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INTRODUCTION

Covid-19 Conspiracy Theories in
Global Perspective

Michael Butter and Peter Knight

In January 2020, reports of a novel and concerning coronavirus began to emerge
from Wuhan in China. By February, it became clear that the outbreak was seri-
ous and was spreading around the world. From the outset, even before Covid-19
was designated as a pandemic, the World Health Organization (WHO) warned
that the world faced an “infodemic” — an epidemic of fake news, misinformation,
and conspiracy theories that was potentially as damaging as the SARS-CoV-2
virus itself (Ghebreyesus 2020). During the course of the pandemic, conspiracy
theories had become a prominent feature of public discourse in many countries
around the world. The virus has caused great alarm, but so too has the viral
spread of conspiracy theories. Many of same conspiracy narratives were shared
around the world, often spread via social media that has an increasingly global
reach. However, just as the consequences of the pandemic were felt unevenly
around the world, so too have conspiracy theories about the global health crisis
functioned differently in each country and region. There is often a depressing
similarity in the content of the conspiracy theories in these different locations.
Yet, who spreads these conspiracy theories varies considerably around the world.
In many Western countries where conspiracy theories are stigmatized, they are
articulated by alternative media outlets and populist voices from the fringes; by
contrast, in other countries where conspiracy theories are still considered a legiti-
mate form of knowledge, for example, in Eastern Europe or in the Arab world,
it is often government officials and established news channels that voice them.
Accordingly, the nature, meaning and political uses to which conspiracy theories
have been put also do not follow the same pattern everywhere. This volume of
essays provides an overview of how these narratives played out in a range of case
studies from around the world.

DOI: 10.4324/9781003330769-2
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4 Michael Butter and Peter Knight

A Perfect Storm?

There has been a great deal of media attention on the spread of conspiracy theo-
ries during the pandemic. Often the claim is that the conspiracy theories have
mushroomed in an unprecedented fashion, with Covid-19 being the first global
epidemic in the age of full-blown social media, not helped by the rise of populist
politics in many locations. A common assumption is that these media and political
factors have created the conditions for a “perfect storm” of popular conspiracism
(see Birchall and Knight 2022). This claim is usually accompanied by anecdotal
evidence about conspiracy narratives and related forms of mis- and disinforma-
tion cropping up in family and friend groups on social media. While it is clear
that conspiracy theories in many locations around the world have come to public
prominence in a striking way, it is less clear whether there genuinely has been an
unprecedented explosion of popular conspiracism. As the chapters in this volume
attest, there is considerable variety in the volume of conspiracy narratives about the
pandemic in circulation and the level of belief in particular theories. Surveys show,
for example, that 30 percent of Americans and more than 50 percent of Nigerians
think that the virus was deliberately created and spread (Henley and Mclntyre
2020). In the Netherlands, by contrast, as Jaron Harambam’s chapter (Chapter 18)
shows, only 15 percent of the population thinks that the virus is a bioweapon, and
only 5 percent blames Bill Gates for its development.

While the levels of belief thus vary from country to country, the fact that
everywhere at least some people — and sometimes a lot of them — believe in
Covid conspiracy theories is a cause for concern — because belief can affect health
behaviors such as compliance with quarantine requirements, mask mandates, or
vaccine take-up. However, in many countries, the level of belief in Covid con-
spiracy theories is not higher than that for other pre-pandemic conspiracy theo-
ries, and there is even some evidence that it has actually fallen during the course
of the pandemic (Uscinski et al. 2022). In Germany, as discussed in Michael But-
ter’s chapter, this even appears to be the case for belief in conspiracy theories in
general. While some people have clearly intensified their conspiracy beliefs and
become more vocal, others have taken a different path. The scale of an alleged
global cabal orchestrated by China, the United States and other powerful coun-
tries together has made some conspiracy theorists rethink the suspicions they
harbored before the pandemic. Thus, research has also shown an increase in trust
not only in science but also in institutionalized sciences — that is, in those experts
who appear in the media to corroborate the “official” version of events (Mede
and Schifer 2020).

Although there are understandable concerns that Covid conspiracy theories
have functioned as a gateway to other, more extreme conspiracy theories, the evi-
dence of radicalization is mixed. Surveys in many countries repeatedly found high
levels of reported determination to avoid Covid vaccines, but in practice — in many
countries in the Global North, but less so in the Global South — the actual take-up
of vaccination has been far more widespread than the alarming opinion polls and
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media discussion of popular conspiracism suggested in advance. We can instead
conclude that the pandemic has made it more likely that people who used to keep
their beliefs to themselves now feel more empowered to express them in public
(Butter 2020). There is also evidence that conspiracy beliefs are now translating
more readily into action, from refusal to comply with public health measures to
actual violence, with an increasing number of intimidating or violent attacks on
vaccination centers, politicians, and journalists. Conspiracy theories have poten-
tially serious consequences in a pandemic, and they need to be taken seriously —
even in (as M R. X. Dentith’s chapter shows) a country such as New Zealand that
is widely regarded as having coped well with Covid.

Another common claim in media warnings about the rise of popular conspira-
cism during the pandemic is that the theories being circulated are bizarre and
surprising. Yet, to historians of conspiracy theories, many of the narratives in cir-
culation are quite familiar. The underlying conspiracy narratives were often already
in place, and merely adapted to fit the pandemic, which in turn provided confirm-
ing “evidence” for true believers of what they had suspected all along. As Julien
Giry shows in the chapter on France, for example, the initial conspiracist urge to
label the new coronavirus as a foreign threat copied the structure and rhetoric of
earlier conspiracy theories that emerged in the wake of the “Spanish” Flu in 1918
or the “Mexican” one in 2006. Even more specifically, in France just as in other
countries, the villains of already widely spread conspiracy theories — George Soros,
Isracl, or United States — were blamed for orchestrating the pandemic to achieve
their sinister goals. By the same token, Polish conspiracy theories grafted the pan-
demic often onto much older narratives, thus targeting “the usual suspects,” as
Olivia Rachwol explains in the chapter on the country.

Although the individual components of these conspiracy narratives often have
a long historical pedigree, during the pandemic they were sometimes combined
in novel and at times unexpected ways. For instance, Brazilian conspiracy theories
about the virus drew on long-standing fears of communist subversion but replaced
the Soviet Union — traditionally the mastermind in such narratives — with China, as
Katerina Hatzikidi shows in her chapter on the country. In Spain, right-wing con-
spiracy theorists also detected a communist plot behind the pandemic, according
to Alejandro Romero-Reche’s chapter, but focused on the left-wing government
and not on foreign powers. In other countries, even older conspiracist tropes about
Jewish plots were actualized during the pandemic, as several of the contributions
highlight. However, the chapters also make quite clear that it would be wrong to
reduce the profusion of conspiracy theories about the pandemic simply to antisem-
itism. While many Covid conspiracy theories rely on antisemitic tropes, it needs to
be stressed that contemporary conspiracy theories are often “multiversional” (Gess
2022). In many cases, explicitly or implicitly antisemitic versions exist alongside
variations devoid of antisemitism.

In fact, even within specific countries and regions, there is often little or no
agreement among conspiracy theorists about who or what is to blame for the
pandemic or the ultimate purpose of the imagined grand conspiracy. Conspiracy
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theorists around the globe have linked the virus to 5G technology, cast it as a
bioweapon, or claimed that it does not exist and that the public is intentionally
deceived to be chipped, made sick, or even killed off or, at the very least, robbed of
their civil rights. Covid conspiracy narratives blame the military; national govern-
ments; transnational organizations such as NATO, WHO, or the EU; or powerful
individuals like Bill Gates for either intentionally releasing a dangerous virus or
stirring up panic over a virus that, if it exists, is completely harmless. Yet, while
there is a great variety in the specific strains of conspiracy narratives that emerged
and mutated since the initial outbreak, they often express a core belief that “they”
(the government, the health authorities, the mainstream media, the global elite, the
leaders of powerful nations like China or the United States, etc.) are lying to “us”
(the ordinary people, the members of a specific nation, ethnicity, culture, or reli-
gion etc.).! Nevertheless, as many of the case studies in this volume demonstrate,
conspiracy theories have also served to bring together in common cause otherwise
unlikely or even opposing groups — especially in countries where such theories
function as counter-narratives to an “official” version of events and where, thus,
the shared conviction that the official version was a lie was more important than
agreement on what was allegedly really going on.

One Size Fits All?

As soon as reports about the novel coronavirus made the news, conspiracy theorists
around the globe began to engage with the issue as well. Many of today’s con-
spiracy believers are part of transnational networks and communities, and in their
newsfeed they see posts from all over the world. It is therefore in most cases impos-
sible to locate the national origins of many Covid conspiracy theories. But given
the outsized reach of American media and political influence, and the increasing
ubiquity of English as the global language, many of the narratives have been sig-
nificantly shaped and popularized by US or English-language social media and
conspiracy theorists from that region, as Clare Birchall and Peter Knight show in
their chapter. The conspiracist documentary Plandemic, for example, whose title
already suggests that the crisis has been carefully orchestrated, was rapidly dis-
seminated all around the world. Tiirkay Salim Nefes shows how it impacted Covid
conspiracy theories in Turkey, and Luis Roniger and Leonardo Senkman observe
the same impact in Latin America. However, as Asbjorn Dyrendal points out in
the chapter on the Nordic countries, it is not only American conspiracy theories
that influence conspiracist narratives around the globe but often also simply events
that occur in the United States. The Black Lives Matter protests, for example, that
followed the death of George Floyd in May 2020 quickly became a topic for Scan-
dinavian Covid conspiracy theorists who found it unfair that their smaller protests
were criticized by politicians and the media whereas the anti-racism rallies were
widely applauded.

However, in each location, different narratives have taken prominence (and
in some cases have changed over the course of the pandemic): in Germany, for
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example, the most prominent conspiracy theory is the idea that the pandemic is in
essence a hoax perpetrated by the political elites to undermine democracy, whereas
in Russia, as Boris Noordenbos’s chapter demonstrates, officially articulated con-
spiracy theories about the pandemic claim that Western criticisms of the Sputnik
vaccine are entirely unfounded and part of a concerted plot to deny Russia’s supe-
rior scientific achievement. Moreover, as the chapters in the present volume show;,
US-origin conspiracy narratives are often adapted for local contexts, in some cases
now becoming part of a wider anti-American or anti-Western position. For exam-
ple, Chinese conspiracy theories about the origin of the virus, discussed by Carwyn
Morris, Andy Hunlan Li, and Lotus Ruan, often claim that the virus was produced
by the US army in Fort Detrick, thus picking up on a conspiracy theory first
proposed by American conspiracy theorists. In a related fashion, as several of the
chapters show — for example, Nicole Simek for Guadeloupe and Laura A. Meek for
Tanzania — Covid conspiracy theories became entangled with anti-colonial resist-
ance movements more generally. By contrast, as Martina Drescher shows in her
chapter on Cameroon, Covid conspiracy theories circulating in that country also
detect China’s attempt to destroy Africa behind the pandemic. In short, like virtu-
ally all conspiracy theories that spread globally, the Covid narratives are phenomena
of glocalization (Robertson 1992).

In addition to the regional translation of global narratives, there are also many
examples of home-grown conspiracy theories emerging in many locations that
nevertheless often merge with or copy the structure of globally circulating ones.
Conspiracy theorists in the Baltics, for example, ascribed specific foreknowledge to
Estonian virologists and public health officers, suggesting that they were somehow
complicit in the manufacturing of the virus, as Mari-Liis Madisson and Andreas
Ventsel show in their chapter on the region. In Guinea, to mention a very different
example, the Covid pandemic was made sense of against the background of class
conflict. Joschka Philipps and Satkou Oumar Sagnane show in their chapter that
members of the lower classes interpreted the pandemic as a divine punishment for
the rich, whom they accused of having conspired to enrich themselves during the
Ebola pandemic a few years earlier. While some of these flow back to the Global
North, in many cases they do not and thus tend to go under the radar of much
media and scholarly discussion in the Global North — not least because the data
methods used to collect and analyze social media content, in addition to the efforts
of fact-checking organizations, are rarely able to accommodate non-Western lan-
guages and contexts.

Conspiracy theories involve a claim that prominent events such as pandem-
ics are not an unfortunate accident but are the result of the secret plotting by
nefarious groups to deliberately bring about this state for affairs for their own
ulterior motives. They form a distinctive mode of reasoning that usually starts from
the assumption that nothing is as it seems; that nothing happens by accident; and
that everything is connected (Barkun 2003). They often work through deflection
(identifying genuine issues, but blaming the wrong people) and distortion (iden-
tifying valid groups to blame, but distorting the reason) (Butter 2014). They also
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tend to divide the world into good and evil and seek to scapegoat external enemies
or internal infiltrators. Although conspiracy theories were once far more orthodox
and legitimate forms of historical knowledge (Butter 2014), they now tend to be
stigmatized throughout the Western world (Thalmann 2019). In North America
and most of Europe, conspiracy theorists now usually see themselves as challenging
received wisdom (“everything you are told is a lie!”).

However, outside the Western world, the knowledge status of conspiracy the-
ories has remained largely unchanged. Accordingly, they often are the received
wisdom of the governing elite and are thus easily instrumentalized as part of the
mechanism of propaganda and deception used to maintain power, as, for example,
the case of the Egyptian military dictatorship shows, which Johannes Sauerland
discusses in his chapter on the Arab world. This does not mean, though, that those
positioning themselves in opposition to the government cannot also rely on con-
spiracy theories or that the official version is always a conspiracy theory, too. For
example, the Fidesz government in Hungary for a long time relied on antisemitic
and anti-immigrant conspiracy theories to cement its power. It did not spread con-
spiracy theories about the pandemic, though. But as Lili Turza shows in her chap-
ter, it had a hard time countering the Covid conspiracy theories emerging from
the fringes of society because it could not — as governments did in countries where
conspiracy theories are stigmatized and not employed by those in power — attack
the logic of conspiracism as such.

In yet another set of cases, conspiracy theories are not in opposition to received
wisdom because there is a conspicuous lack of epistemic authority and agreement.
As Oumarou Boukari and Joschka Philipps’ chapter on Cote d’Ivoire shows, the
meaning and function of conspiracy theories during the pandemic are very different
if there is no stable notion of shared truth and a tradition of stigmatizing conspiracy
theories. In a similar vein, Nils Bubandt’s chapter on Indonesia offers a case study
of a country that has a long tradition of suspicion as a mode of everyday political
reasoning, with all politics routinely viewed as a story of corruption and conspiracy.

In the last two decades, research in the field of psychology has endeavored to
identify the universal psychological drivers of conspiracy belief. There is now a very
substantial body of research in this domain, but its core finding is that conspiracy
theories aim (but often fail) to satisfy epistemic needs (such as coping with uncer-
tainty or avoiding a sense of randomness); existential needs (e.g., reclaiming a sense
of individual agency); and social needs (which include promotion of an in-group
and self-positioning as unique and/or victimized) (Douglas et al. 2019). Research
into the personality characteristics and the cognitive biases underpinning belief in
conspiracy theories has provided important insights at the level of individual psy-
chology, but it has been less successful at addressing how these mechanisms play out
at the social level, especially in non-Western case studies. As the chapters gathered
here make apparent, the meaning and function of conspiracy rhetoric vary consider-
ably in local contexts. In Indonesia, for example, conspiracy talk sometimes blends
into “collusion theory” and at other times forms part of a distinctive punk aesthetic,
with reasonable suspicions constituting a form of “paranoia-within-reason” (Marcus
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1999). Similarly in Zambia, as Justin Lee Haruyama explains in his chapter, con-
spiracy theories constitute an alternative but not necessarily irrational, let alone
pathological, form of epistemological justification. Accordingly, in non-Western
contexts where conspiracy theories function quite differently, it makes little sense to
characterize belief in them as merely a form of “crippled epistemology” (Vermeule
and Sunstein 2009) or even delusional paranoia.

