homo phobia and racism.

Iden tity with histor ical – and ongoing – anti semitism and
homo phobia is as prevalent in the conspir at orial under pin ning of
trans phobia as with the mani fest a tions of its bigotry. The paral lels
between trans phobia and homo phobia are perhaps most easily
iden ti fied. For example, the legit im iz a tion of new bills and guid ance
surrounding the teaching of trans gender iden tities – and teaching by

8
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trans gender educators – in both the USA and the UK are an exact
replica of the ideo logy under pin ning ‘Section 28’ (Local Govern ment
Act [1988]) in 1980s Britain. This conspiracy of social contagion via
educa tion in histor ical homo phobic discourse directly correl ates with
contem porary anxi eties surrounding viral conta gion of HIV/AIDS
(Haydon and Scraton 2002). This same conflu ence of medical
discourse and a social conta gion threat ening chil dren can be seen in
conspir acies of ‘rapid onset gender dysphoria (ROGD)’, which
trans phobes claim is a symptom of trans gender visib ility (see Ashley
2022). Iron ic ally, such trans phobic discourses are argu ably reliant on
a mani fest a tion of the earlier described covert liberal trans phobia,
with proponents of banning gender- affirming care for trans gender
chil dren and young people citing a preven tion of gay and lesbian
erasure. That is, gender- affirming care for trans gender chil dren and
young people will force those who would other wise identify as either
gay or lesbian to trans ition in order to ‘fit in’ with a homo phobic
trans gender zeit geist. These conspir acies are even legit im ized in –
albeit signi fic antly meth od o lo gic ally flawed and evid ently aligned
with so- called ‘gender crit ical’ ideo logy – academic liter ature (see
Littman 2018). The logical conclu sion to this social contagion
conspiracy, then, is the ubiquity of trans gender iden tities and the
whole sale replace ment of other wise gender- nonconforming LGB
iden tities. This is, of course, patently untrue. But this conspir at orial
framing also taps into some kind of trans gender scheme to amend
the social order in one way or another. Indeed, although the
inter secting conspir acies of homo phobia and trans phobia are
seem ingly obvious, the re- appropriation of anti semitic conspir acies
in narrat ives of trans gender ubiquity is perhaps more subtle. For
example, a partic u larly common (neo-)fascist trope is the conspiracy
of a ‘slave- like new world order’ driven by a Jewish elite and their
other wise leftist co- conspirators (Lamy 1997� 106). I argue that it is
exactly this paral lelism with anti semitic conspiracy that is
simul tan eously the most dangerous and most ridicu lous found a tion
of trans vest ig a tions as plat formed online. It is the discursive
mani fest a tion of a trans gender ‘new world order’ conspiracy that
most expli citly calls into ques tion the authen ti city of
trans vest ig a tions as what one might call ‘authentic’ hate. Indeed, the
well- evidenced neo- fascist pre- occu pa tion with disin form a tion and
conspiracy, coupled with a consistent engage ment with social media
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for propagating such narrat ives, relies on a re- deployment of
histor ical conspir acies to stoke fear and legit imize ‘authentic’ bigotry.
I argue that these very contex tual condi tions – of neo- fascist
propensities for disin form a tion and the afford ances of social media –
make it impossible to determine the authen ti city of these discursive
mani fest a tions of transphobia as neo- fascist conspiracy, as opposed
to a unique form of (potentially anti- fascist) trolling.

In the age of social media’s attention- industrial complex, the impact
of medi at ized trans phobia is far- reaching. That is, it the trans phobia
plat formed on social media does not occur in a digital vacuum.
Rather, it is evident that social media mani fest a tions of trans phobia
are largely inex tric able from the ‘real- world trans phobia’ evid enced in
recent social, polit ical, and legal changes in the UK and USA. This
paper there fore exam ines trans vest ig a tions as a socio- discursive
phenomenon that exists in a mutu ally constitutive rela tion ship with
offline struc tures of increasing struc tural inequality.

9

2. Examining trans vest ig a tions as
a socio- discursive phenomenon
The plat forming of gender- critical ideo logy on social media is
nothing new. Renowned for their connec tion with trans phobia and
gender- critical discourses are X/Twitter and Mumsnet (Pearce et
al. 2020). Other trans phobic discourses have notably been plat formed
else where (see, for example, Thach et al., 2022). However, the
‘trans vest ig a tion’ phenomenon has surfaced on most major plat forms,
including X/Twitter, Reddit, YouTube, Instagram, and TikTok. I
analyse in this paper 26 instances of ‘trans vest ig a tion’ discourses as
plat formed on X/Twitter and Instagram. These data were selected
via platform- internal searches for the terms transvestigation and
transvestigations. Engage ment with these search results in turn led to
the iden ti fic a tion of new key terms and phrases within this
conspir at orial lexicon, including EGI (or, elite gender inversion), and
of responses to such posts in the form of both satire and
conspir at orial solid arity. I recog nize that the contex tual nuances of a
plat forms’ afford ances, its users’ engage ment, and its platform- 
internal condi tions directly influ ence how discourses are mani fested.
This paper focuses on the general struc tural condi tions of today’s

10
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social medias cape, which prior it ises atten tion and antag onism, that
render the authen ti city of trans vest ig a tion discourses and their
conspir at orial under pin nings inde term in able. As such, I do not argue
for or seek to identify differ ences in the mani fest a tion of such
discourses across and between plat forms. Instead, I focus on the
unifying features of trans vest ig a tions as a socio- discursive
phenomenon that spans both trans phobia and trolling.

Whilst I rely on a broadly inter dis cip linary approach to crit ical media
studies, I primarily draw from socio- cognitive discourse studies (e.g.
van Dijk 2009) as a meth od o lo gical approach and theor et ical
frame work. In so doing, I rely on a tripartite theor et ical and analyt ical
struc ture. At the theor et ical macro- level, there are the largely
unchan ging struc tural condi tions that vari ably enable and constrain
the ways in which we can go on in the world. These are analys able at
varying scales, including the political-  economic condi tions of the
offline world (within which the online world is embedded), the
prevailing condi tions of social media commu nic a tion in an age
wherein it is inex tric able from our daily lives, or the local condi tions
of a specific plat form and its internal techno-  social ecosystem. At
the micro- level, there are the discursive mani fest a tions of our
exper i ences, ideas, values, and beliefs. On social media, these are
vari ably analys able as the text, images, audio- visual content, and
meta- communicative func tions (e.g. likes, shares, follower/friend
connec tions) that are produced, distrib uted, and consumed in social
media inter ac tions. It is at the meso- level of cogni tion – of
inter pret a tion and construal – that I argue the trouble with
trans vest ig a tions occurs. Cogni tion is theor ized as a medi atory
process bridging macro- level struc tures and micro- level discourse.
However, because the prevailing struc tures of today’s attention- 
industrial complex broadly encom passes norms of disin form a tion,
the radic al iz a tion of polit ical ideo logy, and extreme antag onism, it
calls into ques tion how users’ discursive inter ac tions interact with
those struc tures. That is, do discourses authen tic ally reflect the
social struc tures most directly asso ci ated with their linguistic content
(i.e. an increasing soci etal trans phobia)? Or, do they represent an
inter pret a tion of the context’s commu nic ative function (i.e.
disin genuous commu nic a tion, disin form a tion, and antag onism)?
Indeed, given that the rela tion ship between discourse and society is

11



ELAD-SILDA, 9 | 2024

mutu ally constitutive and there fore bi- directional, (how far) do
transvestigationdiscourses reify soci etal trans phobia and/or the
inde term in able authen ti city of social media commu nic a tion? In this
paper, I primarily argue for the inde term inacy of trans vest ig a tions as
an authentic discursive mani fest a tion of trans phobia. I also argue,
then, that the inter play between trans vest ig a tion discourses, users’
responses to them, and authentic examples of trans phobia in both
online and offline spheres, renders this inde term inacy of its status
as an authentically trans phobic discourse a moot point. Rather, I
contend that it is exactly the mutual rein force ment of online and
offline commu nic ative practices as inde term in ably authentic in
contexts of hate that should provoke us – as scholars, activ ists, and
global citizens alike – to reas sess the role social media play in
repro du cing, resisting, and rein for cing socio- structural inequalities.

3. Discursive codes and online- 
offline mutuality
A basic textual analysis unveils discursive codes that are both
commonly shared among trans vest ig a tion posts and shared with
offline politicking around trans gender iden tities in the USA and the
UK. I focus here on the pre- occupation with sexed physiology –
including muscu lo skeletal features and external sex char ac ter istics –
and false appeals to scientific expertise as a legit im iz a tion strategy.
From these features, I argue that trans vest ig a tion discourses online
share features with offline polit ical discourses in their discursive
mani fest a tions of trans phobia. I also discuss some coin ages specific
to trans vest ig a tion discourses that high light their conspir at orial
under pin ning and inde term in able authenticity.

12

There is a signi ficant focus on the size, shape, and spati ality of a
person’s muscu lo skeletal features in trans vest ig a tion discourses.
Tran vestig ators often refer ence the skull and the place ment or shape
of facial features as a purportedly fool- proof and consistent means of
identi fying an indi vidual’s sex as assigned at birth (examples 1-2).
Other examples also focus on the size and shape of specific body
parts (examples 3-4). Some of these examples appro priate
rudi mentary means of identi fying the sex of skulls and/or skel etons,
which rely on aver aged meas ure ments and do not consist ently

13
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account for what bodies would look like with muscle, flesh, hair, and
clothing (cf. Univer sity of Shef field 2023).

Again, other examples deviate from this and make use of completely
arbit rary meas ure ments for sex distinc tion that are remin is cent of
chil dren’s tall tales and nonsense ‘folk’ know ledge, such as the
number of heads that should fit within a person’s shoulder span or
the relative length of their index and middle finger (example 5). The
logical fallacy – argu mentum ab auctoritate, or argu ment from
authority – of uncrit ic ally appealing to science and folk know ledge is
a means of legit im izing the assig na tion of (secretive) trans gender
status to the person under analysis, posi tioning the user posting the
content as an expert. Indeed, this is rein forced in those posts that
seek to instruct others on how to engage in trans vest ig a tions
(examples 5-6). Despite the ridicu lous ness of these claims, they are
by no means harm less. Aside from the trans phobia (and, most often,
miso gyny) inherent in pejoratively ques tioning a person’s sex assigned
at birth with refer ence only to phys ical features, these discourses
bear more than a passing resemb lance to histor ical applic a tions of
pseudo- science to violent ends, which used physiolo gical features to
clas sify indi viduals as less than, other, or otherwise undesirable (e.g.
phren o logy; eugenics).

14
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Example 1. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

https://publications-prairial.fr/elad-silda/docannexe/image/1511/img-1.png


ELAD-SILDA, 9 | 2024

Example 2. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

https://publications-prairial.fr/elad-silda/docannexe/image/1511/img-2.png
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Example 3. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

Example 4. Retrieved from Instagram.

https://publications-prairial.fr/elad-silda/docannexe/image/1511/img-3.png
https://publications-prairial.fr/elad-silda/docannexe/image/1511/img-4.png
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Example 5. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

As can be gleaned from the above examples, visual accom pani ments
range from the obvious to the outlandish. With refer ence to the
former, there is some pre- occupation with the (in)visib ility of genitals
or secondary sex char ac ter istics as an indic ator of a person’s sex
(examples 6-7). The latter, then, use bizarre image over lays and other
symbols to visu ally demon strate the sexed shapes and meas ure ments
described in the above para graph (examples 8-9). A pre- occu pa tion
with genitals is perhaps unsur prising, given that a common
trans phobic trope surrounds the concept of genital recon fig ur a tion –
or lack thereof – and that gender- critical discourse is often
under pinned by the threat of the ‘physiolo gic ally intact’ transwoman- 
as- pred ator. As such, whilst the examples appear ridicu lous and can
be easily explained by such concepts as lighting, dress, pose, and
inten tional editing, they do serve to rein force existing trans phobic
ideo lo gies. The more bizarre use of visual over lays (i.e. draw ings of
skulls, spines, and pelvises) and symbols indic ating spati ality in the
musculo- skeletal struc ture, then, simply serve to rein force the logical
fallacy of trans vest ig a tions’ appeal to authority. Again, this is
rein forced by pseudo- tutorials on how to apply such invest ig ative
tools (example 10), which further construct an expert posi tioning
among some users within trans vest ig a tion discourses.

15
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Example 6. Retrieved from Instagram.

Example 7. Retrieved from Instagram.

https://publications-prairial.fr/elad-silda/docannexe/image/1511/img-6.png
https://publications-prairial.fr/elad-silda/docannexe/image/1511/img-7.png
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Example 8. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

https://publications-prairial.fr/elad-silda/docannexe/image/1511/img-8.png
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Example 9. Retrieved from Instagram.

https://publications-prairial.fr/elad-silda/docannexe/image/1511/img-9.png
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Example 10. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

Whilst many of these posts merely allude to a conspiracy of
trans gender ubiquity, partic u larly among celebrities, others expli citly
name it. These range from the simplistic and explicit phrasing of
‘illu minati tran nies are every where’ and similar construc tions
(example 11) to more obscure refer ences invoking other conspir at orial
discourses (examples 12-20). Coin ages like ‘elite gender inver sion’ and
‘[the] wonky eye’ take the conspiracy of social conta gion implied in
other posts to greater lengths. Specific refer ence to ‘elites’ – in the
form of celebrities and politi cians – as somehow inverted and
other wise in a posi tion of power over others is evoc ative of
anti semitic conspir acies of a new world order (cf. Lamy 1997). A pre-
occu pa tion with eyes, as can be seen in other examples above, and a
focus on ‘[the] wonky eye’ argu ably also invoke similar conspir at orial
discourses. For example, the conspiracy of the ‘Illu minati’, which is
also oft- associated with anti semitism (see Garner et al. 2022), is

16
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Example 11. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

Example 12. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

heavily asso ci ated with eye imagery (see Stæhr 2014). Within
conspiracy models, the place ment of secret imagery is seen to be
indic ative of a secret code or clues as to the cabal’s exist ence (cf.
Dyrendal 2012). Again, these allu sions to conspiracy and anti semitic
tropes indicate a simil arity with other mani fest a tions of fascist
ideo logy, both past and present.
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Example 13. Retrieved from X/Twitter.
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Example 14. Retrieved from X/Twitter.
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Example 15. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

Of course, many of the examples cross the line from the laugh able to
the utterly ridicu lous. However, some of the features of
trans vest ig a tion discourses are not without their direct coun ter parts
in offline politicking against trans gender people in the UK and the
USA. Politi cians readily rely on the same tropes to legit imize their
ideo lo gical posi tions and justify politico- legislative changes. Whether
a pre- occupation with physiology in the form of genital
config ur a tions (Brooks 2023; Lavi etes 2023) and other
unsub stan ti ated refer ences to biology (Meighan 2023), or false
appeals to science to support conspiracy theories of social conta gion
in rela tion to both iden tity (Dodds 2023) and beha viour (Kessler
2023), there is evidently some mutu ality between trans vest ig a tions
discourses and politi cised trans phobia offline. Indeed, the more
(seem ingly) ridicu lous aspects of plat formed trans vest ig a tion
discourse aside, it is exactly this mutu ality between online and offline
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trans phobia that argu ably make the inde term inacy of
trans vest ig a tions’ authen ti city some what irrel evant. That is, many
elements of such discourses and ideo lo gies are granted legit imacy by
dint of their reific a tion in real- world prac tices that have signi ficant
and concrete impacts on – both trans gender and cisgender – people’s
capa city to safely and freely go on in the world.

4. Reclaiming hate, chal len ging
received wisdom, and the art
of trolling(?)
Other users’ responses to trans vest ig a tion posts also high light key
features that impact the inde term inacy of the wider trans vest ig a tion
discourse’s authen ti city. I categorise these responses into three main
themes. The first is what I call ‘reclaiming hate’, wherein users
respond to trans vest ig a tions – either directly to specific posts or
more gener ally to the wider discourse – with humour and satire in
order to mock the ridicu lous ness and ques tion their authen ti city. The
second category I dub ‘chal len ging received wisdom’, which
repres ents users who posi tion them selves as sympath etic to the
trans vest ig ator’s cause, or at least broadly to gender- critical
trans phobia, but chal lenge their conclu sions and methods. Finally,
and perhaps the most indic ative of trans vest ig a tions’ inde term in able
authen ti city is the category that I have delib er ately named with/as a
ques tion: “the art of trolling?”. In this discursive mani fest a tion,
trans vest ig a tions are directed at known trans phobes and gender- 
critical figures. As opposed to the ‘reclaiming hate’ category, a
satir ical inten tion in these posts is not evident and they are instead
indis tin guish able from other transvestigations.
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By re- contextualising trans vest ig a tion discourses as an object of
humour, users deride their conspir at orial under pin ning and attempt
to negate their harmful inten tions. In doing so, users share favour ites
(examples 16-17), post satir ical re- appropriations (example 18), and
directly chal lenge their authen ti city (examples 19-20). Whilst users
often take care to ensure that these responses are expli citly satir ical
and that they do not enable trans vest ig ator’s to accu mu late atten tion
from such satire (e.g., by posting screen shots, rather than sharing

19



ELAD-SILDA, 9 | 2024

Example 16. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

content via a plat form’s internal sharing mech anism), this re- 
appropriation of discursive strategies of one’s ‘ideo lo gical opponent’
is a direct example of the propensity for social media users to
engage in mimetic antagonism. This phenomenon refers to the ‘type
of [discursive] mirroring where combatants increas ingly come to
resemble each other’ (Jane 2017� 467).

Albeit an inten tional mirroring, in the atten tion economy of social
media, this kind of provoc ative satir isa tion poten tially repres ents a
direct attack on trans vest ig a tion discourses and its – assumedly –
gender- critical and trans phobic ideo lo gical bases. Indeed, this again
calls into ques tion the redund ancy of determ ining the authen ti city of
trans vest ig a tion discourses. For those users without the capa city or
inclin a tion to crit ic ally inter rogate the media they consume, these
prac tices of satir isa tion may also serve to rein force ongoing
antag onism and vitriol in more general gender- critical fora.

20
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Example 17. Retrieved from X/Twitter.
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Example 18. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

https://publications-prairial.fr/elad-silda/docannexe/image/1511/img-18.png


ELAD-SILDA, 9 | 2024

Example 19. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

Example 20. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

The argu ment that trans vest ig a tions could well be indis tin guish able
from other forms of authentic plat formed trans phobia, even by
gender- critical indi viduals them selves, is rein forced in the way such
users chal lenge the received wisdom of trans vest ig a tion posts. Such
examples do not expli citly chal lenge the ridicu lous ness of
trans vest ig a tions, more gener ally, but seek primarily to chal lenge the
methods applied and conclu sions drawn (examples 21-22). These
chal lenges can also rely on personal exper i ences and anec dotes to
refute claims made about specific celebrities (examples 23-24). Whilst
these chal lenges evid ently call into ques tion the constitutive
elements of trans vest ig a tion posts, they do not expli citly chal lenge
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the authen ti city or appro pri ate ness of trans vest ig a tions as a
general socio- discursive practice.

Indeed, this lack of direct chal lenge to trans vest ig a tions, more
broadly, lend legit imacy to the argu ment that they are
indis tin guish able from other socio- discursive mani fest a tions of
trans phobia. The possib ility of all such challenges also being posted
by users pretending to be gender- critical notwith standing, this has
striking implic a tions for the online- offline mutu ality of trans phobic
discourses. That is, if ordinary citizens and organ isa tions are already
influ enced by transvestigation- esque discourses in the justi fic a tion
for poli cing gendered spaces (e.g. Billson 2022; O’Sullivan 2021), then
there is little in the way of preventing trans vest ig a tions from being
directly refer enced or other wise re- appropriated in offline polit ical
discourse in the same way as other features of trans phobia have
already. After all, I have explained above how such offline polit ical
discourses already show substantive iden tity with tropes of more
general trans phobic discourse, which are also evident
in transvestigations.
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Example 21. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

Example 22. Retrieved from X/Twitter.
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Example 23. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

Example 24. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

Another poten tial example of trans phobia ‘eating itself’ is found in the
final category of trans vest ig a tion responses, wherein there are
specific exam in a tions of and calls to trans vest igate known gender- 
critical figures. Whilst such calls have been used by trans gender
users and their allies in the past during explicit attempts to troll
trans phobic users, there are also examples that are not expli citly
satir ical (examples 25-26). Given that there is no explicit indic a tion of
satire, and that such posts also include many of the transvestigation- 
specific discursive codes iden ti fied earlier in this paper, these
examples represent the most direct chal lenge to the determ in ab ility
of trans vest ig a tions’ inau thenti city. Perhaps these are examples of
anti- transphobic trolling, which seek to high light exactly the
ridicu lous ness of trans vest ig a tions and their conspir at orial
under pin ning. Other wise, they may represent a signi ficant exten sion
of the conspir acies of trans gender ubiquity and the exist ence of an
elite trans gender cabal. That is, if taken as an authentic theory, the
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Example 25. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

conspiracy poten tially extends to the premise that an elite
trans gender cabal is so deeply engrained in society’s struc tures that
elite trans gender indi viduals are also embedded at the upper
echelons of their own ideo lo gical oppos i tion (i.e. within the ranks of
trans phobic and/or other wise ‘gender- critical’ ideo logues).
Regard less of whether this is partic u larly soph ist ic ated and ‘layered’
trolling or an over- extension of a trans phobic and anti semitic
conspiracy theory, these examples offer the most direct explan a tion
for why we must reas sess our crit ical engage ment with social media
as a vehicle for resisting, repro du cing, and hege mon izing hate.
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Example 26. Retrieved from X/Twitter.

Each of these categories of response argu ably contrib utes to and
repres ents examples of a social medias cape wherein authen ti city –
whether of hate, satire, or some other discursive func tion – is largely
inde term in able. Indeed, the antag on istic commu nic ative norms of
social media’s atten tion economy – wherein ideo lo gical polar iz a tion
is seem ingly predic ated on an ever- increasing radic al iz a tion of
narrative – mean that even users engaged in the antag onism over
trans gender recog ni tion (and on both sides) are evid ently unsure of
the (in)authen ti city of trans vest ig a tions as a form of plat formed
trans phobia. Again, this renders the authen ti city – or not – of such
discourses a moot point insofar as, regard less of their authen ti city,
trans vest ig a tions serve to rein force antag on istic commu nic a tion
between ideo lo gical oppon ents in the social medias cape. Moreover,
their indis tin guishab ility from other wise authentic gender- critical
narrat ives means that trans vest ig a tions also represent a signi ficant
poten tial threat similar to that of more mundane mani fest a tions of
trans phobia, which have already gained a foothold in offline polit ical
discourse. This is espe cially true in an offline politico- legal context
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that is, itself, increas ingly indis tin guish able from the attention- 
industrial complex of mass (social) mediatization.

Conclu sion: Inde term in able
authen ti city in the atten ‐
tion economy
This paper sought not only to explain the inde term in able authen ti city
of trans vest ig a tion discourses and their conspir at orial under pin ning,
but also to high light the implic a tions such inde term in able
authen ti city has on our crit ical engage ment with social media as a
vehicle for repro du cing, rein for cing, and resisting socio- structural
inequal ities. In so doing, I constructed two primary argu ments: (1)
trans vest ig a tions are partially reified in ongoing offline politico- legal
mani fest a tions of trans phobia and risk being increas ingly reified in
the future; and (2) the techno- social afford ances of social media
render the authen ti city of transvestigations as trans phobic discourse
a largely mean ing less concept.

25

The inde term in able authen ti city of trans vest ig a tions and the existing
mutu ality between online and offline trans phobia argu ably serves to
shift the Overton window of what is palat able in Western polit ical
discourse. Trans phobia evid ently already has a foothold in ongoing
politico- legal move ments in the UK and the USA. Some features of
trans vest ig a tion discourses, including the pre- occupation with
genitals and falla cious appeals to scientific expertise, are already
mani fested in offline politics and (calls for) legis lative change. That
trans vest ig a tions are largely indis tin guish able from other forms of –
what we might call – authentic trans phobia means that it is not
unreal istic to presup pose that the further embed ding of the
found a tional prin ciples of trans vest ig a tion discourses is also a
poten tial threat to social harmony and the (continuing) equit able
socio- legal recog ni tion of trans gender iden tities and indi viduals.
Indeed, similar narrat ives are already used to justify citizen poli cing
of gender- segregated spaces, which has impacted both trans gender
and cisgender people. It is important to note that I am not, myself,
enga ging here in conspir at orial thinking. I do not think that
politi cians will intro duce bone- measuring prac tices in order to
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Ahmed, Arif. 2021. Written evidence to UK Parliament [HEFSB06], 1 September 2021.
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5802/cmpublic/HigherEducation/mem
o/HEFSB06.htm.

enable access to sexed spaces. Rather, given the apparent simil ar ities
between trans phobia and other (neo-)fascist discourses past and
present, I am suggesting that such prac tices may also begin to bear
simil arity to such discourses. That is, people – cisgender and
trans gender alike – may (feel the) need to carry iden tity docu ments
to prove their gender or sex at specific points in their daily lives.

Perhaps more crit ical to this forum as an exer cise in academic
dialogue, the inde term in able authen ti city of trans vest ig a tions
provokes signi ficant ques tions about our engage ment as crit ical
discourse/media analysts with social media commu nic a tion as an
object of enquiry. My analysis here is intended to high light that it is
not (neces sarily) enough to see social media as a direct reflec tion of
society or as a causal mech anism of social inequality. Instead, I argue
that the inde term in able authen ti city of trans vest ig a tions points to
the mutu ally constitutive rela tion ship between social media
discourse and society at large (both online and offline) is not simply
bi- directional, but far more deeply enmeshed, entangled, and
confused. What we might have previ ously iden ti fied as one discursive
phenomenon or another – for example, satire or conspiracy – or even
as one masquer ading as another is not suffi cient to account for the
hyper com plexity of social media discourse.

27

Instead, trans vest ig a tions are an example of how discourses can be
repres ent ative of both one thing and another simul tan eously, albeit
vari ably inter preted and inter pretable. I there fore contend that
hyper com plexity and inde term inacy is a largely unchange able
structural- discursive condi tion of our contem porary social
medias cape. I end this paper, then, with a provoca tion: without
radic ally rethinking our approach to crit ic ally analysing social media
discourse, we are at risk of misun der standing its ongoing, ever- 
evolving inter ac tion with and impact on wider society, rendering our
(inter)discip linary pursuits towards social change redundant.
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1  See Farand (2017) and Stanley (2023) for examples of press coverage from
supposedly well- reputed outlets on various elements of these
unfounded allegations.

2  See also Sawyer (2018) on ‘social media as an appar atus that implodes the
concept of “truth”’.

English
This article explores the socio- behavioral phenomenon of
“trans vest ig a tions” in social media discourses. This phenomenon is most
often char ac ter ized by users refer ring – erro neously – to apparent
physiolo gical cues of one's assigned sex at birth, which motivate their
inter pret a tion of one's trans gender status, partic u larly among those who do
not identify as trans gender and focus primarily on cisgender celebrities. It
is diffi cult to know whether these beha viors and inter ac tions are
symp to matic of an authentic “gender crit ical” ideo logy or inau thentic
prac tices that only fan the flames of antag onism in an ongoing social
struggle. In this paper, I explain how trans vest ig a tions are primarily based
on trans phobic “gender crit ical” discourses and are funda ment ally
under pinned by a conspiracy of trans gender ubiquity. I also explain how
trans gender users and their allies troll trans vest ig ators by mocking the
same discourses and assump tions. To do so, I analyze social media data
using methods from cultural polit ical economy and social- cognitive
discourse studies. I argue that the possib il ities and uses of social media for
misin form a tion, conspiracy, and mimetic antag onism facil itate a discursive
land scape in which authentic "gender- critical" discourses are
indis tin guish able from poten tially inau thentic conspir at orial discourses. By
high lighting how social media and its users (re)construct a world without
distinc tion between authen ti city and inau thenti city, this article raises
ques tions about the im/possib il ities of change in contexts of ongoing and
ever- increasing antagonisms.
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Français
Cet article explore le phéno mène socio com por te mental des
« trans ves ti ga tions » dans les discours des médias sociaux. Ce phéno mène
se carac té rise le plus souvent par le fait que les utili sa teurs se réfèrent – à
tort – à des indices physio lo giques appa rents du sexe assigné à la nais sance,
qui motivent leur inter pré ta tion du statut trans genre d'une personne, en
parti cu lier parmi les personnes ne s'iden ti fiant pas comme trans genres,
avec une atten tion prin ci pa le ment portée sur les célé brités cisgenres. Il est
diffi cile de savoir si ces compor te ments et inter ac tions sont
symp to ma tiques d'une idéo logie authen tique de « critique du genre » ou de
pratiques inau then tiques qui ne font qu'at tiser les anta go nismes dans une
lutte sociale perma nente. Dans cet article, j'ex plique comment les enquêtes
sur les personnes trans genres s'ap puient prin ci pa le ment sur des discours
trans phobes de « critique du genre » et sont fonda men ta le ment sous- 
tendues par une conspi ra tion de l'om ni pré sence des personnes trans genres.
J'ex plique égale ment comment les utili sa teurs trans genres et leurs alliés
trollent les trans ves ti ga teurs en se moquant des mêmes discours et
hypo thèses. Pour ce faire, j'ana lyse les données des médias sociaux à l'aide
de méthodes inspi rées de l'éco nomie poli tique cultu relle et de l'étude du
discours socio cog nitif. Je soutiens que les possi bi lités et les utili sa tions des
médias sociaux pour la désin for ma tion, la conspi ra tion et l'an ta go nisme
mimé tique faci litent un paysage discursif dans lequel les discours
authen tiques « critiques à l'égard du genre » sont impos sibles à distin guer
des discours conspi ra tion nistes poten tiel le ment inau then tiques. En
souli gnant comment les médias sociaux et leurs utili sa teurs (re)construisent
un monde sans distinc tion entre authen ti cité et inau then ti cité, cet article
pose des ques tions sur les im/possi bi lités de chan ge ment dans des
contextes d'an ta go nismes continus et toujours croissants.
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transvestigations, transgenre, transphobie, médias sociaux, complot,
authenticité, discours de haine
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Introduction
Dans le prolon ge ment des travaux menés par Danblon et Nicolas
(Danblon et Nicolas 2010 ; Nicolas 2014 ; Danblon 2020) et des
récentes réflexions en analyse du discours sur les théo ries du
complot (voir notam ment Demata et al. 2022), cet article se propose

1
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d’analyser un méca nisme persuasif – le recours à l’exemple
histo rique – à l’œuvre dans certains discours complotistes 1. Nous
consi dé rons en effet les discours complo tistes comme des discours
qui refusent l’expli ca tion commu né ment admise d’un événe ment. De
fait, ils se présentent comme des contre- argumentations qui doivent
non seule ment exposer leurs argu ments, mais surtout persuader les
audi toires de leur version des faits de l’événe ment dont ils traitent
(Nicolas 2014 ; Herman et Oswald 2022).

Nous situons ainsi notre analyse des discours complo tistes dans une
approche rhéto rique descrip tive (Amossy 2021 [2000] ; Piazza 2004 ;
Danblon 2013) qui cherche, non pas selon une démarche norma tive à
iden ti fier les poten tielles erreurs de raison ne ment présentes dans ces
discours, mais bien à comprendre pour quoi et comment ils peuvent
avoir un effet persuasif. En rhéto rique, on a coutume de consi dérer
trois niveaux de preuves 2 dans la persua sion : la construc tion
discur sive d’un raison ne ment logique (logos), le carac tère de l’orateur
qui se donne à voir par le discours (ethos) et la dispo si tion
émotion nelle de l’audi toire (pathos). Au niveau du logos, dans les
discours complo tistes en parti cu lier, le seul niveau factuel de
l’argu men ta tion logique ne suffi rait pas à emporter l’adhésion.

2

En effet, avec cette étude, nous pensons pouvoir soutenir que la
persua sion complo tiste n’est pas simple ment d’ordre logique et
factuel – niveau sur lequel portent prin ci pa le ment les travaux autour
des biais cogni tifs et de fact- checking 3 – mais qu’elle repose aussi sur
un effet persuasif lié à l’exemple histo rique (paradeigma 4). Nous nous
concen tre rons sur trois de ses fonc tions persua sives : une fonc tion
d’argu men ta tion par l’analogie [3.1], une fonc tion épidic tique [3.2] et
une fonc tion exem plaire [3.3] (Paissa 2016).

3

Nous ferons ensuite l’hypo thèse que produire une argu men ta tion
fondée sur l’exemple histo rique contribue à la construc tion d’un
ethos 5, pour les orateurs complo tistes, comme des témoins de
l’événe ment dont ils traitent. D’une part cet ethos parti cu lier aux
orateurs complo tistes légi time et authen tifie leurs discours, et
d’autre part, leur permet de proposer un discours persuasif pour les
événe ments dont ils se font les porte- paroles.

4
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1. Présen ta tion du corpus
Pour explorer cette hypo thèse, nous avons choisi un corpus composé
prin ci pa le ment de diffé rents extraits de discours complo tistes, en
fran çais, qui soutiennent l’idée que la pandémie de covid- 19 aurait été
orches trée par des puis sances extrêmes à dessein de nous contrôler
au moyen de la vaccination 6. L’ensemble de ces discours ont été
produits entre juin 2020 et septembre 2021 sur diffé rentes
plate formes numé riques (Twitter et YouTube ou des équivalents).

5

Le corpus [4] est un extrait de discours prononcé par Jean- Jacques
Crève coeur, figure notoire de la scène complo tiste fran co phone, dans
une émis sion qu’il enre gistre seul : « Les conver sa tions du lundi ». Cet
extrait est le plus ancien (29 juin 2020), il s’agit d’un extrait de
discours prononcé au début de la crise du covid- 19.

6

Le corpus [2] est un tweet du chan teur fran çais Francis Lalanne,
posté le 27 mai 2021 et repris d’une vidéo de L’Extrac teur autour
du complotisme 7 et de la figure essen tia lisée du Juif.

7

Enfin, les corpus [1] et [3] sont des extraits de l’émis sion « L’info en
ques tion », présentée égale ment par Jean- Jacques Crève coeur. Le
corpus [1] reprend l’une de ses inter ven tions dans l’émis sion du
9 septembre 2021, et le corpus [3] reprend l’une des inter ven tions de
Muriel Hubin, autre parti ci pante à la même émission.

8

Pour chaque corpus, à la première occur rence de celui- ci, un lien
URL renvoie à la séquence en ques tion, avec le minu tage précis
permet tant d’écouter le discours.

9

Ce corpus a été choisi pour étudier l’effet persuasif produit par la
mobi li sa tion d’exemples histo riques dans les discours complo tistes.
Ce raison ne ment, que l’on peut définir comme un raison ne ment
argu men tatif par analogie avec un événe ment passé, est, dans la
tradi tion rhéto rique, le propre des discours déli bé ra tifs ou poli tiques.
Nous avons donc déli mité notre corpus parmi un ensemble de
discours complo tistes qui répon daient à des ques tions d’ordre
déli bé ratif dans la gestion de la crise sani taire du covid- 19, telles que :
« devons- nous respecter les direc tives sani taires ? » ; « devons- nous
porter le masque en public ? » ; « devons- nous rendre la vacci na tion
obli ga toire ? » ; etc.

10
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D’une façon remar quable, dans la majeure partie de ces discours,
l’exemple histo rique mobi lisé était toujours le même : le rappel et le
renvoi à la Shoah. Au- delà de la Shoah en elle- même, ces discours
invoquent l’ensemble du topos qui lui est associé, c’est- à-dire
égale ment la figure du « Nazi » et celle du « Juif ». La Shoah est en
effet mobi lisée non seule ment pour dési gner le géno cide perpétré
contre les Juifs, mais aussi une sorte de paroxysme du mal et de
l’horreur. Comme le suggère Stoe gner, la Shoah est pour ainsi dire
« universalisée 8 » au point de produire une nouvelle forme
d’anti sé mi tisme, plus impli cite, se réali sant soit par la compa raison
déloyale, soit par une inver sion du rapport entre victime et bour reau
(Stoe gner 2016). Dans le corpus ici pris en consi dé ra tion, le
rapport au topos de la Shoah est ambi va lent et parti cipe notam ment
de cette nouvelle forme d’anti sé mi tisme. D’une part, l’imagi naire
autour du Juif et de la Shoah, rapporté à des figures essen tia li sées, est
assi milé à la supposée culpa bi lité des Juifs dans de nombreux
discours complotistes 9. D’autre part, ce même imagi naire est aussi
assi milé à celui de la victime à laquelle être comparé, dans un
contexte de concur rence victi maire, serait valo risé (Giglioli 2014 ;
Grin shpun 2019 ; Horvil leur 2019). Dans notre corpus, les figures de la
Shoah et du Juif sont de nombreuses fois évoquées (Treblinka, Joseph
Joffo, régime nazi, etc.) et remplissent trois fonc tions : une fonc tion
argu men ta tive par analogie [3.1], une fonc tion d’ordre épidic tique
[3.2] et une fonc tion rela tive à la consti tu tion d’un modèle pour
l’action [3.3].

11

2. Retour sur l’exemple historique
Dans le Traité de l’argu men ta tion. La nouvelle rhétorique 10

(2008 [1958]), Perelman et Olbrects- Tyteca, parmi la caté gorie des
argu ments qui struc turent le réel, consi dèrent quatre types de
raison ne ments qui fonc tionnent par analogie (Perelman et Olbrechts- 
Tyteca 2008 [1958] : 257). Ceux- ci sont la méta phore, l’illus tra tion, le
modèle et l’exemple histo rique (ibid., en parti cu lier 471-542). Dans
cette étude, nous nous concen tre rons prin ci pa le ment et d’abord sur
l’exemple histo rique ; et ensuite sur le modèle. L’exemple histo rique,
comme le rappelle aussi Koren, est défini par les deux auteurs comme
un raison ne ment par analogie (typi que ment « A est à B » ce que « C
est à D ») dont on peut tirer une prémisse à valeur argumentative 11 :

12
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de l’évalua tion (posi tive ou néga tive) d’un événe ment passé, nous
tirons une conclu sion qui a valeur de prémisse argu men ta tive dans
l’évalua tion d’une situa tion actuelle (Koren 2016).

Dans notre étude, à l’instar de Paissa (2016) et de Ferry (2011), nous
consi dé rons que l’exemple histo rique peut assumer trois fonc tions
persua sives diffé rentes : une fonc tion analo gique, une fonc tion
d’ordre épidic tique et une fonc tion de modèle (ou
fonc tion exemplaire) 12.

13

La fonc tion persua sive analo gique de l’exemple histo rique est telle
que nous venons de la décrire : d’une situa tion passée analogue à une
situa tion présente, une prémisse argu men ta tive est proposée. Par
exemple : « face à telle menace passée, nous avons réagi de la sorte et
avons obtenu de bons résul tats donc, face à une menace
contem po raine analogue, nous ferions bien d’agir de la même
manière que dans le passé ». Il s’agit d’un procédé argu men tatif qui a
l’avan tage d’être acces sible et concret et de provo quer un effet
d’évidence fort dans l’esprit de l’audi toire (Danblon et al. 2014). Cette
fonc tion analo gique de l’exemple histo rique est imbri quée avec deux
autres fonc tions persua sives possibles pour ce type de
raison ne ment : une fonc tion épidic tique et une fonc tion de modèle.

14

Ces deux fonc tions sont très proches : toutes deux supposent une
recon nais sance immé diate de l’exemple histo rique mobi lisé. En effet,
pour que l’effet persuasif escompté soit produit, l’orateur doit
s’assurer que l’exemple qu’il invoque fasse écho à une mémoire
commune et partagée 13 entre lui et son audi toire (Ferry 2011). De fait,
l’évoca tion d’un événe ment histo rique parti cu liè re ment marquant
pour une société, au- delà d’une fonc tion argu men ta tive pour la
déci sion (« nous devrions à nouveau agir de telle sorte » par
exemple), a une fonc tion de cohé sion forte (Trovato 2016). Cette
fonc tion de renfor ce ment de la concorde est l’un des marqueurs
prin ci paux du genre épidictique 14 (Danblon 2001). Ainsi, la fonc tion
de l’exemple histo rique n’est pas toujours de tirer les ensei gne ments
d’une situa tion passée en vue de la déci sion à prendre, il peut aussi
s’agir d’un moyen pour incarner les valeurs d’une société (Ferry 2011).