Although there is often a complex matrix of psychological reasons why individ-
uals turn to conspiracy theories, in the case of the Covid pandemic, it is important
to recognize that there are significant social and political factors at play and that
these can change drastically depending on the local context. Conspiracy theories
about Covid-19 are rarely just about the virus or the health measures imposed.
Instead, they emerge out of and feed back into a highly politicized landscape. In
South Africa, for example, as Nicholas Abrams and Mongezi Bolofo highlight
in their chapter, Covid conspiracy theories and the protests against restriction
that they sparked became inextricably tied up with allegations against corruption
against former president Jacob Zuma rejected by his supporters. In Germany, by
contrast, Corona protests involve a motley group of people who have lost faith
in democracy, or who fear that those in power are turning to repressive forms of
control that will undermine freedom. In other cases, right-wing extremists have
opportunistically used the pandemic and the confusion it has sown to drive support
for their usually marginal politics — not always successfully. Examples include the
Nordic countries, which Dyrendal discusses, or France where far-right politicians
pushed online conspiracy theories in the public sphere for strategic reasons, as Giry
explains in his chapter. However, it is vital to examine the use of conspiracy theo-
ries with a nuanced understanding of the local histories and tensions, because the
political position of conspiracy theorists is not always what is imagined by media:
As Butter’s chapter explains, the “querdenken” Corona protests in German-speak-
ing countries are not simply a disguised form of right-wing extremism.

In addition to the focus of psychology on the universal drivers of individual
conspiracy belief, research on conspiracy theories from a sociological, historical,
and cultural perspective has tended to highlight subcultural forms, from those at
the margins fearful of shadowy elites. However, this emphasis on countercultural
conspiracism is in danger of missing important elements of the story for two rea-
sons. First, most noticeably not only in the United States but also visible elsewhere,
right-wing populists give voice to a white, masculine paranoia and increasingly
position themselves as the victims of vast plot by the “ruling elite” to deprive them
of their liberty. Second, and more important in the global context, conspiracy
theories often operate from above as well as from below. In the United States,
Trump was the most significant “super-spreader’” of misinformation and conspiracy
rumors relating to Covid. But authoritarians and populists in power around the
globe — for example, in Brazil, Hungary, Russia, China, and much of the Arab
world — instrumentalize the rhetoric of conspiracy as forms of propaganda in state-
controlled media, both for the purposes of domestic repression and for foreign
policy maneuvering.
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Conspiracy theories are also usually assumed to lead inevitably to bad con-
sequences, not least because they blame already victimized minorities for major
events like the Covid pandemic, as is most obvious in the antisemitic versions of
these narratives. However, we need to recognize that conspiracy theories can also
give voice to legitimate grievances. In some cases, conspiracy theories emerge out
of a genuine if ultimately misguided desire to explore alternative explanations and
voices, as the chapters by Jaron Harambam on the Netherlands and Cecilia Verg-
nano on Italy show. The latter also provides a strong reminder that not everything
that gets dismissed as conspiracy theory by the public deserves this label. Often,
politicians, journalists, and scientists understandably concerned about conspiracism
are too quick to cast legitimate, albeit usually misguided, dissent that does not
assume that powerful forces are plotting in secret as conspiracy theory. This is also
the frustration of conspiracy theories. For example, potentially deserved criticism
of the medical industries for pursuing profit rather than the common good or criti-
cism of the world’s reliance for vaccination on the charitable impulses of Silicon
Valley billionaires can easily be dismissed as crazed conspiracy theories about Big
Pharma or Big Tech.

Comparative Approaches to Conspiracy Theories

Since (at the time of writing in July 2022) the pandemic is far from being over, this
book provides a provisional snapshot of Covid conspiracy theories in global per-
spective. The volume is not comprehensive but includes a broad range of case stud-
ies from different regions and political regimes. While there are many similarities in
the form and function of the conspiracy theories that have emerged in these varied
locations, there are also considerable differences, which should give us reasons to
rethink the notion of conspiracism as a universal phenomenon.

The twenty-eight chapters also employ a range of disciplinary perspectives,
theories, and methods, which makes sense given that conspiracy theories are
a complex phenomenon. Some chapters emphasize the psychological dimen-
sions, while others focus on the political or subcultural contexts. Some chapters
employ ethnographic methods and include original interviews, while others use
digital methods, linguistics, and discourse analysis to make sense of the profu-
sion of conspiracy theories on social media and legacy media. However, all the
chapters draw on a deep understanding of the specific national and regional con-
texts. Some chapters focus on single-country case studies, while other provide an
overview of an entire region. Not every region is covered equally, which speaks
to the fact that research on conspiracy theories has to date primarily focused on
Western Europe and the United States. The volume begins with two more gen-
eral essays: Roland Imhoft discusses the psychology of conspiracy beliefs in the
pandemic, and Stephan Lewandowsky, Peter H. Jacobs, and Stuart Neil review
what is known about the origin of the virus — a topic that figures prominently in
many conspiracy theories. The subsequent sections of the volume are organized
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for practical purposes by continent. Yet, what becomes clear from the research
as a whole is that conspiracy theories — in the age of digital media and global
pandemics — circulate in complex and sometimes surprising ways between and
within regions. In addition, many conspiracy theories today articulate mutual
distrust of imagined enemies, from both without and within, and they have often
emerged out of and respond to the global flows of people and ideas through
colonialism, imperialism, and globalization. The aim of this volume is thus to
investigate the role that conspiracy theories about the Covid-19 pandemic play
in this global imaginary.

Note

1 While it is very tempting to borrow the language of epidemiology to describe the crea-
tion and transmission of conspiracy theories during the pandemic (as in the WHO’s use
of the term “infodemic”), it is important to remember that these are only metaphors that
at times are misleading (Simon and Camargo 2021; Birchall and Knight 2022).
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THE PSYCHOLOGY OF PANDEMIC
CONSPIRACY THEORIES

Roland Imhoff

The Covid-19 pandemic provided center stage attention to the almost universal
existence of conspiracy beliefs and their potentially disruptive effect. Virtually all
cross the globe, the outbreak of the novel coronavirus was accompanied by allega-
tions in diverse shapes and colors. This begged the question why is it that people
believe in such ideas and might global health pandemics provide an ideal breeding
ground that can explain the seeming uproar in conspiracy beliefs?

Most psychological research would suggest that conspiracy beliefs do not
develop in a bottom-up fashion whereby people come to the belief by combining
available pieces of evidence that happen to speak for the existence of a conspiracy
behind an event. Instead, a vague notion of a sinister plot comes first (either habitu-
ally or because it serves acute needs), and the available information is then assimi-
lated by “connecting the dots.” People differ reliably in the extent to which they
either endorse or reject virtually any conspiracy theory (Frenken and Imhoff 2021;
Imhoff and Bruder 2014). This has led many scholars to assume a unifying mindset
behind these individual beliefs, a conspiracy mentality (Imhoft and Bruder 2014).
People scoring high on conspiracy mentality exhibit a generalized suspicion that
a few evil people are out there to harm the whole world (which is different from
paranoia where the whole world is suspected to be after the self; Imhoff and Lam-
berty 2018), and that neither powerful elites (Imhoff and Lamberty 2020a) nor
regular others should be trusted (Frenken and Imhoft 2022), leading them to show
less actual trust behavior (Meuer and Imhoff 2021). But what makes conspiracy
theories so appealing to some?

As one of the currently dominant perspectives in psychology, conspiracy beliefs
have also been theorized to address certain needs (Douglas, Sutton, and Cichocka
2017). They explicitly deny randomness but claim planning and intentionality,
satisfying an epistemic need for certainty. They provide a clearly identifiable culprit
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that can in principle be defeated, which might quench the desire for control. And
they can potently deflect blame from one’s own authorities (or human’s invasion
and exploitation of former wildlife territories), which helps accommodate social
needs. These can now be easily spelled out for a global pandemic.

The proportionality bias describes the tendency to seek proportionality in
explanandum and explanans: big event requires big explanations (Leman and Cin-
nirella 2007). To explain the global standstill of several weeks with a tiny invisible
virus and its random mutation seems disproportional to many. A global conspiracy,
implying the WHO and Bill Gates in cahoots with world government on the
contrary, seems more adequate in terms of explanatory weight. In addition, in
times of uncertainty, humans tend to desire definite answers (to differing degrees
of course). Conspiracy narratives have an asymmetric advantage here in that they
claim full certainty about what brought about the event or the pandemic, and they
have very little trouble with conflicting evidence. First of all, the lack of evidence
for the existence of a conspiracy can be easily explained by the fact that such con-
spiracies happen in secret and are well-guarded. Second, counter-evidence can
easily be dismissed as being part of a distraction maneuver, a smokescreen to hide
the incredible truth.

Conflicting evidence and the constant need for updating, however, are part
and parcel of scientific discussions around the virus and the pandemic. In fact, it is
what science is all about: updating knowledge in light of better evidence (plus of
course, a systematic approach to knowledge generation). In the early days of the
pandemic, national governments and even the WHO spread the false information
that Ibuprofen deteriorated the condition in case of an infection. For several weeks,
it was heatedly debated whether face masks have any benefit (mostly because the
discussion was narrowly focused on benefits for the person who wears it rather
than benefit in overall transmissions). As arguably one of the most problematic
misunderstandings (in hindsight), both the CDC and the WHO focused many of
their recommendations on the assumptions that the transmission of Covid-19 i1s
primarily droplet-based, although the available information already hinted early at
a greater likelihood of airborne transmissions. All the misconceptions were hon-
est mistakes that had to be corrected, recommendations had to be updated, and
knowledge adapted. Although such updating of knowledge and continuous cor-
rection of recommendations is a necessary ingredient of progress, it violated an
all-too-human need to have a clear (and lasting) answer to achieve cognitive clo-
sure. Conspiracy theories provide exactly this — a clear and definite answer about
the dynamics behind an event, which rarely requires updating in face of better
evidence. Once the pandemic is attributed to the secret plan of a malevolent elite,
each and every new bit of information is commonly assimilated to this interpreta-
tion, even if it directly violates this theory (e.g., downplayed as a clever maneuver
to distract from the real forces behind the event, part of a smokescreen to keep
the conspiracy hidden). This definite nature of conspiracy theories may clash with
reality but provides (at least a feeling of) certainty and reduces the lingering threat
of ambiguity.
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An arguably even more pressing point could be made for the relevance of the
need for control in pandemic times. Already the existence of a virus that cannot
be contained frustrates the central need. This has become even more concrete
in the face of governmental reactions to the virus in the form of restrictions and
lockdowns. From one day to another, people were deprived of doing things the
usual way. Their children could not attend school (which effectively meant, they
had to take care of them), their leisure activities were closed, and, all too often,
their jobs were canceled or restricted. One of the most potent tools in the quest to
feel in control — planning — became a futile exercise. It was in this climate that con-
spiracy narratives offered a very tempting promise: if we can just unmask the hoax
and defeat the villains, we can have our life back by tomorrow. Several prominent
conspiracy theorist promised exactly that: Stop Bill Gates and get your life back
(for the case of Germany particularly, prominently phrased by conspiracy theorist
Ken Jebsen in a viral YouTube video that quickly reached over a million viewers in
May 2020). Or in psychological terms: regain control.

Finally, the social needs are admittedly a bit of a mixed bag. Feeling good about
one’s national group can be achieved by deflecting blame from your national
group. The insinuations made by Donald Trump, Ted Cruz, and other US officials
that the novel coronavirus escaped from a Chinese lab were met by the contrary
claim that the virus originated in the United States by Chinese Foreign Ministry
spokesperson Zhao Lijian. Empirical research into the connection between Covid
conspiracy beliefs and collective narcissism corroborates this anecdotal evidence.
Collective narcissism has been described as the defensive belief in the greatness
of one’s ingroup that requires external recognition (Golec de Zavala et al. 2009).
Collective narcissists are convinced that their group (most often country) does not
receive the recognition that it deserves and are hence particularly sensitive to any
information that might portray their nation in a negative light. In light of their ten-
dency to blame others for national misfortunes (Cichocka et al. 2016), conspiracy
theories might be a welcome strategy to explain away most national governments’
failure to contain the virus effectively. In line with this reasoning, collective narcis-
sism was a strong correlate of Covid conspiracy beliefs virtually in each of more
than 50 included countries in a recent study (Sternisko et al. 2021).

Other social needs are more centered on the individual. Endorsing and dissemi-
nating conspiracy theories can be instrumental in displaying exclusive knowledge
about the world, highlighting one’s own unique superiority. Previous research has
established a small but reliable link between the need for uniqueness and conspiracy
beliefs (Imhoff and Lamberty 2017; Lantian et al. 2017), and we can observe this
motive in the current pandemic as well. Conspiracy believers go against the grain
and celebrate themselves as fierce resisters (in contrast to the dull masses of shee-
ple). In fact, an argument could be made that some preventive measures like social
distancing or getting vaccinated are refused not despite but because of a majority
endorsing and implementing them. Different from the other motives, however, it is
difficult to identify a clear pandemic-related frustration for the need for uniqueness.
It may thus only serve as the context in which this need and its association with
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conspiracy beliefs are played out rather than a specific reason of why an increase in
conspiracy beliefs is expected.

In summary, thus, a large body of psychological theorizing would suggest that
the pandemic might be particularly fertile ground for conspiracy theories to flour-
ish. People lack certainty and they are deprived of control and need a rhetorical
device to deflect blame from their own authorities. And in fact, looking at jour-
nalistic attention to conspiracy beliefs surely confirms this prediction: conspiracy
beliefs and their detrimental effects on curbing the infection rates are center stage
news. Is this impression backed up by social science research?

Did the pandemic indeed increase the number of those who endorse a con-
spiracy worldview?

Did Conspiracy Beliefs Increase in the Pandemic?

Even if only focusing on Western countries for which more data is available, pro-
viding a definite answer is not a trivial task here. Most obviously, conspiracy theo-
ries surrounding the novel coronavirus did not exist before the respective pandemic
and thus make it impossible to provide a temporal comparison. So, one would need
to rely on different conspiracy theories (as a proxy to the general extent in conspir-
acy beliefs) or, ideally, estimates of the general underlying worldview of conspiracy
mentality. Ideally, these data would allow longitudinal analyses of the same persons
before and after the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic. Such data, however, do
not seem to exist (perhaps unsurprisingly, few people expected the advent of such
a massive pandemic). What does exist is cross-sectional data from before and after
the outbreak of the pandemic. Such data do exist, but are relatively scarce.

One study asked a representative sample of 3,250 Germans between Octo-
ber 2019 and February 2020 to what extent they agreed with the claim that secret
forces determine the fate of the world and repeated this question in a post-outbreak
survey conducted between May 2020 and July 2020 (N = 1,521). Different from
what would be expected from the psychological theories cited before, the percent-
age of respondents stating the statement to be likely or certainly true decreased
compared to that before the pandemic, whereas the proportion of respondents
asserting that it was certainly false that secret forces ruled the world increased by
9 percent (Roose 2020). This may seem like an idiosyncratic single case that could
be attributed to above-average transparency in political and scientific communica-
tion in the early days of the pandemic in Germany. Curiously, however, a similar
pattern emerges in the “Mitte”-studies, a biannual representative survey of the
German adult population. Although this is not thoroughly discussed in the respec-
tive reports (Lamberty and Rees 2021; Rees and Lamberty 2019), the available
information of response frequencies allows calculating average agreement per item.
Average agreement with the statement that there are secret organizations with
strong influence on political decisions went down from 3.14 (on a five-point scale)
in 2019 to 2.53 in 2021 (an effect size Hedge’s g = 0.65; the proportion of respond-
ents fully agreeing shrunk from 23.6 percent to 8.9 percent). Endorsement of the
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statement that politicians and other leaders are just string puppets of hidden powers
in the background went down from 2.84 (2019) to 2.44 (2021) with the propor-
tion of people fully agreeing being cut in half from 16.1 percent to 7.8 percent.
In light of this dramatic decrease, some scholars have speculated about a systematic
bias due to coordinated efforts of conspiracy theorists to boycott participation in
such studies (Lamberty and Rees 2021). Even if these results were valid, despite
spanning a wider time window;, they originate from the same national context with
the same political dynamics in the pandemic — Germany.

It thus seems advisable to explore longer trends in another context with argua-
bly less effective political rhetoric in the pandemic: the United States under Donald
Trump. Comparing the average agreement with items of the American Conspiracy
Thinking Scale (ACTS) (Uscinski and Parent 2014; e.g., “Much of our lives are
being controlled by plots hatched in secret places”) from 2012, 2016, 2019 and
three measurements in 2020 and one in 2021 reveals virtually no changes (Uscinski
et al. 2022). If anything, levels of agreement were lower in 2012 than for some
pandemic measurement times. There is thus no reliable evidence for the idea that
the extent of conspiracy belief has increased due to the Covid-19 pandemic.

More data exist on the development of conspiracy beliefs during the pandemic
(as these do not require pre-pandemic baseline measures). In one of the most
comprehensive openly accessible datasets, the German Covid-19 Snapshot Moni-
tor (COSMO n.d.), there is very little change in either conspiracy mentality or
endorsement of specific Covid conspiracy theories (based on Imhoff and Lamberty
2020b) over time (Figure 1.1). Even clearer, there is no correspondence between
the prevalence of such beliefs and the infection numbers (as a threat indicator).

74 350000
300000
250000

200000

150000

100000

27 |- 50000

T T T T 0
15.02.2020 17.06.2020 24.12.2020 02.07.2021 08.01.2022 07.07.2022

FIGURE 1.1  Conspiracy Mentality
Source: COVID-19 Snapshot Monitoring (COSMO) — www.corona-monitor.de (CC BY-SA 3.0 DE)

Note: The figure shows conspiracy mentality (upper solid black line), bioweapon conspiracy theory
(middle dashed grey line), and hoax conspiracy theory (lower dotted grey line) across the pandemic
(395 percent confidence interval) based on nationally representative samples (~N = 1,000 per data
point) in Germany, in conjunction with the number of new infections in Germany.
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Descriptively, the lowest mean score in conspiracy mentality and concrete beliefs
coincided with the dramatic second wave in winter 2020/21 that witnessed not
only a record number of deaths but also a hard lockdown. These data thus do not
provide any support for the plausible assumption that conspiracy beliefs increase in
response to threat or severe restrictions of individual freedom (and hence control
over one’s life).

One of the few large and representative longitudinal studies converges with
these results. Over the course of the pandemic, the percentage of respondents in
Germany agreeing with the notion that Covid is a hoax decreased from 14 percent
in April/May 2020 to 9 percent in February/March 2021 (Spéri and Eichhorn
2021; note, though, that the survey question confounds the hoax belief with an
estimation that the measures against the pandemic are overblown). As these data are
longitudinal panel data, they also allow an estimation of the frequency of individual
trajectories. In this sample, only 6 percent of respondents consistently endorse this
statement and only 3 percent increased their agreement with it, as compared to
2020. In contrast, 8 percent lost faith in this particular conspiracy belief. Again,
thus, these data provide little evidence for the notion that the pandemic exacerbates
the issue of conspiracy beliefs in the sense of prevalence (although selectively drop-
out is conceivable here).

These data seem to stand in direct opposition to what many perceive to be an
increasing problem of conspiracy beliefs. There are several ways to make sense of
this apparent contradiction. First, the pandemic may have brought the existing
shades of conspiracy worldviews into the light. Previously, entertaining a conspir-
acy belief (e.g., that John E Kennedy was not killed by lone gunman Lee Harvey
Oswald) may have seemed too inconsequential to bug other people with it. There
is no point in bringing up the issue over family dinners, reunions, or other social
events. Because the pandemic affects everybody’s personal life, this is drastically dif-
ferent for conspiracy beliefs about Covid. Complying with physical distancing rec-
ommendations or not, wearing masks in public or not, getting vaccinated or not,
testing frequently or not are choices that every single individual has to make. As
such, one’s stand on these issues is communicated in one’s social surrounding much
more frequently, and — if conspiracy theories are endorsed — there is an enhanced
sense of urgency. After all, discussing the exact surroundings of JFK’s death is a
timeless matter. If the issue at stake is protecting the population from a dangerous
vaccination, however, now is the time to speak up. As a consequence, many people
now learn from others they know that they believe in such theories (whereas they
may have never found out under different circumstances). Second, part of the per-
ception of the spread and relevance of conspiracy beliefs rests on media reporting.
While such information on societally relevant topics of course fulfills an important
function in a democracy, the amount of attention received by public protests is
not necessarily proportional to the number of supporters of such protests. Third,
while we see no dramatic increase in conspiracy worldviews, other indicators of
the spread of conspiracy beliefs are more alarming. Again, primarily focusing on
Germany (although similar arguments could be made for many European coun-
tries), subscription rates to clear conspiracy channels or numbers of demonstrators
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with an undoubtedly conspiracy agenda marked increases in the years 2020 and
2021 (compared to pre-pandemic times). Combined with the lack of increase in
conspiracy beliefs in public opinion data, this might suggest that the numbers do
not increase, but the cohesion of conspiracy networks and their degree of organi-
zational networking do. A less alarmist interpretation could attribute the increasing
numbers of channel subscribers not to “true believers,” but to a mixture of curious
individuals, journalists hopping on the topic, and personnel of security authorities
trying to keep an eye on the scene. In a nutshell, although certainly a possibility, we
lack robust evidence that justifies claiming that the pandemic increased the number
of conspiracy believers.

The Societal Costs of Conspiracy Beliefs

Very early on, it became clear that the collective efforts to curb the spread of
the virus might be sabotaged by people unwilling to follow the recommendations
to increase hygiene standards, keep physical distance, or wear facemasks. Almost
trivially true, people who believed that the disease was a hoax or no worse than
the flu reported engaging in less infection- and transmission-reducing behavior
(Imhoff and Lamberty 2020b), also longitudinally (Bierwiaczonek, Kunst, and Pich
2020; Pummerer et al. 2022). A recent meta-analysis across 53 studies from various
national contexts provided overall consistent support that conspiracy beliefs were
associated with reluctance toward prevention measures both cross-sectionally and
over time (Bierwiaczonek, Kunst, and Gundersen 2022). It is thus plausible to
assume that many infections (and ultimately deaths) could have been avoided with-
out such conspiracy theories.

This issue has become even more apparent with the advent of vaccinations against
Covid-19. It is a long-standing and robust finding that conspiracy mentality in gen-
eral 1s associated with great vaccine hesitancy (Lamberty and Imhoff 2018), but this
had dramatically more severe consequences in the mid of a raging pandemic where
herd immunity via vaccination seems to be the only feasible way out (without mass
casualties). Conspiracy beliefs of various kinds were robustly negatively related with
vaccination intentions (Allington et al. 2021; Freeman et al. 2020; Ruiz and Bell
2021), also longitudinally (Hartman et al. 2021), as well as with self-reported vaccina-
tion behavior (éavojové, §rol, and Mikuskova 2020). Meta-analytically, vaccination-
related variables showed the strongest negative associations with conspiracy beliefs
(Bierwiaczonek, Kunst, and Gundersen 2022). As vaccinations are among the most
powerful tools to curb infection rates, conspiracy beliefs here also create societal costs
discouraging getting vaccinated. Not being vaccinated, however, also comes with
personal costs in the sense of a greater danger of contracting the disease. In fact, con-
spiracy beliefs longitudinally predicted the likelihood of testing positively for Covid-
19, eight months later (van Prooijen et al. 2021).

The rejection of an effective protection against the virus however is not the only
self-defeating correlate of conspiracy beliefs. Apart from a greater likelihood of job
loss and income reduction (van Prooijen et al. 2021), which might be attributed to
others, conspiracy believers also directly harm themselves by turning to so-called
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alternative treatments against the disease. Conspiracy beliefs have been reported
to be associated with the intention to treat Covid symptoms with homeopathy
or essential oils (Imhoff and Lamberty 2020b), the intake of hydroxychloroquine
(Bertin, Nera, and Delouvée 2020), or the anti-parasitic ivermectin. Whereas swal-
lowing sugary globule or vitamin C (Hartman et al. 2021) is mostly just ineffective
and can hence delay treatment with actual (evidence-informed) medicine, chlo-
roquine or ivermectin has severe side effects that can pose a direct health threat.
In countries with public health systems, poisonings with such self-treatments ulti-
mately then require interventions at the cost of the public health system.
Arguably, an even greater toll on the common good happens in the way in
which conspiracy narratives have undermined social cohesion and trust in impor-
tant institutions and at times instigated direct violence. Across several nations, pro-
tests against containment measures or vaccinations have led to outbursts of violence.
In November 2021, such riots were reported from Brussels, several Dutch and
Austrian cities, as well as Berlin and several Eastern German small towns. Similarly,
violent protests had erupted over the summer 2021 in France, Italy, and other coun-
tries to protest against the introduction of so-called green passes (required proof of
infection status). Not all of these are clearly attributable to conspiracy beliefs among
the protestors, and the radical right may just have exploited some (for the affinity
of extreme right-wing political orientation and conspiracy mentality, see Imhoff
et al. 2022). Nevertheless, such violent, non-normative means of political articula-
tion are the only viable option for someone who endorses a conspiracy worldview
(Imhoff, Dieterle, and Lamberty 2021). If secret elites behind closed curtains make
major political decisions, normative means of political engagement (appealing to
elected representatives, running for office, signing a petition) are futile, as the offi-
cial decision-making process is just a charade of string puppets. On the flipside,
non-normative, illegal actions might gain legitimacy if they are construed as a
means to overthrow a tyrannous regime (whose representative does not follow the
rule of law, either). In line with this, people who had the task to make hypotheti-
cal judgments about their likelihood to engage in several political actions under
the assigned perspective of a conspiracy worldview saw participation in normative
legal action as less and non-normative violent actions as more likely (Imhoff, Diet-
erle, and Lamberty 2021). Directly related to the pandemic, UK-based respondents
who endorsed Covid conspiracy theories expressed more support for and more
willingness to engage in vandalism against 5G towers (the alleged culprit behind
symptoms misleadingly attributed to Covid infections; Jolley and Paterson 2020).
The undermining effect of conspiracy worldview goes even further, however.
It touches the very core of a pluralist society, something we have labelled an epis-
temic social contract (Imhoff, Lamberty, and Klein 2018). This contract entails
an implicit consensus on which information to trust and which not. Necessarily,
we cannot process all information first hand. We cannot be present across the globe
to serve as an eyewitness to all major events. Neither can we recalculate all equa-
tions that lead the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change to the conclusion
that human action causes global warming. We can also not do experiments and
case control studies on side effects of medicine or vaccinations. We thus simply
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have to take many things for granted or at least trust the transmitted information.
At the same time, not any transmitted information is likewise trustworthy, and
with the democratization of information distribution via the Internet, selecting the
informative wheat from the chaffis an ever-present challenge. One mental shortcut
to achieve this is source-based trust. Some information is judged more credible
than others because it comes from a respected and credible source. In a complex
information society, there is no viable alternative. As a side note, this is all too often
ignored in public discourse around fact checking. There is nothing in an informa-
tion per se that turns it into a fact. It is its relation to reality, and this relation is not
experienced firsthand for most information. People thus have to rely on epistemic
crutches like trust in some sources or trust in a process (e.g., the scientific model
of checks and balances or the model of independent media) or trust some abstract
attributes (e.g., expertise). Across several studies, participants saw the exact same
information as more credible when it allegedly came from an expert (than an edu-
cated layperson). People scoring high on conspiracy mentality, however, did not.
For them, it played no role whether an expert or a lay took this position (Imhoff,
Lamberty, and Klein 2018). At first sight, this seems like a more rational option, as
the validity of information is logically independent from the source that endorses
it. Upon closer inspection, however, we soon realize that a society where an insight
from journalistic investigation is worth as much as a random video on YouTube
and where doing one’s own research is as good as a peer-reviewed article will lose
its base to agree on anything. Conspiracy narratives have created such parallel uni-
verses in many Western societies and hence increased political tensions.

Conclusion

In summary, the Covid-19 pandemic has increased the public attention for con-
spiracy beliefs and their potentially negative impact on society. This increase in
attention, however, is not necessarily paralleled with an accompanying increase
in the number of individuals who endorse such conspiracy beliefs. In contrast,
despite well-elaborated theoretical reasons why one would expect pandemics to
increase conspiracy beliefs, reality is more complex. Conspiracy theories are potent
in addressing very human needs that were deprived due to the pandemic itself or
restriction in response to it, but ultimately, it seems that Covid conspiracy theories
were mostly adopted by those who already had an inclination toward a worldview
in which a few evil agents determine the fate of the rest of the world. Pandemics
thus merely offer a foil to roll out an already-established way to look at the world.
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LEAK OR LEAP? EVIDENCE AND
COGNITION SURROUNDING
THE ORIGINS OF THE
SARS-COV-2 VIRUS

Stephan Lewandowsky, Peter H. Jacobs, and Stuart Neil

Conspiracy theories thrive whenever people feel that they have lost control over
their lives (Van Prooijen and Acker 2015). And what better way to lose control on a
massive scale than a pandemic that upends our lives? That is why outbreaks of novel
infectious diseases have always given rise to a kaleidoscopic array of conspiracy the-
ories, usually including theories about the origin of the virus. For example, during
the Zika virus outbreak in 2015-2016, allegations circulated on social media that
the virus was a bioweapon (Wood 2018). Similarly, the “swine flu” (A-H1NT)
outbreak in 2009 engendered theories about the virus being the result of the US
biodefense agency’s efforts to “weaponize” influenza (Smallman 2015). Exploiting
the readiness to accept conspiracy theories in times of crisis, when HIV emerged
in the 1980s, the Soviet KGB mounted a massive disinformation campaign about
AIDS, claiming that the United States had created HIV as part of a biological
weapons research program (Selvage 2019, 2021). This conspiracy theory, or vari-
ants of it, ultimately became deeply entrenched in segments of the American public
(Bogart et al. 2011; Kalichman 2009; Klonoff and Landrine 1999). In Africa, vari-
ous variants of the theory became particularly widely accepted (Selvage 2021) and
may have at least indirectly contributed to the fateful decision of the South African
government to withhold antiretroviral treatment from its citizens, at an estimated
cost of 300,000 lives (Chigwedere et al. 2008).