15

Cette fonc tion épidic tique de l’exemple histo rique partage beau coup
avec la fonc tion de modèle pour l’action. En effet, ce qui distingue
prin ci pa le ment ces deux dernières sont les moda lités. Dans le cas de

16
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la fonc tion épidic tique, l’exemple invoqué se réfère à une situa tion, à
un événe ment histo rique ; dans le cas du modèle, l’exemple mobi lisé
s’incarne dans une personne (souvent élevée au rang de proto type)
dont on se sert comme modèle 15. La prémisse sera tirée du
compor te ment d’une personne dont on fera un modèle pour l’action.
Par exemple « Telle personne que nous admi rons, a agi de telle façon
face à tel événe ment passé, cela a eu des effets posi tifs ; ainsi,
agis sons aujourd’hui comme l’aurait fait cette personne ».

Bien que ces trois fonc tions soient liées les unes aux autres, nous les
étudie rons, à des fins de clarté de présen ta tion, en les
sépa rant artificiellement.

17

3. Trois fonc tions pour
l’exemple historique

3.1. La fonc tion analo gique de
l’exemple historique

3.1.1. Usage et fonc tion analo gique de
l’exemple historique

Le raison ne ment analo gique par l’exemple histo rique fait partie des
moyens de persua sion tradi tion nels à la dispo si tion de l’orateur. Il
s’agit, nous le disions, d’un raison ne ment qui, par la compa raison
analo gique, permet, à partir d’une situa tion passée, de proposer une
conclu sion pour une situa tion actuelle. De l’analogie entre une
situa tion passée et présente, naît une nouvelle conclu sion qui a
valeur argu men ta tive (Danblon et al. 2014). C’est par exemple le cas
d’un raison ne ment proposé par Barack Obama dans un de ses
discours pour l’État de l’Union tel que Ferry l’étudie (Ferry 2011). Dans
ce discours, prononcé en vue, notam ment, de faire voter le budget
annuel proposé par l’ex- président des États- Unis au Congrès 16, celui- 
ci argu mente par l’exemple histo rique. Obama raconte un épisode de
l’histoire améri caine (relatif à la guerre froide) et en tire les
ensei gne ments pour affronter les défis contem po rains. Son
raison ne ment peut se résumer de la sorte :

18
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Comme l’inves tis se ment dans la recherche et l’inno va tion a conduit à
une victoire tech no lo gique sur les Sovié tiques, un budget destiné à
augmenter le niveau de recherche et de déve lop pe ment devrait nous
permettre de relever les défis actuels. (Ferry 2011 : 12)

Ainsi, de l’évalua tion d’une situa tion passée, l’orateur propose une
conclu sion qui a valeur de prémisse dans l’évalua tion d’une situa tion
actuelle. L’effet persuasif induit par la mobi li sa tion d’un exemple
histo rique est tel que la déci sion proposée par l’orateur (ici, le choix
d’adopter le budget destiné à la recherche et au déve lop pe ment)
appa raît comme la bonne déci sion à prendre.

19

3.1.2. Usage et fonc tion analo gique de
l’exemple histo rique dans les
discours complotistes

Si nous nous repla çons dans le contexte des discours complo tistes
autour de la vacci na tion et des mesures sani taires rela tives à la
pandémie mondiale de covid- 19, nous obser vons que ce type de
raison ne ment est en effet mobi lisé pour répondre, par la néga tive, à
la ques tion de savoir s’il faut ou non respecter les indi ca tions
sani taires émanant des diffé rentes auto rités. Dans l’exemple ci- 
dessous, l’orateur argu mente son refus d’obtem pérer face aux
mesures sani taires en propo sant un raison ne ment complo tiste qui
repose sur l’évoca tion des camps de concen tra tion pendant la
période nazie :

20

Corpus [1 17] : « Et je me suis laissé dire, mais je n’ai pas pu véri fier
encore cela, que du temps d’Hitler, les camps de Treblinka, Dachau,
Ausch witz et compa gnie étaient dénommés par le régime nazi
comme des camps “sani taires”. Est- ce que vous avez eu cette
infor ma tion ? Et ce ne sont que les Améri cains, en 1945, qui ont
rebap tisé ces camps des camps de “concen tra tion”. Et donc, c’est très
inté res sant car, actuel le ment, nous avons des camps “sani taires”,
hein, des camps de quaran taine… Et je me dis : “merde ! C’est une
répé ti tion de l’histoire 80 ans plus tard.” »

Dans ce cas parti cu lier l’évoca tion de la Shoah et des camps nazis
permet d’inférer une prémisse géné rale selon laquelle si un
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gouver ne ment orga nise la concen tra tion de sa popu la tion, ou d’une
partie de celle- ci, dans un camp, c’est que ce dernier orga nise un
géno cide. Selon ce raison ne ment par analogie, si les auto rités
actuelles demandent aux non- vaccinés et/ou malades de séjourner
dans des camps de quaran taine, c’est que ces mêmes auto rités sont
en train d’orga niser la dispa ri tion de ces dites personnes ; c’est qu’il
ne faut pas obtem pérer face à leurs recom man da tions et injonctions.

Une limite doit cepen dant être indi quée : pour que le recours à
l’exemple histo rique soit effi cace, l’événe ment évoqué doit faire écho
à la mémoire collec tive de l’audi toire. Pour reprendre l’exemple
emprunté à Barack Obama, il manque rait proba ble ment sa cible pour
un audi toire euro péen contem po rain (Ferry 2011). À l’inverse,
présenter un événe ment comme analogue à la Shoah est une
stra tégie rhéto rique dont l’effi ca cité est large ment obser vable de nos
jours. En effet, la Shoah est devenue l’un des exemples
para dig ma tiques les plus couram ment utilisés dans les
discours contemporains 18, et les discours complo tistes n’y font
pas exception.

22

3.2. La fonc tion épidic tique de
l’exemple historique

3.2.1. Usage et fonc tion épidic tique de
l’exemple historique

Cela étant dit, nous pensons que le choix de la Shoah comme
exemple histo rique ne repose pas unique ment sur l’assu rance
d’utiliser un exemple connu de l’audi toire. Nous pensons en effet
pouvoir iden ti fier derrière ce choix, une seconde fonc tion de
l’exemple histo rique. Le choix de se référer à la Shoah parti ci pe rait
égale ment d’une stra tégie persua sive épidic tique, c’est- à-dire d’un
choix argu men tatif qui vise à renforcer la cohé sion au sein d’une
société (Trovato 2016 ; Ferry 2011). Le genre épidic tique est l’un des
trois genres de la rhétorique 19. Il a pour but le renfor ce ment de la
concorde au sein d’une société (Aristote, I, 3, 1358b 27). Dans cette
optique, le recours à des exemples histo riques connus de toutes et
tous, et parti cu liè re ment à des souve nirs doulou reux, aurait une
portée argu men ta tive par voie indi recte : l’exemple histo rique et son
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invo ca tion parti cipent au processus de construc tion de la concorde.
Le rappel d’un exemple histo rique renforce le senti ment
d’appar te nance à une même commu nauté (Ferry 2011 : 126, 129). C’est
par exemple le cas d’un second extrait du même discours de Barack
Obama, toujours dans l’étude de Ferry. Celui- ci évoque une (alors)
récente fusillade 20 dans le but de placer son audi toire dans une
même dispo si tion émotion nelle. L’évoca tion de cet événe ment
présenté comme tragique et encore présent dans la mémoire de
l’audi toire auquel s’adresse l’ex- président, produit un ressenti
commun et renforce la concorde au sein de l’audi toire (Ferry 2011 : 11).
Dans ce cas, comme nous le disions, l’exemple histo rique est mobi lisé
non pas tant pour induire d’éven tuelles conclu sions dont il faudrait
s’inspirer pour la déci sion à prendre, mais bien pour renforcer la
cohé sion parmi une commu nauté (Ferry 2011).

3.2.2. Usage et fonc tion épidic tique de
l’exemple histo rique dans les
discours complotistes

Dans notre corpus, la réfé rence aux programmes nazis sert, dans
cette pers pec tive, de topique commune pour dési gner les valeurs
autour desquelles l’audi toire ciblé par l’orateur complotiste 21 se
rassemble, c’est- à-dire les valeurs que cette commu nauté consi dère
comme centrales pour ses actions. Rappe lons d’une part que, dans
nos sociétés occi den tales, la mention de la Shoah est l’un des
événe ments les plus fréquem ment mobi lisés pour évoquer un
contexte de peur, d’urgence et de mal absolu (Seymour 2013 : 26-27
cit. in Stoe gner 2016 : 488). Et d’autre part, que les discours
épidic tiques fonc tionnent selon des logiques de blâme et d’éloge :
l’orateur et la commu nauté à laquelle il s’adresse, se construisent
dans la projec tion d’un univers commun et partagé. Dans le cas des
discours d’éloge, les valeurs invo quées servent d’horizon dans lequel
se projeter, dans les discours de blâme, les atti tudes poin tées par
l’orateur servent, au contraire, de repous soir (Pernot 1993 ; Domi nicy
et Frédéric 2001). L’orateur et son audi toire se recon naissent soit
dans les valeurs invo quées et louées, soit comme étant l’incar na tion
des valeurs (posi tives) oppo sées des atti tudes décriées (Herman
2001) :
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Corpus [2 22] : « Cacher un programme nazi derrière une fausse
épidémie pour justi fier l’eugé nisme et la dépo pu la tion mondiale ! Ils
le font ! #vacci na tio no bli ga toire »

Avec ce tweet, cette commu nauté se regroupe et s’accorde derrière
l’idée que les auto rités en charge des mesures sani taires pour
contenir et freiner la pandémie de covid- 19 incar ne raient une
auto rité équi va lente à celle des auto rités nazies, en ce compris tout
l’affect que cette période convoque dans nos sociétés occi den tales. À
l’inverse, la « commu nauté complo tiste » repré sen te rait le pôle
opposé à cette tendance, elle se projet te rait et s’incar ne rait dans des
valeurs oppo sées à celles véhi cu lées par le nazisme.

25

3.3. La fonc tion de modèle de
l’exemple historique

3.3.1. Usage et fonc tion de modèle de
l’exemple historique

Enfin, une troi sième fonc tion de l’exemple histo rique, qui relève
égale ment de l’épidic tique, consiste à choisir un modèle à imiter.
L’exemple histo rique four nis sait un événe ment modèle dont il faut
s’inspirer pour l’action. Ici, c’est une figure (réelle ou imagi naire) qui
va servir d’arché type dont il faut s’inspirer pour la déci sion. Il est
d’ailleurs connu que la réfé rence à une person na lité pres ti gieuse
contribue à la construc tion de l’ethos de l’orateur (Herman 2001 ;
Pernot 2015 ; Sini 2016). Plus préci sé ment, cette fonc tion spéci fique
de l’exemple histo rique permet d’élever un indi vidu au rang de
« modèle », c’est- à-dire de conférer une valeur d’auto rité à une
atti tude parti cu lière, qui sert ensuite de caution ou garant « moral »
pour l’action envi sagée (Perelman et Olbrechts- Tyteca 2008 [1958] :
490). C’est par exemple le méca nisme qu’étudie Sini dans une étude
qui porte sur les discours de campagne élec to rale de Marine Le Pen
et l’évoca tion de la figure de Jeanne d’Arc. Marine Le Pen, en
mobi li sant cette figure, non seule ment propose une analogie entre la
situa tion que connaît la France en 2015 et la guerre de Cent Ans, mais
surtout, elle met en exergue certaines valeurs et certains prin cipes
moraux qu’elle appelle à servir de modèles pour les prochains
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diri geants de la France (Sini 2016). Ainsi, le modèle, qui s’incarne dans
une personne dont le compor te ment est consi déré comme louable,
devient une sorte de repère pour l’action envi sagée ; ici Jeanne d’Arc
et ses actions deviennent les lignes de conduite à suivre pour
incarner une certaine France 23.

3.3.2. Usage et fonc tion de modèle de
l’exemple histo rique dans les
discours complotistes

Nous pensons que ce type d’usage de l’exemple histo rique se retrouve
dans l’extrait présenté ci- après. En effet, dans ce discours, l’oratrice
complo tiste fait le paral lèle entre son action (au moment des faits,
elle travaillait dans un centre de dépis tage du covid- 19 et propo sait à
des enfants, à l’insu de leurs parents, de ne pas leur faire de test PCR)
et un acte de résis tance face au régime nazi. Avec toute la charge
émotion nelle dont la « Résis tance » et l’image du « Juste 24 »
béné fi cient dans l’imagi naire collectif, notam ment fran co phone, elle
utilise donc cette analogie pour justi fier le fait qu’elle encou ra geait
des enfants à mentir aux adultes :

27

Corpus [3 25] : « Et donc pendant que vous discu tiez de la Seconde
Guerre mondiale, ben il m’est venu l’image : enfin vous voyez qui est
Joseph Joffo ? Il a écrit “Un sac de billes”. Eh bien il a été préparé par
son père à mentir sur ses origines. Et je me rends compte que j’ai fait
le lien avec ce que je fais avec ces tests PCR d’encou rager les enfants
à mentir. Et je me vois vrai ment encore en fait, faire ce lien entre les
deux et donc, avec ces enfants à protéger. »

En mobi li sant la figure d’un père juif qui encou rage son enfant à
mentir aux nazis pour se protéger, cette oratrice met en scène une
logique argu men ta tive selon laquelle, face à un danger tel qu’il
implique un risque vital, il est néces saire de mentir. Le modèle qu’elle
mobi lise dans la justi fi ca tion, a poste riori, de son action, est celui du
« Résis tant », du « Juste » qui n’hésite pas à prendre des risques. En
cela, nous retrou vons un trait carac té ris tique, mais non exclusif, des
discours complo tistes, qui est la glori fi ca tion du courage
comme valeur 26 : eux, les complo tistes, prennent des risques pour
agir pour la Vérité, pour le « Bien » face au « Mal ».
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Nous pensons cepen dant que le fait de faire du père de Joseph Joffo
un modèle pour l’action permet plus que la valo ri sa tion du courage.
En effet, le Juif reste malgré tout la victime d’un système injuste.
Comme le père de Joseph Joffo, l’orateur complo tiste prend des
risques malgré sa posi tion de (supposée) victime. Le recours à un tel
exemple histo rique permet trait ainsi à l’orateur de construire un
ethos qui relève à la fois du héros et de la victime. Dans un jeu de
miroir inversé, l’oratrice complo tiste se compare ici, non seule ment à
une résis tante au régime nazi, mais aussi à une personne juive, c’est- 
à-dire à une victime oppressée. La construc tion d’un ethos de victime
et de héros, ancré préci sé ment dans ce topos de la Shoah nous
permettra, dans le second temps de cette étude, de
consi dérer comment ethos et logos dialoguent et parti cipent tous
deux de la force persua sive des discours complotistes 27.

29

4. Le logos au service de l’ethos
dans la persua sion complotiste
Avant de pour suivre, nous tenons à préciser que certains procédés
argu men ta tifs, notam ment ceux étudiés dans cette contri bu tion,
peuvent être plus saillants dans les discours complo tistes, mais ne
sont pas exclu sifs de ceux- ci. Au contraire, il nous semble que
l’effi ca cité persua sive de ces discours repo se rait en partie, sur le fait
qu’ils partagent de nombreux méca nismes argu men ta tifs avec
d’autres types discours 28.
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Compte tenu de cette obser va tion, nous soute nons l’hypo thèse
suivante : nous pensons que le recours à l’exemple histo rique de la
Shoah, en tant que logos, a un impact sur la construc tion d’un ethos
bien précis dans les discours complo tistes. Comme nous l’avons vu,
les orateurs complo tistes se présentent, d’une part, comme des
victimes et des héros, ceux qui prennent la parole en public et
n’hésitent pas à défendre les opprimés. La victime et le héros
favo risent la crédi bi lité de l’orateur. D’autre part, ces orateurs
complo tistes, s’ils sont reconnus comme des inter lo cu teurs crédibles,
sont ceux qui, à voix haute, dénoncent ce qu’ils observent et se
consti tuent ainsi en témoins de l’histoire.
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4.1. Une hypo thèse : l’ethos de témoin
dans les discours complotistes

4.1.1. Le témoin en rhétorique

L’ethos est géné ra le ment défini comme « le carac tère de celui qui
parle, […] [sic. et ce qui provoque la] persua sion quand le discours est
ainsi fait qu’il rend celui qui parle digne de foi. » (Aris tote, 1, 2,
1356a 5). Pour Aris tote, l’ethos se construit dans et par le discours, en
partie indé pen dam ment de la répu ta tion de l’orateur (ce que recouvre
la notion contem po raine d’ethos prédis cursif, voir Amossy 2010).
L’orateur doit ainsi obtenir la confiance de l’audi toire, prin ci pa le ment
par la construc tion d’un ethos crédible et légi time (Amossy 2010 ;
Angenot 2013).

32

Dans notre corpus, comme énoncé précé dem ment, on trouve une
arti cu la tion entre un ethos de victime et de héros, compa rables aux
victimes et héros de la Shoah. Cette arti cu la tion (héros- victime) est la
condi tion pour la construc tion d’un ethos de témoin.
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En rhéto rique clas sique et contem po raine, le témoin est celui qui a vu
et qui au nom de cette préro ga tive est appelé à témoi gner, à rendre
public ce qu’il a vu. Dans cette logique, l’authen ti fi ca tion et la
crédi bi lité du témoin sont centrales : elles construisent l’effet
d’évidence persua sive propre au témoi gnage (Dulong 1998 ; Guérin
2015 ; Danblon 2017). Lorsque sa crédi bi lité est reconnue, et sa
légi ti mité à prendre la parole est actée, le témoin s’exprime en
général dans deux cadres distincts : soit dans les tribu naux, soit dans
la sphère publique (Detienne 1967 ; Dulong 1998). Le témoin judi ciaire
est celui appelé à témoi gner, sous serment, devant les tribu naux, et le
témoin histo rique est celui qui témoigne, dans la sphère publique,
d’un événe ment excep tionnel afin d’en inscrire le récit dans la
mémoire commune d’une société 29. Nous faisons l’hypo thèse que les
orateurs complo tistes, en évoquant la Shoah construisent un ethos
proche de celui du témoin histo rique : ils « témoignent comme » les
victimes des grandes catas trophes humaines du XX  siècle
(Dulong 1998).
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4.1.2. Le témoin dans les
discours complotistes

À travers les exemples histo riques analysés aupa ra vant, les orateurs
complo tistes induisent une idée de proxi mité entre eux et les
événe ments dont ils nous font part. Dans le cas des corpus [1] et [3]
prin ci pa le ment, les orateurs se présentent comme des victimes d’un
régime analogue à un régime dicta to rial nazi et le recours à l’exemple
histo rique leur permet d’inscrire leur discours dans une optique
de témoignage.

35

Dans le corpus [1], l’orateur nous dit expli ci te ment que s’il n’a pas pu
« véri fier » ce qu’il en était durant la seconde guerre mondiale, il peut
désor mais affirmer, grâce à son vécu et son expé rience, la présence
de « camps sani taires ». L’orateur exprime ici l’une des préro ga tives
du témoin : il est celui qui a vu et celui dont l’expé rience permet
d’accré diter son discours.

36

De façon analogue, dans le corpus [3], la même dyna mique est
imposée par l’oratrice, qui, elle aussi, au nom de son statut supposé
de victime et résis tante, témoigne de son expérience.
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En effet, les orateurs complo tistes présentent leur récit comme des
témoi gnages qui méri te raient d’être consi gnés dans les annales de la
société ; ils incar ne raient ainsi un rôle de devoir de mémoire. Voici un
dernier exemple parti cu liè re ment repré sen tatif de cette tendance :
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Corpus [4 30] : « Parce qu’effec ti ve ment priver un peuple de son
histoire c’est le priver aussi de point de repère pour comprendre et
pour décoder le présent ; parce que qui maîtrise le passé, maîtrise le
présent et qui maîtrise le présent peut maîtriser le futur. Vous
voyez ? Donc en fait, ce qu’il fallait faire et ça, ça c’est super be ment
bien fait c’est nous raconter des histoires juste ment, des histoires qui
sont tota le ment fausses par rapport à la réalité de ce qui s’est passé,
mais comme le temps avance on a de moins en moins de témoins
directs de ce qu’il s’est passé au moment de la guerre 40-45 – il y a
prati que ment plus personne qui vit aujourd’hui qui ait connu la
guerre 40-45 a un âge où il était déjà adulte hein ; ce sont des gens
qui sont [sic. nés] dans les années 20. Donc ce sont des gens qui sont
cente naires actuel le ment. Dans quelques dizaines d’années plus
personne ne sera des témoins directs ce qui s’est passé au moment
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Amossy, Ruth. 2010. La présentation de soi. Ethos et identité verbale (L’interrogation
philosophique). Paris: Presses universitaires de France.

Amossy, Ruth. 4  edn. 2021 [2000]. L’argumentation dans le discours [2000]
(Collection U). Paris: Armand Colin. .

du 11 septembre et donc on pourra nous raconter n’importe quelle
couillon nade à propos du 11 septembre et là on sera obligé de le
croire de la même façon qu’on va croire, qu’on croit à des histoires
comme l’incendie de la biblio thèque d’Alexan drie qui paraît- il ça je
n’y étais pas pour confirmer, paraît- il est un canular complet. Là
aussi c’est quelque chose qui est tota le ment inventé pour juste ment,
mani puler la conscience du peuple. »

L’orateur nous explique que s’il ne témoigne pas de son expé rience
« on » pour rait, d’ici une géné ra tion, nous raconter « n’importe
quoi », à l’instar de ce qui s’est produit dans le passé.
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Conclusion
C’est donc dans cette logique que le recours à des exemples
histo riques qui évoquent la Shoah permet aux orateurs complo tistes
de construire un ethos de témoin parti cu liè re ment crédible. La
crédi bi lité du témoin reconnue, son témoi gnage, lorsqu’il est mobi lisé
dans un discours, présente, la plupart du temps, un effet d’évidence
et de persua sion fort.

40

Cette proxi mité entre discours complo tiste et témoi gnage permet
d’expli quer, en partie, pour quoi ces discours sont si résis tants à la
réfu ta tion. En effet, si l’on consi dère les discours complo tistes
comme analogues à des témoi gnages, ils peuvent être perçus non
plus comme des discours qui cherchent à argu menter et expli quer un
certain événe ment, mais comme des discours qui exposent
« simple ment » ce qui s’est passé. Il s’agirait alors de discours qui
présentent une volonté d’exposer la vérité, compa rable à la façon
dont un témoin raconte ce qu’il a vu et/ou vécu. Dans cette logique,
où le témoi gnage a valeur de discours factuel et véri dique, le témoin
n’argu mente pas sa version des faits, mais la donne à voir.
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1  Les termes de « complot » et de « conspi ra tion » sont désor mais
consi dérés comme équi va lents. En revanche, on distingue clai re ment les
complots et les conspi ra tions – qui ont été fomentés dans l’histoire – des
théo ries complo tistes ou conspi ra tion nistes – fictives (Cetro 2020 ; Taguieff
2021 : 16‐43).

2  Dans la Rhétorique aris to té li cienne, les « preuves tech niques » sont
défi nies comme les « moyens de persua sion fournis par le moyen du
discours » et sont de trois types : « le carac tère (ethos) de celui qui parle, les
autres dans le fait de mettre l’audi teur dans telle ou telle
dispo si tion (pathos), les autres dans le discours (logos) lui- même, par le fait
qu’il démontre ou paraît démon trer. » (Aris tote, I, 2, 1356a 1-5).

3  Dans le récent rapport Bronner, outre le fait de souli gner que le
phéno mène complo tiste doit être appré hendé selon un prisme
multi dis ci pli naire, les auteurs soulignent aussi un échec relatif des
pratiques de fact- checking et de debunkage : celles- ci seraient néces saires
mais non suffi santes (Bronner 2022). C’est égale ment à partir de ce même
constat que se déve loppent certaines initia tives en psycho logie sociale qui
tendent à se concen trer sur le pre-bunkage plutôt que le debunkage
(Lewan dowsky et van der Linden 2021).
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4  Déjà dans la Rhétorique l’exemple histo rique était consi déré comme
l’argu ment type du discours poli tique, ou déli bé ratif (Aris tote, III, 1417b 31 –
 1418a 5).

5  Sur l’ethos, nous renvoyons prin ci pa le ment aux travaux de Amossy
(2010) ; Woer ther (2007); Guérin et al. (2022).

6  Préci sons d’emblée que nous ne consi dé rons pas la posi tion anti vaccin
en tant que telle comme complo tiste. Dans cette contri bu tion, lorsque nous
parlons de complo tistes anti vaccin, nous nous réfé rons à eux lorsque, pour
justi fier leur rejet du vaccin, ils utilisent une expli ca tion complo tiste, ils
mobi lisent des expli ca tions qui incluent la présence de divers produits
chimiques inten tion nel le ment nocifs dans le vaccin et la produc tion dudit
vaccin comme résul tant d’un plan mondial de contrôle et destruc tion de la
popu la tion mondiale. Pour de plus amples déve lop pe ments, voir le récent
volume complet sur le sujet (Butter et Knight 2023) et en parti cu lier la
contri bu tion de Giry (2023) pour la France.

7  Dans une vidéo inti tulée « Pandémie covid- 19 : obses sion autour des Juifs
et du nazisme », L’Extrac teur met en lumière une ambi va lence dans les
discours complo tistes autour du « Juif » comme figure essen tia lisée. La
vidéo (postée le 3 juin 2021, consultée le
24 janvier 2023) est dispo nible sur le canal YouTube de l’Extrac teur : https://
youtube.com/watch?v=A2mEuwSaBVs&si=EnSIkaIECMiOmarE.

8  Les obser va tions propo sées par Stoe gner, à partir notam ment des
travaux de Wodak, trouvent un écho dans la construc tion de l’ethos des
orateurs complo tistes. Des préoc cu pa tions simi laires, dans une démarche
linguistico- argumentative, sont au centre du récent ouvrage dirigé par Di
Figlia et Di Piazza (2023).

9  Dans une même logique, souli gnons la récur rence entre anti sé mi tisme
et discours complo tistes. Voir notam ment Braut Simonsen (2020) ;
Taguieff (2020).

10  Rappe lons l’héri tage aris to té li cien dont Perelman se réclame.

11  L’argu men ta tion par l’exemple historique, paradeigma en grec ou
exemplum en latin, était déjà présentée dans les traités clas siques de
rhéto rique. Dans sa Rhétorique, Aris tote propose plusieurs illus tra tions de
ce méca nisme argu men tatif (I, 2, 1357b 30-36 et II, 20, 1393a 31- 1393b 3).

12  De manière géné rale, nous renvoyons notam ment au volume collectif
Rhéto riques de l’exemple. Fonc tions et pratiques (Danblon et al. 2014) et au

https://youtube.com/watch?v=A2mEuwSaBVs&si=EnSIkaIECMiOmarE
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volume n 16 de la revue Argu men ta tion et Analyse du Discours portant sur
« L’exemple histo rique dans le discours » (Paissa et Trovato 2016).

13  Selon la pers pec tive déve loppée par Assmann, nous pouvons consi dérer
qu’une société invoque deux types de mémoire : une mémoire
commu ni ca tion nelle, de type orale qui corres pon drait à une géné ra tion, et
une mémoire cultu relle, écrite et qui trans cende les diffé rentes géné ra tions
(Assmann 2010).

14  Le genre rhéto rique épidic tique se réfère aux discours de blâme et
d’éloge, aux discours de circons tances dont la fonc tion persua sive est le
renfor ce ment de la concorde au sein d’une société. Voir notam ment
Pernot (2015).

15  Nous savons que le choix de distin guer la fonc tion de modèle de la
fonc tion épidic tique pour rait être critiqué au regard même des
carac té ris tiques du genre épidic tique et de la spéci fi cité des discours
d’éloge qui tendent à faire des personnes louées l’incar na tion de certaines
valeurs et donc, des modèles dans lesquels une société se retrouve. Quoi
qu’il en soit, nous consi dé rons qu’il est ici perti nent de traiter ces trois
fonc tions de l’exemple histo rique de façon distincte dans la mesure où notre
étude ne porte pas sur le genre épidic tique mais sur les diffé rents usages de
l’exemple histo rique dans les discours complo tistes. Pour une discus sion
plus appro fondie sur les diffé rentes fonc tions du genre épidic tique, nous
renvoyons à l’ouvrage collectif La mise en scène des valeurs. La rhéto rique de
l’éloge et du blâme (Domi nicy et Frédéric, 2001).

16  L’étude proposée par Ferry porte sur le discours de l’État de l’Union
prononcé le 25 janvier 2011 par Barack Obama, alors président des États- 
Unis. Comme le précise l’auteur « le discours de “State of the Union” est
prévu par l’article II section 3 de la consti tu tion améri caine [sic. et] à cette
occa sion, le Président est censé faire état de l’union de la nation améri caine
et présenter son agenda légis latif et ses prio rités natio nales au Congrès »
(Ferry 2011 : 8).

17  Extrait de l’émission L’info en question, séquence 78, 9 septembre 2021,
minu tage [02 �41 �57 – 02 �42 �30]. https://fulllifechannel.com/video/495/ifq
78- --emission-du-9- decembre-2021- avec-philippe-bobola?channelName=J
eanJacquesCrevecoeur.

18  Comme le soulignent Garello et Cara pezza, et comme en témoigne leur
état de l’art, la Shoah est devenue l’un des événe ments le plus souvent

o
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invo qués dans l’espace discursif occi dental, que ce soit dans un cadre
persuasif ou non (Garello et Cara pezza 2023).

19  À côté du judi ciaire qui a pour objet les discours d’accu sa tion et de
défense et du déli bé ratif qui a pour objet la déci sion poli tique (Aristote, I, 3,
1358b 5 - 14).

20  Obama fait réfé rence à la fusillade de Tucson qui a eu lieu le 8 janvier
2011 et a provoqué la mort de 6 personnes, bles sant 12 autres. Parmi les
personnes décé dées, il y avait notam ment une petite fille de 9 ans.

21  À quelques excep tions près, l’appel la tion « complo tiste » (ou
conspi ra tion niste) est toujours attri buée depuis l’exté rieur et jamais
reven di quée par le groupe qualifié de « complo tiste » (Taïeb 2010 ; Boltanski
2012 ; Di Cesare 2021). Ensuite, lorsque nous nous réfé rons à une
« commu nauté complo tiste », nous nous réfé rons à un groupe qui se fédère
autour d’un événe ment parti cu lier dont il conteste l’expli ca tion offi cielle et
commu né ment acceptée. Ce groupe s’orga nise dans le but de mettre en
lumière une autre expli ca tion dudit événe ment, et cette expli ca tion sera
ensuite consi dérée, par ce groupe, comme valide et, par les autres auto rités
et insti tu tions, comme « complo tiste » (Giry 2014; Giry et Tika 2020).

22  Tweet posté par Francis Lalanne le 27 mai 2021.

23  Comme c’est le cas pour les discours complo tistes, étudier les effets
persua sifs présents dans certains types de discours et recon naître leur
force ne veut pas dire que nous parta geons auto ma ti que ment les points de
vue exprimés par les orateurs que nous mobilisons.

24  À l’instar du discours prononcé par André Malraux à l’occa sion du
trans fert des cendres de Jean Moulin au Panthéon le 19 décembre 1964, les
tropes de la « Résis tance » et du « Juste » sont chargés d’une valeur
émotion nelle forte, ils renvoient à des actes de bravoure et de justice.

25  Extrait de l’émission L’info en question, séquence 78, 9 septembre 2021,
minu tage : [02 �45 �25 - 02 �46 �00].https://fulllifechannel.com/video/495/if
q78- --emission-du-9- decembre-2021- avec-philippe-bobola?channelName=
JeanJacquesCrevecoeur.

26  Dans la Rhétorique, Aris tote stipule qu’un orateur, pour appa raître
crédible, doit faire preuve de vertu, de bien veillance et de « sagesse
pratique ». Parmi les vertus listées par le Stagi rite, nous retrou vons le
courage (Aris tote, II, 1, 1378a 6-9). Dans cette optique, la mobi li sa tion de la
figure du « Résis tant » nous semble parti ciper de la crédi bi lité géné rale de
l’orateur. La crédi bi lité de l’orateur, notam ment à travers l’évoca tion de la

https://fulllifechannel.com/video/495/ifq78---emission-du-9-decembre-2021-avec-philippe-bobola?channelName=JeanJacquesCrevecoeur
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figure du « Résis tant », à l’instar de la construc tion d’un ethos de « victime »
permet donc, dans les discours ici étudiés, à l’orateur d’appa raître comme
crédible. Cette crédi bi lité est préa lable et néces saire à la quali fi ca tion
ensuite du discours complo tiste comme un témoi gnage (Guérin 2015) ou
tout du moins comme un discours qui récu pè re rait un effet persuasif
analogue à celui produit par le témoignage.

27  Le pathos joue lui aussi tout son rôle dans cette stra tégie rhéto rique. Il a
fait l’objet d’un déve lop pe ment spéci fique sur le ressen ti ment
(Danblon 2010 ; Di Cesare 2021 ; Donckier de Donceel 2023).

28  Dans ce seul article, nous avons évoqué l’usage de raison ne ments
persua sifs mobi li sant l’exemple histo rique dans au moins trois autres types
de discours : dans un cadre déli bé ratif (avec le discours sur l’État de
l’Union), mais aussi dans un cadre épidic tique (avec les discours de
commé mo ra tion) ou bien encore dans le cadre de discours de
campagne électorale.

29  En ce sens, le témoin histo rique s’appa ren te rait plutôt à la qualité du
témoin antique dans l’Anti quité (Detienne 1967).

30  Extrait de l’émission La conver sa tion du lundi n  44, 29 juin 2020,
minu tage : [1 : 02 �05 - 1 �03 �47], URL : https://fulllifechannel.com/video/1
4/cdl44- --la-theorie-du-complot-enfin-revelee-episode-iv---conversation
-du-lundi-44?channelName=JeanJacquesCrevecoeur.

Français
Le but de cet article est d’analyser l’usage de l’exemple histo rique comme
procédé persuasif dans les discours complo tistes, en contexte fran co phone,
autour de la pandémie de covid- 19. Le corpus étudié se compose d’un
ensemble d’extraits de discours complo tistes produits en ligne, il fait partie
d’un plus vaste corpus de thèse, arti culé autour des trois genres (déli bé ratif,
judi ciaire et épidic tique) de la rhéto rique. Dans le corpus sélec tionné, nous
pensons que l’effet persuasif produit repo se rait, notam ment, sur la
mobi li sa tion d’un exemple histo rique para dig ma tique pour nos sociétés – la
Shoah – et sur la construc tion d’un ethos comme témoin. En nous appuyant
sur une analyse rhéto rique inspirée de la triade aris to té li cienne des trois
preuves (ethos, pathos et logos) et de plus récentes études en argu men ta tion
et analyse du discours, nous faisons l’hypo thèse que la construc tion
réci proque d’un ethos de témoin et le recours à l’exemple histo rique de la
Shoah permettent aux orateurs complo tistes de présenter des discours
dont la force persua sive relève moins de l’argu men ta tion factuelle que d’un
effet d’évidence propre au témoignage.

o
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English
The aim of this article is to analyse the use of histor ical examples as a
persuasive device in conspiracy discourse around the covid- 19 pandemic in
the French- speaking world. The corpus studied is made up of a set of
extracts from conspiracy discourse produced online and belongs to a larger
thesis corpus artic u lated around the three genres (delib er ative, forensic and
epideictic) of rhet oric. In the selected corpus, we believe that the persuasive
effect produced is based on the mobil isa tion of a paradig matic histor ical
example for our soci eties - the Shoah - and on the construc tion of an ethos
as witness. Drawing on a rhet or ical analysis inspired by Aris totle’s three
modes of persua sion (ethos, pathos and logos) and more recent studies in
argu ment a tion and discourse analysis, we hypo thesise that the recip rocal
construc tion of an ethos as witness and the use of the histor ical example of
the Shoah enable conspiracy theor ists to present a discourse where
persuasive force is not derived from factual argu ment a tion so much as from
an effect of evid ence specific to the testimony.

Mots-clés
rhétorique, persuasion, exemple historique, ethos, Shoah, témoignage,
complotisme

Keywords
rhetoric, persuasion, historical example, ethos, Shoah, testimony,
conspiracism
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Fazit

Einleitung
Online bei träge, durch die Verschwö rungs theo rien verbreitet werden,
tragen maßgeb lich dazu bei, dass ihre Anhän ger schaft immer weiter
wächst. Diese Beiträge zu verstehen, bedeutet annä hernd fassen zu
können, wie die Welt aus der Sicht von
Verschwö rungs theo re tiker:innen aussieht, wer in ihren Augen die
wich tigsten gesell schaft li chen Akteur:innen sind, welche
Entwick lungen wieso geschehen, wie soziale, histo ri sche und
poli ti sche Entwick lungen vonstatten gehen und was bzw. wer wie zu
bewerten ist. Versteht man ihre Sprache, so erlangt man einen Blick
in eine bestimmte Art zu denken und in für eine bestimmte
Diskurs ge mein schaft legi times Wissen.

1
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Im Zuge dieses Beitrags versuche ich einen Einblicke in die Diskurse
von QAnon Anhänger:innen zu errei chen und diese beson ders auf
anti se mi ti sche Codes zu unter su chen. QAnon ist eine relativ neue
Verschwö rungs theorie, die sich etwa seit 2017 online in
natio na lis ti schen und konservativen Communities verbreitet hat. Die
zentrale Figur für die Verbrei tung der Verschwö rungs theorie ist
Donald Trump, der beson ders während seiner Präsi dent schaft eine
vermeint liche geheime und sata ni sche Elite bekämpft habe, die
Kinder entführe, foltere, töte und aus ihnen Adreno chrom gewinne,
eine Droge, die der Verjün gung diene. Diese Elite sei aber stark und
bilde eine Deep State, der nicht nur die USA, sondern die ganze Welt
unter wan dern wolle. Abge sehen von dieser Kern be haup tung lassen
werden viele weitere Verschwö rungs theo rien einglie dern, sodass sich
ein Netz aus unter schied li chen Verschwö rungs theo rien bildet, auf die
je nach kommu ni ka tivem Bedarf zurück ge griffen werden kann. Aus
dem Grund wird hier auch von einem QAnon- Spektrum gesprochen.

2

Dieser Beitrag setzt in der Unter su chung von QAnon den Fokus auf
die Repro duk tion von Anti se mi tismus, anti se mi ti schen Codes sowie
anti se mi ti schen Topoi. Dazu werden zuerst die wich tigsten
verwen deten Termini geklärt und der theo re ti sche Rahmen
bespro chen, der sich an der Schnitt stelle zwischen Anti se mi tismus,
Verschwö rungs theo rien und sozialen Medien befindet. Um zu
analy sieren, ob und wie Verschwö rungs theo re tiker:innen des QAnon- 
Spektrum Anti se mi tismus auf Face book repro du zieren, wird eine an
das DIMEAN Modell nach Warnke & Spitz müller (2008) ange lehnte
Analyse durch ge führt. Dabei sollen folgende Fragen
beant wortet werden:

3

���Welche Äuße rungen weisen in den Korpora auf anti se mi ti sche
Tendenzen hin?