The prompt emergence of conspiracy theories concerning the origin of the
SARS-CoV-2 virus is therefore not unexpected. These theories were fueled by the
physical proximity of the Huanan wet market in Wuhan, where many of the earliest
cases of Covid-19 were detected, to the Wuhan Institute of Virology (WIV) right
across the Yangtze River. If a new virus emerges near a virology laboratory, then
it takes little imagination to invoke an accidental or intentional laboratory leak to
explain the virus’s origin. Indeed, it is in principle possible that a new virus may
leak from a laboratory, although, as we show in this chapter, the available evidence
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points away from a leak and toward a leap from another species into humans. We
also show that much of the argumentation by proponents of the lab leak hypothesis
is not normatively optimal and instead exhibits hallmarks of conspiratorial cog-
nition (Lewandowsky et al. 2015; Lewandowsky, Lloyd, and Brophy, 2018). We
conclude that although the origin of SARS-CoV-2 is not fully settled, at present
the evidence for a lab leak does not withstand scrutiny.

Leap Across Species: Zoonotic Origin Hypothesis

Most virologists have favored a zoonotic origin of SARS-CoV-2, involving a jump
of the virus from another species to humans. Support for the zoonotic hypothesis
derives from a number of sources, foremost among them being genomic sequenc-
ing which can potentially sketch an evolutionary path from ancestors circulating
in other species to SARS-CoV-2. The zoonotic hypothesis is strengthened by evi-
dence for a clear evolutionary path, and, conversely, it is weakened if inexplicable
gaps in that path remain.

SARS-CoV-2 is a member of a wider family of beta-coronaviruses called the
sarbecoviruses, named after its prototype member, the original SARS-CoV-1 that
caused the SARS epidemic in 2002-2003. The zoonotic origin of SARS-CoV-1,
involving a leap from bats to both farmed palm civets and humans involved in live
animal trading at Guangdong markets, has now been firmly established (Cui, Li,
and Shi 2018; Ge et al. 2013), and with it the realization that the bat sarbecovi-
rus family poses a clear and ongoing danger of further zoonotic transmission to
humans (Ruiz-Aravena et al. 2021). Chinese “wet markets” have been identified as
potential hot spots for zoonotic transmission (He et al. 2022; Woo, Lau, and Yuen
20006). Across China and Indochina, there may be tens-of-thousands to hundreds-
of-thousands of human exposures to coronaviruses from bats alone every year, each
offering a potential opportunity for a new and dangerous mutation to jump to
humans (Sanchez et al. 2021).

One key feature of sarbecoviruses is that they show extensive amounts of recom-
bination — that is, when the viral genome sequences are compared by their related-
ness, it looks like parts of the genomes are being regularly swapped (MacLean et al.
2021). Swaps occur when an animal is infected with more than one sarbecovirus at
the same time. The observed level of recombination implies that a vast ecosystem
of these viruses is circulating in non-human species, most of which have not been
discovered. The area of the genome that is most likely to recombine is also the
area that encodes the “spike proteins” — the very proteins that play a crucial role
in penetrating host cells and initiating an infection. Many sarbecoviruses encode
spike proteins that can penetrate a wide range of mammalian cells, implying that
these viruses can easily transmit to, and even spill back and forth between, other
mammals including humans.

SARS-CoV-2 is not as virulent as SARS-CoV-1, which had a case fatality rate
of 15 percent according to the WHO (2003), compared to lower-bound estimates
for Covid-19 of just under 1 percent (Modi et al. 2021). However, SARS-CoV-2
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transmits far better between people. At the time of this writing, estimates for the
latest variant, known as Omicron, consider its infectiousness to be second only to
measles, mumps, pertussis, and varicella (Warner and Mishra 2022). Two of the
most prominent features of the SARS-CoV-2 spike are its receptor binding domain
(RBD) that binds very tightly to human ACE2, the protein that allows entry into
lung cells, and the so-called Furin Cleavage Site (FCS). The FCS is a cleavage in
the spike proteins (dividing them into so-called S1 and S2 subunits) which, to date,
appears unique to the sarbecovirus family, although they are commonly found in
other coronavirus lineages including beta-CoVs.

The RBD and FCS have become the focus of virological examinations to adju-
dicate between the competing origin hypotheses, based on the supposition by pro-
ponents of a lab leak that neither the RBD nor the FCS “appears natural” and
therefore can only be the product of lab-based engineering or selection (Wade
2021). Contrary to that supposition, recent research has sketched a clear zoonotic
path to the emergence of the RBD and FCS. Although some evolutionary gaps
along this path persist, the number and size of those gaps have been dwindling. For
example, sarbecoviruses in bat colonies on the border between Laos and China
have recently been found to have RBDs almost identical to SARS-CoV-2 in both
sequence and ability to enter human cells (Temmam et al. 2021). More distantly
related sarbecoviruses have been found in Eastern European bats that are only one
mutation away from acquiring a proto-FCS (Sander et al. 2022).

Additional evidence for a zoonotic origin emerged from a recent detailed
analysis of the locations of the very first infections in Wuhan in December 2019
(Worobey 2021). Consistent with the role of the Huanan markets as the point of
origin of the virus, the very first cases — either involving direct links to the mar-
ket or the initial community transmission among neighbors — clustered near the
Huanan markets rather than the WIV. Analysis of the spatial clustering of environ-
mental samples in the market shows a clear association with areas selling animals,
including at least one species (raccoon dog) previously identified as a likely inter-
mediate host of SARS-CoV-2 between its original bat and ultimate human reser-
voirs (Worobey et al. 2022). Additionally, a lack of intermediate lineages between
the two earliest strains of the virus indicates that the pandemic likely began with
at least two separate spillovers — an incredibly improbable scenario if the virus
was the product of a lab escape (Pekar et al. 2022). Taken together, the steadily
growing body of evidence for a zoonotic origin creates increasing difficulties for
the lab leak hypothesis.

Leak from a Lab in Wuhan: The Human Origin Hypotheses

Evaluation of the notion that SARS-CoV-2 emerged from a laboratory at the WIV
poses considerable conceptual and scientific challenges. First, the lab leak hypoth-
esis is not a single identifiable hypothesis but a loose bundle of diverse possibilities
held together by the common theme that Chinese science or government — be
it the WIV or some other arm of the Chinese government — is to blame for the
pandemic.
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At one end of this bundle is the straightforward possibility of WIV lab person-
nel being infected during fieldwork or while culturing naturally occurring animal
viruses in the lab. At a genomic level, this possibility is challenging to disentangle
from a zoonotic origin that followed other evolutionary pathways and is there-
fore difficult to rule out conclusively. However, recent epidemiological evidence
that strongly implicates the Huanan markets as the focus of the original outbreak
(Worobey 2021) weakens the cause for a lab-related accidental leak.

At the other extreme of the bundle of lab leak hypotheses are the explicitly con-
spiratorial assertions that SARS-CoV-2 was designed and engineered by the WIV,
perhaps as a bioweapon, and was released either accidentally or even as a biological
attack (presumably by the Chinese government against its own citizens in Wuhan).
The Chinese government has a known track record of cover-ups, including dur-
ing the first SARS epidemic in 2003. The government’s censorship of news about
SARS in Guangdong accelerated the spread of the disease (Ruger 2005). Initial
cover-ups and denial are a consistent aspect of the Chinese government’s approach
to crisis management (Ye and Pang 2011). During the early phases of the Covid-
19 pandemic, ten days after the first case was discovered, a group of health care
professionals from Wuhan tried to issue a warning about the new virus. They were
forced by police to apologize for “spreading rumours” (Ang 2020). In light of this
track record, one should not dismiss outright the possibility that the Chinese gov-
ernment or officials at the WIV may have been trying to obscure their role in the
emergence of SARS-CoV-2. However, a troubling past record alone is insufficient
to buttress the assertion that SARS-CoV-2 was engineered in a laboratory.

The engineering assertion is in principle open to scientific test, using a mirror
image of the evidence for or against a zoonotic origin: Any evidence for an evolu-
tionary path weakens the lab-engineering assertion, and conversely, any challenges
to an evolutionary path strengthen that assertion. Although a scientific adjudication
is thus possible in principle, it does not follow that the lab-engineering account
can ever be falsified to the satisfaction of its proponents. As we show next, much
of the argumentation that has been put forward in support of the lab leak hypoth-
eses conforms to the hallmarks of pseudoscience and conspiratorial cognition. Any
assertion that is based on that type of argumentation tends to persist even after it
has been falsified by conventional criteria.

Hallmarks of Conspiratorial Cognition

Conspiracy theories present philosophers and scientists with a deep dilemma
because real conspiracies are sometimes uncovered. Volkswagen did conspire to
cheat on emissions tests, Richard Nixon’s White House was involved in the Water-
gate break-in, and so on. So to what extent can we be sure that conspiracy “theo-
ries” — defined as theories about events that are not conventionally taken to be
supported by evidence — are epistemically warranted or not (Keeley 1999)? How
can we tell real conspiracies from baseless conspiracy theories? And given that vari-
ants of the lab leak hypothesis explicitly invoke a conspiracy, how can we be sure
that this conspiracy does or does not exist?
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The approach we take here relies on the analysis of the reasoning and argumen-
tation exhibited by supporters of pseudoscience and conspiracy theories, and how
that differs from conventional evidence-seeking cognition (e.g., Lewandowsky
et al. 2015; Lewandowsky, Cook, and Lloyd 2016; Lewandowsky, Lloyd, and
Brophy 2018). Here we highlight several aspects of conspiratorial argumentation,
which are prominent in the rhetoric by supporters of a lab leak.

Burden of Evidence

In normal scientific inquiry, as evidence emerges, the remaining plausible hypoth-
esis space narrows. Some facets continue to be supported by available evidence
whereas others are contradicted and eventually precluded altogether. Not so with
pseudoscience which, by definition, is impervious to contrary evidence (Ladyman
2013). One way in which pseudoscientific theories insulate themselves from the
contrary evidence is by reversing the burden of proof. This can be illustrated with
particular clarity in Creationism. Proponents of “Intelligent Design” claim that
humans must have been “intelligently designed” because we are seemingly too
complex to have evolved by natural selection alone (Barnes, Church, and Draznin-
Nagy 2017). This argument is inherently problematic because it seeks to reverse the
burden of proof — instead of requiring evidence for “intelligent design,” this claim
is taken for granted by assumption (“humans are too complex to have evolved”),
and the overwhelming evidence for natural selection can be evaded by pointing to
residual gaps in the fossil record for transitional or intermediate forms. This ren-
ders “intelligent design,” like all other pseudosciences, impervious to falsification
(Boudry, Blancke, and Braeckman 2010; Boudry and Braeckman 2011).

Similarly, a core element of the assertion that SARS-CoV-2 must have been
engineered in the laboratory is the supposition that neither the RBD nor the FCS
“appear natural” (Segreto and Deigin 2021). Support for the “non-naturalness” of
the RBD was adduced from a computer model that showed that SC2 had a higher
affinity for human ACE2 than any other mammalian ACE2 (Piplani et al. 2021).
Because there are no firm a priori criteria for what it means for a virus to appear
“natural” (or not), the assertion is problematic to begin with, and it becomes even
more problematic when it is combined with conspiratorial cognition.

This reversal of the normal burden of evidence manifests in other ways, such
as the preference for exotic explanations connecting back to the purported con-
spiracy theory above banal explanations like simple coincidence, human error, or
even malfeasance in service of a more mundane, genuine conspiracy. The Chinese
government denied the existence of wet markets in China,? contrary to all avail-
able evidence (Xiao et al. 2021), but this clear attempt at misdirection has attracted
considerably less attention than more exotic theories involving malfeasance in the
laboratory.

The discovery of a novel virus in the same city as a research institute specializing
in the study of similar viruses is, in the absence of evidence of causality, literally
a coincidence. Although a causal link might exist, it is logically flawed to assume
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that link and insist, in a reversal of the normal burden of evidence, on proof of its
absence. This insistence is consonant with the observation that susceptibility to the
conjunction fallacy is a characteristic of belief in conspiracy theories (Brotherton
and French 2014). The persistent reliance on physical co-location as “evidence” for
the lab leak hypothesis is particularly ironic because the physical co-location of the
Huanan markets is ignored by proponents of the lab leak hypothesis, despite the
fact that the markets were identified to be potential sources of zoonotic outbreaks
years before the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic (Newey 2021).

When an underlying conspiracy theory is assumed to be true as a starting posi-
tion, it is difficult for supporters of that theory to accept the sort of routine error
that necessarily accompanies any sufficiently large or complex human situation.
Rather, these errors become evidence for the conspiracy or else evidence of its
cover-up. For example, in 2007, a data error was discovered in the US tempera-
ture record that changed the relative ranking of the warmest years on record for
the continental United States, without having an effect on global temperature
rankings or records (Schmidt 2007). Because conspiracy theorists start from the
assumption that human-driven climate change does not exist and that climate
scientists are lying, to them this incident was not explicable as the sort of routine
but inconsequential miscalculation one might expect when dealing with many
data sources over a long period of time. Rather, it became proof to conspiracists
of deliberate fraud being perpetrated upon the world — a “scientific hoax” (e.g.,
Limbaugh 2007).

Disregard for Coherence

Science strives for coherence; that is, propositions within a theory must not be
contradicting each other — the solar system cannot be both geocentric and helio-
centric at the same time. The coherence of explanations or theories is therefore
often considered a necessary or at least “conducive” criterion for truth by philoso-
phers of science (e.g., Douglas 2013; Laudan 1984; Roche 2014; Thagard 2012).
By contrast, conspiracist cognition frequently appears incoherent by conventional
evidentiary criteria. For example, people have been shown to believe simultane-
ously that Princess Diana was murdered but faked her own death (Wood, Douglas,
and Sutton 2012), and climate deniers may simultaneously believe that CO, keeps
our planet warm and that temperature and CO, are not connected (Lewandowsky,
Cook, and Lloyd 2016). To the beholder of a conspiracy theory, the incoherence
does not matter because it is resolved at a higher level of abstraction, namely, by the
unshakable belief that the official account must be wrong (Lewandowsky, Cook,
and Lloyd 2016; Wood, Douglas, and Sutton 2012).

The rhetoric of proponents of the lab leak hypothesis is rife with incoherence.
One example involves the analysis of emails among virologists that were obtained
via freedom-of-information (FOI) requests and which showed that several scientists
initially raised the concern that the virus might have come from a lab, but then
changed their minds when research pointing to a natural origin became available in
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April 2020 (Andersen et al. 2020). Despite those emails clearly demonstrating that
virologists considered, but ultimately rejected, various claims about SARS-CoV-2
being engineered, lab leak proponents tend to selectively quote messages to cast
virologists as either never having given lab scenarios fair consideration, or — in total
opposition — believing a lab origin all along but deliberately lying about it. These
two opposing claims are deployed as the rhetorical need arises, without concern
about their incoherence.