���Auf welche anti se mi ti schen Topoi wird dabei Bezug genommen?
���Wie werden die vermeint li chen Akteur:innen der Verschwö rung imagi ‐

niert? D.h. Wie werden sie benannt und mit welchen Merk malen werden
sie attribuiert?
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1. Defi ni tion und verwen ‐
dete Begriffe
Um den Terminus Verschwörungstheorie bestimmen zu können, muss
vorerst geklärt werden, was unter Verschwörung und unter Theorie
zu verstehen ist. Es ist keine Über ra schung, dass der
konspi ra tio nis ti sche Theo rie be griff nicht mit tradi tio nell
wissen schaft li chen über ein stimmt, da Verschwö rungs theo rien weder
syste ma tisch noch falsi fi zierbar sind. Aus diesem Grund wurden im
Laufe der Verschwörungstheorie- Forschung durchaus andere
Termini vorge schlagen, teil weise aber wieder verworfen (vgl. Butter,
2020� 53). Hepfer (2015� 23) betont zudem, dass Theo rien
„verein fachte Modelle der Wirk lich keit“ seien und ledig lich das Ziel
hätten, ein gege benes Phänomen zu erklären. Auch wenn
Verschwö rungs theo rien nicht durch allge mein als legitim
aner kanntes Wissen die Wirk lich keit darstellen, so sind sie doch für
bestimmte Diskurs ge mein schaften valide Erläu te rungen eines
gege benen Phäno mens. Mit dieser Refle xion wird der Terminus
Theorie im Zuge dieses Arti kels verwendet.

4

Da Verschwö rungs theo re tiker:innen davon ausgehen, „eine im
Geheimen operie rende Gruppe, nämlich die Verschwörer,“ versuche
Einzelne, Gemein schaften, Natio nal staaten oder gar die Welt zu
beherr schen bzw. zu unter graben, wird eben von Theo rien um
Verschwö rungen gespro chen (Butter, 2020� 21).
Verschwö rungs theo rien können zwar relativ hete ro gen sein, aber drei
Annahmen, die nach Barkun (2013� 3-4) univer sell für
Verschwö rungs theo rien zu sein scheinen, fasst er recht
selbst er klä rend so zusammen: „Nothing happens by acci dent. […]
Nothing is as it seems. […] Ever ything is connected.“ 

5

Spezi fisch im Zusam men hang mit QAnon muss zudem der Terminus
der Super ver schwö rungs theorie bespro chen werden, der eine
Häufung mehrerer einzelner Verschwö rungs theo rien meint (vgl.
Butter, 2020� 34). Ein Beispiel im Zusam men hang mit QAnon wäre
etwa die vermeint liche Adreno chrom ver wen dung der Eliten oder das
angeb liche Eingreifen Israels in die US- Regierung. Diese
Verschwö rungs theo rien werden in das gesamte QAnon- Spektrum
einge glie dert. Von einem Spek trum spreche ich hier, weil nicht alle

6
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QAnon- Verschwörungstheoretiker:innen in ihren Annahmen, Ideen
und Theo rien eben voll kommen über ein stimmen. Auch aus den Daten
dieser Unter su chung kommt heraus, dass einzelne Mitglieder
unter schied liche Theo rien heran ziehen, um ihre Behaup tungen
zu unterstützen.

2. Anti se mi tismus, soziale Medien
und Verschwörungstheorien
Da Anti se mi tismus (im Folgenden AS) eine Geschichte aufzu weisen
hat, die bis in die Antike zurück geht und sich über die Zeit teils stark
verän dert hat, kann es auch keine allge mein gültige Defi ni tion davon
geben. In dem Sinne wird hier auf die für den Kontext von
Verschwö rungs theo rien rele vanten Charak te ris tika von
AS eingegangen.

7

Wenn Adorno (2001 [1951]: 200) von AS als „das Gerücht über die
Juden“ spricht, so ist darunter zu verstehen, dass im AS Erzäh lungen
über eine entin di vi dua li sierte Masse verbreitet werden, die als
jüdisch imagi niert wird. Dabei spielt es keine Rolle, ob sich ein
Indi vi duum, auf das dieses Bild geworfen wird, sich selbst als jüdisch
wahr nimmt (vgl. Klug, 2013� 5). AS richtet sich demnach „gegen alles,
was als jüdisch imagi niert wird“ (Grigat, 2007� 312).

8

AS dient laut Peham (2021� 2�26�19-2�26�24) u.a. dazu „abstrakte[…]
Furcht in konkrete Angst“ umzu wan deln. Er kann also gut dafür
heran ge zogen werden, um proble ma ti schen Situa tionen zu
entge gen zu treten, diese in einer bestimmten inneren Logik zu
erklären und vermeint lich Schul dige zu konkre ti sieren. Im AS kann
scheinbar Uner klär bares durch ein vermeint li ches Komplott einer
bestimmten Gruppe, nämlich der jüdisch Imagi nierten und
Konstru ierten, erklärt werden (vgl. Levstock, 2023� 4).

9

Über die Geschichte hinweg erscheint AS immer wieder in stär keren
und schwä cheren Phasen, wie es Klem perer (2007 [1947]: 179)
bekann ter weise zusam men fasst: „Anti se mi tismus als soziale, als
reli giös und wirt schaft lich begrün dete Abnei gung ist zu allen Zeiten
und in allen Völkern, bald hier, bald dort, bald schwä cher, bald
stärker, aufge treten.“ Tatsäch lich hat AS seit der Antike in sich
konspi ra tio nis ti sche Züge, wie folgend kurz illus triert wird.

10
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Die Juden feind lich keit der Antike ist wohl auf christ liche
Argu men ta tion zurück zu führen. Schon zu dieser Zeit wurde
Jüd:innen vorge worfen, sie würden im Geheimem Komplotte gegen
die christ liche Gesell schaft planen (vgl. Simonsen, 2020� 357-358). Im
Mittel alter fand AS einen neuen Höhe punkt; begin nend mit der
Ritu al mord le gende bis hin zum Vorwurf der Brun nen ver gif tung und
der Hosti en schän dung wurden Jüd:innen für das Übel der Welt und
die Pest verant wort lich gemacht (vgl. Soyer, 2019� 51-64). Der
mittel al ter liche AS sah Jüd:innen vor allem als eine im geheime
agie rende, bestens orga ni sierte, über na tio nale Elite (vgl. Simonsen,
2020� 358). Nach einer Phase der Eman zi pa tion im Zuge der
Aufklä rung folgte eine weitere, in der AS wieder einen Aufschwung
erfuhr und als poli ti sches Mittel gebraucht wurde (vgl. Claussen, 1987�
20). Beson ders von konser va tiver Seite wurden Jüd:innen als
Draht zie hende der Moderne darge stellt, die alle bisher geltenden
Werte und vor allem das Konzept der Familie zerstören wollen;
zudem wurden sie zuneh mend als eine Elite konstru iert, die das
Banken wesen welt weit kontrol liert, was bereits die Grund lage für
den Mythos um die Jüdi sche Welt ver schwö rung stellte (vgl.
Simonsen, 2020� 360). So wurde ihnen vorge worfen, sie kontrol lierten
geheime poli ti sche Bünde, was beson ders ab den 1850ern zu einem
erneuten Anstieg von AS führte. Es erschienen zudem sowohl weitere
bis heute bestehende Vorur teile als auch anti se mi ti sche Schriften,
wie etwa die weit verbreiteten Proto kolle der Weisen von Zion. NS- 
Deutschland machte konspi ra tio nis ti schen AS zu seinem poli ti schen
Programm, was in einem Bruch mit der Mensch heit endete. Selbst
danach noch führte poli ti scher AS sowie jener im Privaten zu
mora li scher und gericht li cher Verur tei lung von Jüd:innen; etwa in der
stali nis ti schen Sowjet union, die AS hinter Anti zio nismus versteckte,
im mitt leren Osten, wo konspi ra tio nis ti scher AS als legi times Wissen
gilt, sowie in Europa und den USA, wo poli ti scher AS als Tabu gilt und
aus diesem Grund in Codes kommu ni ziert wird, die nur
„Einge weihte“ entschlüs seln können (vgl. Simonsen, 2020� 364-367).
An dieser Stelle muss betont werden, dass bestimmte Bezeich nungen
wie etwa Bänker oder Zionisten nicht inhä rent anti se mi tisch sind. Sie
machen aber „jenen Teilen ihres Publi kums, die danach suchen,
entspre chende Bedeu tungs ge bote, indem sie, ohne explizit [Jüdinnen
und] Juden zu erwähnen, Motive aufgreifen, die aus der
anti se mi ti schen Verschwö rungs theorie stammen” (Butter, 2020� 169).

11
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Klar ist, „anti se mi tism was for a very long time a domi nant conspi racy
narra tive” und aus diesem Grund ist er auch heute noch tief im
verschwö rungs theo re ti schen Denken veran kert (Simonsen, 2020�
364). In Verschwö rungs theo rien wird grund sätz lich ange nommen,
eine im geheimen agie rende, macht volle und gut vernetzte Elite
stehe hinter dem Übel der Welt. Genau das wurde seit Beginn des AS
Jüd:innen vorge worfen. Die Geschichte des AS zeigt, dass
Verschwö rungs theo rien zu Gewalt, Verfol gung, Stig ma ti sie rung bis
hin zu Pogromen und Mord führen können.

12

Heute stellen das Internet und soziale Netz werke maßgeb liche
Medien zur Verbrei tung von AS dar. Tatsäch lich erleben Betrof fene in
den sozialen Medien aktuell einen Anstieg an anti se mi ti schen
Konfron ta tionen (Hübscher & von Mering, 2022� 6; Schwarz- Friesel,
2020� 16; Czymmek, 2022� 191). In dem Zusam men hang kommt
der Terminus Anti se mi tismus 2.0 immer wieder zur Sprache (vgl.
Oboler, 2008). Damit sind die neuen Möglich keiten der Verbrei tung
von AS gemeint, die User:innen von sozialen Medien durch diverse
Arten der Infor ma ti ons dar stel lung und - verbreitung bekommen.
Dazu gehören sowohl multi mo dale Darstel lungs formen als auch
annä hernde sprach liche und geogra fi sche Gren zen lo sig keit. Hinzu
kommt das Problem, das social media Unter nehmen bisher nicht
dafür sorgen, dass anti se mi ti sche Inhalte wirksam genug von den
jewei ligen Platt formen entfernt werden, wie das Center for Coun ting
Digital Hate (2021� 8) meldet. Zusätz lich zur Problem lö sung durch das
Einsetzen von Mode rator:innen (vgl. Gille spie, 2018� 5-7) wird die
Diskus sion um die Anwen dung künst li cher Intel li genz (KI) immer
präsenter. Hierbei zeigt sich aller dings das Problem, dass u.a. implizit
Formu liertes und anti se mi ti sche Codes – wie sie auch in diesem
Artikel analy siert werden – für KI noch schwer iden ti fi zierbar sind.
Hübscher & von Mering (2022� 11) iden ti fi zieren daher einen
Forschungs be darf für indi vi du elle Studien, die die Verbrei tung
anti se mi ti scher Inhalte in den sozialen Medien aufzeigen. Beson dere
Beach tung sollte laut Bossetta (2022� 228) dabei der Analyse von
Topoi, Codes und implizit formu lierten Inhalten geschenkt werden,
da diese beson ders norma li sie rend wirken können.

13

Insge samt ist anzu nehmen, dass die Präsenz von
Verschwö rungs theo rien online ihre Wirkung und Verbrei tung
durchaus verstärkt. Dennoch sollte der Einfluss nicht über schätzt

14
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werden, viel mehr seien soge nannte Filter blasen von Bedeu tung, in
denen sich User:innen ständig gegen seitig in ihrem Glauben
bestä tigen und mögli cher weise bestärken (vgl. Butter 2020� 180-181).
Gleich zeitig gilt es, den inten siven Infor ma ti ons aus tausch auf
socialmedia nicht zu unter schätzen. Die Deutungs hoch heit über
Plau si bi lität von Infor ma tionen liegt schon lange nicht mehr allein bei
den tradi tio nellen Print me dien. Der Zugang zu alter na tiven
Infor ma ti ons quellen ist durch das Internet maßgeb lich verein facht
worden (vgl. Stano 2020� 483). Zudem hat jede:r User:in die
Möglich keit, hoch zu laden, was er:sie möchte und sich als Expert:in
für ein Thema auszu geben (vgl. Gualda Cabal lero 2020� 140). Wie
Butter (2020� 188) dieses Problem sehr passend beschreibt:
„[O]rtho doxes und hete ro doxes Wissen […] stehen oft
gleich be rech tigt nebeneinander.“

3. Die Repro duk tion von Anti se ‐
mi tismus im QAnon- 
Verschwörungsspektrum
auf Facebook
QAnon bedient sich einer Reihe anti se mi ti scher Codes und
struk tu rellem AS. Im Fokus dieses Arti kels stehen nicht die
diskurs lei tenden Akteur:innen der
Verschwö rungs theorie (Discourse Broker nach Blom maert, 1999� 9),
sondern Beiträge der Personen, von denen ausge gangen werden
kann, dass sie die Verschwö rungs theorie zwar mitkon stru ieren, nicht
aber maßgeb lich bestimmen.

15

3.1. Frage stel lung und Methoden

Um zu analy sieren, ob und wie sich Facebook- User:innen
anti se mi ti scher Codes und struk tu rellem AS bedienen, wird eine
Diskurs ana lyse ange wandt, die sich am DIMEAN Modell nach Warnke
& Spitz müller (2008) orien tiert. Der Fokus liegt bei der intra tex tu ellen
Ebene auf der wort- und propo si ti ons ori en tierten Analyse und auf
tran s tex tu eller Ebene, also bei der diskurs ori en tierten Analyse, auf
den Topoi und der Sozi al sym bolik. Die wort ori en tierte Analyse zeigt

16
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Tabelle 1: Themen der Videos

Themencode Thema Videos

vor allem auffäl lige Schlüs sel wörter, Stig ma wörter, Namen sowie Ad- 
hoc-Bildungen auf. Im Zuge der propo si ti ons ori en tierten Analyse
werden diese Schlüs sel wörter etc. im Kontext von AS inter pre tiert
und näher erläu tert. Dadurch ist es möglich, die Impli ka tionen davon
für die betref fende Diskurs ge mein schaft zu erkennen. Die Analyse
auf tran s tex tu eller Ebene macht es möglich, diese Bezeich nungen
und Schlüs sel wörter mit typi schen anti se mi ti schen Topoi in
Verbin dung zu bringen, die in den unter suchten Beiträgen
repro du ziert werden.

Zusätz lich wird eine Nominations-  und Prädi ka ti ons ana lyse
durch ge führt, durch die ersicht lich wird, wie die
Verschwö rungs theo re tiker:innen die vermeint li chen
Verschwörer:innen benennen und mit welchen Merk malen sie
versehen werden.

17

Beim Korpus dieser Analyse handelt es sich um Kommen tare und
Beschrei bungen von Videos eines Facebook- Users und
Verschwö rungs theo re ti kers aus den USA, dessen Profil nicht mehr
öffent lich ist. Dabei wurden zwei Sets seiner Videos ausge wählt, die
sowohl thema tisch (s. Tabelle 1) als auch zeit lich begrenzt sind. Das
erste Set besteht aus seinen veröf fent lichten Videos vom 19.
September bis zum 24. September 2018 und das zweite aus jenen vom
17. Dezember 2018 bis zum 18. Februar 2019. Insge samt handelt es sich
um 16 Videos unter schied li cher Länge und mit unter schied lich vielen
Kommen taren. Einige Videos wurden gar nicht kommen tiert und
jenes mit den meisten Kommen taren zählt 75 Beiträge. Dabei handelt
es sich um ein Video, in dem die Shoah geleugnet wird. Unter diesem
Video wurde heftig debat tiert, was aller dings die Ausnahme darstellt.
Für die Analyse auf tran s tex tu eller Ebene wurde auch der Inhalt der
Videos berück sich tigt. An der Viel falt der Themen in diesem kleinen
Korpus ist bereits zu erkennen, dass sich dieser User gene rell einer
sehr breiten Varietät an QAnon- bezogenen Themen widmet. Die
Themen der Facebook- Videos sind in der folgenden Tabelle
ersicht lich gemacht. Kurze Beschrei bungen der Videos 1-16 sind in
Anhang A zu finden.

18
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A Vergif tung von Wasser und Lebensmitteln 1, 2

B (Eingriff in die) Industrie 2, 3, 15

C Kinder mord und Pädophilie 3, 6, 7, 8

D Freimaurertum 4, 5, 14

E Rituale 4, 6, 7

F Satanismus 5, 7, 8, 15

G Adrenochrom 7, 8

H Holo caust ver harm lo sung und - leugnung 9, 10, 11, 14

I Zionismus und Weltbeherrschung 11, 12, 13, 14, 16

J Homosexualität 15

Folgende Frage stel lungen sollen Zuge der Analyse zu
beant wortet werden:

19

���Welche Äuße rungen weisen in den Korpora auf anti se mi ti sche
Tendenzen hin?

���Auf welche anti se mi ti schen Topoi wird dabei Bezug genommen?
���Wie werden die vermeint li chen Akteur:innen der Verschwö rung imagi ‐

niert? D.h. Wie werden sie benannt und mit welchen Merk malen werden
sie attribuiert?

3.2. Wort- und propo si ti ons ori en ‐
tierte Analyse

Da es sich bei QAnon um eine Super ver schwö rungs theorie (s.
Abschnitt 1) handelt, gehen einige der Wort kom plexe Hand in Hand
oder schließen sich gegen seitig ein. Folgend werden die einzelnen
Komplexe, die im Zuge der wort- und propo si ti ons ori en tierten
Analyse erar beitet wurden, anhand von Beispiel aus dem
Korpus erklärt.

20

I Satanismus 
Sata nismus als Thema findet sich vor allem in Ausdrü cken wie lucifer
(5. 1), satan (10.70.), satanism (15.) oder im bibli schen Begriff synagogue
of satan (10.48.) beson ders, wenn von „falschen“ Jüd:innen (s.
Zionismus in diesem Abschnitt) die Sprache ist. In Abgren zung zu
christ li chen Lehren werden Jüd:innen oft als Anhänger:innen Satans
nomi niert, wobei ihr „jüdisch- sein“ nicht unbe dingt explizit gemacht

21
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werden muss. Durch den Kontext wird es aber meist eindeutig, dass
es sich um anti se mi ti sche Nomi na tionen handelt:

(1) Lyor Cohen is the music indus tries Execu tive and is the reason
why artist’s today are parta king in sata nism and homo se xua lity (15.).

Oft wird dabei auch Bezug auf jüdi sche Lehren (8.17. 2) oder auf
altis rae li sche Mytho logie genommen, um zu beweisen, dass Jüd:innen
teufl i sche Wesen seien (7.2.). Gene rell scheint die
unter suchte Facebook Community sehr christ lich zu sein, da etwa
Bibel aus schnitte als legi times Argu men ta ti ons ele ment gelten.

22

II Rituale 
Eng damit in Verbin dung steht der Wort kom plex um Rituale, die als
child sacrifice (8.), blood sacrifice (6.9.), spirit cooking (6.) oder
slaughter (F.8.17.) bezeichnet werden. Dieje nige Gruppe, gegen die die
QAnon- Anhängerschaft verfeindet ist, führe zu unter schied lichsten
Zwecken Rituale durch. Der Groß teil der Opfer seien Kinder, die für
die Adreno chrom ge win nung gebraucht würden. Gene rell werden
Blut ri tuale und Opfer gaben außer or dent lich oft erwähnt. Die
sata ni schen Anhänger:innen seien aufgrund ihres Kults dazu
verpflichtet, an den Teufel Opfer zu geben. Am besten dazu geeignet
seien männ liche Babys von höchster Intel li genz (Video 7).
Span nen der weise werden diese Rituale in fast jedem thema ti schen
Schwer punkt, also in den Kommen taren zu den unter schied lichsten
Videos, erwähnt. So wird bei einem Video über Frei maurer
beispiels weise darüber disku tiert, dass bei deren Ritual, während dem
eine Ziege geschlachtet und deren Blut getrunken worden sein soll,
auf Hebrä isch gespro chen würde (Video 4).

23

III Adrenochrom 
Die Annahme um diese Rituale stehen oft in Verbin dung mit dem
Mythos um Adreno chrom, wobei es sich in der Tat um ein
Stoff wech sel pro dukt des Hormons Adre nalin handelt. Im QAnon- 
Spektrum wird die Erzäh lung verbreitet, dass Adreno chrom im Zuge
von sata ni schen Riten durch das Quälen von Babys und Kindern
unter 18 gewonnen werde. Mit 18 Jahren scheint diese chemi sche
Reak tion im Blut einfach zu verschwinden. In weiterer Folge werde es
als Verjün gungs droge konsu miert. Diese Erzäh lung fand im
Zusam men hang mit der Beschäf ti gung der

24
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Verschwö rungs theo re tiker:innen mit Menschen handel Einzug in das
QAnon- Spektrum. Unter dem Deck mantel des Kampfes für Kinder- 
und Frau en rechte und gegen Pädo philie können auch Anhänger:innen
von Orga ni sa tionen ange spro chen werden, die sich für tradi tio nelle
Familien-  und Frau en bilder sowie gegen Abtrei bung einsetzen.

Abge sehen von den offen sicht li chen Bezeich nungen wie
Adrenochrome (Videos 7 und 8) oder „drug“ (6.), sind hier auch der
Rituale- , Eliten-  und Kindermord- Komplex mitzu denken. Immerhin
handle es sich bei Adreno chrom um eine Verjün gungs droge, die die
Elite konsu miere, um nicht zu altern und in einen Drogenrausch- 
ähnlichen Zustand zu gelangen. Tradi tio nell wird Adreno chrom
mit einer Elite in Verbin dung gebracht, die der demo kra ti schen Partei
nahe stehe (8.34.). Über ra schend ist ein Video, in dem zu hören ist,
dass auch die repu bli ka ni sche Partei nicht davon ausge schlossen sei
(Video 8). In den Kommen taren zu diesem Video wurde heftig
darüber disku tiert. Tatsäch lich scheinen einige der Meinung zu sein,
dass beide Parteien bereits „verdorben“ seien (8.22.). Daran ist zu
erkennen, dass es unter den Verschwö rungs theo re tiker:innen zwar
inhalt liche Ausein an der set zungen gibt, der Grund kon sens aber der
gleiche bleibt. Alle sind sich darin einig, dass es eine geheime Elite
gebe, die irgend eine Art von Verbre chen verübe und alles beherr sche,
was sie letzt end lich zu Verschwö rungs theo re tiker:innen macht.

25

IV Elite 
Da die Elite ein so weit ge fä cherter Begriff ist, ist die
Benen nung dieser Elite beson ders hete rogen. Aus der Nomi na tion
und Prädikation 3 der Elite kommt der inhä rent anti se mi ti sche
Charakter von QAnon deut lich heraus.

26

Die Nomi na tion der Elite erfolgt durch unter schied liche Instru mente.
Teil weise werden dabei Namen unter schied li cher poli ti scher und
popkul tu reller Figuren (manche davon Israelis, mit jüdi schem Namen
oder aus jüdi schen Fami lien), teil weise auch Unter nehmen genannt.
Bezeich nungen in diesem Zusam men hang wären natürlich Rothschild
(10.47), aber auch Hil[l]ary (8.27.), John Podesta (8.27.) oder
Marina Abramovic (7.). Wenig über ra schend ist, dass zudem auf
vermeint liche geheime (poli ti sche) Bünde hinge wiesen wird, auf
staat liche Orga ni sa tionen bzw. Organe (etwa Geheim dienste oder die
Justiz), aber auch auf Einzel staaten (z.B. England oder Israel). In
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manchen Beiträgen wird auch auf Bünde wie Freemasons (4.) oder
Jesuits (12.3.) Bezug genommen, um die es selbst einige
Verschwö rungs theo rien gibt. An der Grenze zur Prädi ka tion befindet
sich wohl die Bezeich nung der Elite mit bestimmten poli ti schen
Einstel lungen. Teil weise wird sehr breit von politics (10.47), aber
auch von Demo crats & [L]iberals (8.35.), teil weise von both parties
(8.16) oder den Republicans (8.26) gespro chen. Eine weitere sehr
breite Bezeich nung wäre Blue Bloods (7.3). Grund sätz lich handelt es
sich hierbei um eher konkrete Beschrei bungen der Elite. Sehr
bemer kens wert ist die Benen nung schlicht mit Pronomen. Alle
Kommen tie renden scheinen dann zu wissen, um wen es sich handelt,
wenn auf they verwiesen:

(2) They are so evil (8.24.).

Die Verwen dung von Pronomen ermög licht zudem eigen stän diges
Inter pre tieren. Womög lich ist es auch egal, um wen es sich genau
handelt. Die Elite sind im QAnon- Spektrum die Bösen und dabei sind
sich alle einig. An dieser Stelle muss noch auf die Reihe an Maledicta
hinge wiesen werden, die gleich zeitig als Wertung und als
Beschrei bung fungieren.
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An der Schwelle zur Prädi ka tion ist die Mytho lo gi sie rung der Elite zu
nennen. Es wird etwa von Wesen der altis rae li schen Mytho logie
gespro chen, wie auch davon, dass sie einer Sekte oder einem Kult
ange hören, Opfer riten durch führen und im Zusam men hang mit
Adreno chrom Kinder töten würden. Dadurch wird ihnen Bruta lität,
Kälte, Grau sam keit, Gefähr lich keit und Bosheit zuge schrieben.
Zudem sei die Elite lügne risch, betrü ge risch und korrupt, was
sugge riert, dass es sich dabei um Menschen in (poli ti schen)
Posi tionen handelt. In diesem Zusam men hang wird sie auch als
beherr schend beschrieben. Die Elite agiere gegen die Bevöl ke rung
(ist demnach kein Teil von ihr), kontrol liere Regie rungen und
staat liche Organe und handle so vor allem über na tional. Zudem sollte
auf die vermeint lich zerstö re ri schen Eigen schaften der Elite
hinge wiesen werden. Abge sehen von der Zerstö rung einzelner
Staaten, zerstöre sie tradi tio nelle und christ liche Werte. Hier findet
sich sehr stark das Motiv der Jüd:innen als Draht zie hende der
Moderne (s. Abschnitt 2).
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Die Elite wird oft in Verbin dung mit Adreno chrom und Blut ri tualen
erwähnt. Oft wird aber schlicht nicht erklärt, worum es sich dabei
handelt. Das macht es für Verschwö rungs theo re tiker:innen möglich,
genau das, was sie wollen, in diese Elite hinein zu in ter pre tieren. Diese
Bezeich nung gilt auch als bekannter Code unter Anti semit:innen, der
das vermeint liche Welt ju dentum bezeichnet (s. Abschnitt 3.3).
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V Kindermord 
Dieser Komplex hängt stark mit jenen um die Elite, Adreno chrom und
Rituale zusammen. In diesem Zusam men hang sind die
offen sicht lichsten Bezeichnungen dead babies (3.), killing children (7.),
kidnapp children (8.33.) oder die Behaup tung, eine gewisse Anzahl an
Kindern verschwinde täglich in den USA (6.4.).
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In den Beiträgen herrscht der Konsens, die Elite ließe Kinder
verschwinden, um durch sata ni sche Rituale Adreno chrom zu
gewinnen. Die Benen nung der Personen, die für das Verschwinden
der Kinder verant wort lich seien, steht in starkem Zusam men hang mit
dem Perversions- Komplex. Teil weise wird von pervert[s] (8.35.) oder
child rapists (8.26.) gespro chen. Diese Benen nung ist extrem
emotio na li sie rend und verstö rend. Da unter manchen User:innen die
Annahme herrscht, dass human baby meat (6.11.) oder andere
Stoffe durch aborted fetuses (3.2.) gewonnen werden, ist in diesem
Zusam men hang auch Abrei bung als Schlüs sel thema zu sehen. An
dieser Stelle findet sich erneut der Zusam men hang zum christlich- 
konservativen Hinter grund, dem die Commu nity auf Face book
anzu ge hören scheint.
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VI Perversion 
Der Konser va tismus dieser Diskurs ge mein schaft zeigt sich eben falls
darin, dass homosexuality (15.) als Abnor ma lität konstru iert und neben
pervert[s] (8.35.), pedophile[s] (7.1.) als Pejo ra tivum verwendet wird.
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Ein bekannter anti se mi ti scher Topos macht Jüd:innen für die
angeb lich zuneh mende Trans gres sion von Geschlechts iden ti täten
verant wort lich. Beson ders Männer würden dadurch verweich licht,
effe mi niert und als Super la tive schließ lich homo se xuell (s. Abschnitt
3.3). So habe etwa Lyor Cohen, ein israe li scher Staats bürger, dessen
Nach name ein typisch jüdi scher ist, Homo se xua lität in die
Musik in dus trie und nach Holly wood gebracht (15.).
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VII Freimaurerei 
In starker Verbin dung mit diesem Komplex stehen jene um Rituale
und Sata nismus. Die Bezeich nungen hier sind aller dings weniger weit
gefä chert. Es handelt sich hier haupt säch lich um die Schlüsselwörter
Freemasonry (4.) und Freemason (5.).
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Frei maurer sind in die Liste anti se mi ti scher Bezeich nungen
aufzu nehmen, weil einer seits behauptet wird, dass Jüd:innen die
Frei maurer beherr schen würden (5.) und ande rer seits, weil in den
unter suchten Beiträgen von Ritualen gespro chen wird, die häufig in
anti se mi ti schen Verschwö rungs theo rien auftau chen; wie etwa dem
Trinken von Ziegen blut oder dem Beten auf Hebrä isch (4.). Es kommt
zur Verschmel zung von Ritualen von Frei mau rern und sata ni schen
Kulten. Das würde auch aus Frei mau rern kinder mor dende Sata nisten
und Teil der Elite machen.
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VIII Industrie/Firmen 
Das Thema der „verdor benen“ Indus trie steht in starkem
Zusam men hang mit der Elite, mit den corrupt men (8.18.), die
vermeint lich Holly wood und die Medien beherr schen. So gelten als
wich tige Bezeich nungen in diesem Zusam men hang etwa die
music industry (15.) oder der news broadcast (10.34.). Teil weise werden
aber auch einzelne Namen von Unter nehmen genannt. Dazu zählen
Monsanto (2.), ein Unter nehmen, das durch
Lebens mit tel ver gif tungen der Elite dabei helfe, die Bevöl ke rung
wehrlos zu machen und an die Macht zu kommen bzw. die Macht zu
halten und McDonald’s (6.6.), eine Fast food Kette, die das Baby fleisch
von der Elite abkaufe, nachdem diese bereits das gesamte
Adreno chrom daraus extra hiert habe. Daraus liest sich der
Vorwurf, die Elite sei gut vernetzt und perfekt organisiert.
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IX Zionismus 
Um einiges mehr verschleiert sind die Benen nungen des Zionismus
bzw. der Zionisten. Das liegt daran, dass im unter suchten Mate rial
Zionismus nicht die Bestre bung eines selbst stän digen jüdi schen
Natio nal staats meint, sondern die angeb liche Verschwö rung des
kommu nis ti schen Rothschild- geführten Banken kar tells, das sich
dadurch erhoffe, mehr Einfluss in den USA bzw. auf der ganzen Welt
zu erlangen. Laut Video 14 wurde Zionismus zudem erfunden, um
vom briti schen Kolo nia lismus abzulenken.
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Sehr offen sicht lich sind die Benennungen zionism (10.47.),
zionists (12.5.), zionist jews (16.), zionist regime (10.27.) und Roth schild
State of Israel (12.). Zudem werden Behaup tungen geäu ßert wie the
Roth schilds created Zionism (10.48.), Gott sei enttäuscht von Israel
wegen der corrup tion by the Rothschild[s] (10.47.) oder
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(3) [I]srael has so much [to] say on what goes on with OUR
country (10.48.).

Dies sugge riert einer seits das Bild des Welt juden (s. Abschnitt 3.3)
und ande rer seits den vermeint lich aktiven Eingriff in die US- Politik.
Beson ders verdächtig gilt in den Beiträgen dabei, dass der israe li sche
Geheim dienst Mossad, kurze Zeit nach einer Einwan de rungs welle an
euro päi schen Jüd:innen nach Israel gegründet wurde (10.48.). Die
euro päi schen Migrie renden werden in den Beiträgen oft als
Aschkenasim bezeichnet (10.70.), die eigent lich als die ethni sche
Gruppe der osteu ro päi schen Jüd:innen gelten. Für die
Verschwö rungs theo re tiker:innen in den unter suchten Beiträgen sind
sie aber nicht echte Jüd:innen, weil sie „ethnisch nicht semi tisch“
seien (10.54.). Genau diese „falschen“ Jüd:innen seien es, die den
Zionismus forciert hätten bzw. forcieren (10.54.). Die „echten“
Jüd:innen würden das nicht tun, weil sie mit ortho doxem Judentum
gleich ge setzt werden (12.), laut dem Zionismus (nicht im
verschwö rungs theo re ti schen Sinne) deshalb nicht valide ist, weil ein
jüdi scher Staat nur von Gott begründet werden könne.
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(4) These people (zionists) hija cked Judaism. Like they say their [sic]
Jews and serve God but they really dont (F.12.5.).

Gleich zeitig werden aber zwei ortho doxe Juden, die behaupten, laut
dem Sohar werden alle Nicht- Jüd:innen dem Judentum dienen wollen
(Video 16), eindeutig nicht als orthodox erkannt und als Zionists (16.)
bezeichnet. Beson ders der User, der die Videos postet, scheint nicht
zwischen den unter schied li chen Strö mungen und Gruppen
unter scheiden zu können. Er entscheidet selbst, wer Zionist:in ist
und wer nicht. Dabei werden Zionismus und Judentum, teil weise aber
auch Israeli zu sein, weit ge hend vermischt und verwech selt. Es ist zu
vermuten, dass der User zwischen guten und schlechten Jüd:innen
wie folgt unterscheidet:
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Gut: Ethnisch semi ti sche Jüd:innen bzw. Sefardim und Misrakhim.
Schlecht: Ortho doxe Jüd:innen und Jüd:innen, die er als zionis tisch
annimmt und als Aschkenasim bezeichnet. Gemeint sind damit Israelis
mit euro päi schem Hintergrund.

X Globalisten 
Der Begriff der Globa listen ist ausge spro chen vage gehalten. Er
könnte alles von Zionist:innen, bis hin zu Mitglie dern der
demo kra ti schen Partei, große Hollywood- Stars und Teil ha bende der
„Indus trie“ und der Medien bezeichnen. Wich tiger als die
Bezeich nungen sind in diesem Fall wohl ihre Eigenschaften: [they]
destroy our country (8.24.), erect a world state under their joint rule,
disrupt Chris tian civilizations (10.30.). Dabei finden sich Brücken zum
Zionismus- Komplex. Das zeigt sich etwa in Aussagen wie create
unfair foreign poli cies with israel (10.27.) oder in Video 12, in dem es
um die vermeint liche zionis ti sche Infil trie rung der USA geht.
Teil weise werden Verbin dungen zu Verschwö rungs theo rien um
9/11 hergestellt:
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(5) These people keep coming up when I [sic] doing my rese arch on
9/11. I wonder why that is (16.4.).

Wiederum ist die Bezeich nung in die Liste aufzu nehmen, weil es sich
um einen bekannten anti se mi ti schen Code handelt und all jenen
erlaubt, eine jüdi sche Welt ver schwö rung zu sehen, die
danach suchen.
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XI Abwer tung des Judaismus 
Die Abwer tung des Juden tums bzw. jüdi scher Kultur oder
altis rae li scher Mythen findet sich auf den unter schied lichsten
Ebenen. Hierbei wird stark mit Bibel stellen argu men tiert. In der Bibel
selbst sind einige Refe renzen auf vorjü di sche, phönizisch- 
kanaanäische Kulturen zu finden. So wird etwa auf eine Bibel stelle
Bezug genommen, in der phönizisch- kanaanäische Opfer riten
beschrieben werden, durch die die eigenen Kinder verbrannt würden
(8.17.). Dies gilt als Beweis für die teufl i sche „Natur“
semi ti scher Bevölkerung.
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Immer wieder wird auf die Zerris sen heit inner halb des Juden tums
hinge wiesen, indem ein vermeint li cher Rabbi „zugibt“, dass
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irgend eine Behaup tung inner halb der Verschwö rungs theorie stimme
(10.56.). Dies wird beson ders in Zusam men hang mit Moishe Arye
Friedman erwähnt, ein ultra or tho doxer Jude, bren nender Anti zio nist
und Holo caust leugner, dem Betrug und Titel fäl schung vorge worfen
werden (vgl. dazu DerStan dard.at Redak tion, 2006).

In einem Beitrag wird auf das Judentum mit Jewish mysticism (16.)
verwiesen, was als eine Abwer tung zu verstehen ist, weil die Reli gion
auf eine Mystik redu ziert wird. Zusätz lich wird sie dadurch
verlä cher licht, dass einige Male der Begriff Goj(im) (גּוֹיִם/גּוֹי) für Nicht- 
Jude:Jüdin verwendet wird, um gegen seitig auf sich zu verweisen.
Dies soll unter ein ander als Erin ne rung dienen, dass man von
Jüd:innen als nicht gleich wertig ange sehen werde.
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Schließ lich muss in diesem Zusam men hang auf den Begriff Nephilim
einge gangen werden. Bei der alles kontrollierenden Elite handle es
sich laut einem Post um Nephilim (7.2.), Misch wesen der
altis rae li schen Mytho logie, die von mensch li chen Frauen und
gött li chen Wesen gezeugt wurden (vgl. Petruz zello, o.J.). Laut der
Bibel handelt es sich dabei um Wesen, die Menschen über legen seien
(vgl. Petruz zello, o.J.). Da die Elite als das Böse schlechthin gesehen
wird, ist die Abwer tung der altis rae li schen Mytho logie durch ihre
Attri bu ie rung an die Elite in diesem Fall als anti se mi tisch zu werten.
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XII Vergiftung 
Dieser Komplex basiert auf der konspi ra tio nis ti schen Annahme, es
gäbe Menschen, die für die Elite arbeiten und das Wasser und die
Lebens mittel vergiften würden. Die offen sicht lichsten
Schlüs sel wörter sind dabei natürlich poisoning (1.10.), toxic (2.) und
contaminants (1.7.). Ein bestimmtes chemi sches Mittel, das genannt
wird, ist Sodium Fluoride (1.), das die Bevöl ke rung wider standslos,
apathisch und nebenbei noch krank machen soll (Video 1). Wird ein
Arbeiter der Elite als „Devil’s Whore“ (F.1.8.) bezeichnet, so findet sich
wieder die Annahme um einen sata ni schen Kult, der dahin ter stecke
und diese Indus trie kontrol liere. Ein bestimmtes Unter nehmen, das in
diesem Zusam men hang von großer Bedeu tung zu sein scheint,
ist „Monsanto“ (2.).
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XIII Holocaustleugnung  
In einigen Videos wird der Holo caust aktiv geleugnet und maßgeb lich
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verharm lost. Dies wird durch eine unglaub lich weite Vari ante an
Behaup tungen veräu ßer licht; begin nend mit

(6) The Holo caust is a LIE (10.) und

(7) hitler brought germany back out of a deppre sion [sic] (10.25.)

bis hin zu Verharm lo sungen des Hakenkreuzes 4 (9.). Hitler habe das
Symbol ledig lich ausge liehen (9.). Implizit wird mittrans por tiert, dass
man sich nicht vor der Verwen dung des Zeichens scheuen muss.
Weiters werden Die Proto kolle der Weisen von Zion als echtes
Doku ment zu bezeichnet, das nur deshalb als gefälscht gebrand markt
wurde, um alle Kritiker:innen als Anti semit:innen abtun zu können
(Video 13). Die Shoah sei ohnehin mathe ma ti cally impossible (10.) und
Skep tiker:innen dieser Verleug nung werden aufgefordert: do
the math (10.9.), it simply doesn’t add up (10.14).
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Der Höhe punkt dieses Diskurses findet sich wohl in der Behaup tung,
zionis ti sche Jüd:innen hätten die Shoah orchestriert to create unfair
poli cies with israel (10.27). Der Rabbi Friedman gebe das sogar
zu (10.48.).
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An diesem Komplex sind der Globalisten-  und Eliten- Komplex
anzu grenzen, da aus dem Mate rial implizit zu lesen ist, dass durch
den Holo caust niemand mehr Jüd:innen kritisch gegen über stehen
dürfe und diese so unge hin dert an die Macht kommen können.
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XIV Banken
Dieser Komplex befindet sich in enger Verbin dung mit dem
Industrie-  und teil weise mit dem Eliten- Komplex, da davon
ausge gangen wird, dass die Elite die Banken beherr schen (12.3.). Es
wird auch das Swiss gvt [=government] (12.3.) genannt, also die
Regie rung des Landes das bekannt für sein Banken wesen ist. Dieser
Komplex baut auf dem bekannten anti se mi ti schen Topos des Geld-
und Wucher juden auf (s. Abschnitt 3.3).
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3.3. Diskurs ori en tierte Analyse

Die durch die wort- und propo si ti ons ori en tierte Analyse
iden ti fi zierten Wort kom plexe lassen auf sieben unter schied liche

54



ELAD-SILDA, 9 | 2024

Tabelle 2: Zusam men hänge zwischen den Topoi und Wort kom plexen aus 3.2

I II III IV V VI VII VIII IX X XI XII XIII XIV

Weltjudentum ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Geld- und Wucherjude ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Ritualmordlegende ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Dämonisierung ✓ ✓

Brunnenvergiftung ✓ ✓

Freimaurer ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Geschlechtertransgression ✓ ✓

anti se mi ti sche Topoi schließen. Tabelle 2 illus triert die
Zusam men hänge zwischen den Wort kom plexen (I-XIV) und Topoi (in
der linken Spalte).

Wie aus dieser Tabelle hervor geht, ist der am öftesten repro du zierte
Topos jener der Ritu al mord le gende, was natür lich auf den Fokus des
Users auf Adreno chrom zurück zu führen ist. Ange sichts der
Kern aus sage des QAnon- Spektrums wäre aller dings eine stär kere
Repro duk tion des Topos des Welt ju den tums oder der Jüdisch- 
Freimaurerischen Verschwö rung erwartbar gewesen.
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Ritualmordlegende 
Die Ritu al mord le gende besagt, das Mitglieder jüdi scher Gemeinden
vor allem zu Pessach christ liche Kinder (meist Buben) verschleppen,
sie entführen, mit ihnen Rituale durch führen, sie foltern, töten und
sich an ihrem Blut nähren (vgl. Erb, 2010� 293; Wolf, 2021� 152). Die
ersten Vorwürfe über angeb lich von Jüd:innen entführte Buben
(William von Norwich, Richard von Poin toise), um mit diesen die
Kreu zi gung Jesus auf makabre Weise zu kari kieren, stammen aus dem
12. Jahr hun dert (vgl. Soyer, 2019� 57). Die Verbrei tung der Legende
ging haupt säch lich von England aus nach Frank reich, Spanien,
entlang des Rheins und Mains bis zum Bodensee, in den Alpen raum
und ab dem 16. Jh. auch nach Polen (vgl. Erb, 2010� 293). Eine weitere
solche Schuld zu schrei bung ereig nete sich 1235 außer halb von Fulda,
nachdem fünf Söhne eines Müllers nach dem Brand der väter li chen
Mühle in dessen Abwe sen heit umkamen (vgl. Banning, 2003� 64). Der
jüdi schen Gemeinde von Fulda wurde vorge worfen, sie hätten die
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Kinder regel recht geschlachtet, um an ihr Blut kommen, und
anschlie ßend die Mühle nieder ge brannt, um die Beweise zu
verste cken (vgl. Soyer, 2019� 57). An zeit ge nös si schen Berichten dieses
Falls zeigt sich erst mals die Annahme, dass diese Gräu el taten nach
Vorgaben des Talmuds statt ge funden hätten (vgl. Soyer, 2019� 58).
Aufzeich nungen illus trieren nämlich, dass Kaiser Fried rich II des
Heiligen Römi schen Reichs eine Unter su chung veran lasst hat, in der
spezi fisch erar beitet werden sollte, ob es jüdi sche Vorgaben zum
Konsum vom Blut gibt, was von den von ihm ernannten Fach per sonen
verneint wurde, woraufhin er die Ange klagten befreite (vgl. Soyer,
2019� 58). Im Zuge des 13. Jahr hun derts wurden solche
Anschul di gungen über einen großen Teil Europas hinweg laut,
aller dings vorwie gend mit der Begrün dung des Parodie rens der
Kreu zi gung Jesus, manchmal auch in Verbin dung mit (schwarzer)
Magie (vgl. Soyer, 2019� 58). Im 14. Jahr hun dert wurden die Vorur teile
verbreitet, dass das Blut gebraucht werde, entweder um Matzah für
das Pessach fest oder um Heil mittel herzu stellen (vgl. Soyer, 2019� 58-
59). Diese Annahmen wurden ab dem 15. Jahr hun dert zum Kern der
Legende, die durch Geständ nisse nach Folter etwa zu den Fällen von
Endingen (1470), Trient (1475), Regens burg (1476) und Frei burg (1503)
bestä tigt wurden (vgl. Soyer, 2019� 59). Beson ders der Fall gegen die
Juden von Trient verbrei tete sich aufgrund von Predigten, aber auch
durch die Möglich keit der Verviel fäl ti gung durch Druck (vgl. Erb,
2010� 294). Eine der wohl extremsten Anschul di gungen ereig nete sich
in La Guardia in Spanien, wo einigen Zuge hö rigen der jüdi schen
Gemeinde vorge worfen wurde, sie hätten ein Kind entführt, gefol tert
und getötet, um sein Herz mit einer geweihten Hostie zu vermi schen
und damit die spani schen Christ:innen auszu rotten (vgl. Soyer, 2021�
311, 321). Es wurde zwar weder ein Kind vermisst noch eine
Kinder leiche gefunden, aber dennoch gestanden die Beschul digten
unter Folter (vgl. Soyer, 2019� 59-60). Der Kult des Kinder mar ty riums
lebt heute noch in La Guardia fort.

Bei der Ritu al mord le gende handelt sich um die ulti ma tive Form der
Entmensch li chung und Dämo ni sie rung von Jüd:innen im Mittel alter
(vgl. Soyer, 2019� 57; Johnson, 2016� 12). Die Annahme, dass
christ li ches Blut für Pessach benö tigt werde, macht das ritu elle
Morden zum inte gralen Bestand teil des Juden tums (vgl. Soyer, 2019�
61), wodurch Jüd:innen als dämo nisch charak te ri siert werden können
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(vgl. Johnson, 2016� 15). Zusätz lich zur Fremd kon struk tion ergab sich
dadurch während einer Zeit begin nender diverser Ausle gungen des
Chris ten tums die Möglich keit der Bildung einer homo genen
christ li chen Iden tität (vgl. Johnson, 2016� 15).

Die Geschichte von AS ist repe titiv, da dieselben Topoi immer wieder
repro du ziert werden, wozu aber keine exakte Wieder ho lung
notwendig ist, sondern einfach ein Hervor rufen derselben
Konno ta tionen ausreicht (vgl. Johnson, 2016� 17). Da der moderne AS
ab dem 19. Jahr hun dert zuneh mend vom Chris tentum gelöst war/ist,
wurden neue Behaup tungen in die Legende einge speist. Dazu gehört,
wer alles als Opfer und Täter gelten kann, wie sich der Tatbe stand an
den vermeint li chen Leichen darstellte und was als Beweise für die Tat
galt (vgl. Erb, 2010� 294). Im Laufe der Zeit kam immer wieder die
Frage auf, wieso es nur so wenige Ritu al morde gebe, wenn es sich
doch um eine reli giöse Vorschrift handle. Einer der anti se mi ti schen
Antworten auf diese Frage aus der Mitte des 19. Jahr hun derts zufolge
seien nicht „nicht alle Juden, sondern nur eine kleine, fana ti sche Elite
ausge wählter Männer […] in das talmu di sche Blut ge heimnis
einge weiht“ (Erb, 2010� 294). Der Aspekt der Elite sowie der gesamte
Inhalt der Ritu al mord le gende zeigt eindeu tige Paral lelen zu den
Erzäh lungen um Adrenochromgewinnung.
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Zudem folgt aus dem angeb li chen Agieren im Geheimen (vgl.
Johnson, 2016� 22) ein Zugrun de liegen des Topos des Welt ju den tums
(vgl. Wolf, 2021� 154).
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Weltjudentum 
Als Basis der Ritu al mord le gende und vieler weiterer
Verschwö rungs theo rien gilt der weit verbrei tete Mythos der
jüdi schen Welt be herr schung bzw. des Welt zio nismus, etc. Dabei wird
ange nommen, dass eine jüdische Elite die Welt herr schaft anstrebe
bzw. bereits inne habe, dabei Kriege orches triere (vgl. Wetzel, 2010�
335) oder wie in rezenten Fällen etwa ein Virus auf den Rest der
Gesamt ge sell schaft loslasse. Oft wird nicht eindeutig gemacht, dass
es sich bei der Elite um eine „jüdi sche“ handle, implizit oder durch
bestimmte Kontex tua li sie rungen aber dennoch deut lich gemacht. Ein
Beispiel dafür wäre die Prädi ka tion der Elite als Nephilim,
Misch wesen aus der altis rae li schen Mytho logie, die von
mensch li chen Frauen und gött li chen Wesen gezeugt wurden (vgl.
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Petruz zello, o.J.). Die Welt ver schwö rung wird zwar oft
kommu nis tisch genannt wird, was aber als Schirm für eine Jüdi sche
steht und wird (bzw. wurde auch im Natio nal so zia lismus) oft gemeint,
wenn vom jüdi schen Bolsche wismus die Rede ist/war (vgl. Pufelska,
2010� 47).

Dämonisierung 
Damit und eben falls mit der Ritu al mord le gende einher geht der
Topos des teufl i schen, sata ni schen Juden. Die Argu men ta tion
dahinter fußt auf christ li cher Theo logie. Dies führt zu einem Bild,
dass Jüd:innen als Oppo si tio nelle oder sogar Mörder von Jesus
gesehen werden (vgl. Blum, 2010� 113). Ihnen wird dabei etwas sehr
mythi sches, anti christ li ches, diabo li sches zuge schrieben (vgl. Gow,
2010� 26). Stark mit diesem Topos sind natür lich Mytho lo gi sie rungen
vom Judentum zu verbinden, die eben falls oft anti se mi ti sche
Auswüchse haben. Es ist anzu nehmen, dass sich der Topos des
„dämo ni schen Juden“ beson ders im streng- christlichen Umfeld
verbreitet (vgl. Gow, 2010� 28).
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Geld- und Wucherjude
Eng damit verbunden ist das seit dem Mittel alter bestehende Bild der
jüdi schen Finanz herr schaft (vgl. Escher, 2010� 348-349). Später wurde
auch davon gespro chen, dass sie die Wall Street, die Medien sowie
die Welt wirt schaft beherr schen würden. Daraus entstanden die
Vorur teile, Jüd:innen seien reich, geizig und geld gierig (vgl. Escher,
2010� 348-349). Beson ders aus der Zeit des Natio nal so zia lismus ist die
Dicho tomie des schaf fenden Deut schen und des raffenden Juden
bekannt (vgl. Wyrwa, 2010� 172).
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Jüdisch- Freimaurerische Verschwörung 
Die Jüdisch- Freimaurerische Verschwö rungs theorie entstand im
christ li chen Umfeld des post- revolutionären Frank reich, um rezente
poli ti sche Entwick lungen zu erklären (vgl. Tagu ieff, 2013� 28). Zu
Beginn wurden Frei maurer als alles be herr schenden, im
Unter grund agierende Elite verstanden (vgl. Butter, 2020� 110). Kurz
danach aber gab es schon fast keinen Unter schied mehr zwischen
Frei mau rern und Jüd:innen; es kam und kommt oft zu
Gleich set zungen (vgl. Butter, 2020�163-164). So ist also die
Verschwö rungs theorie um das Welt ju dentum auch mit jener um
Frei maurer verbunden. Grund sätz lich glei chen sie auffällig
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anti se mi ti schen Verschwö rungs theo rien. Es war also sicher kein
Zufall, dass die Propa ganda des Natio nal so zia lismus Judentum,
Frei mau rerei und Marxismus in einem Atemzug nannte.

Brunnenvergiftung 
Eben falls seit dem Mittel alter exis tiert der Vorwurf der
Brun nen ver gif tung als ein alter Stereotyp zur Verleum dung von
Jüd:innen, dem zufolge sie lebens not wen dige Nahrungs mittel und vor
allem Trink wasser absicht lich vergiften würden, um die
Allge mein be völ ke rung so hinter listig zu töten (vgl. Soyer, 2019� 64).
Beson ders während der Pest fand diese Legende anklang und führte
zu euro pa weiten Juden ver fol gungen und Pogromen, aus denen
hundert tau sende Todes opfer hervor gingen (vgl. Herzig, 2010� 49).
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Geschlechtertransgression 
„In der zweiten Hälfte des 19. Jahr hun derts, spätes tens im Fin
de Siècle setzten sich im Bild ar chiv der Moderne Verschlin gungen von
anti se mi ti schen und frau en feind li chen Image rien durch, welche zu
den gesell schaft lich und kultu rell überaus wirk samen
Reprä sen ta tionen des ‚effe mi nierten Juden‘ und der ‚masku li ni sierten
Jüdin‘ führten.“ (Stögner, 2008� 70). Stögner (2008) beschreibt den
anti se mi ti schen Topos des effe mi nierten Juden, der beson ders im
Natio nal so zia lismus aufge griffen wurde, in dem eine strikte Tren nung
der Geschlech ter rollen sehr wichtig war. Dieses Muster exis tiert aber
über den Natio nal so zia lismus hinaus und wird heute noch oft
verwendet, auch (und wie im analy sierten Mate rial) verbunden mit
der Abwer tung von Homosexualität.
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3.4. Zusam men fas sung: Topos- Themen-
Verknüpfung

Betrachtet man, in welchen thema ti schen Schwer punkten welche
Topoi aufge griffen werden, so fällt auf, dass fast immer der Topos des
Welt ju den tums zugrunde liegt (s. Tabelle 3). Ähnlich häufig findet eine
Dämo ni sie rung bzw. Mytho lo gi sie rung von Jüd:innen statt. Auch der
Topos des Geld- und Wucher juden findet bei fast jedem
thema ti schen Schwer punkt Anklang. Die Brun nen ver gif tung ist der
mit Abstand am seltensten vorkom menden Topos, auf den ledig lich in
einem thema ti schen Schwer punkt Bezug genommen wird.
Grund sätz lich sei ange merkt, dass all diese Topoi Hand in Hand
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Tabelle 3: Verknüp fung der Topoi mit den Videos nach Themencodes

A B C D E F G H I J

Weltjudentum ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Geld- und Wucherjude ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Ritualmordlegende ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Dämonisierung ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Brunnenvergiftung ✓

Freimaurer ✓ ✓ ✓

Geschlechtertransgression ✓ ✓ ✓

gehen, sich teil weise gegen seitig einschließen und niemals isoliert
vonein ander zu betrachten sind. Dasselbe trifft auf den Charakter
einer Super ver schwö rungs theorie zu, wie sie QAnon eine ist.

Die Nomi na tion und Prädi ka tion der Elite stimmen mit sehr vielen
der Topoi überein. Die Elite wird als über na tional gesehen, als
agie rend im Geheimen, als vernetzt, als tradi tio nelle Werte
zerstö rend, als unter schied liche Staaten beherr schend und als
wich tige staat liche Organe unter wan dernd. Diese Analyse
unter streicht, was durch die vorher ge henden Analysen bereits in
Erfah rung gebracht werden konnte, dass nämlich in der QAnon
Verschwö rungs theorie sehr starke anti se mi ti sche Tendenzen zu
finden sind.
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QAnon kommt aus dieser Analyse als klas si sche
Super ver schwö rungs theorie heraus (s. Abschnitt 1). Mit Fokus auf AS
konnten einer seits die für QAnon typi schen
Verschwö rungs er zäh lungen (wie etwa jene um Adreno chrom), aber
auch uner war tete (wie die Ereig nis ver schwö rungs theorie um 9/11
oder der Topos der Brun nen ver gif tung) heraus ge ar beitet werden
können. Eine inter es sante Dynamik ergibt sich aus dem Vorwurf, die
Elite gehöre einem Kult, einer Reli gion an und dem eigenen Verhalten
der Kommen tie renden. Auch hier argu men tiert ein Groß teil von
ihnen mit Bibel stellen. Das heißt, reli giöses Verhalten gilt als Vorwurf
und als Habitus gleichzeitig.
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Auffal lend ist zudem, dass die Kommen tie renden zu einem gewissen
Teil selbst entscheiden können, wer oder was zur
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Verschwö rungs theorie gehört oder eben nicht. Damit ist den
einzelnen Kommen tie renden eine gewisse Deutungs hoch heit
über lassen. Die Entschei dung, wer oder was im Detail Teil der
vermeint li chen Verschwö rung ist, liegt beim Indi vi duum und
viel leicht stellt genau diese Möglich keit, die Realität selbst gestalten
zu können, eine gewisse Attrak ti vität dar.

Fazit
In Zukunft ist nicht davon auszu gehen, dass die Verbrei tung von
Verschwö rungs theo rien Halt macht. Weil Verschwö rungs theo rien oft
anti de mo kra ti sche und menschen feind liche Poten ziale in sich tragen,
gilt es, Verant wor tung zu über nehmen und zu versu chen, dieser
Verbrei tung etwas entge gen zu setzen. Wie kann ein solcher
Wider stand aber aussehen? Butter (2020� 227-229) betont, dass es
keine allge mein gül tige Lösung dafür gibt. Eine Möglich keit, der
Verbrei tung von Verschwö rungs theo rien in Zukunft
entge gen zu wirken, ist ihm zufolge das Lehren und Lernen von
Gesell schafts kom pe tenz, Medi en kom pe tenz und
Geschichts kom pe tenz. Da Verschwö rungs theo rien durch Sprache
leben und weiter ge tragen werden, zählt zu diesen Kompe tenzen
sicher lich das vorzei tige Erkennen konspi ra tio nis ti scher
Termi no lo gien und sprach li cher Struk turen, besten falls bevor sie in
den Main stream eindringen können. So können Personen, die sie sich
langsam diese Sprache und womög lich dieses Denken anzu eignen
scheinen, recht zeitig darauf aufmerksam gemacht und zu Refle xion
ange regt werden.
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Anfang 2021 haben Verschwö rungs theo re tiker:innen versucht, das
Kapitol der USA zu stürmen, ein Gebäude, das symbo lisch für
Rechts staat lich keit und Demo kratie steht. Während der Hoch zeit der
Covid- 19 Pandemie, einer Zeit, in der gesell schaft li cher
Zusam men halt und gegen sei tige Rück sicht nahme stark von Nöten
waren, haben online und auf den Straßen viele besorg nis er re gende
Protest ak tionen statt ge funden. Im Zuge davon wurden einige
Verschwö rungs theo rien öffent lich verbreitet und sichtbar. Die
Sprache vieler Personen in poli ti schen Macht po si tionen hat
sicher lich dazu beigetragen, dass sich diese Gruppen bestärkt und
unter stützt gefühlt haben bzw. fühlen. Das ist ein Beweis dafür, dass
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Anhänge
Anhang A: Titel und Beschrei bung der Videos

1. Water Plant Worker Films Himself Dumping Sodium Fluo ride into
Water Supply 
In dem Video wird ein Arbeiter einer Wasser auf  be rei tungs an lage gezeigt,
der vermeint lich Sodium- Fluorid in Trink wasser schüttet. Anschlie ßend
werden unver öf fent lichte „Fakten“ über Sodium- Fluorid gezeigt, wonach
diese chemi sche Mischung das Immun system schwäche, zu Krebs und
anderen schweren Krank heiten führe und zudem die Bevöl ke rung
wider standslos mache.
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2. Mons anto Lobbyist Says Glyso phate is safe to drink 
In diesem Video wird ein Inter view mit einem vermeint li chen Lobby isten
der Akti en ge sell schaft Mons anto gezeigt, die beson ders für ihre Glyphosat- 
Produkte als umstritten gelten. Darin argu men tiert der Lobbyist, dass
Glyphosat nicht krebs er re gend sei, weigert sich aber, ein Glas davon zu
trinken. Dies wird als Beweis dafür gesehen, dass Glyphosat als Mittel
benutzt wird, um die Bevöl ke rung zu vergiften.

3. Dead Babies are In your Makeup, Food, And Soft Drinks 
In diesem Video geht es um die vermeint liche Exis tenz einer Indus trie, die
abge trie bene Föten oder Teile davon verkauft, um „Wirk stoffe“ ihrer Haut
oder Organe in Kosme tik pro dukte oder Lebens mittel einzu ar beiten, die
verjün gend wirken und die Potenz stei gern sollen.

4. Free mason Lodges Exposed 
Es wird eines Freimaurer- Ritual „entlarvt“, in Zuge dessen neue Mitglieder
aufge nommen werden. Dabei wird vermeint lich eine Ziege geop fert, deren
Blut das Ober haupt trinkt und Gebete auf Hebrä isch gehalten.

5. Shriner Free mason Admits To Worshi ping lucifer! 
In diesem Video wird ein vermeint li cher Frei maurer des Alten arabi schen
Ordens der Edlen vom mysti schen Schrein (Shri ners) „entlarvt“, dass er
Luzifer verehre. Der „Inter viewer“ fragt den Mann nach christ li chen
Werten, die der Mann wiederrum auf Luzifer umbettet.

6. McDo nald's Sells HUMAN MEAT In their Food 
In diesem Video wird ein vermeint li ches Gespräch zwischen Rabbi
Finkel stein und Pastor James Wick strom, einem anti se mi ti schen Radio- 
Präsentator, der Verschwö rungs theo rien verbreitet, gezeigt. Wick strom
„schafft“ es, Finkel stein aus der Reserve zu locken, der zugibt, dass Kinder
zu Opfern jüdi scher Blut ri tuale werden und durch koschere Schlacht höfe in
das Fleisch gelangen, das an McDo nalds verkauft werde.

7. Adreno chrome Comes From Killing Children 
Hierbei handelt es sich um ein Video, in dem die vermeint liche
„Gewin nung“ von Adreno chrom beschrieben wird. Es handle sich dabei um
ein satanisch- jüdisches Ritual von, das bereits seit der Antike exisitere.

8. Ex CIA Officer Exposes Adreno chrome Users 
Ein vermeint li ches Ex- CIA Mitglied “entlarvt” in diesem Video die
Repu bli ka ni sche Partei, die laut ihm sehr nahe zu statis ti schen Illu mi nati
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stehen. Diese gewinnen laut ihm durch Kindes fol te rung Adreno chrom
verwenden dies als Verjüngungsdroge.

9. Ohne Titel 
Das Video ist eine Art Ode an die Swas tika, an das Haken kreuz, dessen
Geschichte im Video aufge zeigt wird. Die erste Aufzeich nung des Symbols
geht auf ca. 10 000 Jahre zurück. Hitler habe das Zeichen auf eine Art und
Weise „entehrt“. Es wird implizit mittrans por tiert, dass die Verwen dung des
Zeichens nichts Nega tives per se ist.

10. The Holo caust is a lie and is mathe ma ti cally impossible! 
In diesem Video wird rech ne risch am Beispiel des Vernich tungs la gers
Treblinka vermeint lich „bewiesen“, dass der Holo caust nie statt ge funden
habe, da nicht genug Platz für die Ermor deten gewesen sei, um sie zu
begraben. Dies wird anhand einer Rech nung, also anhand der Mathe matik,
also anhand von Wissen schaft argu men tiert. Zudem basiere der Beweis für
die Exis tenz des Vernich tungs la gers Treblinka „ledig lich“
auf Augenzeugenberichten.

11. Rabbi Moshe Aryeh Friedman exposes Zionism and the truth 
In diesem Video wird ein Inter view mit Moishe Arye Friedman gezeigt, ein
ultra or tho doxer Jude, Anti zio nist und Holo caust leuger, dem Betrug und
Titel fäl schung vorge worfen werden. Im Video wird er als Rabbi beti telt,
„Experte“ vom Judentum sozu sagen. Tatsäch lich aber hat er kein
aner kanntes Rabbiner- Diplom und ist laut der jüdi schen Kultus ge meinde
"ledig lich ein Selbst dar steller". Das Inter view läuft wenig über ra schend ab.
Fried mann dele gi ti miert Israel, da ja nur Gott einen jüdi schen Staat schaffen
könne und leugnet den Holocaust.

12. Zionists Are Your Enemy 
Hierbei handelt es sich um ein Video, in dem zwei ortho doxe Juden über
Nicht- Jüd:innen spre chen, die laut reli giösen Texten Sklaven für die
Jüd:innen sein werden. Danach folgen Bilder von berühmten US- 
amerikanischen Poli ti kern, die mit Juden abge bildet wurden. Dies ist sei ein
Zeichen für die zionis ti sche Infil trie rung der US- amerikanischen Regierung.

13. Ohne Titel 
In diesem Video wird das Proto koll der Weisen von Zion eindeutig als Nicht- 
Fälschung bespro chen wird. Das Proto koll als Fälschung dazu stellen, diene
dazu, alle als anti se mi tisch zu bezeichnen, die es „durch schaut“ haben. Als
Beweis wird ein Inter view heran ge zogen, das Milton William Cooper geführt
hat, ein Radio jour na list und Verschwörungstheoretiker.
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14. William Cooper's Teaching On Zionism 
Hierbei handelt es sich um Video, in dem William Cooper eine
Radio sen dung hält, in der er über den Beginn und die Geschichte des
Zionismus spricht. Laut Cooper sei Zionismus eine Art Ablen kung gewesen,
um den briti schen Kolo nia lismus zu verdecken.

15. Lyor Cohen The Zionist Behind The Music Industry 
In dem Video werden die Geheim nisse von Lyor Cohen vermeint lich
„aufge deckt“. Cohen habe Homo se xua lität und Sata nismus in die
Musik in dus trie gebracht. Implizit wird mittrans por tiert, dass er an dem
„verdor benen“ Holly wood sei. Cohen ist ein typi scher jüdi scher Name. Lyor
Cohen ist israe li scher Staatsbürger.

16. Zionist Jews See All Non Jews as Beasts & Slaves 
Video, in dem ein ortho doxer Jude über eine Prophe zeiung aus dem Zohar
spricht, laut dem Nicht- Jüd:innen den Jüd:innen dienen wollen würden.

Anhang B: Nominationen

 

Kategorie Nominationen

Pronomen they

Einzelpersonen John Podesta, Marina Abra movic, Blue Bloods, Roth schilds, Ashke ‐
n azim (gemeint sind euro päi sche Jüd:innen im Vergleich zu arabi ‐
schen), Lyor Cohen

(Geheime) Orga ni sa ‐
tionen, poli ti sche
Einstel lung
& Einzelstaaten

Mons anto (lobbyist), Free ma sons, Demo crats, both/all parties
(uneinig), Globa lists, Zionists, Mossad, Jesuits, England, Swiss
Gover n ment(s), Roth schild state of Israel

Mythologisierung satanic witches, Nephilim

Firmen/Unternehmen Mons anto (lobbyist), McDo nalds, media, news broadcasts

Maledicta Mother fu ckers, Assholes, Devil’s whore, Jerk

Anhang C: Prädikationen

 

Kategorie Prädikationen

Mythisch/Kultisch worship ping lucifer, Spirit- cooking, sacri fice, kidnap ping children

Böse/Brutal evil, poiso ning, sick

Zerstören Werte Destroy our country, disrupt Chris tian civi liza tions, destroy belief in
god, Zionism hija cked judaism
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Betrügerisch crooked, corrupt

Beherrschend Joint rule, against the common people

1  Zitate aus dem Korpus werden mit Videonummer.Kommentarnummer.
abgekürzt. Wird nur eine Zahl ange geben, so handelt es sich um ein Beispiel
aus der Video be schrei bung. Für Einsicht in das Korpus wird um
Kontakt auf nahme mit der Autorin gebeten.

2  In diesem Kommentar wird auf eine Schrift der laodi zea ni schen Kirche
Bezug genommen, eine christ liche Gemeinde, die in der antiken Stadt
Laodi keia bestand, nun aber keine Anhän ger schaft mehr hat. Aller dings
finden sich auch Erzäh lungen um die Kinder opfer in Ge- Hinnom im Tanach
und sind deshalb Teil der jüdi schen Lehre.

3  Ausführ liche tabel la ri sche Darstel lungen und Beispiele befinden sich in
Anhang B und C.

4  Natür lich gilt in manchen Teilen Ostasiens die Swas tika nach wie vor als
Zeichen des Frie dens. Diese Bedeu tungs am bi va lenz machen sich
Verschwö rungs theo re tiker aber zugute. Die Swas tika hat seit dem
Natio nal so zia lismus auch eine andere Bedeu tung, die es nicht zu
verharm losen gilt.

Deutsch
Die Super ver schwö rungs theorie (vgl. Butter, 2020� 34) QAnon bedient sich
einer Reihe anti se mi ti scher Codes und struk tu rellem Anti se mi tismus (vgl.
Beirich, 2021� 92). Dieser Beitrag illus triert, wie erschre ckend deut lich
anti se mi ti sche Topoi im QAnon- Spektrum repro du ziert werden. Im Fokus
stehen dabei nicht die Ideo logy Broker (vgl. Blom maert, 1999� 9) dieser
Diskurs ge mein schaft, sondern kleine Akteur:innen, die im sozialen Medium
Facebook unter Beiträge kommen tieren. Um zu analy sieren, ob und wie sich
Verschwö rungs theo re tiker:innen anti se mi ti scher Codes bedienen, wird eine
Diskurs ana lyse ange wandt, die sich am DIMEAN Modell nach Warnke &
Spitzmüller (2008) orien tiert. Die wort- und propo si ti ons ori en tierte Analyse
erlaubt es in Kombi na tion mit der tran s tex tu ellen Analyse auf Topoi zu
schließen, die im Zuge der Diskus sion unter den
Verschwö rungs theo re tiker:innen repro du ziert werden. Zusätz lich wird eine
Nominations-  und Prädi ka ti ons ana lyse (vgl. etwa Reisigl & Wodak, 2009)
durch ge führt, durch die verdeut licht wird, wie die betref fende
Diskurs ge mein schaft die vermeint li chen Verschwörer:innen imagi niert. An
dem relativ kleinen Korpus zeigt sich eine außer or dent liche Varietät an
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anti se mi ti schen Inhalten. Zu den anti se mi ti schen Topoi, die repro du ziert
werden, zählen die Mythen des Welt ju den tums, des Geld- und
Wucher juden, der Ritu al mord le gende, der Brun nen ver gif tung etc. Mit den
zuneh menden Möglich keiten diver si fi zierter Infor ma ti ons ver brei tung und - 
produktion wächst auch die Gefahr der Weiter gabe von
Falsch in for ma tionen bis hin zu Verschwö rungs theo rien. Die Verbrei tung
von Verschwö rungs theo rien auf sozialen Medien – nämlich auch auf
main stream Platt formen wie Face book – zeigt die Wich tig keit, solche
Diskurse zu verstehen. Die (ange wandte) Lingu istik kann dabei helfen, die
Sprache von Verschwö rungs theo rien zu analy sieren und so zu einer
mögli chen Präven tion der weiteren Verbrei tung beizutragen.

English
The super- conspiracy theory (cf. Butter, 2020� 34) QAnon makes use of a
number of anti semitic codes and struc tural anti semitism (cf. Beirich, 2021�
92). This article illus trates how shock ingly clearly anti semitic topoi are
repro duced in the QAnon spec trum. The focus does not lay on the ideo logy
brokers (cf. Blommaert, 1999� 9) of this discourse community, but on small
actors who comment on posts on the social medium Face book. In order to
analyze whether and how conspiracy theor ists use anti semitic codes, a
discourse analysis based on the DIMEAN model according to Warnke &
Spitzmüller (2008) is applied. The word- and proposition- oriented analysis
in combin a tion with the tran s tex tual analysis allows to infer topoi that are
repro duced in the course of the discus sion among conspiracy theor ists. In
addi tion, a nomin a tion and predic a tion analysis (cf. for example Reisigl &
Wodak, 2009) is conducted, which clari fies how the discourse community in
ques tion imagines the alleged conspir ators. The relat ively small corpus
reveals an extraordinary variety of anti semitic content. The anti semitic
topoi repro duced include the myths of the inter na tional Jewish conspiracy,
the blood libel, the well pois oning, etc. With the increasing possib il ities of
diver si fied inform a tion dissem in a tion and produc tion, the danger of passing
on false inform a tion, including conspiracy theories, is growing as well. The
spread of conspiracy theories on social media – even on main stream
plat forms like Face book – shows the import ance of under standing such
discourses. (Applied) linguistics can help to analyze the language of
conspiracy theories and thus contribute to a possible preven tion of their
further spread.

Français
La super- théorie du complot (cf. Butter, 2020 : 34) QAnon se sert d’un
nombre signi fi catif de codes anti sé mites et d’un anti sé mi tisme struc turel
(cf. Beirich, 2021 : 92). Cette contri bu tion a pour but d’illus trer à quel point
les topoï anti sé mites sont repro duits de manière effrayante dans le spectre
de QAnon. L’accent n’est pas mis sur les ideo logy brokers (cf. Blom maert,
1999 : 9) de cette commu nauté discur sive (discourse community), mais
plutôt sur les commen taires des petits acteurs actifs sur Face book. Afin
d’analyser si et comment les théo ri ciens du complot se servent de codes
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anti sé mites, une analyse du discours est appli quée. Celle- ci s’oriente sur le
modèle DIMEAN de Warnke & Spitzmüller (2008). L’analyse au niveau des
mots et des propo si tions permet, en combi naison avec l’analyse au niveau
trans tex tuel, de déduire les topoï qui sont repro duits au cours de la
discus sion entre les théo ri ciens du complot. En outre, une analyse de
nomi na tion et de prédi ca tion (cf. par exemple Reisigl & Wodak, 2009) est
effec tuée, qui met en évidence la manière dont la commu nauté discur sive
concernée imagine les conspi ra teurs présumés. Le corpus rela ti ve ment
court révèle une variété extra or di naire de contenus anti sé mites. Parmi les
topoï anti sé mites repro duits, on trouve les mythes de la théorie du complot
juif, la légende du meurtre rituel, l’accu sa tion de l’empoi son ne ment des
puits etc. Avec les possi bi lités crois santes de diffu sion et produc tion
d’infor ma tions diver si fiées, le risque de trans mis sion de fausses
infor ma tions, voire de théo ries du complot, augmente égale ment. La
diffu sion de théo ries du complot sur les réseaux sociaux – ainsi que sur des
plate formes grand public comme Face book – montre l’impor tance de
comprendre de tels discours. La linguis tique (appli quée) peut aider à
analyser le langage des théo ries du complot et contri buer ainsi à une
éven tuelle préven tion de leur diffu sion ultérieure.
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antisémitisme, topoï, Dimean, réseaux sociaux, Facebook, QAnon
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Introduction
Simply defined, conspiracy theories are “the belief that events are
secretly manip u lated behind the scenes by powerful forces”
(COMPACT). Moreover, conspiracy theories are counter- discourses

1
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which mainly oppose consen sual and/or main stream discourses.
Conspiracy theor ists strive to reveal the supposedly hidden or
manip u lated truth. Yet, when a speaker/writer (from now on, locutor)
says that they reveal such a truth, it is not at all suffi cient for the
theory to gain credit and spread. To be successful, the locutor has to
secure the inter locutor’s adhe sion to the theory. In order to do so,
the locutor must solve two prob lems: first, the version in which they
believe has to be perceived as plaus ible by the inter locutor, which is
how I concep tu alize legit imacy, and second, the locutor must have, or
gain, credit in order to appear cred ible, which is how I concep tu alize
authority. In other words, one strategy is to minimize objec tion and
maximize recep tion, which can be successful when the degree of
reli ab ility of the conspiracy theory in ques tion is secured. In addi tion,
not only is the truth- value of a propos i tional content the object of the
theory, but so is the persona of the locutor, who appears as a whistle- 
blower.

These two aspects are some what subsumed under what Douglas
Biber and Ken Hyland, among others, call “stance” and “stance- 
taking”, for “stance” is a more general, semantic category that
includes epistemic marking. Though the two terms are mostly used in
soci o lin guistics, stance is a useful notion in linguistic analysis for the
study of the use of epistemic markers in discourse as it essen tially
refers to how the locutor posi tions them selves with regard to
discourse objects and propos i tional contents, that is, view points, as
well as to their inter locutors’ reac tions and expect a tions. In simple
terms, I concep tu alize stance as a process by which the locutor
posi tions them selves regarding a private view point in order to be
believed and appear as reli able and by which they manage the
inter sub jective rela tion with the interlocutor.

2

Intu it ively, one possib ility for the conspiracy theorist to make their
theory plaus ible is to appear assertive and confident regarding the
view point they support and present it as factual. In other words, the
locutor can warrant that the view point is truthful. However, the
inter locutor expects some degree of balance between certainty and
like li hood, as being too assertive or too tent ative can both be
detri mental to the spreading of one’s own view points in general
(Hyland 1998� 354; Zou and Hyland 2019� 722), and of the conspiracy
theory in ques tion in partic ular. In other words, a degree of balance

3
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(or, perhaps, even an explicit distinc tion) between facts and opin ions
is expected.

The aim of this paper is not to study the construc tion of a partic ular
conspiracy theory through language, but is to study the way an
unequi vocal conspiracy theorist constructs their legit imacy and
authority. More specific ally, its aim is to study the marking (or its
absence) of epistemic and author it ative stance in conspiracy- theory
discourses, using a specific corpus of blog posts by one conspiracy- 
theory author as a case study, which is part of a broader corpus of
vaccine- hesitancy, pseudo- scientific and conspiracy- theory
discourses, and should be viewed as a prelim inary work on
conspiracy- theory discourses in general. I decided to focus on
author it ative and epistemic stance, because those two notions are
concerned with the notions of “truth” and “reality” regarding the
extra- linguistic world, whose inter pret a tion is also a key feature of
conspiracy theories.

4

In sum, I am inter ested in finding the func tion(s) performed by the
marking of author it ative and epistemic stance, that is, the role they
play in constructing one’s legit imacy and authority. I start by
presenting the analyt ical frame work I follow in this study, before
presenting the analysis corpus. Then, I present the general
quant it ative results. In three longer sections, I offer detailed
contex tual analyses of plaus ib ility hedges, certainty boosters and
explicit authorial pres ence in discourse. More precisely, I examine
how both plaus ib ility hedges and certainty boosters allow the author
to present his theories as plaus ible, prob able, or even factual, and
project an image of authority and cred ib ility, that is, of a reli able
source of knowledge.

5

1. Analyt ical frame work
and method

1.1. Stance and epistemic modality
Stance is a broad term, which is defined by Biber as follows:6
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In addi tion to commu nic ating propos i tional content, speakers and
writers commonly express personal feel ings, atti tudes, value
judg ments, or assess ments; that is, they express a “ stance”’. (Biber
et al. 1999� 966)

At first glance, stance appears to be yet another term for (linguistic)
modality. However, I prefer the term stance for it is, by defin i tion,
concerned with inter ac tion and the way the locutor manages their
audi ences, while modality is mainly concerned with “the status of the
propos i tion” (Palmer 2001� 1) and the locutor’s “atti tude” towards the
propos i tional content.

7

In this paper, I follow Hyland’s stance frame work (Hyland 2005),
which can be summar ized as follows:

8

Stance […] is an atti tu dinal dimen sion of inter ac tion and concerns
how [writers] stamp their personal authority or perspect ives on their
argu ments. (Hyland and Zou 2021� 3)

As is becoming clear from the defin i tions, stance refers to the way(s)
a locutor legit im izes their discourses and constructs their authority.
In other words, stance is concerned with the status of the
propos i tional content, the locutor’s persona and the audi ence’s
reac tion(s). Typic ally, a locutor assesses the like li hood of a view point,
presents them selves as a reli able author and tries to secure the
audi ence’s agree ment that their view point is believ able. There fore,
stance is the posi tion enter tained by the locutor regarding both his
view points and his inter locutors, making it an inter sub jective tool
used to manage both the construc tion and the recep tion of a
given viewpoint.