Fake Expertise

Normal empirical inquiry tends toward and is sustained by the development of
expert consensus. Without the emergence of an epistemically justified consensus
(Miller 2013), a field or topic would endlessly debate and contest first principles.
The important role of coherence in traditional empirical inquiry results over time
in the alignment of expert views, as questions that are no longer considered unre-
solved are left behind, and new avenues of research are explored.

Conspiracy theories, by contrast, not only exhibit incoherence but often directly
challenge a genuine expert consensus as well. Indeed, the tenets of pseudoscience
necessarily stand in conflict to actual science, and, therefore, almost invariably con-
tradict a scientific consensus. This presents a problem for people who support a
conspiracy theory or pseudoscience, because they must provide some reason to
discount the position of domain experts. Experts are thus often assumed to be cor-
rupted by financial or professional self-interest, such as “being on the take” from
Big Pharma (Blaskiewicz 2013). By the same token, conspiratorial rhetoric fre-
quently celebrates dissent from an expert consensus as heroic, even if the dissenters
have little or no scientific training. The rhetoric may invoke figures such as Galileo
as being heroic defenders of truth who were persecuted for their opposition to an
official “dogma.” This duality of not only being a hero but also a persecuted victim
permeates much conspiratorial rhetoric and most science denial (Kalichman 2009;
Lewandowsky, Cook, and Oberauer 2015; Wagner-Egger et al. 2011).

The duality can also be observed among proponents of the lab leak hypothesis,
who routinely consider themselves to be muzzled or censored but who nonethe-
less managed to retain sufficient rhetorical and political force for President Biden
to instruct the intelligence services to investigate the possible laboratory origin of
SARS-CoV-2 in May 2021. To illustrate, the author of a popular book on the lab
leak hypothesis, who enjoys considerable media presence, complained about one
of her unpublished manuscripts being “censored” (Regalado 2021). The charge
of censorship seems difficult to reconcile with book deals and widespread media
presence.

Because there is a dearth of credible experts who support conspiratorial rheto-
ric, those genuine experts are often denigrated as being corrupt or being supported
by shadowy (often Jewish) financiers such as George Soros (Hapke 2011). From
climate change to vaccination and tobacco control research (Landman and Glantz
2009), proponents of conspiracy theories almost invariably accompany cries of
censorship with denigration of genuine experts.
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Resistance to Falsification

Like most pseudosciences, conspiracy theories are immune to contrary evidence.
‘What sets conspiracy theories apart from pseudoscience is that they take immunity
to a higher level by being actively “self-sealing.”” As more evidence against the con-
spiracy emerges, the theory is kept alive by reinterpreting that contrary evidence
as further proof of the conspiracy, creating an ever more elaborate and complicated
theory.

Strands of the lab leak hypothesis exhibit these elaborate self-sealing epicycles.
For much of 2021, the closest known relative of SARS-CoV-2 was a virus known
as RaTG13, which is known to have been held by WIV in a collection of bat swab
samples (Zhou et al. 2020). RaTG13 is more than 96 percent identical to SARS-
CoV-2. It is likely that this virus genome was sequenced from a swab taken in
2013 from bats in an abandoned mineshaft in Mojiang, Togguan County, in Yun-
nan province (Ge, Wang, and Zhang 2016). RaTG13’ centrality to many origi-
nal lab-leak claims stemmed from its putative role as the “backbone” from which
SARS-CoV-2 was allegedly engineered (e.g., Deigin 2020). Being closely related
to SARS-CoV-2 and being present in the lab at WIV made RaTG13 a perfect
candidate for a precursor that was engineered into SARS-CoV-2.

However, despite being related to SARS-CoV-2, RaTG13 has been found
to occupy a separate phylogenetic branch. SARS-CoV-2 is not descended from
RaTG13, but rather they share a common ancestor from which they diverged an
estimated 40 to 70 years ago (Boni et al. 2020). This implies that RaTG13 could
not have served as a backbone from which SARS-CoV-2 was directly engi-
neered. Moreover, in the meantime, several related viruses have been discovered
that are closer in sequence to SARS-CoV-2 for much of the genome, such as
the virus from Laos showing that SARS-CoV-2’s RBD and binding efficiency to
human receptors are not unique (Temmam et al. 2021). Rather than accept this
contrary evidence, some lab-leak advocates pivoted to argue that RaTG13 itself
was not a natural virus but rather had been edited or in some way fabricated in
an effort to hide the “true” backbone of SARS-CoV-2 and thus its engineered
nature. The strong support for a zoonotic origin provided by the Laotian viruses
is thus reinterpreted to mean that WIV obtained and used a similar but so-far
secret virus from Laos to design SARS-CoV-2. There is no evidence that this
has happened.

It is likely that more and more relatives and antecedents of SARS-CoV-2 will
be discovered during the scientific hunt for the zoonotic origin of SARS-CoV-2.
Adherents of the lab leak hypothesis will therefore face a stark choice. They can
abandon or at least qualify their belief in genetic engineering, or they must gener-
ate an ever-increasing number of claims that these newly discovered relatives and
antecedents, too, have been fabricated or engineered. It is likely that at least some
people will follow the latter path of motivated reasoning; some have already alleged
that the recent Omicron variant could be the product of lab-based antibody escape
from the Sigal Lab in Durban, South Africa (McBreen 2021). The lab-leak hypoth-
eses may have embarked on a prolonged journey indeed.
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Samples from a Torrent

The search string “lab leak COVID” returns 764 million hits on Google. It is
impossible to analyze this torrent of activity in a single chapter, particularly when
there are considerably more variants of the lab leak hypothesis than of the virus
itself.

It is therefore entirely possible that a scientifically valid and coherent account
of the lab leak hypothesis exists within this enormous sample and that we are
unaware of it (although to the best of our knowledge it would not be in the sci-
entific literature). The fact that some members of the US intelligence community
assigned plausibility to a lab leak without, however, being highly specific supports
this possibility.

Bearing in mind that caveat, however, our analysis clearly shows that numer-
ous arguments (we estimate it to be the lion’s share) for the lab leak hypothesis are
pseudoscientific and suffused with conspiratorial rhetoric. Our analysis provides a
toolbox to help identify argumentation that is unlikely to be conducive to truth-
finding (Lewandowsky, Lloyd, and Brophy 2018).

Science, Politics, and the Power of Conspiracy Theories

During the last 50 years, the world has been confronted with a series of new infec-
tious diseases, from AIDS to the swine flu and Zika. In all cases, a zoonotic origin
of the virus was ultimately confirmed, although in some cases the research required
decades (Fong 2017). The Ebola virus has never been unequivocally attributed to
bats, despite strong serological evidence that they are the likely reservoir (Hayman
et al. 2012; Pourrut et al. 2007). At the time of this writing, various possibilities
about the origin of SARS-CoV-2, which involve the lab at the WIV in Wuhan
remain open. For example, it is possible (though unlikely based on the geographical
clustering of the earliest cases) that the WIV was a relay point in a zoonotic chain
through infection of a worker.

Evidence for these lab leak possibilities may yet emerge. However, it is unlikely
to emerge from the pseudoscientific argumentation and conspiratorial rhetoric
employed by supporters of this hypothesis. On the contrary, flawed argumentation
and conspiratorial rhetoric are the hallmarks of political operations that masquer-
ade as a scientific endeavor. Whether it is opposition to mainstream climate sci-
ence (Hornsey, Harris, and Fielding 2018b; Lewandowsky, Gignac, and Oberauer
2013a, 2013b; Smith and Leiserowitz 2012; Uscinski, Douglas, and Lewandowsky
2017) or rejection of vaccinations (Goldberg and Richey 2020; Hornsey, Har-
ris, and Fielding 2018a; Lewandowsky, Gignac, and Oberauer 2013a), endorse-
ment of conspiracies, or use of conspiratorial rhetoric, are a seemingly inevitable
component of the rejection of well-established scientific conclusions. In all cases,
the same markers of conspiratorial cognition and pseudoscience are present. It is
therefore critical to help the media and public identify those markers to avoid them
being misled by flawed argumentation. When open scientific questions remain,
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with limited time and resources, it is essential that these are spent with care on
normal inquiry rather than being diverted into often futile arguments with believ-
ers in conspiracy theorists and pseudoscientists. That normal enquiry may yet yield
evidence for a variant of the lab leak hypothesis.

Enabling people to resist conspiracy theories that masquerade as scien-
tific endeavors is particularly important when powerful political agents become
involved. The Soviet Union was furtively pushing a conspiracy theory about the
origin of HIV decades ago. Today, blaming China for the pandemic has become a
routine component of political rhetoric, most notably by Donald Trump and his
allies. Trump’s blaming of China has had two opposing, unfortunate consequences:
On the one hand, the xenophobic rhetoric has been linked to increased anti-Asian
sentiment (Hswen et al. 2021). On the other hand, the xenophobic rhetoric may
have ironically made it more difficult for reasonable scientific voices that support a
lab-based origin of SARS-CoV-2 to be heard.

Notes

1 The views of Peter H. Jacobs are his own and do not necessarily represent those of NASA
(his employer at the time of writing) or the United States.

2 Originally published here: www.xinhuanet.com/english/2020-04/23/¢_139002600.htm
until deleted. Parts of the original source have been reuploaded here: Embassy of the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China in the Republic of India, “COVID-19, 15 Truth You Need to
Know,” Mfa.gov, May 16, 2020, www.mfa.gov.cn/ce/cein//eng/xwfw/xxtb/t1779506.
htm.
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COVID ORIGINS, NATIONALISM,
AND DIASPORIC HETEROGENEITY

China, Chineseness, and Covid-19

Carwyn Morris, Andy Hanlun Li, and Lotus Ruan

Introduction

‘What is the “Chinese” experience of conspiracy theories, disinformation, and mis-
information? And how does an analysis of this subject complex the idea of “Chi-
neseness” and “China” as used to describe events occurring both inside and outside
of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and within Chinese diasporas? This is
a particularly important question to ask in a period of time characterized by US—
PR C geopolitical rivalry during which China or Chinese is often used as a flattened,
blanket term in anglophone media, politics, and academia to describe everything
from the PRC, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), Sinophone languages, and
Chinese diasporas. To contribute some answers to these big questions, in this chap-
ter, we examine Covid-19 conspiracy theories, disinformation, and misinforma-
tion related to China and Chineseness through an exploration of information that
is predominantly written in Simplified Chinese and spoken in Mandarin Chi-
nese (Sinophone language) circulating in the PRC’s physical and digital territories;
information produced by PRC state representatives and state-affiliates circulating
outside of PRC territories; and information predominantly circulating outside of
PRC territories, particularly the United States, that is produced by explicitly anti-
PR C and anti-CCP actors and institutions that either are ethnically Chinese or have
very close ties to ethnically Chinese institutions and actors (Li 2022). In discuss-
ing the circulation of information around digital territory, we understand digital
territory as an aspect of volumetric territory, with the development of territory —
itself “a political technology” (Elden 2017, 8) — over “digital space,” a practice that
“in many cases, [extends] the reach of the state” (Morris 2022a, 23) and aids the
development of state sovereignty over digital relations.

While we feel that the complexity of Chinese narratives around Covid-19
should not be surprising and that such a point should ideally need not be

DOI: 10.4324/9781003330769-7


https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003330769-7

44 Carwyn Morris, Andy Hanlun Li, and Lotus Ruan

made, we are pushing back against a tendency for China, Chinese peoples, Chi-
nese languages, and Chineseness to be flattened and homogenized into a sin-
gular identity/person/nation/experience. In doing this, we are highlighting that
there is no singular narrative related to China, Chineseness, Sinophone languages,
and Covid-19. Rather, the complexity of these narratives and the contradictions
between them highlight the necessity to clearly identify what aspect of contem-
porary China or Chineseness is being analyzed, discussed, and described at any
particular moment. In this chapter, Chineseness is ascribed to two things: the
artefacts (conspiracy theories, disinformation, and misinformation) themselves
and the actors producing, propagating, and consuming the information. Allen
Chun’s (Chun 1996, 2009, 2017) critique of Chineseness shows that the descrip-
tor’s shifting meaning depends on the historical and geographical contexts within
which the term is deployed. Chineseness can capture how these artefacts travel
across contexts though shared language, ethnicity, identity, and platforms across
the globe, but it obscures how these artefacts mutate and are deployed differently.
This is why Chineseness itself must be unpacked if we are to understand con-
spiracy theories, disinformation, and misinformation, rather than inadvertently
contributing to misinformation through analytical slippage.

In the seminal article, Fuck Chineseness, Chun asks readers in the opening
paragraphs:

What is the nature of Chineseness, and who are the Chinese? Finally, who is
really speaking here? Something called “China” unquestionably exists, but,
more importantly, there is a multitude of expressions to denote different
aspects of China and Chineseness.

(1996, 111)

Chun goes on to show how China and Chinese mean different things to two
different people, arguing that how words are used, what words mean, and how
meaning change is important to people around the world, particularly if it is a
term used to describe an individual’s past, present, and future. Chun continues
to unpack the complexities of Chineseness, noting that “ethnicity, culture and
identity are analytically distinct notions whose meaning, and usage have been
muddled in disciplinary practice” (2009, 331). More recently, Chun has pushed
for readers to Forget Chineseness (2017), highlighting how the rise of the PRC has
resulted in a move from the transnational idea of “Greater China” toward “New
Greater China” that is defined by ongoing relations between the idea of Chinese-
ness and the PRC, with the actions of the PRC influencing how Chineseness
is understood around the world. Chun shows that these terms continue to have
power and influence, something evident in the racism of the Covid-19 period
and the use of China threat discourses in a variety of political projects. Follow-
ing in the footsteps of Chun, this chapter will highlight how questions around
China, Chineseness, and Chinese identity influence the everyday geopolitics of
the ongoing US—PRC rivalry, a rivalry in which both US and PR C governments
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have tended to flatten the meanings of China and Chineseness by creating “us”
versus “them” binaries.

Following this introduction, we first examine Covid-19 disinformation and
misinformation by focusing on information related to Covid-19 circulating pri-
marily within the PRC. In the first empirical section, we focus on two key con-
spiracy theories: that Covid-19 was brought to Wuhan by US soldiers during the
2019 Military World Games, and that Covid-19 was produced in the US Army
Base, Fort Detrick (Detrick). The section ends with extracts from interviews that
were conducted as part of a research project by one of the coauthors. During this
project, 15 interviews were conducted (online and offline), and the project was
designed to understand how surveillance is imagined in the PRC and the UK
during Covid-19. In the second empirical section, we move our analytical enquiry
outside of the physical territory of the PRC, instead looking at how institutions
and actors with strong links to the idea of China, the PRC, its state representatives
and affiliated media; The Epoch Times, a Falun Gong-supported media organiza-
tion, as well as Guo Wengui and the associated media network built up around
him. Through these cases, we show how the Chinese and China in disinformation
and misinformation engage a variety of audiences and are involved in a variety of
political projects, and that through an examination of this we are able to have a
better understanding of a multitude of political imaginaries as well as the contours
of an emerging geopolitical rivalry between the PRC and the United States. In
doing this, we are particularly interested in highlighting how CCP and PRC disin-
formation and misinformation target diaspora and anglophone non-PRC citizens
by leveraging existing conspiracy theories; how conservative, anti-CCP diasporic
discourse strategically tap into potentially racist discourse to discredit CCP and
find potential allies; and how multiple political agendas are entangled yet easily
lost through the label China because it is simultaneously a race, a state, a culture, a
language, and an imaginary.