9

There are many devices that can express stance, ranging from
para lin guistic and non- linguistic devices, such as gestures or
pitch (Biber et al. 1999� 967), to linguistic devices, including lexical
items, such as adject ives (“good”, “happy”, “diffi cult”, “important”),
nouns or verbs (“love”, “need”, “want”), and gram mat ical markers, like
stance adverbials (“unfor tu nately”, “kind of”), stance comple ment
clause (“I hope/believe/think that...”, “the fact that…”), modals and
semi- modals, etc. (Biber et al. 1999� 968-969). According to Biber et al.
(1999� 972), there are three major semantic categories conveyed by

10
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stance markers: epistemic, atti tu dinal, and style of speaking. In
partic ular, epistemic stance refers to the marking of the locutor’s
degree of know ledge (i.e. certainty, doubt, hedging) or the “marking
of the source or perspective of know ledge” (Biber et al. 1999� 973).

Contrary to Biber, Hyland’s stance frame work does not make
semantic distinc tions. Rather, it draws four distinc tions based on
devices: “hedges”, “boosters”, “atti tude markers” and “self- mention”
(Hyland and Zou 2021� 3). Though the last two subcat egories are self- 
explanatory, the first two need further explan a tion. They are defined
by Hyland as follows:

11

Hedges and boosters are commu nic ative strategies for increasing or
redu cing the force of state ments […], conveying both epistemic and
affective mean ings. That is, they not only carry the writer’s degree of
confid ence in the truth of a propos i tion, but also an atti tude to the
audi ence. (Hyland 1998� 350)

Though the two frame works are not exactly the same, they share
simil ar ities, espe cially regarding the expres sion of “epistemic stance”.
More specific ally, a limited view is adopted here, following the
merging of the two frame works. Thus, epistemic stance can be
marked by hedges and boosters (in Hyland’s frame work), which
corres pond, respect ively, to doubt/like li hood and certainty/actu ality
in Biber’s frame work, though hedges and boosters do not only
express certainty or doubt. More precisely, boosters, in Hyland’s
frame work, whether they are verbs, nouns, adject ives, adverbs or
other gram mat ical struc tures, have an intensi fying func tion, which
should be under stood in a non- technical way, which will be the case
throughout this paper. On the other hand, the main func tion of
hedges is to weaken the locutor’s claim, so that they appear less
assertive and more cautious. In order to illus trate how hedges
and boosters 1 work, I will use extracts taken from the
analysis corpus.

12

(1) Inter est ingly, as depicted in the table below, the total decrease in
deaths by other causes almost exactly equals the increase in deaths
by COVID- 19. This suggests, according to Briand, that the COVID- 19
death toll is misleading. Briand believes that deaths due to heart
diseases, respir atory diseases, influ enza and pneu monia may instead
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be [may have been] recat egor ized as being due to COVID- 19. ( johns- 
hopkins-study-explodes-covid-death-hoax 2)

In this extract, the adverb “almost” can be described as a down toner,
which is a category of items mainly comprising adverbs and which
“are used to mitigate the intensity of a state ment” (Hyland and Zou
2021� 6). In so doing, the author avoids making a categor ical asser tion
on the number of deaths by Covid- 19.

13

(2) A study under taken in 1979 at the Univer sity of Cali fornia, Los
Angeles, under the spon sor ship of the Food and Drug Admin is tra tion,
and which has been confirmed by other studies, indic ates that in the
U. S. A. approximately 1,000 infants die annu ally as a direct result of
DPT vaccin a tions, and these are clas si fied as SIDS (Sudden Infant
Death Syndrome) deaths. These represent about 10 to 15% of the
total number of SIDS deaths occur ring annu ally in the U.S.A.
(between 8,000 and 10,000 depending on which stat istics are
used). (how- many-of-these-vaccine-facts-do-you-know)

Here, both the adverb “approx im ately” and the prepos i tion “about”
are rounders, as they are “asso ci ated with lack of preci sion and
indicate an (often numer ical) approx im a tion” (Hyland and Zou 2021�
6). his “lac of preci sion” should not be under stood as uncer tainty or
doubt. Rather, the author seeks to signal that numer ical preci sion is
not what matters. Hyland and Zou (2021� 6) also suggest to regard
rounders as “adding an element of inform ality to proceed ings and
redu cing any possible negative effects of seeming hyper- precise”.

14

(3) Well, uh, we’ve said that 36, 000 people die from the flu every
year in the US. But actu ally, it’s probably closer to 20. Who
knows? (corona- if-they-lied-then-why-wouldnt-they-lie-now)

In this extract, the adverb “prob ably” is a plaus ib ility hedge, as it is
“used to signal that a claim is based on plaus ible assump tions rather
than evid ence” (Hyland and Zou 2021� 6).

15

Boosters can also be divided into sub- categories:16

(4) These days, in 2016, things are different: meaning the author ities
do better PR and propa ganda. Although the extremely lax
regu la tions may still be in force, the assur ances of safety are
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broad cast more convin cingly. And that’s what matters. It’s all good.
Take your shot. Love your vaccine. (behind- the-massive-vaccine-
scandal-in-china)

Here, the adverb “extremely” is an intensity booster, whose func tion
is to “amplify the emotive strength of a state ment” (Hyland and Zou
2021� 7) “by raising the volume rather than expressing an atti tude”
(Hyland and Zou 2021� 8). In so doing, the author does not directly
express his certainty regarding the view point in ques tion, but he does
so indir ectly through intens i fic a tion, which tends to indicate that
what he claims is relevant and valid.

17

(5) Dr Peter Fletcher, who was Chief Scientific Officer at the
Depart ment of Health, said if it is proven that the jab causes autism,
‘the refusal by govern ments to eval uate the risks prop erly will make
this one of the greatest scan dals in medical history’. (boom- another-
vaccine-whistleblower-steps-out-of-the-shadows)

In this extract, it would be tempting to regard the super lative “the
greatest” as an intensity booster ampli fying the degree expressed by
the adjective “good”. Yet, it is best described as an extremity booster
in so far as it “emphasise[s] the upper edge of a continuum” (Hyland
and Zou 2021� 8). Intens i fic a tion is also at play here, as extremity
boosters “help remove any doubts about state ments” (Hyland and
Zou 2021� 8) by “emphasis[ing] the signi fic ance, unique ness or
origin ality of [the] argu ments without the need for elab or a tion”
(Hyland and Zou 2021� 8).

18

(6) Many persons and organ iz a tions within the medical system
contribute to the annual death totals of patients, and media silence
and public ignor ance are certainly major factors, but the FDA is the
assigned gate keeper, when it comes to the safety of medical
drugs. (225000- us-patients-die-in-doctors-hands-silence-of-the-
lambs)

Finally, here, the adverb “certainly” is a certainty booster, as it serves
to “indicate the writer or speaker’s epistemic convic tion” regarding
the truth- value of the propos i tional content (Hyland and Zou 2021� 8).

19
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In this paper, I first and fore most focus on epistemic stance markers,
that is, on plaus ib ility hedges, which are “used to signal that a claim is
based on plaus ible assump tions rather than evid ence” (Hyland and
Zou 2021� 6), and certainty boosters, which “indicate the writer or
speaker’s epistemic convic tion” (Hyland and Zou 2021� 8), because
both directly express the locutor’s degree of confid ence regarding
the truth- value of their view points and anti cipate the inter locutor’s
reac tion to the viewpoints.

20

Another aspect of stance markers is that they can be divided
according to the “source” of the stance, as they can express an
explicit, implicit or ambiguous “attri bu tion of stance to the speaker
or writer” or to “some third person” (Biber et al. 1999� 976). More
precisely, stance is expli citly attrib uted to the locutor in cases where
first person pronouns or determ iners are used: “I think”, “I know”, “My
impres sion is that”, “I am sure”, etc. (Biber et al. 1999� 976). Implicit
attri bu tion refers to the use of imper sonal struc tures (like cleft or
extra posed struc tures), modal verbs or adverbials. Passive struc tures
as well as stance nouns followed by a comple ment clause or a
prepos i tional phrase, but not determ ined by a first- person
determ iner, are considered to be ambiguous in their attri bu tion of
stance, as it is not clear “whether they mark the stance of the
speaker/writer or that of some third party” (Biber et al. 1999� 977).

21

1.2. Corpus analysis method

1.2.1. Corpus identification

In order to study the epistemic marking of stance, I built an analysis
corpus, which is part of a broader corpus used in the PhD thesis I am
currently working on and which is concerned with anti- vaccine,
pseudo- scientific and conspiracy- theory discourses. The corpus
consists of articles written by Jon Rappo port on his personal
blog (https ://blog.nomorefakenews.com). Rappo port intro duces
himself as an invest ig ative journ alist and a writer who used to work
for Amer ican news pa pers and magazines, such as the LA Weekly,
Spin Magazine (a magazine about music whose paper version was
discon tinued in 2012) or CBS Healthwatch. He is also the head of his
own publishing house called The Truth Seeker Company.

22

https://blog.nomorefakenews.com/


ELAD-SILDA, 9 | 2024

Gener ally speaking, Rappo port firmly believes that the global elite 3

(mainly Amer ican) has secret plans to rule the world and the peoples.
He also staunchly opposes (mandatory) vaccin a tion and, contrary to
what the title of his website suggests, does not hesitate to spread
false and misleading inform a tion about vaccin a tion and Covid- 19.
More precisely, Rappo port denies the exist ence of the SARS- CoV-2,
the virus respons ible for the Covid- 19 disease, as well as the ensuing
pandemic as suggested by the begin ning of one of his articles
published on May 20, 2022, and entitled “Stop Arguing About the
Exist ence of the Virus”: “As my readers know, I’ve devoted
consid er able space, over the past two years, to presenting evid ence
that SARS- CoV-2 is a scientific fairy tale, a con, and the virus doesn’t
exist.” (last access on 11 August 2023)

23

All of those char ac ter istics tend to show that Rappo port is an
unequi vocal conspiracy theorist, as are his articles in so far as they
spread conspiracy theories. In my PhD thesis, I start with such
unequi vocal conspiracy- theory discourses in order to char ac terize
anti- vaccine, pseudo- scientific and conspiracy- theory discourses in
the USA that are more equi vocal and less easy to define, espe cially
when the author is not as committed as Jon Rappo port is. The aim of
this paper is not to determine what makes a conspiracy- theory
discourse, in terms of discourse genre, nor does it aim to discuss
whether such a genre actu ally exists. But, what is certain is that one
can identify a conspiracy- theory discourse by studying its contents.
Indeed, conspiracy theories can be defined as follows:

24

[conspiracy theories are] the belief that events are secretly
manip u lated behind the scenes by powerful forces (COMPACT)

“Conspiracy theories” are attempts to explain the ulti mate causes of
signi ficant social and polit ical events and circum stances with claims
of secret plots by two or more powerful actors. […] While often
thought of as addressing govern ments, conspiracy theories could
accuse any group perceived as powerful and malevolent (Douglas et
al. 2019� 4)

Those defin i tions will serve as the basis for the selec tion of the
analysis corpus, which I shall now explain.

25
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1.2.2. Corpus selection

The corpus was compiled using a method called web- scraping, which
consists in down loading and parsing web pages. An algorithm
written in Python was developed specific ally for this corpus. All of the
articles belonging to the following categories of the website were
first selected: “covid; vaccine- fraud; vaccin egate; covid- revisited;
medical- fraud; science- fraud; government- fraud; censor ship;
corporate- fraud; autism; press- fraud” 4. I chose those categories
because they were likely to be in accord ance with the two defin i tions
of conspiracy theories retained for the present issue. Indeed, behind
the term “fraud” lies the notion of decep tion; when combined with
“medical”, “science”, “govern ment” or “corporate- fraud”, it is very
likely that the articles in those categories deal with the inten tional
decep tion of the people by scient ists, the press, the govern ment or
phar ma ceut ical companies. The “covid” category was also selected in
order to include articles written during the pandemic, some of which
conveying conspiracy theories regarding the inten tional creation of
the Sars- Cov-2 virus or of the pandemic in order to control the
world population.
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Once all of the articles were down loaded and parsed (that is, when
only the metadata and the body of the article had been extracted), a
list of keywords was drawn, using the above defin i tions as a base (see
Appendix A). Such keywords include “control; power; cover; psy- op;
story; govern ment; fake; proof; scam; fraud; truth”. Even tu ally, only
the articles which contained at least five of those keywords were
retained. It is not uncommon for Jon Rappo port to copy and paste his
own content from one article to the other. In order to remove
duplicate articles, I coded a Python script that compares the title of
the articles as well as their contents, in both cases using the
Leven shtein distance. When two articles were very similar, I only
kept the longest, in order to have extra contents. Besides, Jon
Rappo port amends his own articles (for the sake of clarity, to correct
mistakes, or to reph rase his opinion); so, I only kept the version that
presented the most signi ficant changes. When in doubt, I used an
online tool (DiffChecker) to visu ally high light the differ ences between
the texts and choose which one to keep.

27



ELAD-SILDA, 9 | 2024

Table 1: Number of articles per year in the analysis corpus since 2009.

Year Nb of articles Year Nb of articles Year Nb of articles

2009 3 2014 63 2019 18

2010 3 2015 61 2020 143

2011 6 2016 76 2021 108

2012 54 2017 104 2022 49

2013 88 2018 49 2023 3

Table 2: Corpus size and composition.

Corpus Number of files Tokens Types Lemmas

Analysis corpus (JR) 831 1,113,351 35,756 32,906

Finally, a little cleaning was needed in order to remove URLs,
personal data (phone numbers, addresses, etc.; this process was
neces sary to comply with the European GDPR),
“refer ences/sources/bibli o graphy” sections, auto bi o graph ical
sections, etc.
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In total, there are 831 articles 5 written between 2009 6 and 2023 (the
collect of the data ended on February 2 , 2023), with great
discrep an cies between the years (with 2020 and 2021 being the most
“productive” years, very likely due to the Covid- 19 pandemic), as can
be shown in the following table:

29

nd

Below is a summary of the size and compos i tion of the
analysis corpus.

30

As stated before, the aim of this paper is not to study the
construc tion of a partic ular conspiracy theory; that is why the
analysis corpus comprises articles dealing with various conspiracy
theories in which Jon Rappo port believes. Nonethe less, there are
simil ar ities and unifying themes from one theory to the other.
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1.2.3. Main themes

In order to find out the main themes developed by Jon Rappo port in
his articles, a keyword list was drawn from the titles and the contents
of the articles. Colloc a tions and colloc a tion networks of those
keywords were then iden ti fied (using #LancsBox and its
Graph Coll tool 7) and analyzed in context (i.e. by analyzing
concord ance lines).
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The analysis of Jon Rappo port’s articles reveals that, even though
some themes are specific to one given conspiracy theory, there are,
in fact, unifying themes which help Rappo port develop a consistent
view of the world.
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Gener ally speaking, he opposes groups, people, or powerful
organ iz a tions and insti tu tions, which I will call “the elite” from now
on. According to him, the elite is not trust worthy and has malevolent
and secret plans, which makes him an unequi vocal conspiracy
theorist. The media, and espe cially the news media and social media,
are accused of playing into the hands of the (Amer ican) govern ment
or companies, in partic ular phar ma ceut ical companies, by spreading
their ideo logy and shut ting down dissident voices by means of
censor ship (for instance, Jon Rappo port accuses them of viol ating
people’s funda mental right to free speech under the pretext of
preventing the propaga tion of online misin form a tion), or even by
spreading false hoods. As for the Amer ican govern ment, the federal
agen cies (among which are the CDC, the FDA, the FBI and the CIA),
and the phar ma ceut ical or tech no lo gical companies (often referred to
as “Big Pharma” and “Big Tech” respect ively), they are accused of lying
to the people, manip u lating them or taking action against them (it is
not uncommon to find words relating to war, confront a tion or death).
In addi tion, phar ma ceut ical companies are accused of influ en cing the
govern ment as well as the writing, the vote or the rejec tion of laws.
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The over arching idea in which Rappo port believes is that the elite has
mainly one goal: to control the people (not just the Amer ican people,
but the world popu la tion). Such control takes on a variety of forms:
intel lec tual indoc trin a tion in school curricula and in the media,
restric tion of civil liber ties, tracing, censor ship, or even depop u la tion.
This can be achieved through various means, with public lies and

35



ELAD-SILDA, 9 | 2024

medical treat ments and drugs being the preferred means. For
example, according to Jon Rappo port, almost all of the aspects of the
Covid- 19 pandemic serve the elite’s interests. Thus, he explains that
the pandemic and the SARS- CoV-2 virus (as well as the Ebola / Zika /
HIV / flu viruses and any pandemic) do not exist or have been
invented in order for the elite to reach their goals; that vaccines are
dangerous (espe cially for chil dren) and inef fective, can cause autism
or alter human DNA; that 5G aims to control and trace the
popu la tion, while being a health hazard whose symp toms are
attrib uted to the Covid- 19 disease (e.g. he believes that the Chinese
govern ment invented the Covid- 19 disease in order to hide the health
prob lems posed by 5G). For Jon Rappo port, science and scientific
data are manip u lated and tampered with in order to conceal the
elite’s schemes and allow them to spread their ideo logy
through propaganda.

In writing his articles, Jon Rappo port poses himself as an invest ig ative
journ alist whose aim is to reveal the elite’s secret schemes or offering
“altern ative facts”, as suggested by many of his article titles which
include the following terms: “fake; real; truth; expose; lie; story;
hidden; secret; fraud; stage; say; tell; prove; know; speak; hide”. In
addi tion, the adverbs “how” and “why” are two of the most used
adverbs in titles, which is not surprising as they help Rappo port put
forward a dissident view point, that is, a counter- discourse.

36

The analyses of the main themes pervading Jon Rappo port’s articles
chosen by the selec tion algorithm I coded support the claim that the
author is an unequi vocal conspiracy theorist. Still, the analysis of the
contents of those discourses is neces sary to identify them as
conspiracy theories.

37

1.2.4. Method and procedures

Using Biber (2004), Biber et al. (1999) and Hyland (1998), a list of
stance markers and struc tures was devised before being searched for
in the corpus (see Appendix B). The markers were clas si fied as
expressing either “certainty/actu ality” or “doubt/like li hood”.
Evid en tial devices marking the source of know ledge (like the verbs
“to infer; to guess; to conclude; to demon strate” or the adverbs
“appar ently; evid ently; obvi ously”) were also included since a locutor
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Table 3: General results of the use of plaus ib ility hedges and certainty boosters

in the analysis corpus.

Semantic category Abso lute frequency Relative frequency (per 100,000 words)

Plaus ib ility hedges 1,566 140.65

Certainty boosters 3,231 290.20

a. Relative frequency results are trun cated to two digits right of the decimal point.

can be more or less certain of what they say depending on the source
of their know ledge. In total, 210 markers (79 markers of
like li hood/doubt; 131 markers of certainty/actu ality; modal auxil i aries
excluded) were iden ti fied. An inter- rater agree ment test was also
conducted to ensure that the categor izing was relevant. In total, four
inde pendent annot ators took part in the test: the author of the
present article as well as three other linguist colleagues. They were
tasked with clas si fying each marker into three categories:
“certainty/actu ality”, “doubt/like li hood” and “don’t know”. Fleiss’s
kappa formula was used and showed substan tial agree ment between
raters (κ = 0,69).

TXM 8 was used to search for the devices iden ti fied as marking
epistemic and author it ative stance. A list of all the queries used is
avail able in Appendix C.

39

2. General results
Table 3 summar izes the abso lute and relative frequen cies of
plaus ib ility hedges and certainty boosters in the analysis corpus.

40

a

Overall, I found 1,566 occur rences of hedges and 3,231 occur rences of
boosters in the analysis corpus 10. Even if the list of boosters in
Appendix A shows almost twice as many boosters as hedges, there
still is a clear overuse of certainty boosters by Jon Rappo port, which
suggests that he favours an author it ative and assertive style in his
articles and chooses to present his view point as certain, that is, as
“the truth”, or, at least, as the most prob able descrip tion of reality. On
the other hand, he does use hedges, which seems to contra dict the
previous claim. There fore, a contex tual analysis of the occur rences is
abso lutely neces sary to account for his uses of hedges and boosters.

41



ELAD-SILDA, 9 | 2024

Note that the results do not include modals. If included, the results
are quite different: I counted 12,294 hedges and 8,558 boosters. This
is mainly due to an overuse of two modals, “can” and “would”, which
are usually categor ized as hedges. However, I disagree, to some
extent, with this view. There are many cases where those modals can,
in fact, be categor ized as boosters as they enable the locutor to
express a dissenting and/or a self- evident view point, while heavily
relying on the inter per sonal nature of those modals. To learn more,
see Douay (2003) and Douay and Roul land (2023). I also develop this
analysis in my upcoming PhD thesis (2024).
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Still, the overall results hide great discrep an cies in the use of the
devices that mark epistemic stance, as suggested by the detailed
results in Appendix D. For example, Jon Rappo port favours adverbials
and verbs with first person pronouns as their subjects and
comple mented by a THAT- or ZERO- clause over adject ives followed
by a comple ment clause. As far as nouns followed by a comple ment
clause are concerned, he tends to use the pattern “DET + N + CC”
more than any other pattern. This is not really surprising as those
stance markers are relat ively common in both oral and written
registers, according to Biber et al. (1999� 979). Yet, “Overall, adverbial
stance markers are consid er ably less frequent than the other
gram mat ical categories” (1999� 979), even though “Single adverbs are
the most common category of stance adverbial in all registers.” (1999�
981) The authors also find that “Stance adverbials are most plen tiful in
conver sa tion, espe cially single adverbs […]. The large majority of
single adverbs are epistemic, with the forms actually, really, and
probably being partic u larly frequent” (1999� 982). There fore, the
overuse of adverbials by Jon Rappo port can be explained by at least
three reasons: first, there is a diachronic evol u tion in favour of
adverbials in registers other than conver sa tion (but a diachronic
analysis would be needed to confirm this hypo thesis); second, he tries
to adopt a conver sa tional style in his written texts; third, specific
stance adverbs and/or adverbials and their scopes are respons ible
for this overuse. Because it is not the aim of this paper, separate
research is needed to account for adverbials as the most frequent
stance markers in the corpus. Table 4 presents the 20 most frequent
hedges and boosters used by Jon Rappoport:
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Table 4: The 20 most frequent hedges and boosters in the analysis corpus.

Hedges Boosters

Device Abso ‐
lute frequency

Relative
frequency (per
100,000 words)

Device Abso ‐
lute frequency

Relative
frequency (per
100,000 words)

perhaps
maybe idea
that idea of
appear to
appar ently
possibly
seem to
notion that
supposedly
tend to
prob ably I
think
notion of I
hope
possib ility
of impres ‐
sion of
impres sion
that I
thought
theory of

127 111 98 88 86
80 79 77 68 50
43 40 40 39 37
30 26 24 22 19

11,41 9,97 8,8 7,9
7,72 7,19 7,1 6,92
6,11 4,49 3,86
3,59 3,59 3,5
3,32 2,69 2,34
2,16 1,98 1,71

of course
actu ally in
fact really
fact that
we know
obvi ously
certainly
evid ence
that sign of
clearly I
know evid ‐
ence of
indeed
claim that
proof that
surely
evid ence
for claim of
truth about

608 481 255
244 235 149 142
131 92 84 80 73
69 62 57 50 41
37 34 34

54,61 43,2 22,9
21,92 21,11 13,38
12,75 11,77 8,26
7,54 7,19 6,56
6,2 5,57 5,12
4,49 3,68 3,32
3,05 3,05

a. Results are rounded to two digits right of the decimal point.

a

As implicit attri bu tion of stance is the most common according to
Biber et al. (1999� 977), it is not surprising to find that the most used
devices in the corpus mark implicit stance. Though some articles
have marks of orality, the texts remain articles to be published on a
personal blog; so, finding explicit attri bu tion is not really surprising
either. Moreover, even if implicit and ambiguous attri bu tions of
stance are common, this does not mean that Jon Rappo port is
objective. It simply means that he minim izes his overt pres ence in his
articles, though only from time to time in so far as some devices
marking explicit attri bu tion of stance are not uncommon. These
char ac ter istics are dealt with in the next sections.
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As “Hedges and boosters are inter per sonal aspects of language use,
complex textual signals by which writers person ally inter vene into
their discourse to eval uate material and engage with readers” (Hyland
1998� 358), and because the stance they express can be explicit,
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implicit or ambiguous, meaning that the locutor can adopt “a clear
authorial pres ence or linguist ic ally [suppress their] iden tity” (Hyland
1998� 358), their pres ence or absence in discourse can be viewed as a
personal and discoursal choice “influ enced by indi vidual person ality
factors” (Hyland 1998� 358) as well as by the locutor’s endeavour to
legit imize and authorize their view points so as to secure the
inter locutor’s agreement.

In order to analyze how Jon Rappo port’s involve ment in his
discourses at the epistemic level help him construct and secure the
legit imacy and authority of his theories, I shall first study his use of
plaus ib ility hedges, before turning to his use of certainty boosters
and his explicit authorial presence.
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3. Plaus ib ility hedges: A
cautious stance?
Hyland (1998) and Biber et al. (1999) agree on the defin i tion of hedges
as tools that weaken the locutor’s claim. Thus, hedges can be used “to
show doubt and indicate that inform a tion is presented as opinion
rather than accred ited fact” (Hyland 1998� 351). So, one of the
func tions of hedges seems to allow the locutor to state uncer tain
claims with caution or to indicate that the view point in ques tion is
the result of the locutor’s plaus ible or infer en tial reas oning rather
than a reas oning based on (avail able) facts, as exem pli fied in the
following extracts:
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(7) But there was one major issue. Apparently, once again, the all- 
knowing and all- seeing and all- controlling control lers of the Deep
State, who manage society flaw lessly, as Hegel ians par excel lence,
had screwed up royally. They hadn’t talked with Hillary’s doctors.
These gods, who can execute the synthesis of oppos ites on a grand
scale, who know the future decades in advance, had failed to notice
Hillary was sick. Quite sick. Sick enough so that if she won the
elec tion, she might have to hide from the public for the better part of
her term, and even that (absurd) tactic might not work. So perhaps
midway through the 2016 elec tion campaign, the Glob alist gods of
the Deep State decided to back off and let Trump win. (why- has-the-
deep-state-gone-to-war-against-donald-trump)
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(8) Again—the 2016 Orlando shooter had extensive contact with the
FBI in 2013 and 2014. The FBI invest ig ated him twice and dropped the
invest ig a tions. The FBI used an informant in a previous Florida case,
and that informant had the same last name as the Orlando shooter.
It’s quite possible the previous informant was told to give a false
state ment which incrim in ated a man for terrorist acts. You can say
this is a coincidence. Maybe it is. But it seems more than odd. Are
the two Siddiqui men connected? (orlando- shooter-deeper-hidden-
ties-to-the-fbi)

In these extracts, one can argue that Jon Rappo port uses hedges in
order to make cautious assump tions and indicate a lesser degree of
confid ence in his beliefs. In mitig ating his claims and limiting self- 
assurance, Jon Rappo port seems to leave room for debate while
anti cip ating the inter locutor’s objec tions to the actu ality of the
view point by indic ating that his reas oning is speculative.
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Though this func tion cannot be totally discarded, I would argue that
plaus ib ility hedges first and fore most express a possib ility among
others, the expres sion of the locutor’s uncer tainty being a
consequence of the expres sion of possib ility. Looking at the list of the
most frequent hedges used by Jon Rappo port, one can note that they
all express, more or less expli citly, the general notion of possib ility.
This is partic u larly clear, of course, of the adverbs “possibly” and
“prob ably” as well as the noun “possib ility”, but also of the adverbs
“perhaps” and “maybe”, whose defin i tions by the Oxford
English Dictionary (OED) expli citly mention “possibility”:
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[perhaps, adv.] 1. Expressing a hypo thet ical, contin gent, conjec tural,
or uncer tain possib ility: it may be (that); maybe, possibly.

[maybe, adv.] 1.a. Possibly; perhaps.

In the corpus, I found two major strategies used by Rappo port to
legit imize his theories and construct his authority by resorting to
plaus ib ility hedges and the notion of possib ility: voicing a plaus ible
dissenting view point and down playing the elite’s discourses. I also
found another, restricted strategy related to his use of the noun
“impres sion” followed by a comple ment clause or a
prepos i tional phrase.
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3.1. Voicing a plaus ible
dissenting viewpoint
The fact that plaus ib ility hedges express possib ility allows Jon
Rappo port to voice a dissenting view point that goes against what the
elite consen su ally admits. Going back to the previous examples of
plaus ib ility hedges used by the conspiracy theorist, all of the markers
intro duce a possib ility among others, which aims to give a reas on able
explan a tion of the events referred to. This strategy is also exem pli fied
in the following extract:
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(9) “But now people in China are dying at a furious pace, suddenly.” Is
this a report or a rumor? If it’s a true report, I suggest starting with
the cause as some thing in the envir on ment—not a virus. An
escal a tion in the already toxic air pollu tion above Chinese cities.
Possibly, the effects of deploying 5G tech no logy widely in Wuhan.
The inten tional deploy ment of a highly dangerous chem ical, whose
effects would be far more predict able, in terms of intensity and
dura tion, than a virus. (the- bio-weapon-theory-of-the-china-
epidemic)

Here, the use of the sentence adverb “possibly” at the onset of the
sentence is a clear indic a tion that Rappo port’s theory is one more
possib ility among two others that he puts forward in order to explain
the increasing number of deaths in China at the begin ning of the
Covid- 19 pandemic. The possib il ities he refers to are presented as
more valid (or more “prob able”) than the one put forward by the elite
(that is, viral infec tions by the SARS- CoV-2), as suggested by the
right- co-text as well as the very begin ning of the article, which reads
“NOTE: IF THE LATEST RUMORS SUPPOSEDLY COMING OUT OF
CHINA ABOUT THE FURIOUS PACE OF ESCAL ATING DEATHS ARE
TRUE…IF THEY ARE…AND THAT'S A VERY BIG IF….THEN LOOK TO
SOME THING OTHER THAN A VIRUS AS THE CAUSE… I’ll consider
these rumors here, in this article, for the sake of covering all possible
bases…I must emphasize, again, this is a very big IF…”. In so doing, Jon
Rappo port does not express his uncer tainty regarding the possib ility
put forward, nor does he show any kind of caution in his claims;
rather, he expresses a possib ility that contra dicts the elite and
refutes the exist ence of the virus.
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This is partic u larly the case with all of the seven occur rences of
“possibly” as a sentence adverb and of the 16 occur rences preceded
by the modal “could”, which also expresses possib ility. In addi tion,
there are 7 occur rences of “quite possibly” and 24 of “couldn’t
possibly”, which expresses impossib ility. These are used to strengthen
the plaus ib ility of the dissenting view put forward by Jon Rappo port
or to completely rule out the elite’s theories, thus rein for cing
Rappo port’s in return.
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Analyzing plaus ib ility hedges as tools that expli citly mark that a given
view point is a possib ility, and not, in the first place, the expres sion of
the locutor’s uncer tainty or a lesser degree of confid ence in what
they say, can also explain why there are occur rences where those
hedges are modi fied by other lexical tools, such as adverbs, so that
the degree of plaus ib ility is increased. One could still argue that this
is to strengthen the locutor’s certainty while still indic ating that the
view point is not completely factual. Instead, I would argue that this is
to give credit and legit imacy to the view point, as exem pli fied in the
following extracts:
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(10) Scen ario two: Let’s be generous and assume the researchers did
bother to look at elec tron micro scope photos, derived from only a
few patients, not hundreds of patients, as they should have. What
did they actually see in the photos? Maybe they saw a few particles
that looked similar to each other, BUT quite possibly these virus- like
particles were just passen gers that ordin arily live in the body and
cause no harm. However, the researchers jump up and down and say,
THIS IS IT. THIS IS THE NEW KILLING VIRUS. AND WE WILL NOW
ASSEMBLE ITS GENETIC SEQUENCE. (how- to-stage-a-fake-
epidemic-and-brainwash-billions-of-people)

(11) In my article, “Vaccine damage, hidden truth: not on the evening
news,” I examine the probable numbers of signi ficant adverse
reac tions to vaccines in the US. There are no offi cial figures. Barbara
Loe Fisher, head of the National Vaccine Inform a tion Center, a
private group, makes a strong case for at least 120,000 a year, with
the distinct possibility of as many as 1.2 million. (the- vaccine-mafia-
and-its-jury-of-thugs-your-rulers)
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In the first extract, the noun phrase “Scen ario two” unam bigu ously
indic ates that the author’s theory is a possib ility among others. More
precisely, in his article, Jon Rappo port tries to answer this ques tion:
“If a group wants to stage a fake and fright ening epidemic, how would
they do it?” For an epidemic to occur and spread, he imagines the
emer gence of a virus, which would then be discovered and
char ac ter ized by scient ists. The second scen ario in ques tion deals
with the latter process. The use of the adverb “maybe” marks the
view point as a possib ility, and can be para phrased as follows: “there is
a possib ility / it is possible that they saw a few particles that looked
similar to each other”. It does not express the author uncer tainty
(rather, it would be that of the scient ists) and it even has, to some
extent, a concessive meaning, as it acknow ledges the exist ence of
another possib ility. However, this possib ility is imme di ately
chal lenged, first by the coordin ating conjunc tion “but” (in capital
letters), which marks contrast, and second, by the adverb “quite” that
modi fies the adverb “possibly” and which allows the author to offer a
more valid or plaus ible possib ility, thus rejecting the other ones.
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In the second extract, Jon Rappo port indir ectly states that the
“numbers of signi ficant adverse reac tions to vaccines in the US” he is
about to give are the most accurate ones but were inten tion ally
concealed by the elite (“prob able”, “hidden truth”). In addi tion, he
quotes Barbara Loe Fisher, head of the National Vaccine
Inform a tion Center (NVIC), a non- profit organ iz a tion that is, contrary
to what its name suggests, vaccine- hesitant 12. He qual i fies her claims
as “a strong case”, which suggest that he believes the figures she gives
are accurate. Finally, the use of the noun phrase “the distinct
possib ility”, comple mented by a prepos i tion phrase intro duced by
“of”, seems to indicate that he does not exclude the possib ility that as
many as 1.2 million Amer icans suffer from signi ficant adverse
reac tions to vaccines. Because this possib ility cannot be ruled out
and because the co- text indic ates that the figures are reli able, Jon
Rappo port’s theory gains credit and legitimacy.
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In sum, instead of marking doubt, uncer tainty or caution, Rappo port
uses plaus ib ility hedges to give reas on able explan a tions of what
happens in the extra- linguistic world. In addi tion, by expressing
contrast and opening up debate about possib il ities that cannot be
ruled out, hedges present the issues at stake as debat able
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contro ver sies, thus rejecting consensus and implying that the
view points of the elite are also possib il ities among others, not
neces sarily truer than those of Rappo port. This pertains to what I
refer to as “rela tiv iz a tion of truth”, meaning that truth is dependent
on the locutor’s beliefs 13. As only the contents of the beliefs can be
described as true or false, in very much the same way as a theory or a
claim can be deemed true or false, it is impossible to negate that
someone believes what they believe. There fore, Jon Rappo port, and
perhaps conspiracy theories in general, relies on the fact that as long
as a possib ility is believed by someone, whether it is himself or
someone else, this possib ility cannot be ruled out, which is the basis
for legit im izing his view points. More precisely, I would suggest that
such a strategy pertains to what I refer to as “neces sary possibility” 14.
I concep tu alize this notion as the strategy by which a locutor
presents their view points as possib il ities that are neces sarily true. In
other words, the locutor expresses that some thing is possible, which
entails that it is neces sarily possible. I develop this notion in my
upcoming PhD thesis.

3.2. Down playing the elite’s discourses
Among the most used hedges by Jon Rappo port, some are used to
down play the elite’s discourses and legit imize his own theories. This
is the case of the adverbs “supposedly” and “appar ently”, as well as
stance nouns comple mented by a comple ment clause or a
prepos i tional phrase.
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A contex tual analysis reveals that the author does not always
use “supposedly” 15 to hedge his own state ments, but attrib utes the
source of the claim to the elite in order to assert that the elite’s
theories or the scientific consensus, are, contrary to what they claim,
uncer tain or precarious and dubious:
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(12) These researchers create a soup in a dish in a lab. They put toxic
chem icals and drugs in the soup. They put monkey and / or human
cells in the soup. There is much other genetic material in the brew—
including, supposedly, the virus. (meet- the-medical-cia)

(13) If the experts are going to claim a partic ular virus causes a
partic ular disease—how do they know that virus exists in the first
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place? For example, the supposedly new coronavirus in China. For
example, Ebola. For example, HIV. For example, the coronavirus
supposedly causing SARS (2003). How do researchers know these
viruses exist? (how- are-viruses-discovered-and-identified-in-the-
first-place)

In those two extracts, the author uses “supposedly” to reject the
claims that the viruses referred to actu ally exist or cause certain
diseases, casting doubt on the actu ality of the elite’s theories. In so
doing, he voices a dissenting view, which contra dicts consen sual
theories, and rein forces his persona as a free thinker and a whistle- 
blower. In addi tion, the claims of the elite are down played as opin ions
(or, as “propa ganda”) rather than facts supported by evid ence
or probabilities.
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This down playing of the elite’s view point is a rein ter pret a tion by Jon
Rappo port of the truth- value and validity of the elite’s discourses. In
the corpus, such a process is one of the main reasons why the author
uses stance nouns with a comple ment clause or a
prepos i tional phrase.
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As high lighted earlier, the most used hedge nouns are “idea”, “notion”
and “possib ility”. They are found in two types of struc tures that serve
the same purpose: the two struc tures comprise a head noun that
either controls a subor dinate comple ment clause or is comple mented
by a prepos i tional phrase which both specify what the noun refers to.
As explained by Issa Kanté (2010� 125) (though he only deals with
stance nouns that control a subor dinate clause), “The semantic
func tion of this construc tion is to express the speaker’s stance
towards a propos i tion, an event, or a state which has already been
expressed mentally or verbally”. In other words, “the that- clause
reports a propos i tion, while the head noun reports the author’s
stance towards that propos i tion” (Biber et al. 1999� 648). Some of
these nouns can be described as “metadis cursive nouns”, as they are
used by the locutor to comment reflex ively on their, or someone
else’s, view points (Jiang and Hyland 2017). The rhet or ical force of this
struc ture partly lies in the fact that the refer ence of the noun is
presup posed, hence the numerous occur rences of the struc ture with
the definite article “the”.
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Even though they are used by Rappo port, it is not uncommon for
hedge nouns to actu ally refer to the elite’s view point which the
author desig nates as “assump tion”, “hypo thesis”, “idea”, etc. For
example, all of the 13 occur rences of “assump tion that + CC”
desig nate the elite’s assump tions with which the author disagrees, as
indic ated by the adject ives “false; naked; unfounded; unwar ranted”
that modify the noun “assump tion” in a little bit more than 50% of the
occur rences (7/13 occurrences):
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(14) AND both tests rely on the unwar ranted assump tion that a virus
actu ally causing illness—VX-20—was truly discovered in the first
place. (how- to-stage-a-fake-epidemic-and-brainwash-billions-of-
people)

(15) And further more, don’t make the false assump tion that all these
reported coronavirus cases are the result of NEW disease or never- 
before- seen disease. Where people are genu inely ill, many or most of
them have the same health condi tions that have been affecting
humans for a long, long time—now recycled and re- labeled
CORONAVIRUS. (how- many-people-have-coronavirus)

Other examples of stance nouns modi fied by an adjective and
implying that the author disagrees with the elite include: “misap plied
scientific / fatuous / crazy / illo gical notion” (1 occur rence each) or
“mind less / foolish / phoney idea” (1 occur rence each).
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The noun “notion” is mainly used to char ac terize the elite’s
view points and ques tion them: out of the 64 occur rences of “notion
that” used by Rappo port, 55 refer to the elite’s view points, including
27 occur rences relating to conspiracy theories. Char ac ter izing the
elite’s discourses as “notions” is a way of indir ectly legit im izing the
author’s own viewpoint:
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(16) Finally, in the summer of 1987, I found several researchers who
were rejecting the notion that HIV caused AIDS. Their reports were
persuasive. (does- hiv-exist-explosive-interview)

(17) First of all, the whole notion that COVID- 19 is one health
condi tion is a lie. COVID IS NOT ONE THING. This is both the
hardest and simplest point to accept and under stand. Don’t reject
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the exist ence of the virus and then say, “So what is THE cause of
people dying?” There is no ONE CAUSE. There is no one illness.
There is no “it.” (covid- if-there-is-no-virus-why-are-people-dying-
why)

In the two extracts, the noun “notion” is comple mented by a
subor dinate THAT- clause which specifies a view point (that “HIV
causes AIDS” and that “Covid- 19 is one health condi tion”). The choice
of the noun “notion” is delib er ately made by Jon Rappo port (hence my
argu ment that this is an act of rein ter pret a tion) in order to weaken
the elite’s view point and cast doubt on the solidity of the consensus
regarding the two viruses and the condi tions referred to. More
precisely, by using “notion” to desig nate the elite’s view points, Jon
Rappo port implies that the elite’s inter pret a tion of the extra- 
linguistic world is but a paradigm 16, which, in turn, implies that other
paradigms exist and are also valid repres ent a tions of the world. In the
two extracts above, Rappo port offers an altern ative view of the world,
supported by other “researchers” in the first extract.
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The same rein ter pret a tion process is at work, in the corpus, with
several uses of “idea”: out of the 82 occur rences used by the author,
57 refer to the elite’s view points, including 34 clearly refer ring to
conspiracy theories. Those latter uses desig nate the elite’s view points
with which the author disagrees, as exem pli fied in the extract below,
where the scientific consensus regarding the safety and efficacy of
vaccines is rein ter preted by the author as “an idea”, rather than a fact,
and where “vaccin a tion” as a whole is desig nated as “a theory”,
ques tioning the solidity of the consensus and the validity of the
scientific theory:
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(18) I’ve placed these lies in the context of a Q & A: Q: Let’s say
I accept the idea that vaccines create protec tion against disease.
Vaccines create immunity. What’s the problem? Why should I worry?
Why should I go outside the main stream for inform a tion? A: Well,
let’s start here. The theory of vaccin a tion states that the shots cause
a person’s immune system to swing into action against a partic ular
germ that is placed in the vaccine. (enormous- basic-lies-about-
vaccination)
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In the following extract, the author takes full advantage of the
struc ture “DET + N + THAT- CC” to legit imize his view point and
dele git imize that of the elite:
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(19) These are embel lish ments on the basic story, promoted to hide
the fact that the cover story is a lie. The aim in 2020 is: get people
arguing about the nature and origin and compos i tion of the virus.
Why? Because as long as people are arguing about these issues, they
are re- enforcing the idea that the virus exists and is dangerous.
Thus, the basic cover story is strengthened. (covert- op-the-virus-as-
cover-story)

Here, “the fact that” acts to fore ground and assert the author’s
view point (i.e. there is a cover story and it’s all about lies) while “the
idea that” is the author’s inter pret a tion and naming of the elite’s
view point (i.e. the virus exists and is dangerous). In this extract, his
use of “idea”, instead of a booster noun, discredits the elite’s
view point, as it implies that it is based on opinion or imagin a tion
rather than on scientific evid ence and research, while giving credit to
his own theory.
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In addi tion, when “idea” actu ally refers to the author’s view point (25
occur rences, that is, less than a third of all the occur rences he
directly uses), the struc ture helps Jon Rappo port to present a
dissenting possib ility worth invest ig ating, or taking into account:
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(20) There are still many people who blithely believe the medical
estab lish ment is making great progress in curing the brain damage
labeled “autism.” For such people, it’s all about “finding genetic
factors” and “chem ical imbal ances.” They discount entirely the
idea that vaccine- caused trauma / damage is one major and direct
cause, among others. They believe the spoon- fed propa ganda they
receive on the news. They believe the outraged experts who bray
about the “anti- vaccine forces.” What about a vaccine manu fac turer
who admits his own product has signi ficant dangers? (what- cdc-
whistleblower-william-thompson-needs-to-do-now)

In this extract, one can argue that “the idea that” mitig ates the
author’s claim that vaccines can cause autism. Still, the co- text (“what
about…?”) tends to indicate that “the idea that”, here, serves to
intro duce a plaus ible altern ative explan a tion to what causes autism.

71
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In short, these extracts support the analysis according to which
hedge nouns (espe cially “idea” and “notion”) are used by Rappo port to
imply that the elite’s theories are no more valid or relevant than his
and his supporters’ theories, which gain credit by down playing the
actu ality of the elite’s viewpoints.

72

3.3. Exposing the elite’s manip u la tion
of events
Inter est ingly, all of the 24 occur rences of “impres sion that” used by
Jon Rappo port do not desig nate his own view points, but are used to
char ac terize the elite’s actions, and, more specific ally, those of the
media (20 occur rences). Indeed, the most used verbs whose direct
objects are the noun phrase “the impres sion that…” are “impart” (6)
and “give” (12), with 2 occur rences of “create” and 1 of “deliver”, while
all of the subjects refer to the elite (“Tele vi sion/It” (5), “the (elite)
anchor” (3), “FBI agent” (1), “CIA” (1), “CBS” (1)):
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(21) Author Spector points out how researchers can manipulate
results to create the impres sion that cancer treat ment is becoming
more successful (trump- seeks-to-slash-6- billion-from-govt-
medical-research-why-not-more)

(22) In my previous article, I mentioned how, according to the latest
WikiLeaks CIA data dump, the CIA can fabricate, yes, fabricate the
“finger prints” of Russian govern ment hackers and create the false
impres sion that Russians hacked the US pres id en tial campaign of
2016. (trust- cia-hackers-who-hack-frances-election-campaign)

In all of the 24 occur rences of “impres sion that”, there fore,
Rappo port’s aim is not to hedge his own state ments or claims, nor to
down play the elite’s viewpoints per se, but to express the idea that
the elite inten tion ally manip u lates reality or create an “altern ative
reality”, thus lying and deceiving the people. Those are clear examples
of a conspiracy- theory discourse as far as the contents of the
discourses are concerned.
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As for “impres sion of”, none of the 26 occur rences used by Jon
Rappo port qualify his view points. Instead, 16 occur rences of the noun
“impres sion” relate to a feeling (the impres sion a situ ation or
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someone has on a person), so those occur rences are not real hedges.
As with “impres sion that”, the other 10 occur rences refer to the elite’s
actions (4) or the media’s (4), while 2 refer to the inter pret a tion of the
results of PCR tests.

(23) In my invest ig a tions of offi cial science and medi cine over the
past 35 years, I’ve seen this strategy deployed time and time again:
“The science is settled …” “The evid ence is over whelming …”
“Cred ible researchers all agree …” This is how the press creates a
fake impres sion of consensus. News outlets issue identical stories,
inventing an echo chamber. Don’t buy in. Crack the
illusion. (australia- weather-experts-falsify-climate-change)

As Jon Rappo port writes, the use of the noun “impres sion” serves to
indicate that the elite inten tion ally and, perhaps, secretly and
malevol ently, creates an “illu sion” of reality. There fore, in such cases,
the stance noun cannot be described as a hedge. Rather, it is used in
asser tions to claim that the elite have secret plans and that they lie
and manip u late reality and the people. That is why the only adject ives
that modify the noun “impres sion” are “false” (6 occur rences) and
“fake” (2 occurrences).
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To summarize the above analyses of the uses of plaus ib ility hedges by
the author, it appears that, if some uses can be described as actu ally
hedging the writer’s posi tions, Jon Rappo port resorts to hedges to
legit imize his theories and construct and strengthen his authority as
a reli able source of know ledge in, at least, three ways: by voicing a
dissenting view point, that is, a possib ility that cannot be ruled out; by
down playing the elite’s discourses, that is, presenting their
view points as subject to doubt; and, finally, by claiming that the elite,
espe cially the media, manip u late reality.

77

4. Certainty boosters
With certainty boosters, Jon Rappo port is able to express his
certainty and commit ment towards a given view point (Hyland and
Zou 2021� 8). In other words, the author relies on certainty boosters
to support his argu ment and theories. In addi tion, by using certainty
boosters, the author indic ates expli citly where he stands in rela tion
to the view points and seeks to convince his readers that he and his
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beliefs are truthful. In so doing, his theories gain credit and he
appears as a reli able source of know ledge. In the corpus, I found
three strategies to attain such goals.

4.1. Shut ting down opposing views
The first strategy the author resorts to consists in expressing his
certainty and showing his confid ence in his theories, that is, he
commits himself to the truth- value of his view points. This is to shut
down opposing views, as exem pli fied in the following extracts:
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(24) Kennedy states that Pres ident Trump has appointed him to head
up a task force invest ig ating vaccine safety. The above quote
indic ates Kennedy, would, if given the green light, probe much more
than the use of mercury in vaccines—his main topic of interest thus
far. This would be a very good thing. The CDC is most certainly an
edifice of fraud. It has concealed many of its crimes over the
years. (robert- f-kennedy-jr-cdc-an-edifice-of-fraud)

(25) Coming up to the present, recent revelations about the Bill
Gates- sponsored polio vaccine in India are quite stag gering. 47,000
cases of para lysis from the vaccine. They’re calling these “non- polio
para lysis,” but it’s clear the vaccine has been doing the damage. Don’t
worry. Bill is still smiling. (cnn- goes-psychotic-on-bin-laden-
vaccines)

(26) Well, you see, it’s true that in the US, the federal data base
contains more than a million reports of injuries from COVID
vaccines; and it’s true that this number is a gross under state ment;
but the solu tion is more vaccin a tions and more boosters … (truckers- 
forever)

It would be tempting to claim that certainty boosters are used to
avoid devel oping one’s argu ments. Though it is not impossible, the
extracts above show that the author elab or ates on his theories and
that, instead, certainty boosters are used as argu ment ative tools to
indicate that the author’s view points, argu ments or beliefs are right
and to commit himself to their truth- value, that is, to comment, in a
metadis cursive way, on their validity. In addi tion, the author also uses
other booster items, which I under lined (some of which are analyzed

80



ELAD-SILDA, 9 | 2024

in the next sections, though they still are certainty boosters) or
categor ical asser tions (as in extract (24) “It has concealed many of its
crimes over the years.”) to support his claims and strengthen his
commit ment to them.

By using adject ives, adverbs and verbs in this way, the author relies
on their implicit marking of stance, which allows him to comment
imper son ally on the validity of his view points, perhaps in order to
imply that his theories are shared by other people, increasing even
more their validity.
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Though adverbs are very frequently used by Jon Rappo port,
imper sonal or passive struc tures, like the ones in the extracts above,
are not (see Appendix D). However, stance nouns, which express an
ambiguous attri bu tion of stance when not determ ined by a
possessive determ iner, are quite frequent in the corpus. As indic ated
in Table 4, the most used stance nouns are “fact” (235), “evid ence”
(198), “sign” (84), “claim” (91), “proof” (50) and “truth” (34). That they
are among the most used certainty boosters can be explained by the
fact that they are “a powerful persuasive device as the choice of noun
fore grounds an author’s assess ment of the reli ab ility of what follows
and indic ates to readers how the material should be under stood.”
(Jiang and Hyland 2015� 532)

82

Inter est ingly, almost all of the occur rences of “the claim that” (20/23
occur rences) used by Rappo port himself refer to the elite’s theories
which the author desig nates as “claim”, either because they were
presented as such by the elite them selves or because this is how the
audi ence may perceive the elite’s discourses. In choosing “claim” to
desig nate the propos i tional content of the elite, Jon Rappo port
para dox ic ally ques tions the factual char acter of their discourses,
espe cially when the noun is modi fied by adject ives like “false”,
“fatuous” or “unproven”:
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(27) Throughout this false pandemic, I’ve been listing and explaining
the falling dominos: The false claim that a virus exists. (the- virus-
that-doesnt-exist-lies-and-consequences)

(28) Chinese crim inals launching an opioid war against many
coun tries from Wuhan is ANOTHER fact covered up by the
fatuous claim that a pandemic caused by a virus started in



ELAD-SILDA, 9 | 2024

Wuhan. (wuhan- back-to-the-beginning-where-the-whole-fraud-
started-buried-revelations)

In addi tion, the use of a noun like “claim” to indir ectly report the
elite’s view point is a way for the author to strengthen his authority
and express, some what indir ectly, his stance towards this view point
(Barton 1993� 751). By choosing “claim”, indeed, the author points the
unscientific, subjective and biased argu ments of the elite, thus
rein for cing his persona as a serious, objective and unbiased journ alist.
Even though “claim” does not refer to the author’s view point, the way
it is used by Jon Rappo port acts to give credit to his theories.
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On the other hand, the other frequent stance nouns are often more
used to desig nate the author’s own view points: 32/42 occur rences of
“evid ence that” 17, 11/35 occur rences of “evid ence of”, 11/17
occur rences of “evid ence for”, 24/34 occur rences of “truth about”,
6/10 occur rences of “proof that”, 10/29 occur rences of “sign(s) of” 18

and 198/203 occur rences of “fact that”.
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One of the advant ages of this type of struc ture is to put the noun
before the comple ment clause. In other words, the struc ture first
expresses the author’s stance or posi tion towards the view point in
the comple ment clause. In so doing, the author relies on
presup pos i tion (marked by both the definite article “the” and the
choice of noun) to impose his views. Indeed, “the reader is asked to
accept it as a given, thus attempting to fore stall disagree ment and
gain accept ance of the perspective.” (Jiang and Hyland 2015� 533) Such
a strategy is exem pli fied in the following extracts:
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(29) But there is further evid ence that huge numbers of published
studies of drugs are fraud u lent. We actually have state ments from
medical insiders. That’s right. For example, here is one, and it comes
from a devast ating source, a woman who edited the most famous
medical journal in the world (how- medical-criminals-are-faking-
medical-science-every-day)

(30) GERMS ARE A COVER STORY. What do they cover up? The
fact that immune systems are the more basic target for depop u la tion
and debil it a tion of popu la tions. (germ- theory-and-depopulation)
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The use of “(the) fact that”, the most used stance noun in the corpus,
is quite partic ular. Indeed, it ambigu ously attrib utes stance, meaning
that it is not always clear to determine whether the view point
char ac ter ized by the noun is that of Jon Rappo port or someone else’s.
Compare the two extracts below:
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(31) Many main stream researchers, doctors, and even public health
offi cials were exposing the fact that the pandemic was no pandemic
at all. The adjusted case and death numbers didn’t warrant excessive
concern. (covid- 19- and-riots-the-operational-connections)

(32) In previous articles, I’ve established the fact that the exist ence
of the SARS- CoV-2 is unproven (the- virus-that-isnt-there-and-the-
sales-job)

In the first extract, the view point “the pandemic was no pandemic at
all” is clearly that of “Many main stream researchers, doctors, and
even public health offi cials” as indic ated by the author. But it is
ambiguous whether it is also that of Jon Rappo port or not. In the
second extract, however, it is clear that “the fact that” intro duced
Rappo port’s view point that “the exist ence of the SARS- CoV-2 is
unproven”. Yet, even when the attri bu tion of stance is ambiguous, it
can be argued that Jon Rappo port agrees with the view point in
ques tion. There fore, in such cases, the stance is also attrib uted to Jon
Rappo port, as he agrees with the choice of the noun “fact” to
desig nate the view point intro duced by the comple ment clause. Such
a claim is supported by the following extract, where the author uses
“the fact that” to desig nate the view point “the cover story is a lie”
while he uses “the idea that” to desig nate the view point “the virus
exists and is dangerous”:
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(33) There is another routine element in covert oper a tions: FALSE
TRAILS. These are embel lish ments on the basic story, promoted
to hide the fact that the cover story is a lie. The aim in 2020 is: get
people arguing about the nature and origin and compos i tion of the
virus. Why? Because as long as people are arguing about these
issues, they are re- enforcing the idea that the virus exists and is
dangerous. Thus, the basic cover story is strengthened. (covert- op-
the-virus-as-cover-story)
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Given that Jon Rappo port does not believe that the SARS- CoV-2 has
ever been proven to exist and that the ensuing pandemic is a “cover
story” for imposing “universal lockdown” 19, it is unam biguous that
“the fact that” serves to desig nate and intro duce a view point with
which the author agrees, while “the idea that” is used to down play the
validity of the view point attrib uted to the elite and to ques tion the
actu ality of the exist ence of the virus.
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That almost all of the direct uses of “(the) fact that” (198/203) can
actu ally be described as refer ring to Jon Rappo port’s theories or a
view point with which he undoubtedly agrees is no surprise as to why
the struc ture is frequently used. As the noun suggests, “the fact that”
helps the author present his view point as factual, actual or real. The
definite determ iner “the” is the most used item in front of “fact that”
(in 221 of all the 235 occur rences of the struc ture “X fact that”). The
construc tion is also modi fied by several adject ives, whose func tions
are to emphasize the truth ful ness and/or relev ance of the view point
considered as a “fact”: “basic” (2), “unpleasant” (2), “devast ating” (1),
“glaring” (1), “naked” (1), “obvious” (1), “remark able” (1), “simple” (1),
“stark” (1). The struc ture acts as a categor ical asser tion, which aims at
shut ting down possible dissenting voices. In addi tion, the absence of
subjective markers within the struc ture itself (but not neces sarily in
context) helps the author present his view point as object ively factual,
even when it is not:
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(34) There fore, their conclu sion was a cover- up of the naked fact
that they DID discover a signi ficant asso ci ation between mercury in
vaccines and neur o lo gical damage. (cdc- whistleblower-also-a-
player-in-the-vaccine-mercury-autism-fraud)

(35) Anyone with a grain of common sense could connect the dots:
the CDC was lying to cover up the fact that Swine Flu, at best, was a
very light non- epidemic, and all the fear- based hype was empty. The
push for everyone to get vaccin ated was venal and stupid. (medical- 
reporters-are-destroyng-our-knowledge-about-medicine)

(36) Let’s go deeper. In general, so- called conta gious diseases are
caused, not by germs, but by IMMUNE SYSTEMS THAT ARE TOO
WEAK TO FIGHT OFF THOSE GERMS. When we put the cart and the
horse in proper alignment, things become clear. I fully realize this
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isn’t as sexy as talking about bio- engineered gene sequences in
viruses, but the cart and horse must be under stood. GERMS ARE A
COVER STORY. What do they cover up? The fact that immune
systems are the more basic target for depop u la tion and debil it a tion
of popu la tions. (germ- theory-and-depopulation)

In those extracts, the author’s categor ical asser tions are emphas ized
and legit im ized by “the fact that”, though no actual evid ence
supporting the claims is provided, at least not close to the struc ture
(of course, some articles try to argue in favour of the claims). Instead,
as it is a marker of actu ality, rather than simply a marker of certainty,
the struc ture is used to prove the author right only on the
rhet or ical level.
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Obvi ously, using “the fact that” is not always a manip u lative device. It
can be used when the fact in ques tion is, indeed, an objective fact, as
in “‘For Emer gency Use Only’ refers to the fact that the FDA has
certi fied the PCR test under a tradi tional category called ‘Emer gency
Use Author iz a tion.’” (a- strategy-for-defeating-the-covid-narrative).
But in all instances, it always acts to legit imize the locutor’s view point
by giving it cred ib ility and the guise of objectivity. In addi tion, the
author relies on the fact that “the fact that” is imper sonal and
ambigu ously attrib utes stance, which implies that the factual
char acter of the view point is presup posed and is presented as shared
know ledge. In other words, on the inter sub jective level, the struc ture
acts to mark that the author presup poses that the readers agree and
does not expect them to disagree.
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(37) The fact that no one is step ping up to the plate with a fast repeal
is proof that multiple parts of the federal govern ment are, in fact,
tacitly supporting the opioid crisis and its devast ating impacts on
human life. (opioid- drug-crisis-could-the-whole-us-congress-be-
impeached)

In this extract, the author accuses the “Ensuring Patient Access and
Effective Drug Enforce ment Act of 2016” of preventing the Drug
Enforce ment Admin is tra tion (DEA) from freezing the ship ments of
opioid pills to US phar ma cies and clinics. He presents the members of
the US Congress’s inertia in trying to repeal the law they passed as a
fact and a proof of the malevolent inten tions of the elite and the links
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between the govern ment and phar ma ceut ical companies. In addi tion,
the adverbial “in fact” emphas izes both the actu ality and the
contrasting nature of the view point. Taken together, the three
devices enable Jon Rappo port to voice a dissenting view and shut
down opposing views by asserting and legit im izing his view point
rhet or ic ally as well as logically.

In sum, whether they are used to desig nate the elite’s view points or
the author’s, head nouns controlling a comple ment clause or
comple mented by a prepos i tional phrase act to legit imize the
author’s theories, project an image of authority and gain support for
his view points from the readers (Jiang and Hyland 2015� 533). By using
a head noun, the author can rein ter pret the status of the elite’s
view points, mainly to reject their actu ality, or to strengthen his
persona as an invest ig ative journ alist and a whistle- blower who
knows what is true. In addi tion, the ambiguous attri bu tion of stance
enabled by the “DET + N + CC/PP” struc ture as well as the
presup pos i tion conveyed by the definite determ iner and the head
noun help the author to seek, or even impose, the inter locutor’s
agree ment. This is possible because the act of naming things and
ideas is the author’s respons ib ility: by the act of naming, he presents
himself as the source of truth and imposes his own inter pret a tion of
reality on his readers. This act is also, to a certain extent,
perform ative as it enables the author to create a reality that first and
fore most exists in his discourse (Guil bert 2007� 154).
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While the uses of certainty boosters in this section showed that they
mark the author’s stance and commit ment towards view points, by
seeking to convince the reader that both the author and his
view points are truthful, all of this in order to gain reader’s accept ance
of the claims, some certainty boosters are used to express what I
shall call “the indis put able and consen sual truth”, thereby building a
sense of community between the author and his readers and
presenting subjective inter pret a tion as self- evident truths.
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4.2. The indis put able and consen ‐
sual truth

Among the most frequent certainty boosters, the adverbial “of
course” and the adverb “obvi ously” are the two items that both
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convey the actu ality of the view point and act on an inter sub jective
level in so far as the locutor assumes that their readers share the
same ideas or have come to the same conclu sions (Hyland 1998� 368):

(38) But no, this was never done. In fact, there were, and are, many
places around the world where people are still living free of COVID
meas ures. Public health agen cies don’t report convin cingly on their
health status. Why not? Obviously, because if such a group, or
several groups, remained healthy, the whole mad notion of the
pandemic would begin to collapse like a house of
cards. (coronavirus- island-x-24)

(39) The use of the term “quan ti fied” in that phrase means: the CDC
has no virus, because it is unavail able. THE CDC HAS NO VIRUS. One
of the two most powerful public health agen cies in the world can’t
obtain the virus from anywhere. Why? Obviously, because no one
has it. (the- sars-cov-2- virus-was-never-proved-to-exist)

The OED defines the adverb “obvi ously” as follows: “1. In a clearly
percept ible manner, evid ently, plainly, mani festly; natur ally, as might
be expected from the circum stances.” The adverb, there fore, means
that what it modi fies both is factual and imposes itself to reason. In
those two extracts, Jon Rappo port uses it to claim that his view point
is the right inter pret a tion of reality, but also that he is not really
respons ible for the reas oning, as the explan a tion referred to is self- 
evident.
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The phrase “of course” (582 out of the 608 direct occur rences by Jon
Rappo port) also tends to express a self- evident truth with which the
author does not expect the reader to disagree. In so doing, he
imposes his own construal of reality, presenting it as a plain fact,
while assuming that the factual char acter of the view point is shared
by the inter locutor, as can be seen in the following extracts:
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(40) Can you name a single large main stream news outlet that has
devoted time and space to a complete and rational debate about
vaccine safety and efficacy, repres enting both sides of the issue
fairly? Can you? Of course not. Does this seem reas on able? “The
science is settled.” Only fools and unthinking minds would accept
that posi tion. Who is the culprit here? Critics of vaccin a tion, or the
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delin quent imper ious press? (basic- vaccine-lies-in-the-world-of-
fake-news)

(41) For decades, elite Glob al ists have been asking them selves the
ques tion: How do you kill billions of people and get away with it? One
of their prime answers has been: pandemics. Of course, the true
pandemic is the response to the fake pandemic: vaccines. If, in the
long- term, vaccines can induce the inab ility to produce chil dren, the
geno cide would be invis ible. (covid- vaccines-designed-for-
depopulation)

In the first extract, “of course” follows a series of rhet or ical ques tions
providing an obvious answer (“of course not”) to those ques tions, an
answer that the reader may very well have given, or at least thought
of, while reading the article. In using rhet or ical ques tions, the author
also engages with his readers and presup poses that they share the
same views as him. Such a strategy is not rare in the corpus (83
occur rences out of all the 706 20 occur rences of the adverbial) and
can also be found with “obvi ously” (in 10/169 occur rences), as can be
seen in extracts (38) and (39) above.
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With other instances of “of course”, not only does the author assume
that the inter locutor agrees with his view point, but he also appears to
be himself an inter locutor who agrees with a view point that he is not
the first to express, thus strength ening the sense of common ality he
weaves in his articles. As a result, the validity of the view point is even
more increased:
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(42) Of course, phar ma ceut ical companies, who manu fac ture highly
toxic drugs to treat every one of these “disorders,” are leading the
charge to invent more and more mental- health categories, so they
can sell more drugs and make more money. (a- whole-branch-of-
science-turns-out-to-be-fake-2)

In this extract, the adverbial “of course” at the onset of the first
sentence serves to indicate both that the view point “phar ma ceut ical
are leading the charge to invent more and more mental- health
categories” is truthful and that it is presup posed, that is already
known by the inter locutor (or presented as such); in such a case, Jon
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Rappo port appears to act as a messenger of all those who share
his views.

Inter est ingly, there are several cases of “of course” which are not
certainty boosters expressing the author’s convic tion, but rather that
of the elite or of the people who believe in what the elite claims. Such
cases were found in 30 occur rences of (some times invented)
reported speech by the elite or of iron ical uses:
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(43) The elite strategy is in for a penny in for a pound. “Well,
OF COURSE the virus exists. So it’s a ques tion of how serious and
deadly it is. Now, the offi cial figures suggest it was weak ening by
June 15th, but then the Variant emerged. That was a game changer.
The latest meas ure ments of anti body produc tion against the Delta
Variant indicate …” Zzzzz. (covid- madness-and-mass-conformity-vs-
the-life-force)

(44) The rabid defenders of the virus twist and distort science to fit
their agenda—and then claim OF COURSE every body knows the
virus exists. (a- new-point-about-the-missing-virus)

Such a strategy is pushed to its extreme in the two occur rences
below, where “of course” is part of a complex noun phrase
char ac ter izing those who believe in the elite’s “propaganda”:

103

(45) “Some of the OF COURSE VIRUSES EXIST people are new to the
way blogs and videos work. […] these OF COURSE people are
annoyed and irrit ated.” (stop- arguing-about-the-existence-of-the-
virus)

Uses like those above are rhet or ic ally persuasive as they act to
ques tion, and even denounce, the elite’s (and other people’s) blind
faith in a variety of theories, like the exist ence of the SARS- CoV-2,
which the author rejects.
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While certainty boosters may express one’s own commit ment to the
actu ality of a claim, whether by indic ating that the view point in
ques tion is truthful and/or that the author is trust worthy, or by
imposing a self- evident truth, another way that they are used in the
corpus is to express what I shall call a “contra dictory altern ative”, that
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is, a view point that expli citly refutes or corrects the
elite’s viewpoints.

4.3. The contra dictory alternative
According to Hyland and Zou (2021� 8), certainty boosters can be used
to “sidestep possible altern ative views”. In the list of the most
frequent certainty boosters, the expres sion of a contra dictory
altern ative is performed by adverbs like “really” and “actu ally” or by
adverbials like “in fact”:
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(46) What CDC / WHO really want is a fake epidemic in which the
chimer ical virus is said to affect brain func tion. That’s the Holy Grail.
Then words and thoughts will consti tute de facto diagnostic
evid ence. (political- battle-over-covd-vaccine-your-health-is-of-no-
concern)

(47) First of all, notice the CDC stopped reporting complete case
numbers on a daily basis, for two and a half months. Remember that.
I’ll cover a more egre gious CDC stop page in a minute. But here is the
main event: The Atlantic fails to mention the true outcome of this
“test- combining mistake” at the CDC—which, in fact, is a purposeful
maneuver. (mr- trump-deliver-knockout-blow-to-traitorous-cdc)

(48) The situ ation is even more stun ning than that. All over the world,
there are scient ists in labs of various kinds who believe they’re
working with “the virus” when they’re working with a cobbled- 
together IDEA of the virus. So, for the most part, in this COVID
oper a tion, the key players are only aware that researchers could
arbit rarily choose one virus over another as the “cause of the
pandemic.” They’re not aware that the choice is actually a fake virus.
The choice of a new coronavirus was made for a simple reason. The
diagnostic test would turn up huge numbers of false posit ives, thus
jacking up case numbers and providing the rationale for the
lock downs and the economic devast a tion. Which were, all along, the
real aims of the oper a tion. (the- virus-that-isnt-there-and-the-sales-
job)

In those three extracts, the adverbs and adverbials can be
para phrased by “contrary to what X says/believes”, where X
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repres ents any group or person related to the elite: “contrary to what
the CDC / WHO claim, they want a fake epidemic…” (in the original,
the author uses a pseudo- cleft struc ture to topic alize and assert the
CDC/WHO’s supposed plans), “contrary to what the CDC claims, the
outcome of the test- combining mistake is a purposeful maneuver”
(note that the author first contra dicts another source, The Atlantic,
and asserts and commits to the actu ality of his view point by using the
adjective “true”), “contrary to what those scientist believe, the choice
is a fake virus”. As the para phrase suggests, the author offers an
altern ative inter pret a tion that contra dicts what is admitted or
assumed by the elite. In addi tion, the three items also assert the
actu ality of the view points referred to.

This double func tion is clear in their respective defin i tions, as found
in the OED:
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[really, adv.]: 1.a. In reality; in a real manner. Also: in fact, actu ally. […]
1.b. Truly, indeed; posit ively. In later use also as an intens i fier:
very, thoroughly.

[actu ally, adv.]: 1. In action; in fact, in reality, really. Opposed to
possibly, poten tially, theor et ic ally, etc. […] 5.a. As a matter of fact, in
truth; indeed; even. Now somewhat colloquial. Used to assert the
truth of a state ment which seems surprising, incred ible, or
exag ger ated. 5.b. colloquial. As a sentence adverb: in fact, as a matter
of interest; contrary to what one might think.

[in fact, phrases]: P.2. in reality, actu ally, as a matter of fact. Now
often used paren thet ic ally as an addi tional explan a tion or to correct
a false hood or misunderstanding

There fore, all of them have the poten tial either to express that a
view point is object ively factual or to correct a previous view point, or
even both at the same time. By using them, Jon Rappo port is able to
assert his view point, and its actu ality, and appear as a cred ible and
reli able source of know ledge. Perhaps, this is why those three
adverbs and adverbials are the most used certainty boosters after the
adverbial “of course” in the corpus. Not only do they express the
author’s certainty and commit ment towards his theories and beliefs,
but they also act to intro duce a dissenting and/or corrective
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view point, presented as closer to reality and in contra dic tion to the
possible expect a tions of the audience 21.

To summarize my analyses of certainty boosters in the corpus, it has
become evident that they are used to express Jon Rappo port’s
certainty and commit ment to the validity of his theories. This is done
in mainly three ways: first, by indic ating a clear commit ment that the
theory in ques tion is trust worthy (that is, by intensi fying its validity);
second, by indic ating that the truth- value of the view point is
(object ively) self- evident; third, by intro du cing a contra dictory
altern ative reality that disputes or recti fies the actu ality of the elite’s
theories and providing the inter locutor with a (supposedly) more
accurate and valid inter pret a tion of reality. In other words, from the
same facts, two or more conclu sions can be drawn, and Jon
Rappo port favours one that is expli citly in contra dic tion with that of
the elite or is presented as commonsensical.
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So far, I only dealt with plaus ib ility hedges and certainty boosters
which mark either an implicit or an ambiguous attri bu tion of stance.
Yet, explicit attri bu tion of stance can also be marked by both
plaus ib ility hedges and certainty boosters. In the next section, I
explore how the author’s explicit involve ment in his discourses allows
him to construct and rein force his authority.
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5. Strength ening authority
through authorial involvement
While Biber et al. (1999� 976) refer to “explicit attri bu tion of stance” to
deal with those markers and struc tures that expli citly express that
the view point in ques tion is that of the locutor, Hyland and Zou (2021�
10) refer to “self- mention”, that is, “the extent writers/speakers
intrude into their texts using first- person pronouns and possess ives
adject ives”. By using self- mentions, “writers expli citly indicat[e] a
personal atti tude to their […] posi tions” (Hyland 1998� 367).
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In the corpus, it appears that the struc ture “I/We + V + CC” (that is, a
comple ment clause controlled by a verb whose subject is the
pronouns “I” or “we”) is the prevailing device used to expli citly
attribute stance to the speaker/writer. On the other hand, there are
far fewer (or even none at all) occur rences of struc tures including
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possessive determ iners (“my/our + N + CC” in extra posed struc tures
or not) or object pronouns. Jon Rappo port seems to favour explicit
attri bu tion of stance, espe cially with the “I/We + V + CC” struc ture,
in order to express his certainty or the actu ality of his viewpoint.

With the latter struc ture, it is more common for epistemic verbs to
be followed by a comple ment clause intro duced by the zero
comple ment izer than to be followed by a THAT- clause. As far as
hedges are concerned, “think” (40), “hope” (38), and “guess” (17) are
the most used verbs, all with the first- person singular pronoun (that
is, in the “I + V + CC” config ur a tion), while “know” (283), “discover”
(22) and “believe” (17) are the most used booster verbs. Inter est ingly,
and contrary to hedge verbs, “know” is far more used with the first- 
person plural pronoun (186 occur rences) than with the first- person
singular pronoun (97).
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5.1. Booster verbs

Booster verbs are epistemic verbs expressing the author’s certainty,
confid ence or commit ment towards the view point in the comple ment
clause. By using them with a first- person pronoun, Jon Rappo port is
able to unequi voc ally express his view point while managing his
persona. The use of the first- person pronoun “I” high lights his own
contri bu tion to the construc tion of the conspiracy theories he
develops in his articles. Together with a booster verb intro du cing a
comple ment clause, the struc ture helps Jon Rappo port strengthen his
authority and cred ib ility by high lighting his (supposed or self- 
attributed) know ledge. As a result, he rein forces his role as an
invest ig ative journ alist and a whistle- blower who reveals
hidden truths.
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(49) I know major media won’t invest igate medically- caused death
numbers, because I’ve published reports for years, and I’ve contacted
news people with the facts; and nothing happens. (who- pushes-the-
idea-of-an-epidemic-what-are-their-crimes)

In this extract, the booster verb “know” enables Rappo port to
categor ic ally assert that the media are complicit of the elite and hide
their misdeeds or plans (in the extract below, the noun “crimes” is
even used). Though the source of know ledge is expli citly attrib uted to
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Jon Rappo port himself, the struc ture “I + booster verb + CC” first and
fore most rein forces the strength of the claim being made.

(50) I then went on to study every so- called high- risk group for AIDS.
I found that in each group, all the “AIDS symp toms” could be
explained by non- viral causes. At that point, I realized I was looking
at a classic intelligence- agency-type covert oper a tion, applied within
the medical universe. The virus was the cover story. It was being use
to hide ongoing govern ment and corporate crimes. For example—
forced star va tion. (turning- flu-cases-into-covid-through-
manipulation-easy-as-pie)

(51) When I wrote my first book in 1988, AIDS INC., I showed that HIV
was not the cause of AIDS. In fact, there was no AIDS. That was a
label slapped on a variety of health prob lems all stem ming from
lowered immunity. (the- fixation-on-the-one-and-the-obsession-
with-a-virus)

In these extracts, the three booster verbs serve two purposes:
high lighting Rappo port’s efforts in seeking and revealing what he sees
as hidden truth, as the three verbs rein force his role as an
invest ig ative journ alist and as a whistle- blower; and presenting his
view point as valid, if not as “the one and only truth”. Of course, the
context also helps rein force the legit imacy and truth ful ness of the
view points, as is the case with the adverbial “In fact” followed by an
unmod al ised and categor ical asser tion denying the exist ence of AIDS
in the second extract and as is also the case in the first extract with
the categor ical asser tion “the virus was the cover story”, which has a
conclusive force.
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(52) For the past year, I’ve been demon strating that the SARS- CoV-2
virus is a fake. No one has proved it exists. Now let’s enter the bubble
where people assume the virus is real, and examine a few of the
major crimes and contra dic tions that exist inside that lunatic
bubble. (covid- vaccine-revelation-sinks-like-a-stone)

(53) First of all, I have to re- emphasize a point I’ve made many times:
SARS- CoV-2 doesn’t exist. I’ve been proving that for over a
year. (fda- knew-there-would-be-many-covid-cases-among-the-
fully-vaccinated)
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In these two extracts, not only do the two verbs rein force the
truth ful ness of the view points, presented as demon strable facts, but
the use of the BE + -ING aspect also acts as a booster emphas izing
the involve ment of the speaker in the demon stra tions he puts
forward, thus rein for cing, yet again, his authority as an invest ig ative
journ alist, a whistle- blower and a reli able source. In so doing, the
author strengthens his persona by high lighting his contri bu tion to
the construc tion of the theory.
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In addi tion, the use of the first- person plural pronoun “we” is almost
exclus ively found with the booster verb “know” (185 occur rences of
“we X Y Z know/knew + CC” 22 out of the 195 occur rences of “We X Y
Z + V + CC”), which is a way for Rappo port to present himself as
belonging to a community of people sharing the same views, or to
present his view point as being valid ated, accepted or agreed upon by
other people (that is, as a shared know ledge), or to present his
view point as an obvious fact whose evident nature is known by all. In
any case, Rappo port’s authority and discourse legit imacy
are strengthened.
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(54) My readers know I’ve spent a great deal of time exposing the
destructive dangers of medical drugs, but now I’d like to home in on
them from another angle. We’re so used to their presence, we now
take them for granted. Everyone ingests them. Many take them in
combin a tions. […] We know about the enormous profits to be made
by the phar ma ceut ical companies. We know these companies exploit
and create markets. We know they also invent diseases in order to
sell the drugs. We know many people use the drugs as a crutch. (the- 
bio-chemical-matrix)

Here, all of the occur rences of the pronoun “we” are inclusive.
Together with the booster verb “know”, they strengthen the degree of
actu ality of the view points specified by the comple ment clauses, as
they are presented as shared know ledge, thus rein for cing the
strength of the claims them selves. In addi tion, the inclusive nature of
“we” creates a sense of common ality between Jon Rappo port and his
readers, whom he some times expli citly addresses, rein for cing the
sense of belonging to a community of like- minded people.

120

On an inter sub jective level, the first- person pronoun also plays a role
in legit im izing and strength ening Rappo port’s authority. The
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contrasting nature of the first- person singular pronoun (which only
excludes everyone else but the author) enables him to voice a
dissenting view and project an image of reli ab ility and cred ib ility,
which also relies, to a certain extent, on the fact that “the truth” is
presented as actual, though relative to the author’s construal. In
addi tion, the inclusive use of the first- person plural pronoun enables
him to impose a sense of shared agree ment with the reader, in an
attempt to shut down opposing views.