The Military World Games and Fort Detrick

On March 12, 2020, Lijian Zhao (2020a), Deputy Director of Foreign Minis-
try Information Department of the People’s Republic of China, tweeted: “How
many people are infected? What are the names of the hospitals? It might be US
army who brought the epidemic to Wuhan. Be transparent! Make public your
data! US owe us an explanation!” This comment by Zhao was shared alongside a
video, edited by the Chinese state media outlet Global Times including Chinese
subtitles and a sinister background music, of the director of the US Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, Robert R. Redfield, stating that some peo-
ple who died of influenza were later diagnosed as having Covid-19. Earlier in
the day, Assistant Minister of Foreign Affairs, Chunying Hua (2020), had already
jumped on Redfield’s comments, tweeting that “Some cases that were previously
diagnosed as Flu in the US were actually #COVID19. It is absolutely WRONG
and INAPPROPRIATE to call this the Chinese coronavirus,” while sharing the
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C-Span version of the same discussion. As Hua’s comment implies, all of this
followed hostile comments from the Trump administration, and Donald Trump
himself on Twitter, regarding China’s response and relationship to Covid-19 or
the “China virus” (Marlow 2020).

Setting aside the broader geopolitics of this interaction — this happened during
escalating US—PR C tensions, including trade tariffs, the Huawei ban, and the TAI-
PEI Act — for now, within Zhao’s tweet is a reference to the conspiracy theory that
the US army brought Covid-19 to Wuhan. This popular Covid-19 origin theory
was widely discussed on social media and focused on the idea that during the 7th
International Military Sports Council Military World Games, US soldiers brought
Covid-19 to Wuhan. Following Zhao’s tweets on the subject, state-affiliated media
outlet, The People’s Daily (2021), shared a video of Zhao on Weibo, the Sina-operated
microblog site that is hugely popular in the PR C, under the hashtag “#U.S., release
health and infection information of the US military delegation which came to
Wuhan#.” According to interviewees for this chapter, the Military Games theory
rapidly became one of the most widely discussed conspiracy theories on the origi-
nal transmission of Covid-19, with the support of this transmission theory by state
representatives giving the theory a greater visibility.

While the Military Games transmission theory became a large talking point on
and off the Chinese Internet as well as the cornerstone of what would become a dis-
information campaign supported by Chinese state representatives and state-affiliated
institutions, transmission requires a starting point. The lodestone of this disinforma-
tion campaign was the idea that Covid-19 was created in US military base, Detrick.
That Detrick, located in Maryland, became embroiled in a Covid-19 conspiracy
theory is not completely surprising, as there is a long history of Detrick-centered
conspiracy theories. Detrick, home to the United States Army Medical Research
Institute of Infectious Diseases, was a part of early HIV conspiracy theories, such
as the “HIV-from-Fort-Detrick” conspiracy supported by the East German secret
police, where it was theorized that AIDS was “genetically engineered” from two
separate viruses in Detrick (Geissler and Sprinkle 2013; Knight 2003, 42). Detrick
has numerous popular media appearances, including references in the feature films,
Outbreak and The Bourne Legacy; the influential conspiracy television show The
X-Files; and spy show The Americans. From this, Detrick slotted smoothly into a
narrative built around US military transmission of Covid-19 to Wuhan.

The military games theory gained prominence very early in the pandemic, but
it took longer for the Detrick origin theory to gain the same level of mainstream
recognition. On January 18, 2021, following accusations from the United States of
a Wuhan lab leak, Hua referenced Detrick during a press conference:

I'd like to stress that if the United States truly respects facts, it should open
the biological lab at Fort Detrick, give more transparency to issues like its
200-plus overseas bio-labs, invite WHO [the World Health Organization]
experts to conduct origin-tracing in the United States, and respond to the
concerns from the international community with real actions.

(Li 2021)
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With Zhao continuing to reference Detrick in 2022:

[BJiological military activities of the US in Ukraine are merely the tip of the
iceberg. Using such pretexts as cooperating to reduce biological safety risks
and strengthening global public health, the US has 336 biological labs in 30
countries under its control. 336, you heard me right. It also conducted many
biological military activities at the Fort Detrick base at home.

(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China 2022)

Detrick, as a space of viral-potential, began to be discussed in 2020, particularly
in the Weibo hashtag and “Super Topic,” “#AmericanFortDetrickBioLab#” (Sina
Weibo n.d.). To give an idea of this theories circulation, as of writing, this topic has
been read 1.51 billion times, discussed 250,000 times, and had 27,000 people cre-
ate posts using it (Yin 2020). This Super Topic became a space where ideas around
the relationship between Covid-19 and Detrick were widely shared, but it was a
topic managed by the Communist Youth League, meaning they either founded the
hashtag or applied (and were granted) control of the topic. Being the host, they
had the power to influence the way the topic grew and what the topic displayed
as “Hot” posted on the main topic page. They also controlled the description of
the topic, which reads: “In April 2020, the Covid-19 pandemic swept through
the United States, and New York quickly became the ‘epicenter” Meanwhile, in
Fort Detrick, some 240 miles away, the US government was conducting experi-
ments with dangerous pathogens!” Numerous groups created content related to
Detrick, including Shanghai-based state-controlled media outlet, The Paper (Peng-
pai), one of China’s most innovative media outlets, an outlet that had in the past
pushed the boundaries of what content is acceptable in China’s pro-state media
environment (Repnikova and Fang 2019). One particular video The Paper created
and shared in July 2020 was viewed by millions and, by creating links to Imperial
Japan, suggested that Detrick was a sinister place where death could emerge (The
Paper 2020). The video highlighted Detrick’s “dark” history, saying that Detrick
inherited the technological legacy of the Imperial Japanese biological and chemical
warfare research unit that carried out war crimes in North East China. The video
ends by saying “there are big questions to be asked” about whether the research
carried out in Detrick has applications outside scientific research and if the diseases
researched at Detrick were appropriately managed. While not explicitly stating
that Covid-19 leaked from Detrick, the video did suggest that nothing good could
emerge from Detrick and that the management of Detrick could not be trusted.
With affectively powerful disinformation and misinformation like this spread by
state-affiliated organizations and news sources during 2020, Detrick became a use-
ful concept for state officials to draw on as they engaged in a geopolitical game of
conspiratorial one-upmanship with the Trump administration.

The support of the transmission and origin theories by state representatives
and state-affiliated media aided the circulation of these theories and gave a veneer
of acceptability to them, according to interviewees. One interviewee noted that
endorsement from state representatives “made a really big impact in China as a lot
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of people saw it as an official government endorsement of this conspiracy theory.”
Another interviewee highlighted that Zhao’s English language comments were
shared through screenshots, translated into Chinese, and shared on Weibo, result-
ing in people speculating where Covid-19 emerged. When the comments of state
representatives are shared on social media, it becomes an invitation for others to
speculate on numerous non-Chinese origins for Covid-19, both publicly on social
media and privately online and offline. As one interviewee noted:

Although most of my friends don’t think it’s important to discuss the origins
of the virus, as the pandemic is already ongoing, this [subject] is discussed by
major Chinese media. They don’t put it as a concrete fact, they just bring
[conspiracy theories] out as discussion topics: a possibility.

Recent scholarship by Guobin Yang (2022) finds a similar relationship between
state endorsement and disinformation. By citing diarist, Melon Mass, who wrote
on March 14, 2020, Yang highlights the effectiveness of official disinformation in
China:

Zhao Lijian used his personal Twitter handle to question the US even if he
did not have firm evidence [about the origin of the virus|. This seems some-
what inappropriate seen from the perspective of China’s traditional [diplo-
matic] style. But it had a critical role in reversing the overwhelming trend
of the world blaming the virus on China and was a slap on the faces of the
political leaders in the US and some other countries who kept talking about
the “China virus” and “Wuhan virus,” despite the fact that WHO already
named the novel coronavirus “COVID-19” on February 11.

(178)

From this, we begin to see a few trends in how conspiracy theories have been
operationalized in the PRC during Covid-19. These theories center around trans-
mission and spread of Covid-19, and while they may start off in the wild, they gain
power through tacit state endorsement (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s
Republic of China 2021), when discussed by state-affiliated media and organizations
but most powerfully through the words, in Chinese and English, of state representa-
tives (Zhao 2020b; Romanoft 2020). The timing of state representatives discussing
these theories suggests that they were involved in a tit-for-tat engagement with the
United States. But the ideas around Detrick were spreading months before they were
operationalized by state representatives, including through videos produced by state-
affiliated media. When the theories were supported by state representatives, they
grew lives of their own, spreading wildly on Chinese social media, and, it seems,
shoring up support for the Chinese state in what might be perceived as a zero-sum
ideological battle with the US. These are examples of what Yang (2022) describes
as Covid Nationalism, and through the political technologies of conspiracy theory,
disinformation, and misinformation, domestic support seemed to become solidified
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as conspiratorial imaginaries around the major geopolitical rival were stoked. The
ongoing visibility of this disinformation and misinformation must also be under-
stood as an intentional and political choice, as, in the tightly governed PRC digital
territory, many undesired large-scale public spectacles are quickly halted, bringing
an end to protest cycles (Ruan et al. 2020; Morris 2022a, 2022b). This suggests that
the circulation of this information is one part of a broader information strategy put
in operation by PR C state representatives and affiliated media.

Complexing Chineseness Through Disinformation

The discussion of Chinese conspiracy theories has so far focused on conspiracies
produced by PRC citizens for consumption by PRC citizens, although the content
has sometimes not been in Sinophone languages. As PRC citizens are not confined
within the physical territorial boundaries of the PRC, and even remain in the
digital territorial boundaries of the PRC when outside of the physical borders of
the PRC, these ideas rapidly moved around the world, being consumed by PRC
citizens studying and working abroad as well as the Chinese diaspora more broadly.
But moving outside of the PRC further complexes both the idea of a Chinese
conspiracy theory and the binary geopolitical tensions — the US versus China —
discussed earlier. In this section, we explore this by examining the English language
material used in Covid-19 disinformation shared on social media outside of China’s
digital territory, notably on Twitter and Facebook.

As noted earlier, the PRC and its state representatives produced content in both
Chinese and English. The Chinese content was shared within China’s digital terri-
tory and on traditional media, but the English content was often shared outside of
China’s digital territory, on Twitter, a digital space generally inaccessible within the
PR C. While the English language content did reach PRC and Chinese-speaking
audiences through translation and sharing, as Sinophone language content was
actively produced for those within the PRC and the English content was shared
outside of China’s digital territory, English language content was likely produced
for non-PRC audiences. Importantly, while powerful rhetorical displays by Chi-
nese state representatives in English can garner praise within China, a more com-
bative approach to diplomacy described as “wolf warrior” (Yang 2022; Martin
2021), the accounts we share below move beyond the spectacular displays associ-
ated with wolf warrior politics and highlight a far more nuanced mode of misin-
forming and sharing disinformation. Therefore, it can be assumed that this content
was produced and shared by state representatives and state-affiliated institutions in
an effort to target English speakers with disinformation, particularly English speak-
ers who were skeptical of the United States, the so-called “tankies” (Lanza 2021),
and those who were skeptical of Covid-19 and vaccines in general, the so-called
anti-vaxers and Covid-sceptics.

One particularly clear example of this is the case of Sichuanese rap group, CD
Rev. In August 2021, the official PRC news agency, Xinhua News (2021), began
sharing rap group CD Rev’s song, “Open the door to Fort Detrick,” and the
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accompanying video on Twitter and Facebook. In this English language song and
video, numerous ideas related to Detrick and US policy are touched on. The dis-
information begins within the first seconds of the video, and the video opens with
footage from an exchange between Senator Rand Paul and Dr. Anthony Fauci
at a US Senate hearing. Paul says, “all the evidence is pointing that it came from
the lab, and there will be responsibility for those who funded the lab, including
yourself” before the video cuts to Fauci pointing to Paul saying, “I totally resent
that, and if anybody is lying here, senator it is you.” But the two exchanges at
the beginning of this video are in fact edited together from different parts of the
hearing, with Paul’s footage — which was also shared in another edited form on
Paul’s own YouTube channel (SenatorRandPaul 2021) — coming 90 seconds before
the footage of Fauci. As this ambiguous beginning about an unnamed lab ends,
a member of CD Rev says, subtitled onscreen in English and Chinese: “Typi-
cal political manipulation: Again and again; I'm so sick of these shows,” before
showing the footage of a White House Press Briefing. Following this, the video
enters into an English language rap asking “Fort Detrick; Why is it off limits; Nazi
doctors were hired; War criminals from unit 731; Human experiments had been
done; What kind of devil’s deal had been signed?” before eventually reaching the
chorus: “Open the door to Fort Detrick; Because transparency is your favourite;
Then great; America first; We want the, we want the truth.” On August 11, state
representative Zhao (2021) also shared the video on Twitter, copying two lines
Open the door to Fort Detrick; Shed light on tightly
held secre . . ; This RAP song speaks our minds.” This sort of English language
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from the song and saying

content is indicative of a broader attempt by PRC state representatives and affili-
ated media to spread disinformation and misinformation through English language
resources to influence those outside of the PRC, something which is also achieved
by journalistic writing and non-PR C, mainly white, YouTubers and social media
personalities (Mozur et al. 2021).

But disinformation from Chinese sources is not limited to PRC state-afhiliated
actors, and two key actors involved in China related to disinformation and mis-
information, who looked to influence people outside of the PRC were explic-
itly anti-CCP and anti-PRC forces: The Epoch Times (TET) and Guo. TET was
founded by the Falun Gong, a religious/spiritual group exiled from and outlawed
by the PRC in the 1990s. Founded in 2000, it was an obscure publication focused
on publishing anti-CCP content until the mid-2010s, when it supported Donald
Trump for Presidency and made use of new Facebook advertising tactics to grow
its fanbase, eventually making TET a darling of the American alt-right (Roose
2021). With a strong anti-CCP agenda, it is unsurprising that TET ran an editorial
line centered on the failings of the CCP, but this often blurs into the boundaries
of disinformation. For instance, the publication regularly calls Covid-19 the “CCP
Virus,” with the section, “CCP Virus,” one of the three (almost) always visible sec-
tions of the website when viewed on desktop (The Epoch Times n.d.). The articles
highlighted by the editor of the CCP Virus section include stories of Covid-19
cover-ups in Northern China, studies on the damaging social and economic effects
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of the Covid-19 vaccine mandates, and the information that vitamin D treats and
prevents Covid-19 (Hao 2020; Anthrappully 2022; Lee and Jekielek 2022). One
regularly touted aspect of Covid-19 discussed on TET is the Chinese lab-leak
theory (Fu 2021b, 2021a; Phillips 2021). On the pages of TET, evidence of this
includes that the Chinese military has touted biological warfare as further evidence
of a potential leak, and many of the theories espoused by TET on Covid-19%
origins appear in an hour-long documentary in April 2020 on the lab-leak theory
that has been viewed by millions of people, including tens of millions of views on
Facebook (BBC News 2020; NTD 2020). The lab-leak theory here gained sup-
port from a Chinese publication with anti-CCP and anti-PRC sentiment, a Chi-
nese publication that was one of the key purchasers of pro-Donald Trump adverts,
and a Chinese publication that wrote content critical of “John Liu, a Taiwanese-
American former New York City councilman whom the group viewed as soft on
China and hostile to Falun Gong” (Roose 2021). With TET, the notion of what
a Chinese media publication could be is complexed, particularly as many of the
content writers featured on its front page are white.