5.2. Hedge verbs
While booster verbs express the locutor’s convic tion and
commit ment towards a view point, hedge verbs express like li hood or
doubt. It would be tempting to analyze hedge verbs as a way for a
given locutor to appear more tent ative, that is, less assertive. Such a
rhet or ical strategy can, indeed, be bene fi cial, as it leaves space for
debate, as exem pli fied below:
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(55) Because Trump was attacking CNN and other media as fake,
CNN claimed THAT was making life more phys ic ally dangerous for
journ al ists in war zones and at home. Wow. I guess the takeaway is:
don’t criti cize main stream news, keep your mouth shut and stay
hypnot ized … (rise- and-fall-of-cnn-the-most-busted-name-in-
news)

(56) I’m estim ating that for less than $5 million, the whole program
can be launched—as opposed to the hundreds of millions of dollars
that have been poured down unac count able “invest ment” rat
holes. (charlottesville- black-and-white-conflict-in-america)

In the first extract, the two verbs (“guess” and “claim”, though not a
hedge verb) are, indeed, used to down play the author’s assert ive ness.
In the second extract, the hedge verb “estimate” expresses a
conjec ture, or a personal eval u ation (though barely based on
evid ence), but the estim a tion is not about a conspiracy- theory
view point. In fact, although all of the occur rences can be qual i fied as
hedge verbs, as they express the author’s uncer tainty, or lack of
commit ment, or even his tent at ive ness, the majority of the
occur rences are not used to intro duce a conspiracy- theorist
view point. For example, 10 occur rences of the verb “guess” (out of all
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the 17 occur rences) are used to offer an explan a tion of or to ques tion
the elite’s discourses, thus presenting their discourses as cryptic or
ridiculing them.

Though hedges mainly act to down play the author’s commit ment to
the truth- value of the view point or to express his uncer tainty, they
still are quite powerful tools to legit imize the author’s discourse and
rein force his authority. By appearing not too assertive, the author’s
view point may become more accept able for the reader. Though they
also allow room for debate, hedge verbs like “I think” and “I suggest”
are used to intro duce and defend a dissident view point, rather than
to express the author’s doubt or uncertainty:
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(57) I want to correct an inad vertent impres sion about the FDA story.
I have no reason to believe the FDA is admit ting to its own crimes or
that it is thumbing its nose at the public by allowing its web page to
remain standing. I think someone at the FDA made a serious mistake
(or was trying to get word out) by posting that web page. It was
placed online as a come- on for an educa tional module about adverse
drug effects. The module link no longer works. (when- mass-medical-
murder-is-acceptable)

In this extract, the verbs “correct” and “believe” as well as the noun
phrase “no reason”, which is restrictive, pave the way for an
altern ative view (intro duced by the hedge verb “think”) that is
presented as the true explan a tion of the real- world event referred to.
In such a context, “I think” does not mitigate the author’s claim;
rather it focuses on his role as a free thinker whose view point is
relevant and trustworthy.
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(58) If they are, I would suggest invest ig ating whether the rollout of
new 5G wire less tech no logy at 60GHz is occur ring in those locales. It
is possible 5G is causing oxygen depriva tion, among other serious
effects. And rather than an engin eered virus—which has
unpre dict able effects owing to its rapid muta tion—if we’re looking
for sinister operations, I suggest that, to cause sensa tional alarm and
baffle ment and “proof” that a myster ious event is underway, the
inten tional seeding of locales with little- known toxic chem icals
would be the action under taken. The effects of chem icals are
far more predict able in terms of intensity and dura tion, and if no one
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is specific ally looking for them, they are undetect able. (people- 
dying-equals-coronavirus-an-engineered-virus)

In this example, the first occur rence of “suggest” is not a stance verb,
which is not uncommon in the corpus (of all the 89 occur rences of
“guess” as a verb, only 17 are stance verbs). The second occur rence,
on the other hand, is a hedge verb of stance used by the author to put
forward an altern ative view point. The author writes that the
explan a tion he offers is only a possib ility (as emphas ized by the
extra posed struc ture in the left co- text: “It is possible 5G is
causing…”, as well as the prepos i tion “rather than” meaning “instead
of” and intro du cing a contrary choice). But even though he does not
seem abso lutely certain of what he writes, the context acts to present
this possib ility as a prob able altern ative scen ario. The view point put
forward (i.e. 5G tech no logy is what caused the Covid- like symp toms)
is clearly stated at the begin ning of the article, which then
endeav ours to prove the writer right: “Anything is possible, but so far,
what I see is this: when I add up all the reasons people are sick and
dying, I don’t see a new germ as the basis.”
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That hedge verbs expli citly attribute stance to the author so as to
help him express a strong dissenting view point is supported by the
pres ence of boosters of certainty or actu ality in the co- text, thus
rein for cing the plaus ib ility of the author’s view point, so much so that
the hedge verb can barely be described as down playing
his commitment:
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(59) I don’t believe govern ments are telling the truth about how many
people have taken the COVID shot. I think they’re lying. Inflating
the numbers because they’re desperate; far more people
than advertised are refusing the vaxx. In every war, spies and other
hired hands try to demor alize the enemy. This is standard oper ating
procedure. Inflating key numbers is one strategy. In this vaccine war,
the ace in the hole is obvious: if enough people say NO to the shot,
it’s over. A tidal wave will engulf the govern ments and their corporate
allies. (the- vaccine-war-who-really-has-the-upper-hand)

In this extract 23, the verb “think” expli citly intro duces a contrasting
view point: at the begin ning of the extract, the author states that he
does not believe that “govern ments are telling the truth about how
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many people have taken the COVID shot”. The verb “think” signals
that the view point is a possib ility while the first- person subject
pronoun “I” attrib utes the reas oning leading to this possib ility to the
author himself. The possib ility that the elite lies is presented as the
most prob able possib ility, almost as a fact: the progressive aspect in
“they’re lying” emphas izes the asser tion that it is indeed the case,
while the compar ative struc ture “fare more...than”, which expresses
high degree, as well as the progressive aspect increase the force of
the argument.

In such contexts, it appears that what matters is not so much
objective actu ality or the accuracy of the expressed view points than
the author’s “invol ment in know ledge construc tion” (Hyland 1998�
363), thus strength ening his authority as an invest ig ative journ alist
and a whistle- blower, that is, as a reli able source who knows hidden
truths. In addi tion, hedge verbs used with a first- person singular
pronoun are useful devices to legit imize the author’s discourse by
voicing a personal, dissenting view and high lighting the relev ance and
trust wor thi ness of the view point in question.
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To summarize the above analyses of explicit authorial pres ence in Jon
Rappo port’s discourses, it appears that both booster and hedge verbs
with a first- person pronoun as their subject are used to legit imize his
theories and strengthen his authority as a reli able source of
know ledge. Booster verbs are used to indicate that the view point
intro duced in the comple ment clause is certain or factual while the
first person- pronoun high lights the personal contri bu tion of the
author to the construc tion of the theory in ques tion or his inclu sion
in a community of like- minded people. Hedge verbs expli citly
indicate that the view points in ques tion are plaus ible altern ative
inter pret a tions of reality, and even more prob able ones as hedge
verbs are some times found in combin a tion with boosters of
various kinds.
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Conclusion
The analysis of Jon Rappo port’s articles revealed that he uses
signi fic antly more certainty boosters than plaus ib ility hedges. Yet,
more than a quest for nuance and balanced asser tions, the use of
both boosters and hedges help him legit imize his theory and
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strengthen his authority as a reli able source of know ledge, an
invest ig ative journ alist and a whistle- blower.

In section 3, I showed how plaus ib ility hedges are not really used to
mitigate the author’s claims. Rather, they are used in three ways: to
voice a plaus ible dissenting view point (and this is from the expres sion
of “plaus ib ility” or “possib ility” that the expres sion of doubt arises)
that cannot be ruled out; to down play the elite’s discourses, that is, to
rein ter pret them as possib il ities among others, as valid (if not less) or
spec u lative as the author’s discourses; to expli citly desig nate the
elite’s discourses as attempts at manip u lating truth.
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In section 4, I showed that certainty boosters do serve to express the
author’s confid ence in his claims, which is achieved in, at least, three
ways: by shut ting down opposing views in commit ting to the actu ality
of the view points; by presenting the theories as self- evident truths
and consen sual or shared inter pret a tions of reality; by providing a
contra dictory altern ative inter pret a tion that expli citly clashes with
the elite’s discourses or corrects them.
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In section 5, I studied the explicit pres ence of the author in his
discourses through the use of booster and hedge verbs whose subject
is a first- person pronoun (either plural or singular) followed by a
comple ment clause. The contex tual analyzes show that both booster
and hedge verbs are used to legit imize the author’s theories by
intensi fying their validity and, more import antly, to strengthen the
author’s authority as a reli able source of know ledge, by expli citly
attrib uting his personal and “scientific” (in terms of invest ig ative
methods) contri bu tion in the construc tion of the theories in ques tion
or by indic ating supposedly shared or consen sual knowledge.
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In any case, Jon Rappo port takes advantage of the inter sub jective
nature of both hedges and boosters in so far as they act to shut down
dissident voices, secure readers’ agree ment and present his
view points as factual and as the only valid altern ative views to the
elite’s discourses. In sum, they are used to manage both the author’s
posi tions regarding view points and inter locutors, that is, they help
him maximize agree ment and reduce opposition.
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Though I only analyzed the discourses of an unequi vocal conspiracy
theorist, meaning that I cannot conclude on conspiracy- theory
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1  Note that Hyland’s termin o logy is not exactly the same as Quirk et al.
(1985). The latter authors use the terms “down toners” (which corres ponds
to Hyland’s hedges) and “ampli fiers” (which can be “maxim izers” and
“boosters”). For Hyland, “boosters” are more or less equi valent to Quirk
et al.’s “ampli fiers”. Though they do not include “focusing subjuncts” (Quirk
et al. 1985� 604) and “content disjuncts”, which are concerned with the
truth- value of a propos i tional content (“degree of truth”, Quirk et al. 1985�
620), such tools are included in Hyland’s boosters.

2  The metadata between paren theses is the unique ID of the text in the
corpus, used to identify each text.

3  In this paper, I will use the terms “elite(s)” for the sake of simpli city, as
this allows me to use one word to refer, in a general context, to all the
groups Jon Rappo port opposes (the main stream media and politi cians,
phar ma ceut ical companies, US govern ment agen cies, etc.).

4  There were many other post categories on the website, but only those
that were most likely to comprise conspiracy- theory articles were selected.
The following is a list of some of the discarded categories: “X massacres”
(where X is a year ranging from 2012 to 2017), “Amer ic anism”, “Border gate”,
“Coaching”, “Entre pren eurs”, “Freedom”, “Free speech”, “ISIS”, “Law of
attrac tion”, “Matrix Revealed”, “Marijuana”, “Nanotech”, “Socialism”,
“Transhumanism”. Note that a given post can belong to multiple categories.

5  A list of the URLs of all the articles in the analysis corpus is provided in
Appendix E.

6  Jon Rappo port had written other articles prior to 2009, but only those
from 2009 on are avail able, as well as some from 2001.

7  Brezina, Vaclav, P. Weill- Tessier & Tony McEnery. 2020.
#LancsBox. http://corpora.lancs.ac.uk/lancsbox.

8  For more inform a tion, see https://txm.gitpages.huma- 
num.fr/texto metrie/index.html and Heiden, Serge. The TXM Plat form:
Building Open- Source Textual Analysis Soft ware Compat ible with the TEI
Encoding Scheme. In 24th Pacific Asia Confer ence on Language, Inform a tion
and Computation, 10. Sendai, Japon.

10  Not all of the occur rences of the devices in Appendix A are used by
Rappo port, as he quotes other locutors, who can be conspiracy theor ists,
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dissenting scient ists or politi cians, or people I call “the elite” (main stream
scient ists, politi cians, journ al ists, etc.). Only adverbs and adverbials were
counted indi vidu ally to find those actu ally used by Jon Rappo port (as their
uses were the entry point of this paper). Other than that, the frequen cies of
the devices in Appendix A are raw frequen cies. Yet, later in the paper, I give
the frequen cies of some devices actu ally used by Jon Rappoport.

12  More precisely, the organ iz a tion defends free choice and informed
consent, but as a way to convince people (espe cially parents) to refuse
vaccin a tion. Their “Our mission” page, for instance, states: “The National
Vaccine Inform a tion Center (NVIC) is dedic ated to preventing vaccine
injuries and deaths through public educa tion and advoc ating for informed
consent protec tions in medical policies and public health laws. NVIC
defends the human right to freedom of thought and conscience and
supports the inclu sion of flex ible medical, reli gious and conscien tious belief
exemp tions in vaccine policies and laws.” (https://www.nvic.org/about/mis
sion- vision, last accessed on January 11 , 2024). See also The Anti- 
vaxx Playbook. Center for Coun tering Digital Hate. https://counterhate.co
m/research/the- anti-vaxx-playbook/.

13  The adverb “perhaps” is, in the corpus, partic u larly useful for that.
Though there are cases where Jon Rappo port writes “perhaps, I don’t know”,
thus clearly expressing his uncer tainty/doubt, the adverb first and fore most
allows for the expres sion of a possib ility, no matter the truth- value of the
propos i tional content. As a result, Rappo port’s theories become more
legit imate by the simple fact that they are presented as real possib il ities. To
over simply, I would say that, in “conspiracy theory worlds”, the view point in
ques tion is a possib ility that cannot be ruled out, or even a neces sity (that
is, the only valid inter pret a tion of the world), while it is rejected as such in
the “elite’s world”.

14  Or “la nécessité du possible” in French, which is an expres sion I borrow
from the French trans la tion of Umberto Eco’s Foucault’s Pendulum.

15  In fact, only 2 occur rences can be described as hedging Rappo port’s
view point. 42 occur rences attribute the source of the view point to the elite,
mainly when dealing with viruses causing epidemics or with the bene fits
of vaccination.

16  One of the defin i tions of “notion” according to the OED is: “I.2. A belief,
opinion, theory, or view, held by a person or (now more usually) a group of
people.” Another one is: “I.4.a An idea in a person’s mind; a person’s
concep tion or under standing of something.”

th
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17  As with the other nouns, I excluded negative contexts like “there is no
evid ence that…” and ques tions, as well as cases where “that” is a relative
pronoun. When I write “32/42”, this means that 32 is the number of
occur rences actu ally used by Rappo port to desig nate his view point while 42
is the number of occur rences not used in reported speech.

18  Describing “sign(s) of” as a certainty booster is, according to me, subject
to caution. Indeed, it is often used to refer to phys ical, visual signs of a
disease, which proves that a person suffers from a disease. But on an
argu ment ative level, it is not a certainty booster in the same way as “I
know”, for instance, can be categor ized as such.

19  Here is an extract from the article from which the analyzed example is
taken: “For months, I’ve been demon strating that no one has proved SARS- 
CoV-2 exists (start here). Instead, elite plan ners have been selling A STORY
ABOUT A VIRUS. In covert intel li gence oper a tions, this would be called a
cover story. It obscures true goals. It justi fies crimes that would other wise
be nakedly exposed. […] These days, the coronavirus cover story obscures
crimes according to the same general pattern. EVERYONE is considered an
agent of poten tial infec tion. There fore, a new Chinese strategy: universal
lock downs. COVID- 19 is essen tially an intelligence- agency type covert op.
The short- term goal is wrecking economies. The long- term goal is taking
the popu la tion into a new world of tech no cratic control. Selling this as
neces sary all comes back to THE VIRUS COVER STORY.”

20  “Of course” in “as a matter of course” (4 occur rences) was discarded.

21  This strategy is taken to its full advantage in the 13 occur rences of “when
in fact”, all of which are used by Rappo port himself and not the elite, where
the conjunc tion “when” means “even though; despite the fact that”, thus
clearly intro du cing a contrasting view that goes against someone’s
expect a tions, while the adverbial “in fact” high lights the actu ality of the
view point and its corrective purpose, as in: “FACT: Thompson states that he
and his colleagues fals i fied data to make it appear that the MMR vaccine has
no connec tion to autism, when in fact the vaccine does raise the risk of
autism.” (lying- australian-press-and-the-vaxxed-scandal) This extract is
taken from the very begin ning of the article. Note how the author bluntly
and straight for wardly claims that his view point is factual with the noun
“fact” at the begin ning of the sentence and in capital letters. Note also how
the so- called “emphatic” auxil iary “does” is used to support the claim made
by the author. Taken together in so short an extract, one can see how Jon
Rappo port uses such boosters to impose his inter pret a tion of reality onto
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the reader and shut down possible dissenting views, regard less of the actual
truth- value of the viewpoint.

22  “X Y Z” are place holders for any lexical or gram mat ical items. The query
in TXM searched for the following pattern: a subject pronoun, zero or up to
three items, a verb and a comple ment clause.

23  Due to lack of space, I provide another example as a side note. I
under lined boosters: “So which sets of stat istics should we believe? Those
that pump up the numbers of people who’ve taken the shots, or those that
show millions of vials going to waste? I think the latter stats are the true
indic ators. Offi cials are less likely to confess to them, unless they’re
accurate. Out in front, the movie called COVID VACCINE is being hailed as a
bril liant block buster, but at the back end, ticket sales are drop ping off a cliff.
There are reasons for that. One is: People are having very serious and
severe injuries from the shot; they’re dying; and their families and friends
know about it.” (the- vaccine-war-who-really-has-the-upper-hand)

English
What is central to conspiracy theories is the revel a tion of a hidden or
manip u lated truth. In addi tion, the speaker/writer who believes in a
conspiracy theory and shares their views on it also seeks the
listener’s/reader’s adhe sion to the theory. As a result, the speaker/writer
must solve two prob lems: first, the version in which they believe has to be
perceived as plaus ible by the audi ence and, second, the speaker/writer
must have, or gain, credit in order to appear cred ible. These two aspects are
some what subsumed under what Biber and Hyland, among others, refer
to as stance and stance- taking, which corres pond to the posi tioning of a
locutor towards view points and inter locutors. In order to analyze these
aspects and the rela tions between the linguistic markers and the discursive
strategies (prag matic, argu ment ative, or rhet oric), this study is based on a
corpus analysis of online articles written by Jon Rappo port, an unequi vocal
conspiracy theorist. I only focus on plaus ib ility hedges and certainty
boosters so as to study the marking of author it ative and epistemic stance in
his discourses and the func tion(s) they perform. The results show that both
plaus ib ility hedges and certainty are used to legit imize Rappo port’s theories
and strengthen his authority in various ways, depending on the devices
used. Plaus ib ility hedges are mainly used to voice a dissenting
inter pret a tion of reality, presented as a possib ility that cannot be ruled out,
and down play the elite’s view points. Certainty boosters are used to express
the author’s confid ence and commit ment towards his theories, by
presenting his inter pret a tion of reality as unques tion able, self- evident or
consen sual. Finally, the use of first- person pronouns and booster or hedge
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verbs are also used to strengthen the legit imacy of the theories and the
authority of the author by expli citly indic ating his contri bu tion to the
construc tion of conspiracy theories or to intro duce and support a
dissident viewpoint.

Français
Les théo ries du complot sont des contre- discours dont l’une des
carac té ris tiques fonda men tales est la révé la tion d’une vérité soi- disant
cachée ou mani pulée. En outre, celui ou celle qui croit en une théorie du
complot et la diffuse cherche à convaincre autrui du bien- fondé de sa
croyance. Ainsi, il ou elle doit résoudre au moins deux problèmes : rendre
plau sible la théorie à laquelle il/elle adhère et appa raître comme une source
de savoir crédible. La construc tion de la légi ti mité du discours et de
l’auto rité du locu teur corres pondent, ainsi, selon moi, à la notion
de « stance », terme que j’emprunte à l’anglais (et notam ment à Biber et
Hyland). Afin d’analyser les rela tions entre marqueurs linguis tiques et
stra té gies discur sives, mon étude s’appuie sur l’analyse d’un corpus
composé de billets de blog d’un complo tiste notoire, Jon Rappo port.
L’analyse montre que l’auteur recourt à la fois à des marqueurs de
certi tude (« certainty boosters ») et de plau si bi lité (« plau si bi lity hedges »)
pour légi timer ses théo ries et asseoir son auto rité. En effet, il se montre
plutôt sûr de lui et de ce qu’il avance dans ses théo ries, en cela qu’il
présente sa vérité comme factuelle et incon tes table, notam ment parce
qu’elle se carac té rise par un certain effet d’évidence. En outre, les
marqueurs de plau si bi lité servent avant tout à intro duire une possi bi lité
parmi d’autres, poten tiel le ment plus valide que les inter pré ta tions des élites
diri geantes, indus trielles ou scien ti fiques, ce qui parti cipe de la
rela ti vi sa tion de la vérité. Enfin, l’auteur inter vient expli ci te ment et en son
nom au sein de son discours dans le but de mettre en valeur sa contri bu tion
à la construc tion d’une théorie du complot ou pour exposer et renforcer
une inter pré ta tion alternative.
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Fazit

Einleitung
Georg Büch ners Drama „Danton’s Tod“ wird zu den bedeu tendsten
Werken des Vormärz gezählt und genießt auch abseits seiner
lite ra tur his to ri schen Bedeu tung noch immer große Beach tung, es hat
beispiels weise nach wie vor einen festen Platz im schu li schen und
univer si tären Kanon und erfreut sich zahl rei cher Insze nie rungen.
Dessen unge achtet handelt es sich sowohl formal als auch inhalt lich
um ein äußerst komplexes Werk, dessen Deutung alles andere als
einhellig ausfällt. So schreibt etwa Rüdiger Campe im Büchner- 
Handbuch: „Die Stationen der Danton- Lektüren kommen einer
kleinen Geschichte des Poli ti schen im Deutsch land des 20.

1
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Jahr hun derts gleich“ (Campe 2009� 20). Grund sätz lich wird immer
wieder davon ausge gangen, Büchner benutze den Stoff (einen
Abschnitt der Fran zö si schen Revo lu tion), um die poli ti sche Situa tion
Deutsch lands während des Vormärz zu beleuchten, wenn gleich sich
auch hierzu diver gie rende Einschät zungen finden lassen. Um nur um
eines von vielen mögli chen Beispielen zu nennen: Helbig hält
„Danton’s Tod“ eher für ein „zur zeit losen Wahr heits aus sage
tendie rendes Drama“ (Helbig 1973� 147). Im Bewusst sein dieser
Deutungs viel falt möchte der vorlie gende Beitrag den Versuch
unter nehmen, mithilfe eines quan ti tativ ausge rich teten Ansatzes zu
unter su chen, welche struk tu rellen Merk male des Dramas sich
fixieren lassen, die – idea liter – als vergleichs weise unstrit tige Basis
einer inter pre ta tiven (quali ta tiven) Verstän di gung genützt werden
könnten. Dank der von der Berlin- Brandenburgischen Akademie der
Wissen schaften besorgten und im Deut schen Text ar chiv
(https://www.deut sches text ar chiv.de, im Folgenden DTA)
verfüg baren Online- Ausgabe von Büch ners Werken, die nach TEI P5
anno tiert wurde, lassen sich mithilfe von compu ter ge stützter
Auswer tung Zusam men hänge verdeut li chen, die bei einer
herkömm li chen Lektüre aufgrund des Text um fanges und der überaus
komplexen Figu ren kon stel la tionen nur schwer lich sichtbar werden.

Der Beitrag sucht sodann zu argu men tieren, dass sich Büch ners
Stück durch ein mani festes Ausein an der klaffen zwischen dem
drama ti schen Leit motiv, das den Rahmen des Stückes darstellt und
die eigent liche Hand lung voran treibt, sc. die Radi ka li sie rung gegen
und Exeku tion von George Danton, und den zahl rei chen
Neben fi guren, - orten und - motiven auszeichnet. Wenn, wie zu zeigen
ist, sich diese Kluft nicht auf eine Gegen über stel lung von
Haupt hand lung und opulentem Dekor redu zieren lässt, so wird die
Frage schla gend, was Büchner damit beab sich tigt. Mithilfe von
nume ri schen Auswer tungen und Über sichten dazu, wer in dem Stück
wann, wo und worüber spricht, soll unter sucht werden, ob und wie
sich die unter schied li chen Figu ren reden sowie die in ihnen
arti ku lierten Diskurse aufein ander beziehen. Beson deres Augen merk
wird hierbei auf die Insze nie rung der fakti schen Verur tei lung
Dantons (bzw. der „Danto nisten“) und deren poli ti sche Legi ti mie rung
durch und für unter schied liche Perso nen gruppen gelegt. Es wird zu
über legen sein, welche heuris ti schen Kate go rien ange wandt werden

2
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können, um die unter schied li chen perfor ma tiven und diskur siven
Akte erkennt nis brin gend zu syste ma ti sieren, ohne der Analyse zu
viele Prämissen zu impu tieren, die sich ihrer seits in Zweifel ziehen
ließen. Wie in „Danton’s Tod“ Politik betrieben wird, welche
Infor ma tionen auf welchen Wegen zirku lieren, wird sich als umso
aufschluss rei cher erweisen, als sich die Adres saten_innen des
Stückes (das Publikum) in der privi le gierten Posi tion befinden, all jene
Infor ma ti ons flüsse zu über bli cken, die den drama ti schen Figuren nur
partiell zugäng lich sind.

Für die compu ter ge stützte Auswer tung wird auf die
Program mier sprache Python zurück ge griffen, wobei Erläu te rungen
der tech ni schen Aspekte der Unter su chung aus Gründen des
Umfanges nur exem pla risch und rudi mentär erfolgen können.
Desglei chen muss darauf verzichtet werden, den Program mier code
sowie große Teile der compu ter ge nerierten Auswer tung in den
Artikel zu inte grieren; beides wurde jedoch als soge nanntes
„Repo si tory“ auf GitHub öffent lich verfügbar gemacht und ist unter
dem folgenden Link abzu rufen: https://github.com/hu3bris/danton
Metho disch basiert die Unter su chung vornehm lich auf quan ti ta tiven
Auswer tungen der Figu ren dia loge, die heran ge zogen werden, um
gewisse Merk male des Stückes hervor zu heben. Da Dramen texte im
Vergleich zu anderen lite ra ri schen Texten durch para tex tu elle
Elemente wie beispiels weise Szenen über schriften, Spre cher namen
und andere Regie an wei sungen relativ stark struk tu riert sind, können
einige der in den Digital Humanities übliche Methoden hier
beson ders gut zur Anwen dung gebracht werden. Ande rer seits
zeichnet sich „Danton’s Tod“ in mehr als einer Hinsicht durch
schwin del erre gende Komple xität aus, weshalb bisweilen andern orts
durchaus frucht bare Ansätze wie Netz werk vi sua li sie rungen nur
wenig Erkennt nis ge winn ermöglichen 1. Der erste Abschnitt des
Arti kels bringt einige dieser Schwie rig keiten zur Sprache.

3

Schließ lich sei noch darauf hinge wiesen, dass Einsichten und
Ergeb nisse der sehr reichen Forschungs li te ratur zu „Danton’s Tod“
selbst re dend Berück sich ti gung finden, dass aber weder eine
fundierte Ausein an der set zung mit derselben ange strebt wird noch
der Anspruch erhoben, die Diskus sion durch inhalt lich grund le gend
neue Einsichten zu berei chern. Die Absicht des Beitrages liegt im
metho di schen Rahmen und beschränkt sich auf den Versuch, Impulse

4
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des noch jungen Para digmas der Digital Humanities aufzu greifen und
ihre Nütz lich keit im lite ra tur wis sen schaft li chen Bereich
beispiels haft darzustellen.

1. Figu ren liste und - statistik
Büchner weist in den Regie an wei sungen denselben Figuren bisweilen
unter schied liche Bezeich nungen zu. So wird beispiels weise die
Figu ren rede eines der Präsi denten des Revo lu ti ons tri bu nals, der im
Figu ren ver zeichnis als „Hermann“ aufge führt wird, im späteren
Verlauf als „Präsi dent“, „Der Präsi dent“ oder „Hermann“ ange kün digt.
Aus diesem Grunde kann sich die Auswer tung nicht unmit telbar auf
die Figu ren be zeich nungen der Regie an wei sung verlassen. Die DTA- 
Ausgabe weist den unter schied li chen Figuren TEI- Tags zu, mithilfe
derer sich dieses Problem umschiffen lässt. Sämt liche Figu ren reden
Hermanns beispiels weise sind durch die Tags <sp who=“#PRAES“>
und </sp> einge fasst, womit eine auto ma ti sierte Auswer tung
hier nach erfolgen kann. Am Rande sei darauf hinge wiesen, dass in
einzelnen Fällen auch die TEI- Tags des DTA proble ma tisch sind.
„Danton‘s Tod“ weist zahl reiche Figuren auf, die nicht durch ihren
Namen, sondern durch ihre soziale Stel lung, Funk tion o.ä.
charak te ri siert werden. Was in der DTA- Ausgabe mithilfe des Tags
“#WEIB“ zusam men ge fasst und von Büchner als „Weib“, „Ein Weib“
oder „Einige Weiber“ ausge wiesen wird, entspricht eindeutig nicht
einer einzigen Person, sondern mehreren. Obwohl sich diesem
Beispiel weitere zur Seite stellen ließen, orien tiert sich die
Auswer tung mangels besserer Alter na tiven an diesen TEI- Tags.
Wollte man eine Figu ren liste ohne derar tige Ambi gui täten, müsste
für diese Figuren(klasse) fall weise unter sucht werden, ob es sich um
unter schied liche Personen handelt oder nicht. Hierfür wäre jeden falls
eine inhalt liche Lektüre der Passagen erfor der lich, die eine
auto ma ti sche Auswer tung überstiege.

5

Um den Aussa ge ge halt einer solchen Figu ren liste zu erhöhen, wurde
zudem für jede Figur gezählt, wie häufig sie eine Figu ren rede macht
und wie lang ihre Reden insge samt sind. Dies lässt sich wie folgt
errei chen: In einem ersten Schritt durch sucht das Python- Skript den
gesamten XML- Text (i.e. den voll stän digen Text inklu sive
Regie an wei sungen und TEI- Tags) nach allen Figurenreden 2 und

6
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sammelt diese in einer Liste. In einem zweiten etwas aufwän di geren
Schritt unter sucht das Skript schritt weise jeden Eintrag (i.e. jede der
gesam melten Figu ren reden) in dieser Liste nach folgendem Krite rium
und erstellt dabei eine neue Liste: Ist der der Figur zugord nete TEI- 
Tag (e.g. <sp who=“#PRAES“>) schon in der neuen Liste enthalten?
Wenn dies nicht der Fall ist, erstellt das Skript in der neuen Liste
einen Eintrag, der die folgenden Infor ma tionen enthält: den TEI- Tag;
den in der Regie an wei sung ange ge benen Figu ren namen; einen
Zähl wert von eins, der die Gesamt zahl der Auftritte reprä sen tiert; die
Figu ren rede an sich. Wenn der TEI- Tag hingegen schon in dieser
Liste enthalten ist, erstellt das Skript keinen neuen Eintrag, sondern
sucht den Eintrag mit diesem TEI- Tag und modi fi ziert diesen nach
folgendem Muster: Wenn der in der Regie an wei sung ange ge bene
Name sich nicht mit dem (bzw. denen) des Eintrages deckt, wird
dieser Name ergänzt; der die Gesamt zahl der Auftritte
reprä sen tie rende Zähl wert wird um eins erhöht; die Figu ren rede an
sich wird ange hängt. Die sohin erstellte Liste kann nun nach der
Gesamt zahl der Auftritte abstei gend sortiert werden und
gege be nen falls weitere Forma tie rungen durch laufen. Um ausgeben
zu können, wie lang die Reden einer bestimmten Figur insge samt
sind, werden die Wörter sämt li cher der Figur zuge ord neten
Figu ren reden gezählt. Der Einfach heit halber wird der gängigen
Praxis entspre chend ange nommen, dass Wort grenzen mit
Leer zei chen zusam men fallen, was im Deut schen in den aller meisten
Fällen zutrifft.

Auf diese Weise lassen sich 65 unter scheid bare Spre cher bzw.
Spre che rinnen ausma chen, wobei aufgrund eingangs umris sener
Schwie rig keiten korrekter von mindestens 65 zu spre chen wäre. In
jedem Falle eine erstaun lich hohe Zahl, wenn man mit dem
Figu ren ver zeichnis vergleicht, das ledig lich 33 Figuren nennt und
ihnen ein „u.s.w.“ anfügt. Mehrere dieser Figuren nehmen, gemessen
an der Länge ihrer Figu ren rede, in dem Drama relativ viel Raum ein,
obwohl nicht unmit telbar ersicht lich wird, welche drama tur gi sche
Funk tion ihnen zukommt. Die Figu ren rede der jungen Prosti tu ierten
Marion zählt beispiels weise 575 Wörter (und damit halb so viele wie
die St. Justs!), die des inkar zerierten Philo so phen Payne sogar 708. Es
handelt sich in beiden Fällen um komplexe Dialoge, die Einblicke in
ihre Gefühls-  und Gedan ken welt erlauben. Es fehlt auch unter

7
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Figurenname(n) TEI- Tag Figurenreden Wörter Durchschnitt

Danton #DAN 117 4439 37.9

Camille #CAM 46 1272 27.7

Lacroix #LAC 43 1059 24.6

Robespierre #ROB 29 2289 78.9

Hérault #HERA 23 615 26.7

Simon #SIM 23 309 13,4

St. Just #STJU 23 1006 43.7

Julie #JUL 20 299 14.9

Barrère #BAR 17 466 27.4

Weib, Ein Weib, Einige Weiber #WEIB 16 257 16.1

Erster Bürger #ERBUER 16 244 15.2

Präsi dent, Der Präsi dent, Hermann #PRAES 16 243 15.2

Ein Bürger, Bürger #ZWEBUER 13 211 16.2

Lucile #LUC 13 315 24.2

Philippeau #PHI 12 264 22.0

Legendre #LEG 11 276 25.1

Fouquier #FOU 11 188 17.1

Ein Anderer, Eine Andere #AND 10 132 13.2

Dillon #DIL 10 234 23.4

Laflotte #LAF 10 310 31.0

Mercier #MER 9 186 20.7

Einige Stimmen #STIM 8 55 6.9

Payne #PAY 8 708 88.5

Figuren, die unmit telbar das Volk zu reprä sen tieren scheinen, nicht
an Beispielen hierfür, wenn gleich sich die Äuße rungen tenden ziell
auf mehrere Dialoge und auf mehrere Figuren verteilen (so etwa das
Gespräch zwischen Simon und seiner Frau in I.2 3, das insge samt 412
Wörter umfasst). Zum Vergleich: Die Figu ren rede von Hérault- 
Séchelles, der einer seits ein histo risch bedeut samer Poli tiker
während der Fran zö si schen Revo lu tion war (u.a. aufgrund seiner
Mitglied schaft im Wohl fahrts aus schuss) und ande rer seits
mitan ge klagt in dem Prozess rund um Danton – grund sätz lich also
sowohl ideen ge schicht lich als auch drama tur gisch äußerst rele vant –
macht gerade einmal 615 Wörter aus.
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Rosalie #ROS 7 52 7.4

Zweiter Herr #ZWEHER 7 131 18.7

Marion #MAR 6 575 95.8

Ein Bettler, Bettler #BET 6 88 14.7

Callot #CAL 6 131 21.8

Schließer #SCH 6 50 8.3

Zweiter Fuhrmann #ZWEFUHR 6 98 16.3

Junger Herr #JUNK 5 71 14.2

Chaumette #CHA 5 55 11.0

Billaud #BIL 5 79 15.8

Dumas #DUM 5 93 18.6

Erster Fuhrmann #ERFUHR 5 46 9.2

Eine Dame, Dame #DAM 4 33 8.2

Erster Herr #ERHERR 4 38 9.5

Eugenie #EUG 4 19 4.8

Dritter Bürger #DRIBUER 3 179 59.7

Junger Mensch #JUNM 3 11 3.7

Viele der Stimmen, Viele Stimmen #VIE 3 15 5.0

Paris #PAR 3 53 17.7

Soldat #SOL 3 22 7.3

Wärter #WAER 3 50 16.7

Eine Stimme, Stimme, Fabre #FAB 3 9 3.0

Alle #ALL 2 12 6.0

Ein Jaco biner, Die Jacobiner #JACO 2 13 6.5

Adelaide #ADE 2 13 6.5

Bänkelsänger #BAEN 2 25 12.5

Madame #MAD 2 26 13.0

Ein Deputirter #DEP 2 22 11.0

Ein Gefan gener, Der Gefangene #GEFA 2 22 11.0

Amar #AMA 2 21 10.5

Erster Henker #ERHENK 2 12 6.0

Die Umstehenden #UMST 1 2 2.0

Ein Lyoner #LYO 1 173 173.0

Collot dHerbois #COL 1 63 63.0

Die Andern #ANDE 1 3 3.0

Voulaud #VOU 1 5 5.0

Ein Weib mit Kindern #WEIBKI 1 18 18.0

Erstes Weib #ERWEIB 1 5 5.0
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Zweites Weib #ZWEWEIB 1 27 27.0

Drittes Weib #DRIWEIB 1 19 19.0

Zweiter Henker #ZWEHEN 1 5 5.0

 

Akt 1, Szene 2, Eine Gasse

Simon. Sein Weib.

Simon Dialoge: 12 / 23 Wörter in Szene: 194 / 309

Weib, Ein Weib, Einige Weiber Dialoge: 12 / 16 Wörter in Szene: 217 / 257

Erster Bürger Dialoge: 7 / 16 Wörter in Szene: 175 / 244

Zweiter Bürger Dialoge: 7 / 13 Wörter in Szene: 64 / 211

2. Prozess und Verur tei lung
der Dantonisten
Zum besseren Verständnis der Dramen struktur scheint es
wünschens wert, die Vertei lung der Sprech akte auf Akte und Szenen
sichtbar zu machen. Hierfür kann ähnlich vorge gangen werden wie
bei der Erstel lung der Figu ren liste, nur muss die Auswer tung und
Ausgabe durch das Skript nach jeder Szene unter bro chen und neu
aufge nommen werden. Zahl reiche Details beiseite lassend, lässt dich
das Vorgehen so erklären, dass das Skript also zunächst nach Akten
und Szenen 4 sucht, deren Titel sowie die erste Regie an wei sung
(welche die Namen der Figuren angibt, die sich in dieser Szene auf
der Bühne befinden) fest hält und dann eine Auswer tung nach dem
bereits beschrie benen Schema durch führt, die diesmal aller dings für
jede Szene neu gestartet wird. Um den Aussa ge ge halt der Analyse
weiter zu erhöhen, kann bei der Ausgabe eine Gegen über stel lung der
Anzahl der Dialoge (sowie der Länge der Figu ren reden in Wörtern)
für die jewei lige Szene und die Gesamt heit des Stückes erfolgen.
Aufgrund ihres beträcht li chen Umfangs kann die resul tie rende
Über sicht an dieser Stelle nicht voll ständig wieder ge geben werden
(sie ist aber auf GitHub einsehbar); beispiel haft und zu Zwecken der
Illus tra tion wird ledig lich die zweite Szene des ersten
Aktes dargestellt:

8
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Dritter Bürger Dialoge: 3 / 3 Wörter in Szene: 179 / 179

Einige Stimmen Dialoge: 3 / 8 Wörter in Szene: 21 / 55

Junger Mensch Dialoge: 3 / 3 Wörter in Szene: 11 / 11

Die Umstehenden Dialoge: 1 / 1 Wörter in Szene: 2 / 2

Robespierre Dialoge: 4 / 29 Wörter in Szene: 99 / 2289

Alle Dialoge: 1 / 2 Wörter in Szene: 2 / 12

Viele der Stimmen, Viele Stimmen Dialoge: 1 / 3 Wörter in Szene: 6 / 15

Ein Umstand, der bei flüch tiger Lektüre leicht zu über sehen ist und
auch in der Forschungs li te ratur nicht oft in der Vorder grund gerückt
wird, lässt sich durch diese Heran ge hens weise sehr gut sichtbar
machen: die räum liche (und diskur sive) Tren nung des
Figu ren per so nals. Obwohl sich für Büch ners Drama ein
schwin del erre gend breites Spek trum an Themen, Schau plätzen und
Personen anführen lässt, ist sein Hand lungs bogen deut lich um die
Brand mar kung, Verur tei lung und Exeku tion einer poli ti schen Gruppe
um Georges Danton orga ni siert. Gezeigt wird nicht die Fran zö si sche
Revo lu tion als solche, sondern ein beson derer Abschnitt des Terreur.
Es wäre fraglos verfehlt, in hiermit nicht unmit telbar in Verbin dung
stehenden Elementen bloße Digres sionen zu sehen, gleich wohl ist
eine Gegen über stel lung mehr oder weniger auf die Kern hand lung
bezo gener Szenen aufschluss reich. Wie also lässt sich der zur
Exeku tion führende Nieder gang Dantons nachzeichnen?