While TET became a Chinese disinformation and misinformation source
that influenced English and German language audiences (Perrone and Loucaides
2022), it is Guo, a former PRC-based real estate tycoon and a billionaire who
fled the PRC to avoid prosecution, and the media and political networks built
up around him that are key to spreading Covid-19 disinformation and misinfor-
mation among the Chinese diaspora, in both Sinophone languages and English.
Guo has successfully gained influence in the North American Chinese diaspora
through video and media content, while also aligning himself with former White
House Chief Strategist and Breitbart co-founder, Steve Bannon. Bannon, who
was arrested while on Guo’s yacht, cofounded a number of institutions with Guo,
including the anti-CCP institution and political movement, New Federal State
of China (NFSC). Guo is closely associated with the GT'V Media Group, which
includes GNews, and a leading figure in the Himalaya Farm and Himalaya Coin
movements, the latter being an Ethereum token described as the official currency
of the NFSC. The media networks around Guo regularly share video content
of Guo — Guo’s preferred medium of information sharing — alongside bilingual
commentary and textual pieces. Central to the aim of these media ventures is
the hope that PR C-managed media and information-sharing organizations will
be banned in the United States, leaving “Gnews and GTV [as] the only plat-
form and app to use for tens of millions of overseas Chinese and those within
the CCP Internet firewall, to find out the truth about the CCP and the world”
(Jiang 2021).

Through this content, Guo and the media network built around him offer
insights into high-level PRC and CCP politics, corruption, identity politics,
North American elections, and other current events. Unsurprisingly, Covid-
19 — “the CCP Virus” — and vaccines are regularly discussed by Guo and within
the media network. This includes extolling the virtues of alternative remedies to
Covid-19, such as hydroxychloroquine, which, Guo says, helps people completely
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recover from the virus and completely wipe it out (GNews 2021a). On the GNews
network, bilingual videos and articles including Guo soundbites have discussed
the profitability of vaccines for China while also describing Covid-19 as “a bio-
weapon virus created in a [CCP] military lab [that] ravaged the world,” noting that
the “CCP quickly developed and exported another biocheichal [sic] virus in the
form of a vaccines” (GNews 2021b). Among the Guo media network, including
on social media associated with the network, vaccine disinformation and misinfor-
mation is rife, with content such as screenshots from GTT and GNews shared with
the text “DON’T TRUST THE VACCINE the medical industry is completely
controlled by a special-interest” (Xiaolin 2021).

A key aspect of the Guo- (and also Bannon-) backed Covid-19 disinformation
is the idea that Covid-19 was manufactured in a scientific facility, an additional lab-
leak. These views are supported by scientist, Dr. Li-Meng Yan, whose scholarship
on the issue has been debunked (Rasmussen 2021), but who has been featured on
GNews, GTV] and TET, as well as being interviewed by Steve Bannon (multiple
times) and Tucker Carlson (Philipp 2021; Dorman 2020). In early 2020, Dr. Yan
originally shared her theory that Covid-19 had been released by the CCP to anti-
CCP, Sinophone language YouTuber, Wang Dingnan (Lu De), an affiliate of Guo
(Qin, Wang, and Hakim 2020). While Yan no-longer has an academic affiliation,
after previously being associated with the University of Hong Kong, she is associ-
ated with Rule of Law Society, a non-profit founded by Guo and associated with
Steve Bannon (Timberg 2021), which paid for her relocation to the United States
and introduced her to a broader network of media commentators. Her papers
related to the bioweapon and manufactured status of Covid-19 have been viewed
over two million times and make up a core part of the scientific information shared
across Guo-related media, Steve Bannon’s media, and other alt-right media, with
the second of three papers using a title that “covers top keyword search terms for
disinformation about bioweapons” (Donovan and Nilsen 2021), increasing its vis-
ibility as a seemingly academic source on Covid-19.

Building on this foundation, across Guo-related media, a number of strands
of disinformation, some related to Covid-19, but many related to the CCP, are
shared in Chinese and English, an attempt to move beyond the Sinophone lan-
guage sphere in order to speak to multilingual audiences. This work is supported
by the close connection between Bannon and Guo, with members of the Guo
network, such as Yan, regularly appearing on Bannon-associated media. But Guo-
associated media still conduct their most powerful work in Chinese, sharing disin-
formation with the Chinese diaspora and those within the PRC about a range of
topics, from CCP corruption to Covid-19 vaccine fears. After content is produced
in Chinese on Guo-associated media, it gradually filters into media outlets focused
on English-speaking audiences, including outlets within the Guo media network.
Amidst the disinformation generated by Guo and his associated media, his status
as a truth-speaking enemy of the CCP is in turn aided by the actions of the CCP,
with reports highlighting how a “pro-Chinese political spam network™ (Nimmo
et al. 2020) across Twitter and Facebook targeted Guo, his associates — including
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Li-Meng Yan — and associated media. These attacks support Guo’s rebel status
and provide a sheen of validity to the information shared by the media network
(Strick 2020).

Conclusion

In the realm of everyday geopolitics, the conspiracy theories, disinformation, and
misinformation discussed in this chapter offer a window into how two geopoliti-
cal rivals, the United States and the PRC, attempt to influence the imaginaries
of one another, as well as the role that the Chinese diaspora plays in complexing
this US-PRC geopolitical binary. The conspiracy theories discussed here are the
most widely circulated Covid-19 conspiracy theories, disinformation, and misin-
formation in PR C territories, and through them we get an indication of how state
representatives and state-affiliated institutions are attempting to portray the US.
Through this contested imaginary, we also begin to see the ongoing geopolitical
rivalry playing out domestically in the PRC, with state representatives circulat-
ing disinformation and misinformation about the US and PRC citizens reacting
to this information in heterogeneous ways, providing insights into how the PRC
wishes to portray the US to its own citizens. Through this disinformation, we
see an increase in the combativeness of PRC propaganda and diplomatic efforts,
the so-called wolf warrior strategy, both in public and behind closed doors. Yang
(2022, 170) notes, referencing Zhao, that such comments were “less about facts and
more a countersalvo to debunk unfounded claims coming from American media.”
Through the use of Sinophone and English language disinformation, Chinese state
officials, supported by state-affiliated media, were able to simultaneously project an
image of the strong Chinese state, deflect criticism from Covid-19 mishaps within
the PRC and by the CCP, while also attacking the country that many perceived
of as being China’s main geopolitical rival, the US, leading people to reflect on
the feasibility of not just the American Dream but also the US national project
(Zhang 2019).

That combative, Sinophone media designed for PRC citizens was being actively
produced and circulated around the PRC suggests that much of the anglophone
information circulated by those affiliated with the PRC was for non-PRC audi-
ences. With the PRC audience already well served, anglophone content is likely
designed to both “tell China’s story well” (China Media Project 2021) and to offer
alternative takes on current events. From this perspective, we capture a glimpse of
how the PRC is attempting to actively influence the anglophone media sphere
through disinformation that targets non-PRC citizens. While scholarship has
shown active PRC influence operations in non-PRC territories (Bolsover and
Howard 2019), the use of highly produced media content to engage in a war of
imaginaries with a geopolitical rival indicates a new phase of the rivalry. Covid-
19 information is currently central to this strategy, but this strategy has also been
employed in relation to Xinjiang and the Uyghur population (Byler, Franceschini,
and Loubere 2022; Mozur et al. 2021).
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Finally, disinformation produced by the Chinese diaspora for both anglophone
and Sinophone audiences suggest that Chineseness is not a static element in US—
PRC relations. The diasporic actors and institutions producing and circulating
Covid-19 disinformation and misinformation will continue to play a role in how
the PRC, China, and Chineseness are defined and understood by those outside
of the PRC. This is particularly true in the United States, with both TET and
Guo aligned with alt-right actors. Both TET and the Guo-affiliated network are
involved in a phenomenon where wider multi-language media networks of dis-
information tap into a racist Chinese-virus discourse to discredit the CCP, with
“CCP” operating as a code word in Sinophobic discourse. Through disinformation
and misinformation, these right-wing authoritarian leaning anti-PRC and anti-
CCP institutions are contributing to a flattening of Chineseness in ways that may
harm individuals within the Chinese diaspora.
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DIS-SPIRACY THEORY

Why Corona Rhymes with
Corruption in Indonesia

Nils Bubandt

In September 2020, the Canadian newspaper The Globe and Mail in collabora-
tion with the news organization Tortoise named the Indonesian musician Jerinx
the world’s fifth-largest “super-spreader” of online medical misinformation. With
an online following of close to a million in mid-2020, the Instagram and Twitter
posts by the drummer of the Balinese punk-rock band Superman Is Dead generated
more than 80,000 interactions, an online impact that was surpassed only by that of
the US environmental lawyer and anti-vaxxer Robert Kennedy Jr., the California-
based Scientologist Rizza Islam, the Nigerian politician Femi-Fani-Kayode, and
the Samoan-Australian natural health influencer Taylor Winterstein (Hollowood,
Serato, and Newell 2020).

Jerinx (pronounced Jerink) appears to fit the standard figure of the Covid-19
conspiracy theorist. And yet, as this chapter will show, Jerinx’s conspiratorial posts
partake in a broader political discourse about the occult side of power that appeals
to police commissioners as much as punks and to ministers as much as ex-magi-
cians. Beginning with a short description of the conspiracy theories of Jerinx, the
chapter moves on to dissolve these theories in a political aesthetic that takes the
form of “collusion theory” and “punk-spiracy” and to trace the similarities to other
theories promoted by influential figures such as police commissioner Dharma Pon-
grekun and former Minister of Health Siti Fadilah Supari. The chapter concludes
by suggesting the need for a “dis-spiracy theory” analysis, an analytical attempt to
focus on the disparate overlaps between conspiratorial discourses and general dis-
courses of political reason in a given context.

Your Average Conspiracy Thinker?

Jerinx, whose given name is I Gede Ari Astina, is a seemingly self-evident instance
of a “super-spreader” of viral misinformation about the Covid-19 pandemic. On

DOI: 10.4324/9781003330769-8


https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003330769-8

Dis-Spiracy Theory 59

his Twitter and Instagram accounts — @jrx-sid and @jrxsid, respectively (both since
suspended by the providers) — Jerinx argued that the dangers of the SARS-CoV-2
virus were deliberately exaggerated by “mainstream media” in a campaign orches-
trated by an Indonesian and global elite in order to promote a culture of fear and
to profit off the vaccines.

When in June 2020, the Indonesian Minister of Finance, Sri Mulyani, announced
that the Indonesian state-owned medical producer, Bio Farma, would join forces
with the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation to produce vaccines against Covid-19
(Putri 2020), following a similar agreement the year before about the production
of polio vaccines, Jerinx wrote an Instagram post on June 25, 2020, that included
the following:

Is their plan clear to you now? The World Bank’s favorite Minister of the
Economy hooks up with a former computer software salesman who is busy

working on vaccines. . . . Combine the dots and you will arrive at the con-
clusion that Covid-19 is about business. It is NOT about health, let alone
compassion.

(as cited in Nurullah 2020; my translation)

In another post, Jerinx refers to the Covid-19 pandemic as a “plandemic,” a ref-
erence to the video “Plandemic: The Hidden Agenda Behind Covid-19” pro-
duced by Mikki Willis and released in May 2020. The conspiracist video features a
lengthy interview with the American anti-vaccination campaigner and discredited
scientist Judy Mikovits, who claims that the Covid-19 virus was manipulated or
manufactured in a lab and that “Bill Gates is somehow implicated in causing the
pandemic to profit off the eventual vaccine” (Hatmaker 2020).

In an Instagram live discussion in April 2020 with medical doctor and online
influencer Dr. Tirta, which was watched by over 150,000 people, Jerinx said he
had recently begun following the Flat Earth Society on Facebook and believed
60 percent of what they wrote: that the Covid-19 virus was likely made by
humans, that its manufacture was part of a plan (skema), and that it “perhaps had
connections to a pedophilia ring within the US White House” (Detikhot 2020).
The last claim was a reference to the viral conspiracy video “Out of the Shadows”
that had been released that same month by the American former stuntman and
born-again Christian Mike Smith. Described by the news website The Daily Beast
as “a fact-free ‘documentary’ film . . . alleging Hollywood is run by Satanists and
pedophiles” (Hitt 2020), the video became exceedingly popular in QAnon circles
and was purportedly viewed over a million times within 24 hours of its online
release.

In Indonesia, many followers of Jerinx felt that he was onto something. Oth-
ers called him a dumbass (“On Social Media” 2020) or saw him as a dangerous
deployer of Nazi propaganda tactics (R53 2020). Whichever way, Jerinx appeared
to fit the bill of a run-of-the-mill conspiracy theorist. He even has the word “con-
spiracy” tattooed conspicuously on his chest.
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Conspiracy Theory Beyond Consensus

However, many aspects of the conspiracism and biography of Jerinx poorly fit
standard narratives about conspiracy theorists. Jerinx is not an ardent anti-vaxxer,
for instance. Although he bragged, early on in the pandemic, that he was not
afraid to meet hospitalized Covid-19 patients, Jerinx was nevertheless vaccinated in
August 2021, saying his main reluctance against being vaccinated was his prior his-
tory of hepatitis. In spite of a long history of social activism and being a punk musi-
cian raging against the machine, Jerinx is also not virulently against the state. In
November 2021, for example, he was named an official anti-narcotics ambassador
for the National Narcotics Agency (BNN) in Bali. In a post on his new Instagram
handle (@true_jrx), he said that he would use this position not only to discourage
young people from the curse of drugs, but also as a platform for his continuing fight
against corruption and collusion (suap) in Indonesia.

Jerinx’s Covid-19 conspiracism is not merely riddled with contradiction, it also
comes to life in a plastic social and public media landscape where a variety of
Covid-19 conspiracy narratives are promoted by an unlikely assemblage of actors
in Indonesia — former Health Minister Siti Fadilah Supari, ex-magician-turned-
TV-host Deddy Corbuzier, three-star general and police commissioner Dharma
Pongrekun, economist Ichasanuddin Noorsy, and dermatologist Samuel L. Simon.
In order to understand this contradictory and plastic landscape where punks and
generals, ministers, and magicians co-produce conspiracy theories, I argue that one
needs to abandon a common tendency in the scholarship of conspiracy theory —
which can be found in both political science/cognitive and “culturalist” approaches
to conspiracy theory (Butter and Knight 2020) — namely the tendency to see con-
sensus rather than dissensus in conspiracy theories.