9

Der erste Streich erfolgt durch eine Rede im Jako bi ner club (I.3), die
von einer Figur namens „Ein Lyoner“ gehalten wird, die ledig lich
diesen einen Auftritt hat und im rest li chen Stück nicht mehr
vorkommt. In dieser Brand rede gegen die inneren Feinde der
Revo lu tion wird Danton nament lich noch nicht erwähnt, doch
vermag Robes pierre diese Gele gen heit zu nutzen, um eine poli ti sche
Säube rung anzu bahnen: „Beru hige dich tugend haftes Volk, beru higt
Euch Ihr Patrioten, sagt Euern Brüdern zu Lyon, das Schwert des
Gesetzes roste nicht in den Händen, denen Ihr es anver traut habt. –
Wir werden der Repu blik ein großes Beispiel geben …“ (I.3) Sein
Vorstoß wird mit allge meinem Beifall gewür digt. Danton ist in dieser
Szene nicht anwe send, er sucht unter dessen „die medi cei sche Venus
stück weise bei allen Grisetten des palais royal zusammen, er macht
Mosaik, wie er sagt; der Himmel weiß bei welchem Glied er gerade

10



ELAD-SILDA, 9 | 2024

ist.“ (I.4) Er wird etwas später (I.5) von Lacroix über die drohende
Gefahr informiert.

Die erste Konfron ta tion zwischen Danton und Robes pierre findet in
der folgenden Szene (I.6) in einem „Zimmer“ statt, also in
geschlos senem infor mellem Rahmen, wobei sich die Diffe renzen der
beiden zuspitzen. Mehrere Szenen später (II.6) kommt es zur
Verhaf tung Dantons (und einiger Anhänger), wenn gleich diese nicht
direkt zu sehen ist, sondern erst etwas später (II.7) durch einen
Boten be richt im Natio nal kon vent geschil dert wird. Es ist der
Depu tierte Legendre, der hier über infor miert und sich zugleich für
eine Anhö rung von Danton einsetzt. Allein, er kann sich nicht
durch setzen; nach einem kurzen Schlag ab tausch einiger Depu tierten
und einer längeren Protest rede von Robes pierre wird Dantons
Anhö rung abge lehnt. St. Just sekun diert ihm und fordert
wort ge waltig, bloß keine Gnade an den Feinden der Revo lu tion
walten zu lassen. Seine Rede quit tiert „(l)anger,
anhal tender Beifall.“ (II.7)

11

Erst im Revo lu ti ons tri bunal (III.4) kann Danton schließ lich seine
Stimme erheben, aller dings vor einer Schar vorein ge nom mener
Geschwo renen und nicht lange: Sobald sich Anzei chen des
Beistandes zeigen, wird die Sitzung aufge hoben und Dantons Verhör
vertagt. Sein zweites Verhör wird auf der Bühne nicht gezeigt,
sondern erneut im Rahmen eines Boten be richts diesmal im
Wohl fahrts aus schuss (III.6) reali siert. Die Mitglieder des
Wohl fahrts aus schusses scheinen darin einig, dass Danton
ausge schaltet werden müsse, fürchten aller dings die Reak tion des
Volkes. Das Problem löst sich durch eine Denun zia tion, die St. Just
zuge stellt und von diesem unmit telbar vorge lesen wird. Obwohl die
Mitglieder des Wohl fahrts aus schusses durchaus nicht in allem
über ein stimmen, versi chert man St. Just „wir werden dir helfen, den
Donner keil auf die Häupter der Feig linge zu schleu dern.“ (III.6)
Dieselbe Denun zia tion dient sodann in der letzten Sitzung des
Wohl fahrts aus schusses (III. 9) dazu, Danton und die anderen
Ange klagten von der Debatte auszu schließen. Obwohl viele Stimmen
sich hinter Danton stellen, wird dieser gewaltsam abge führt. Der
weitere Verlauf des Prozesses sowie die Urteils ver kün dung werden
nicht insze niert; es ist neuer lich ein Boten be richt, der über die
Verur tei lungen infor miert (IV.2). Insze niert werden schließ lich die

12
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Vorfüh rung Dantons und seines Gefolges auf dem Revo lu ti ons platz
sowie ihr Besteigen des Scha fotts (IV.7). Das Drama schließt kurz
nach der Exeku tion, die nur indi rekt gezeigt wird. 5

Der öffent liche und formelle Teil der Verur tei lung Dantons voll zieht
sich mithin an zwei Orten, die insge samt drei Mal gezeigt werden:
Natio nal kon vent (II.7) und Revo lu ti ons tri bunal (III.4 & III.9). Danton,
der als großer Redner stili siert wird, und als Einziger aktiv an der
Vertei di gung seiner selbst und seiner Freunde arbeitet, ist in nur
einer einzigen dieser Szenen (III.4) anwe send. Von den insge samt
4439 Wörtern, die Danton im Verlauf des gesamten Dramas von sich
gibt, spricht er ledig lich 504 in einem recht lich wirk samen Rahmen.
Man möchte versucht sein, einzu wenden, Danton richte sich bei
seiner Vertei di gung eher ans Volk denn an andere Poli tiker – das ist
im Drama aber gerade nicht der Fall. Obwohl Danton
durch schnitt lich in genau jeder zweiten bzw. in 16 der insge samt 32
Szenen das Wort ergreift, handelt es sich dabei (neben erwähnter
Rede im Revo lu ti ons tri bunal) nur zwei Mal um einen öffent li chen
Raum, in dem Vertreter des Volkes anwe send sind: II.2 „Eine
Prome nade“ (Danton spricht hier nur 2 Mal und jeweils zu seinem
Freund Camille) und IV.7 „Der Revo lu ti ons platz“ (unmit telbar vor
seiner Exeku tion). Auf diese beiden Szenen entfallen insge samt nicht
mehr als 104 der von Danton gespro chenen Wörter; in Büch ners
Stück ist Danton also alles andere als „volksnah“.

13

Wenn gleich die genauen Hinter gründe und Botschaften von Dantons
Verur tei lung überaus kontro vers disku tiert werden, so lässt sich doch
recht klar angeben, wer diese Verur tei lung (im Stück) maßgeb lich
insti giert. Der sicht barste Gegen spieler des Stücks ist Robes pierre
(u.a. auch deswegen, weil Danton selbst ihn als solchen sieht und
benennt), dessen Figu ren reden mit insge samt 2289 im Stück
geäu ßerten Wörtern unge fähr halb so umfang reich wie dieje nigen
Dantons ausfallen. Noch bestimmter als Robes pierre treibt St. Just die
Verur tei lung Dantons voran, wenn gleich diesem mit insge samt 1006
Wörtern nur halb so viel Figu ren rede zukommt; wo Robes pierre
bisweilen von mora li schen Zwei feln befallen wird, ist St. Just eine
überaus stati sche Figur, die solche Zweifel nicht zu kennen scheint
(dies wird nirgends so deut lich insze niert wir in I.6). Robes pierre tritt
in nur 4 Szenen des Stückes auf: einmal in einer Gasse (I.2), wo er als
geschickter Mani pu lator des Volks wil lens gezeigt wird (wenn gleich

14
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Danton Robespierre St. Just Akt Szene

355     I Erster Act

  99   Eine Gasse

  838   Der Jacobinerklubb

      Eine Gasse

306     Ein Zimmer

385 859 203 Ein Zimmer

616     II Ein Zimmer

67     Eine Promenade

110     Ein Zimmer

198     Freies Feld

491     Ein Zimmer

      Strasse vor Danton’s Hause

  493 527 Der National- Convent

91     III Das Luxemburg

nur 99 seiner Wörter auf diese Szene entfallen), einmal im Klub der
Jako biner (I.3), einmal in einem Zimmer (I.6) und ein letztes Mal im
Natio nal kon vent (II.7). Insge samt spricht er also vergleichs weise
häufig im öffent li chen oder insti tu tio nellen Rahmen. St. Just kommt
ledig lich in drei Szenen vor: in einem Zimmer (I.6), im
Natio nal kon vent (II.7) und im Wohl fahrts aus schuss (III.6). Er tritt also
nie im engeren Sinne öffent li chen Raum auf, sondern vor allem im
insti tu tio nellen oder schlichtweg privaten. Übri gens begegnen sich
Danton uns Robes pierre in dem ganzen Stück nur einmal und dies im
nicht öffent li chen Bereich eines Zimmers (I.6), Danton und St. Just
begegnen sich über haupt nicht (St. Just tritt in I.6 erst nach Dantons
Abgang auf). Das Entstehen der Denun zia tion, die schließ lich dazu
benutzt wird, Danton das Rede recht im insti tu tio nellen Raum zu
entziehen, in einem Kerker des Luxem burg (III.5) sowie die Absprache
zu ihrer Instru men ta li sie rung unter den Mitglie dern des
Wohl fahrts aus schusses (III.6) werden in Büch ners Drama darge stellt,
beides fällt in den Bereich der poli ti schen Winkel züge und bleibt der
Öffent lich keit (nicht jedoch den Zuseher_innen) verborgen. Die
folgende Liste gibt die voll stän dige Rede sta tistik dieser drei
Figuren wieder.
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      Ein Zimmer

90     Das Luxemburg

504     Das Revolutions- Tribunal

      Das Luxemburg

    276 Der Wohlfahrts- Ausschus

321     Die Conciergerie

      Ein Zimmer

199     Das Revolutions- Tribunal

      Platz vor dem Justiz- Palaste

      IV Eine Gasse

      Ein Zimmer

432     Die Conciergerie

      Platz vor der Conciergerie

237     Die Conciergerie

      Ein Zimmer

37     Der Revolutions- Platz

      Eine Gasse

      Der Revolutions- Platz

4439 2289 1006 gesamt

3. Glie de rung des drama ti ‐
schen Raums
Inso fern ist auffällig, dass der Raum der poli ti schen
Entschei dungs fin dung weder für Danton noch für seine Gegen spieler
mit dem öffent li chen oder insti tu tio nellen Raum zusam men fällt.
Danton: „Wär’ es ein Kampf, daß die Arme und Zähne einander
packten! aber es ist mir, als wäre ich in ein Mühl werk gefallen und die
Glieder würden mir langsam syste ma tisch von der kalten physi schen
Gewalt abge dreht.“ (III.7) Während Büchner große (und für den
Hand lungs bogen durchaus wich tige) Teile des insti tu tio nellen
Prozesses mithilfe von Boten be richten ausspart, gibt er sich
offen sicht liche Mühe, die hinter verschlos senen Türen
statt fin denden Winkel züge und Abspra chen sichtbar zu machen. 6

Wie sehr sich Büch ners Drama – trotz des für das Stück immens
wich tigen poli ti schen Diskurses – auf den nicht öffent li chen Raum
konzen triert, lässt sich dank der quan ti ta tiven Auswer tung

15



ELAD-SILDA, 9 | 2024

gut zeigen. 7 Dazu wird aus heuris ti schen Gründen eine Glie de rung
des drama ti schen Raumes anhand dreier Kate go rien durch ge führt: 1)
ein im engeren Sinne öffent li cher Raum, der ein Raum der Begeg nung
ohne Zugangs be schrän kungen ist, in dem sich poten tiell alle Figuren
und Frak tionen treffen können; 2) ein insti tu tio neller Raum, in dem
Macht ausgeübt und legi ti miert wird, der beson deren Diskurs re geln
unter liegt; 3) ein geschlos sener Raum, der aus unter schied li chen
Gründen nicht allen Frak tionen oder Figuren zugäng lich ist. In dem
Stück handelt es sich dabei um einen bürger li chen Rück zugs raum,
einen Raum der philosophisch- politischen Diskus sion und
Nabel schau oder der Intrige.

Bei nur wenigen Szenen bedarf die Zuord nung einer Diskus sion. Für
die erste Szene fehlen Titel über schrift und Regie an wei sungen mit
Orts an gabe. Aus dem Kontext wird jedoch klar, dass es sich um eine
Spiel halle des Palais- Royal handelt. Grund sätz lich ließe sich dieser
wohl als öffent li cher Raum (wenn gleich auf die Pariser Bour geoisie
beschränkt) ansehen, doch wird dies dem Charakter der Szene nicht
gerecht. Nur vier männ liche Figuren treten in ihr auf: George Danton,
Marie- Jean Hérault de Séchelles, Camille Desmoulins, Pierre
Phil ip peaux – sie alle sind poli tisch aktiv und gehören zum Kreis um
Danton, sie alle werden am Ende des Stückes hinge richtet. Ferner ist
Dantons Gattin Julie anwe send sowie „einige Damen“, von denen nur
eine einige wenige Worte spricht, sie werden im Drama als
„Grisetten“ bezeichnet und sind der Sphäre der Prosti tu tion
zuzu ordnen. Es handelt sich um einen Teil der Expo si tion, nämlich
der Frak tion der Danto nisten, die von Anfang an im Zwie licht von
hehren poli ti schen Parolen und privatem mora li schen Verfall gezeigt
werden. In der Szene gibt es keinerlei Konfron ta tion mit anderen
Grup pie rungen welcher Art auch immer, in der drama ti schen
Reali sie rung befinden sich die Danto nisten in einem bürger li chen
Rück zugsort und geben sich der Sinnen freude hin.

16

Die sehr kurze Szene II.4 ist mit „Freies Feld“ über schrieben, dient
aber ledig lich als Schau platz für einen Monolog Dantons. Der Kontext
lässt keinen Zweifel darüber aufkommen, dass Danton alleine ist;
tatsäch lich scheint er die Einsam keit zu suchen, um mit seinem
Gewissen ins Reine zu kommen. Sie wird daher dem nicht- 
öffentlichen Raum zugeordnet.

17
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öffent li cher Raum insti tu tio neller Raum geschlos sener Raum

Eine Gasse I.2/4, IV.1/8
(= 4x)

Natio nal kon vent II.7
(= 1x)

Palais- Royal I.1 (= 1x)

Eine Prome nade II.2 (= 1x) Revo lu ti ons tri bunal
III.4/9 (= 2x)

Jako bi ner klub I.3 (= 1x)

Straße vor Dantons Haus
II.6 (= 1x)

Wohl fahrts aus schuss
III.6 (= 1x)

Ein Zimmer I.5/6, II.1/3/5, III.2/8,
IV.2/6 (= 9x)

Platz vor dem Justiz pa last
III.10 (= 1x)

Freies Feld II.4 (= 1x)

Platz vor der Concier gerie
IV.4 (= 1x)

Luxem burg III.1/3/5 (= 3x)

Schließ lich bedarf die Szene im Wohl fahrts aus schuss (III.6)
geson derter Aufmerk sam keit. Zusam men ge setzt aus Mitglie dern des
Natio nal kon vents und mit vorr ü ber ge hend beträcht li chen
Befug nissen ausge stattet, handelt es sich bei dem
Wohl fahrts aus schuss fraglos um einen politisch- institutionellen
Raum der Ausübung von Macht. Aller dings fanden die Diskus sionen
desselben histo risch wie auch bei Büchner unter Ausschluss der
Öffent lich keit statt. Bei Büchner sind in dieser Szene nur vier
Mitglieder anwe send, die alle samt in einem schlechten Licht gezeigt
werden und St. Just ihre Unter stüt zung nicht aus recht li chen oder
mora li schen Gründen zusi chern; obwohl Barrère (gemeint dürfte
Bert rand Barère sein) auf die Unhalt bar keit der Anschul di gungen
gegen Danton hinweist (die für uns Zuseher_innen, die wir ihr
Entstehen mitver folgen, augen fällig ist), erhält St. Just ohne weitere
Diskus sion die nötige Zustim mung. Barrère spricht etwas später
fata lis tisch: „Die Welt müßte auf dem Kopf stehen, wenn die
soge nannten Spitz buben von den soge nannten recht li chen Leuten
gehängt werden sollten.“ (III.6) Inso fern ist die Szene nicht eindeutig
einer bestimmten Kate gorie zuzu ordnen – es handelt sich um einen
insti tu tio nellen Raum der Ausübung von Macht, der jedoch strikt
nicht- öffentlichen ist und weder Legi ti ma tion anstrebt noch eine
Vermitt lung unter schied li cher Fraktionen. 8 Wenn die Szene in der
folgenden Über sicht dennoch dem „insti tu tio nellen Raum“
zuge ordnet wird, so geschieht dies in Erman ge lung einer
besseren Alternative.

18
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Der Revo lu ti ons platz IV7/9 (= 2x) Concier gerie III.7, IV.3/5 (= 3x)

Szenen gesamt: 10 Szenen gesamt: 4 Szenen gesamt: 18

 

öffent li cher Raum insti tu tio neller Raum geschlos sener Raum

Wörter gesamt: 3024 Wörter gesamt: 3174 Wörter gesamt: 11700

Die Gegen über stel lung verdeut licht die quan ti ta tive Präva lenz von
Szenen, die in einem nicht- öffentlichen Raum statt finden. Der mit
Abstand häufigste Schau platz ist „Ein Zimmer“, der von Büchner
insge samt neun Mal gewählt wurde (es handelt sich dabei übri gens
nicht immer um dasselbe Zimmer) und damit fast so oft wie alle
Szenen im öffent li chen Raum zusammen. Szenen nicht- öffentlichen
Charak ters machen mit 18 von 32 Okkur renzen mehr als die Hälfte
aller Szenen aus.

19

Durch eine gering fü gige Modi fi ka tion des ursprüng li chen Python- 
Skriptes, deren Darle gung an dieser Stelle unter bleiben soll, lässt sich
auswerten, wie sich die Figu ren reden auf diese drei Räume verteilen.
Das Über wiegen des geschlos senen Raumes zeigt sich hier
noch frappierender:

20

Rund zwei Drittel der gesamten Figu ren rede werden mithin im nicht- 
öffentlichen nicht- institutionellen Raum gespro chen. Der größte Teil
der groß spu rigen Reden von Danton und seinem Gefolge (oder seiner
Gegner) über indi vi du elle Beweg gründe, allge meine
Welt an schau ungen oder poli ti sche Visionen werden vor
Gleich ge sinnten gespro chen. Es gibt so gut wie keine Diskus sion
zwischen den Lagern und auch der Anteil der juris ti schen
Legi ti ma tion ist vergleichs weise dünn. Dafür dass Büchner so viele
Menschen aus dem Volk auf die Bühne holt, kommt es zu
bemer kens wert wenigen Begeg nungen zwischen diesem und den
poli ti schen Entschei dungs trä gern (obgleich die Furcht vor Willen und
Reak tion des Volkes ein wieder keh rendes Thema des Stückes ist).
Mithin lässt sich auch quan ti tativ gut das Ausein an der klaffen von
poli ti scher Praxis und sozialen Reali täten und Bedürf nissen erfassen,
das für Büch ners Werk oftmals rekla miert wird: „Das Geschäft, die
bestehenden Herr schafts struk turen als Schau spiel zu denun zieren,

21
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nur geschlossen nur öffentlich

St. Just Simon

Julie Weib, Ein Weib, Einige Weiber

Präsi dent, Der Präsi dent, Hermann Erster Bürger

Fouquier Ein Bürger, Bürger

Dillon Zweiter Bürger

Laflotte Zweiter Herr

Mercier Ein Bettler, Bettler

Payne Zweiter Fuhrmann

Marion Junger Herr

Chaumette Dumas

Eine Dame, Dame Erster Fuhrmann

Paris Erster Herr

Wärter Eugenie

Ein Jaco biner, Die Jacobiner Dritter Bürger

Adelaide Junger Mensch

Ein Gefan gener, Der Gefangene Soldat

Amar Alle

Ein Lyoner Bänkelsänger

Collot d’Herbois Madame

Voulaud Erster Henker

Die Umstehenden

Die Andern

Ein Weib mit Kindern

Erstes Weib

Zweites Weib

Drittes Weib

Zweiter Henker

und zwar als bei näherem Hinsehen wenig über zeu gendes
Schau spiel, betreiben alle Stücke Büch ners.“ (Franz 2017� 152)

Viel leicht noch deut li cher lässt sich dieser Zusam men hang zeigen,
wenn das Skript so verän dert wird, dass es Figuren sucht, die
ausschließ lich im öffent li chen oder ausschließ lich im geschlos senen
Raum vorkommen.

22



ELAD-SILDA, 9 | 2024

ges. 20 ges. 27

Von den insge samt 65 mit dem Skript erfassten Figuren kommen also
47 ausschließ lich im öffent li chen oder ausschließ lich im
geschlos senen Bereich vor; ledig lich 18 äußern sich in beiden. Die
Tatsache, dass in dem Stück auch ein Teil des öffent li chen Lebens
darge stellt wird, sollte nicht zur Annahme verleiten, Büchner
schreibe dem Volke die Rolle einer aktiv in den poli ti schen Diskurs
eingrei fenden Macht zu. Die Bedürf nisse und Ansprüche des Volkes
werden zwar von diesem selbst ausge spro chen und als poli ti sche
Forde rungen arti ku liert, doch bleibt die Diskurs ho heit in den Händen
von Menschen, mit denen sie (so gut wie) nicht in Dialog treten.
Husser geht daher so weit zu schreiben, „die Gewalt be reit schaft der
Bevöl ke rung ist eine Ersatz hand lung für uner hört geblie bene soziale
Forde rungen“ (Husser 2020� 81).

23

Es wurde einlei tend darauf hinge wiesen, dass gewisse Neben fi guren
erstaun lich viel spre chen, obwohl sie keinerlei unmit tel bare
Bedeu tung für den skiz zierten Hand lungs bogen haben. Die
Darstel lung der geis tigen, mora li schen und mate ri ellen Verfasst heit
unter schied li cher Personen und Perso nen gruppen ist dem Umfang
nach insge samt nicht weniger wichtig als der Hand lungs bogen an
sich. Es dürfte also nicht dem Zufall geschuldet sein, dass Büchner
alles in allem ein Aneinander- Vorbeireden der Figuren insze niert und
über die Figu ren rede auch anspricht: „Über all den Löchern, die wir
in anderer Leute Körper machen, ist noch kein einziges in unsern
Hosen zuge gangen.“ (II.6)

24

Bedau er li cher weise lässt sich mit der für diesen Beitrag gewählten
Methode nicht ohne weiteres erfassen, wie sich die Figu ren rede auf
unter schied liche Perso nen gruppen verteilt. Dies liegt vornehm lich
daran, dass die Figuren in vielen Fällen mitnichten eindeutig einer
bestimmten Inter es sens gruppe oder sozialen Klasse zuor denbar sind.
In I.2 etwa wird ein „Junger Mensch“ (so die Bezeich nung der
Regie an wei sungen) von einigen „Bürgern“ beinahe gelyncht, weil
diese aufgrund eines „Schnupf tuchs“ glauben, in ihm einen
„Aris to kraten“ erkennen zu dürfen. Der Kontext gibt jedoch guten
Grund zur Annahme, dass diese Zuschrei bung über eilt und falsch ist.
Nun, selbst wenn man die Figur entgegen der Meinung der Bürger
nicht für einen Aris to kraten hält, ist nicht klar, welcher Klasse man

25
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Gruppe 1) Gruppe 2) Gruppe 3)

13371 1342 3185

sie statt dessen zuteilen sollte. Eine Behelfs lö sung, die diese
Schwie rig keiten vermeidet, besteht darin, nur drei Gruppen zu
bilden: 1) eine Gruppe für Personen, die von Büchner selbst im
Perso nen ver zeichnis als Mitglieder einer poli ti schen Insti tu tion
iden ti fi ziert werden, 2) eine eher kleine Gruppe von Personen, die
nicht zur ersten Gruppe zählen, aus unter schied li chen Gründen aber
auch nicht (unmit telbar) als Vertreter der Volks masse anzu sehen sind
(etwa Dantons Gattin oder „Ein Jako biner“), 3) eine Gruppe mit allen
rest li chen Personen. Offen sicht lich kommen auf diese Weise drei in
sich noch immer recht hete ro gene Gruppen zustande; insbe son dere
die dritte Gruppe vereint so unter schied liche Figuren wie Henker,
Prosti tu ierte und „Die Umstehenden“.

Die Gegen über stel lung verdeut lich, dass der mit großem Abstand
über wie gende Teil der Dialoge auf die erste Gruppe fällt und damit
auf poli tisch agie rende Personen: Diese 20 Figuren spre chen weit
mehr als doppelt so viel wie die insge samt 45 Figuren der beiden
anderen Gruppen. Auch wenn man geneigt ist, dem Volk in dem
Stück eine wich tige Rolle zu attes tieren, so ist zu konze dieren, dass
die Form des „Konflikt[es] zwischen Bour geoisie und plebe ji schen
Schichten“ (Hauschild 2013, 121) nicht die des Dialoges ist. Selbst
unter der anfecht baren Voraus set zung, auch Henker, Fuhr männer,
Gefäng nis per sonal etc. seien (wenigs tens unter anderem) als
Reprä sen tanten des Volkes ange legt, umfassen die Figu ren reden
nicht mehr als 3185 Wörter. Ihre Teil nahme am poli ti schen Diskurs
beschränkt sich in vielen Fällen auf kurze Zurufe oder Bekun dungen
von Zustim mung bzw. Ableh nung, die über Regie an wei sungen
mitge teilt werden.

26

Fazit
Summa summarum bringt die compu ter ge stützte Analyse im
gege benen Fall kaum etwas ans Licht, das nicht bereits über
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„Danton’s Tod“ geschrieben wurde, doch erlaubt sie ein Erhellen von
Aspekten, die ohne ihre Hilfe schwerer zu greifen und zu belegen
sind. Abseits der konkreten Resul tate bietet sie den weiteren Vorteil
der Wieder hol bar keit an anderen Dramen. Aufgrund der normierten
XML- Auszeichnung, die dem Stan dard TEI P5 zugrunde liegt, kann
das erstellte Python- Skript mit gering fü gigen Modi fi ka tionen für
vergleich bare Analysen anderer Dramen heran ge zogen werden,
sofern diese nach demselben Stan dard codiert wurden. Fraglos bietet
jeder Text seine eigenen Schwie rig keiten, die mitunter auch von
Fehlern beim Tran skri bieren oder der Text grund lage selbst
herrühren und eine fall weise Korrektur erfor der lich machen, doch
das grund le gende Para digma lässt sich mit geringem Aufwand
adap tieren. Auch „Danton’s Tod“ weist spezi fi sche Merk male auf, die
gewisse in den Digital Humanities übliche Heran ge hens weisen nicht
gangbar machten. So ist beispiels weise aufgrund der hohen
Gesamt zahl der Figuren eine Netz werk vi sua li sie rung kaum mehr
geeignet, die Verhält nisse bzw. Inter ak tionen derselben zur
Darstel lung zu bringen. Hier musste ein anderer Zugang gefunden
werden. Zugleich erwiesen sich auch Wort fre quenz ana lysen
einzelner Spre cher oder Spre cher gruppen als fruchtlos, weil
sämt liche Dialoge selbst weniger eloquenter Figuren über reich an
Meta phern und stilis ti schem Zierrat sind. Wenn Lacroix in I.3 von
„Halsweh“ spricht, meint er damit (wahr schein lich) seine Furcht vor
einer Hinrich tung (also geköpft zu werden); spricht der „Zweite
Bürger“ in II.6 von „Löchern“, meint er damit einmal physi sche
Verlet zungen, ein andermal Verschleiß von Klei dern. Eine auf die
bloße Häufung von Lexemen basie rende Über sicht ist völlig blind für
diese Dimen sion von Sprache.

Mithilfe des gewählten Ansatzes konnte verdeut licht werden, dass die
Verur tei lung Dantons nicht im Zuge des öffent li chen Prozesses
erfolgte, sondern hinter verschlos senen Türen beschlossen wurde.
Der insti tu tio nelle Rahmen, in dem ein solcher Vorgang prin zi piell zu
geschehen hätte, dient in Büch ners Drama ledig lich der Legi ti ma tion
des Urteils vor der Öffent lich keit. Dem Umfang und der Sache nach
sind vorher ge hende Abspra chen wich tiger als die eigent li chen
Sitzungen des Tribu nals, in denen Danton seinen wahren
Gegen spie lern gar nicht begegnet. Durch den gehäuften Einsatz von
Boten be richten gelingt Büchner die Insze nie rung dieser Kluft
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zwischen dem Justiz ap parat, der zugleich die öffent liche Meinung
infor miert, und den im Verbor genen wirkenden Kräften, die für die
öffent liche Meinung unsichtbar sind. Dies hat eine grund le gende
Umkeh rung zur Folge: Während die Meinungs bil dung der im Stück
darge stellten Öffent lich keit auf dem insti tu tio nellen Prozess beruht
(denn für sie ist nichts anderes sichtbar), wird die Aufmerk sam keit
der Leser_innen des Stücks auf seine sinis teren Hinter gründe
gelenkt, womit die Beur tei lung von Dantons Vergehen in einem
gänz lich anderen Licht erfolgt.

Weiters konnte in der Tren nung des drama ti schen Raumes ein Indiz
für den auch andern orts rekla mierten „Reali täts ver lust der
poli ti schen Entschei dungs träger“ (Neuhuber 2009� 71) ausge macht
werden. Der mit Abstand größte Teil der mit Politik asso zi ierten
Figuren tritt ausschließ lich in nicht- öffentlichen Berei chen auf,
wohin gegen alle anderen sich in der Öffent lich keit begegnen. Für ein
Stück, das mit so zahl rei chen Diskus sionen und poli ti schen
Kontem pla tionen gespickt ist, ist der Mangel an tatsäch li cher
Begeg nung zwischen den Inter es sens gruppen frap pie rend und wohl
auch als ein Grund für die Verur tei lung der Gruppe um Danton
anzu sehen. Die meisten von ihnen treffen in dem Stück nur ein
einziges Mal mit dem Volk zusammen, nämlich in IV.7, als sie das
Scha fott besteigen und ihrer Enthaup tung harren. Selbst re dend ist es
für seine Feinde einfa cher, Danton als eigen nützig agie renden
Profi teur und Feind der Revo lu tion hinzu stellen („und […] es ist, unter
uns gesagt, so halb wegs was Wahres dran“ (I.5)), wenn dieser die
Konfron ta tion mit jenen, deren Inter essen und Nöte er Gehör
verschaffen sollte, scheut und sich statt dessen in Spiel hallen und
anderen bürger li chen Rück zugs räumen verbirgt, um dort der
Nabel schau zu frönen. Büch ners Darstel lung der Fran zö si schen
Revo lu tion lehnt die Idea li sie rung des histo ri schen Ereig nisses ab: Wo
in Delacroix‘ bekanntem Gemälde die Frei heit das Volk durch die
Straßen Paris führt, dort zeigen Büch ners „Drama ti sche Bilder aus
Frank reichs Schre ckens herr schaft“ (so der von seinem Verleger
Sauer länder gewählte Unter titel für „Danton’s Tod“) das in
Hinter zim mern verbor gene Agieren von Seilschaften.
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1  Am Rande sei darauf hinge wiesen, dass daher auch die von der DTA
verlinkten Voyant Tools, ein einfach zu bedie nendes Analy se instru ment der
Digital Humanities, bei „Danton’s Tod“ rasch an ihre Grenzen stoßen, wenn
sie nicht sehr umfang reich konfi gu riert werden.

2  Hierfür wird auf das Modul „Beau tiful Soup“
zurück ge griffen (soup.find_all('sp')).

3  Die der DTA- Ausgabe zugrun de lie gende Text vor lage weist eine Akt- und
Szenen auf tei lung auf, die in späteren Ausgaben modi fi ziert wurde. In
diesem Beitrag werden Akt- bzw. Szenen an gaben nach der jüngeren
Eintei lung in vier Akte (also von der DTA- Ausgabe abwei chend)
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vorge nommen, um den Gepflo gen heiten der Sekun där li te ratur zu „Danton’s
Tod“ zu entsprechen.

4  Rein tech nisch lässt sich dies mit einer Suche nach „<div>“- Elementen
reali sieren, da sämt liche Akte durch den Tag <div n=„1“> ausge zeichnet sind,
während Szenen die Auszeich nung <div n=„2“> aufweisen. Tatsäch lich wird
die Auswer tung dadurch erschwert, dass in der DTA- Ausgabe die erste
Szene des ersten Aktes nicht als solche ausge wiesen wird (die Szene hat
keine eigene Über schrift, sondern wird nur durch den Titel „Akt“ sowie
dessen Nummer einge leitet). Die einfachste Lösung dieses Problems besteht
in einer manu ellen Auszeich nung dieser Szene.

5  Dass Büchner damit eine Art drama ti schen Höhe punktes (vermut lich
bewusst) vermied, findet sich insbe son dere bei Wagner 2017 reflek tiert.
Wagner inter pre tiert dies sowie die Abwe sen heit jegli cher direkt gezeigter
Gewalt „as an implicit commen tary on the ques tion of histo rical progress
and revo lu tio nary violence that are raised in the play.“ (Wagner 2017� 175) Auf
einer unmit tel baren Ebene hat Büch ners Drama turgie jeden falls die
Konse quenz, dass die Aufmerk sam keit der Zuseher_innen verstärkt auf das
Zustan de kommen des Urteils gelenkt wird und weniger auf dessen Vollzug.

6  Wie sehr sich Dantons Gegen spieler im Hinter grund zu halten verstehen
und sich dieser daher vor „abwe senden, anonym blei benden Klägern“
wieder findet, wird beispiels weise von Elke Dubbels heraus ge ar beitet (cf.
Dubbels 2017� 203sqq).

7  Es sei darauf hinge wiesen, dass Irene Husser in einer jüngeren Studie
eine sehr ähnliche auf den drama ti schen Raum konzen trierte Frage stel lung
zum Ausgang einer Unter su chung über Büch ners Stücke „Danton’s Tod“
und „Leonce und Lena“ macht und dabei zu vergleich baren Ergeb nissen
kommt (cf. Husser 2020).

8  Auch Husser urteilt in diesem Sinne: „der Wohl fahrts aus schuss (III,6)
wird von Büchner als ein Raum der privaten Unter re dung gezeigt, in dem
Stra te gien zur Besei ti gung der Danto nisten abge spro chen werden“ (Husser
2020� 83).

Deutsch
Obwohl Georg Büch ners Drama „Danton’s Tod“ von 1835 sich im
deutsch spra chigen lite ra ri schen Feld großer Beach tung erfreut, ist die
Lite ra tur wis sen schaft vergleichs weise uneins darüber, wie der Text
verstanden werden möchte. Dies liegt unter anderem an der
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unüber schau baren Viel zahl an ambi va lenten Figuren, Schau plätzen und
Hand lungs ebenen sowie an der Abwe sen heit von Sympathie-  und
Hand lungs trä gern, wie sie in einem poli tisch moti vierten Stück
übli cher weise zu erwarten wären. Der vorlie gende Beitrag versucht mithilfe
quan ti tativ ausge rich teter Methoden, die dem Forschungs pa ra digma der
Digital Huma ni ties verpflichtet sind, Aspekte und Zusam men hänge zu
erhellen, die eine quali ta tive Lesart stützen können. Dies ist möglich dank
einer von der Berlin- Brandenburgischen Akademie der Wissen schaften
besorgten Online- Ausgabe, die den Text TEI- konform anno tiert, womit
grund le gende den Dramen text struk tu rie rende para tex tu elle Elemente
einer maschi nellen Auswer tung zugrunde gelegt werden können. Im
konkreten Falle wird hierfür die Program mier sprache Python genutzt. Die
Absicht des Beitrages liegt dabei primär in der Illus tra tion eines
compu ter ge stützten Zuganges zu lite ra ri schen Texten, wenn gleich auch
einige quali ta tive Schlüsse über den Text gezogen werden. Beispiels weise
lässt sich zeigen, dass die Gruppe der Danto nisten in Büch ners Drama
prak tisch nicht an dem insti tu tio na li sierten juris ti schen Diskurs teil nimmt,
der schluss end lich zu ihrer Verur tei lung und Exeku tion führt. Insge samt
wird eine Glie de rung des drama ti schen Raumes fest ge stellt, die eine starke
Tren nung unter schied li cher sozialer Gruppen und Funk ti ons träger umfasst.
In Büch ners Darstel lung der Fran zö si schen Revo lu tion werden mithin deren
mora li sches und demo kra ti sches Funda ment zur Diskus sion gestellt,
wenn gleich das Stück gerade keine Lösung für die sichtbar gemachten
Probleme bietet.

English
Although Georg Büchner’s 1835 drama “Danton’s Tod” (“Danton’s Death”)
receives consid er able acclaim in the German literary field, literary scholars
are compar at ively divided about how the text should be under stood. This is
partly due to the confusing multi pli city of ambi valent char ac ters, settings,
and plot levels, as well as to the absence of sympath etic char ac ters and
clearly marked prot ag on ists, that would normally be expected in a
polit ic ally motiv ated play. Using quant it at ively oriented methods committed
to the research paradigm of the Digital Human ities, this paper attempts to
shed light on aspects and contexts that can in turn bolster qual it ative
inter pret a tion. This is possible thanks to the online edition provided by the
Berlin- Brandenburg Academy of Sciences and Human ities, which annot ates
the text in a TEI- conform way, so that funda mental para tex tual elements
struc turing the dramatic text can be used as a basis for machine analysis. In
this specific case, the program ming language Python is used for this
purpose. Accord ingly, the primary inten tion of the paper is to illus trate a
computer- based approach to literary texts, although some qual it ative
conclu sions about the text are also drawn. For example, it can be shown
that in Büchner’s drama the Dantonist group effect ively does not parti cipate
in the insti tu tion al ized legal discourse that ulti mately leads to the
condem na tion and execu tion of its members. Overall, a struc turing of the
dramatic space is detected that includes a strong separ a tion of different
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social or insti tu tional groups. In Büchner’s portrayal, the moral and
demo cratic found a tions of the French Revolu tion are thus called into
ques tion, even though the play offers no solu tion to the prob lems
made visible.

Français
Bien que le drame de Georg Büchner « Danton’s Tod » (« La mort de
Danton ») de 1835 jouisse d’une grande estime dans le champ litté raire
germa no phone, les études litté raires sont rela ti ve ment parta gées sur la
manière dont il faut comprendre le texte. Cela s’explique entre autres par le
nombre très impor tant de person nages ambi va lents, de lieux et de niveaux
d’intrigue, ainsi que par l’absence de person nages sympa thiques et d’acteurs
prin ci paux, trait atypique pour une pièce de théâtre à carac tère poli tique.
Cet article tente, à l’aide de méthodes quan ti ta tives qui s’inscrivent dans le
para digme de recherche des huma nités numé riques, d’éclairer des aspects
et rela tions afin d’étayer une lecture quali ta tive. Ceci est possible grâce à
une édition en ligne réalisée par l’Académie des sciences de Berlin- 
Brandebourg, qui annote le texte confor mé ment à la norme TEI, ce qui
permet d’utiliser des éléments para tex tuels fonda men taux struc tu rant le
texte du drame comme base d’une analyse auto ma tisée. Dans ce cas
concret, le langage de program ma tion Python est utilisé. L’inten tion de
cette contri bu tion est en premier lieu d’illus trer une approche d’analyse de
textes litté raires assistée par ordi na teur, même si quelques conclu sions
quali ta tives sont égale ment tirées sur le texte. On peut par exemple
montrer que, dans le drame de Büchner, le groupe des danto nistes ne
parti cipe prati que ment pas au discours juri dique insti tu tion na lisé qui
fina le ment conduit à leur condam na tion et à leur exécu tion. Dans
l’ensemble, on constate une struc tu ra tion de l’espace drama tique qui
comprend une forte sépa ra tion de diffé rents groupes sociaux et
insti tu tion nels. La repré sen ta tion de la Révo lu tion fran çaise par Büchner
met donc en discus sion ses fonde ments moraux et démo cra tiques, même si
la pièce n’offre juste ment pas de solu tion aux problèmes mis en évidence.
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