If the analytical object is to identify what distinguishes conspiracy theories from
“normal” theories about the world, it seems to make good sense to focus on the
commonalities or consensus between conspiracy theories. Indeed, in the discussion
of Covid-19 conspiracy theories, all the usual suspects of conspiracy theory indi-
cators have been lined up: their alleged shared conspiratorial mentality (Gligorié
et al. 2021); their suggested tendency to partisan-motivated reasoning that favors
arguments which bolster existing worldviews over others (Uscinski, Klofstad, and
Atkinson 2016); their purported denialism of authoritative sources and aversion to
trust (Miller, Saunders, and Farhart 2015; Wirawan et al. 2021); and their common
culture, narrative style, and monological set of beliefs (Byford 2011; Miller 2020).

However, consensus thinking in the scholarship on conspiracy theory runs the
risk of pathologizing conspiracy theories as being radically different from “normal”
theories about the world. Consensus-oriented scholarship on conspiracy theories
thereby runs the risk of essentializing them by focusing on what they share with
each other over what they share with other ideas about the world. Indeed, there is a
certain irony to a unilateral focus on the consensus in conspiracy theories since the
scholarship of conspiracy theory thereby comes to replicate what it argues about
conspiracy theory: namely to posit a united cabal of like-minded people who hide
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and conspire in the shadows of reality as we know it. By focusing too much on the
“con” in conspiracy theories, scholarship risks missing how they are often charac-
terized by dissensus rather than consensus. It risks ignoring their plastic and chang-
ing nature, and it risks overlooking how conspiracy theories frequently have origins
in the same trajectories of critical political reason, which seek to “other” them.

This chapter is not a political or moral defense of conspiracy theory as a genre
in Indonesia but is motivated by an anthropological impulse to de-orientalize what
appears strange at first. We need to understand the historical and contextual dis-
courses of truth and power within which theories about the world — conspiratorial
and otherwise — exist. We need analytical accounts of conspiracy theories that trace
their shared history with other theories of the world in order to see what George
Marcus calls “paranoia-within-reason” (1999), meaning the already existing forms
of suspicion within political reason itself and its flow into conspiracy theory along
circuitous and plastic pathways. This means tracing the contradictory and disparate
links of conspiracy theory to political discourse. One might call this dis-spiracy
theory analysis, an analytical attempt to focus on the disparate overlaps between
conspiratorial discourses and general discourses of political reason in a given con-
text (see Knight 2021). In Indonesia, conspiracy discourse overlaps a great deal
with, and has the same aesthetic form as, corruption discourse and general dis-
courses about the unseen dimensions of power.

Dissensus: Dubbing Conspiracy Theory in Indonesia

The ideas about Covid-19 promoted by Jerinx and others in Indonesia clearly
participate in a global Covid-19 conspiracy discourse. Jerinx integrates snippets
of global conspiracy theories about Pizzagate, the plandemic, and Bill Gates into
his own theories. But these global discourses are also adapted or “dubbed” into
Indonesian discourses of political suspicion. I borrow the notion of “dubbing”
from Tom Boellstorff’s analysis of the way in which globally circulating discourses
about gay and lesbian identities are “dubbed” into Indonesian discourse. Boell-
storft shows how global discourses about gay and lesbian identity are adopted and
reframed in “contingent, fractured, intermittent, yet powerfully influential” ways to
generate distinctly Indonesian notions of being lesbi or gay (2003, 225). Discourses
about LGBT+ identities, Boellstorft suggests, do not move “as one voice” across
the globe. Rather, they are “dubbed” or dialogically reconstituted into vernacu-
lar discourses about politics and subjectivity (226). Globally circulating conspiracy
theory discourses, I suggest, are similarly dubbed. Indeed, it is this dubbing — the
reconstitution of conspiracy theory into locally sensible discourses — that accounts
for a great deal of their appeal.

In Indonesia, conspiracy theories come to make sense because they are “dubbed”
into discourses about power and corruption. They are “collusion theories” as much
as they are conspiracy theories. I use the term “collusion theory” to refer to a dis-
senting aesthetics of politics that reaches far into the realm of the reasonable and
therefore appeals to a broad cross section of Indonesians. This political aesthetics
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holds that politics — like all dimensions of life — has both an apparent and a hidden
scene. In Indonesia, politics is frequently described with metaphors and references
from Javanese shadow play, where the performances of the shadow puppets (wayang
kulif) are controlled by a puppet master (dalang) who is hidden from view (Ander-
son 1990; Keeler 1987). The same goes for the heterophonic gamelan music that
accompanies shadow plays. Gamelan music is said to revolve around one central
melodic basis, but this melody is inaudible and never actually played (Perlman
2004), and there is no consensus as to what it sounds like. In other words, dissent is
the inherent characteristic of this unheard aesthetics. In the same way that gamelan
music is played around a tune no one hears and shadow plays are orchestrated by a
puppeteer no one sees, political power is widely believed to be organized by forces
and actors hidden from public view.

Noting the similarities between aesthetics and politics, the French philosopher
Jacques Ranciere argues that both are characterized not by consensus but by dis-
sensus: a dissenting demonstration of a gap in the sensible that “makes visible that
which had no reason to be seen” (2010, 38). It is this notion of dissensus that very
much operates in Indonesian discourses about politics. The distinction between the
apparent world (lahir) and the hidden world (batin) is also the distinction between
the reality of visible, audible, and touchable phenomena and another world or real-
ity (alam). This hidden world contains a desired but implicit aesthetics as well as
cosmic powers. It is also a world full of behind-the-scenes actors as well as deceased
mythical kings, ancestors, and djinns. This unseen and unheard world is the foun-
dation of the world of seen things, but is by definition always in dispute. It is dis-
sensual rather than consensual, but nevertheless provides the basis for interpretation
not only of aesthetics, but also of politics and history (Florida 1995; Kartodirdjo
1973; Ricklefs 1998).

This political aesthetics is not a cultural “hand-me-down” or cognitive frame
for understanding politics, but rather a complex reference to politics that is trans-
mutable and open to constant reinterpretation. It is the sedimentation of a long
historical process whereby the aesthetics of shadow plays have been adapted,
reformed, domesticated, and simplified by political rulers since Dutch colonial-
ism, even as they continue to be channels through which politics are discussed and
contested (Day 2002; Pemberton 1994). The notion of the shadow play — a notion
of performance shot through with ideas about mystical power as well as pragmatic
deception, associated with both high court tradition and village resistance, and an
expression of “traditional” culture that has been fundamentally transformed to fit
new popular forms in a modern televised and online world (Mrazek 2019) — is a
politically molded and remolded aesthetical discourse that can be called upon to
express a variety of dissenting voices about politics (Hatley 2005).

‘What 1s hidden in the traditional Javanese notion of politics is not necessarily
bad; it is merely powerful (Anderson 1990). The notion that political power is
ultimately occult and hidden seems to clash with modern notions of transparency
but cross-fertilizes easily with notions of corruption, collusion, and nepotism. Else-
where, I have shown how the idea of the widespread use of sorcery in electoral
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politics gels with popular assumptions about endemic corruption in these same
politics (Bubandt 2006) and that sorcery therefore comes to be seen (and comes to
function) as a continuation of politics by other means (Bubandt 2012, 2014).

Collusion Theory

In this light, any sharp distinction between conspiracy theory and what I call “col-
lusion theory” begins to dissolve. Collusion refers, after all, to a “secret agree-
ment or cooperation especially for an illegal or deceitful purpose” (“Collusion”
n.d.). Merriam-Webster even lists “complicity, connivance, conspiracy’ as synonyms
of “collusion.” What, one might ask, does conspiracy come to mean in a context
where collusion and corruption are expected if hidden dimensions of “normal”
politics, and where the consistent uncovering of conspiracies of corruption lends
legitimacy to a political aesthetics in which political power always operates in the
realm of the unseen (Schrauwers 2003)? Furthermore, what if any revelation of
corruption might itself be potentially fake — proof of some even deeper corruption?

Corruption narratives, Akhil Gupta (1995) argues, are discourses through which
the state comes to be publicly imagined. They are ways through which the (un)
trustworthiness of the state is constructed at the same time as they construct the
national population as a group whose rights are infringed. Corruption theories,
one might say, are historically situated political aesthetics that articulate dissent.
The same can be said about conspiracy theories. I thus suggest that a fruitful way
forward for a scholarly understanding of the patchy proliferation of conspiracy
theories is not merely to attempt to distil the essence and defining characteristic of
a purportedly global and “monological” form of conspiracy theory (Byford 2011;
Miller 2020), but also to try to dissolve conspiracy theories — their global inspira-
tions notwithstanding — in specific historical contexts, including in the political
aesthetics — the specific ideas of politics — within which they come to be reasonable
(Knight 2021).

Three decades of New Order rule from 1967 to 1998 cultivated in Indonesia,
the world’s fourth-largest nation, a highly rationalist, but also oppressive, authori-
tarian mode of governance that relied heavily on political aesthetics in which the
true workings of power (but also of popular resistance) were hidden and where
constant vigilance was therefore required (Anderson 2001; Heryanto 2005; Siegel
1998, 2006). This produced a paradoxical kind of trust within inauthenticity: the
trust people place in the state exists in ambivalent tension with a sense that the pub-
lic pronouncements, procedures, and signs of the state are inherently inauthentic.
People, in short, trust the workings of an inherently inauthentic state.

This double consciousness, sensibly cultivated for decades as a political aesthetics
to life under authoritarian rule, continues, I suggest, to be evident in the general
reaction to the Covid pandemic. Indonesians display a very high degree of trust in
official sources of information about Covid-19 (Wirawan et al. 2021), and 93 per-
cent of Indonesians report that they will accept an effective vaccine (Harapan et al.
2020), a rate that is higher than those of other low- and middle-income countries,
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and that dwarfs the 64 percent acceptance rate in the United States, for instance
(Arce et al. 2021). Still, 12 percent of Balinese respondents in one survey and
20 percent of Jakartans in another thought that Covid-19 was a conspiracy (“Sur-
vei” 2021; Wirawan et al. 2021). In the latter survey, 28 percent said they believed
Covid-19 was somehow manipulated (direkayasa). Jerinx, a vaccinated collusion
theorist and a punk rocker with an ambassadorship, is as good an illustration as
any of a political aesthetics of dissensus where power is trusted but manipulation
nevertheless expected.

Covid Mistrust 1: Punk-Spiracy

The punk rock band Superman is Dead or SID, in which Jerinx is the drummer,
was formed in 1995 on the basis of a wave of interest in heavy metal and punk
music among Indonesian teenagers (Baulch 2007; Wallach 2008a). SID was the
first Balinese band to get a deal with an international label. Inspired by punk rock
bands like Green Day and Social Distortion, the English and Indonesian lyrics in the
songs of SID take up a number of social issues from social justice, corruption, and
religious intolerance to environmental devastation and mix them with a strongly
nationalist undertone and highly provocative phrases. In the 1990s, punk was
simultaneously an expression of political critique of the authoritarian New Order
regime and a means of expressing new forms of alternative consumer identities
for teenagers from the emerging Indonesian urban middle-class (Wallach 2008b).
Located in the raucous tourist district on Kuta Beach, SID became an inspira-
tion for an entire generation of disenfranchised youths eager to become originals
in a country full of fakes and duplicates (Luvaas 2012, 84). This was the same
social group that filled the demonstrations in the late 1990s calling for Suharto, the
authoritarian New Order president, to step down after three decades of uninter-
rupted rule. Jerinx was also an entrepreneur: he founded his own clothes company
of DIY punk fashion called RMBL and became a social media celebrity far beyond
the fan base of “OutSIDers,” as the fans of SID call themselves. He branded himself
as a mix between a tattooed bad boy, a cosmopolitan fashion icon, a traditional
Balinese knight, and a political rebel. Punk was the key to his political rebellion,
and it was an anti-establishment punk attitude that motivated his concerns about
how Covid-19 was handled in Indonesia.

Jerinx is not the only “punk-spiracist” in the global community of punk. A num-
ber of prominent punk and heavy metal musicians elsewhere, like Matt Johnson
from the British post-punk band The The and John Dolmayan from the California-
based heavy metal band System of a Down, are reported to have expressed conspiracy
theories about Covid-19 and Bill Gates (Hartmann 2020; Murray 2020). Other
punk rockers are said to have been swayed by QAnon conspiracy theories (Camus
2020). In the same way that anti-establishment sentiments by supporters of alter-
native healing fuel a global assemblage of “conspirituality” (Parmigiani 2021), it 1s
easy to see how the anti-establishment sentiments of punk feed into what might be
called “punk-spiracy.”
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However, punk-spiracy, once dubbed into an Indonesian context, is also recon-
stituted. Jerinx is not alone in distrusting the seriousness of Covid-19. The Indo-
nesian president Joko Widodo, popularly known as Jokowi and an avid heavy metal
fan himself, was roundly criticized for being slow to implement a nationwide lock-
down and for claiming that jamu, traditional herbal remedies, could prevent illness.
Jokowi also downplayed the number of Covid-19 infections and delegated much
of the government’s Covid-19 communication to his Minister of Health, who in
turn claimed the infection rates in Indonesia were low because its citizens prayed
so much (Mietzner 2020). Jokowi was also said to have used pétungan, a traditional
Javanese numerology system, to decide on the most appropriate day on which
to commence the Covid-19 vaccination program (Iskandar 2021). Dubbed into
Indonesia, punk-spiracies can be found throughout the political hierarchy. Dharma
Pongrekun, for instance, a three-star police general and former vice-chief of BSSN,
the agency that handles online- and cyber intelligence, claims in a book from 2019
that a global elite attempts to control Indonesia and the world through political,
economic, and technological means. Having already obtained control of politi-
cal and economic life on the globe, this elite 1s now allegedly aiming to achieve
technological control of life itself by implanting a chip into all human bodies. In a
YouTube video from 2020, Pongrekun intimates that the delivery system for that
chip might be vaccines.

Covid Mistrust 2: Paranoia Within Reason

Jerinx has served a 10-month jail sentence for defamation and hate speech related
to the Covid-19 pandemic. In an Instagram post in June 2020, he had called the
Indonesian Medical Association “pawns of the WHO” (kacung WHO) for requir-
ing pregnant women to use a rapid swab test before being admitted to the hospi-
tal. He alleged that swab tests were not only unreliable, but that they also placed
an undue burden on poor people. The Indonesian president Jokowi had ordered
large-scale rapid testing in March 2020 but made it free only for those who had
been in direct contact with Covid-positive people. Rapid tests became mandatory
in a number of contexts as the Indonesian government reluctantly began to curb
the spread of the virus, but prices varied widely among regions, and in some places
tests costed as much as 400,000 rupiah (28 USD) in public hospitals or 770,000
rupiah (50 USD) in private hospitals — prices far outside the range of poor people
already hit hard by the economic shut-down.

The procurement of rapid tests was part of a 75-trillion rupiah (five billion USD)
government help package administered to the health sector, a sector notoriously
prone to corruption and clientism. The Indonesian Corruption Watch had there-
fore already warned that poor implementation rules and economic oversight cre-
ated ideal conditions for procurement corruption (Anggraeni et al. 2020). Indeed,
the government economic package started a procurement run by both private- and
state-owned enterprises, many of them having close ties with elite politicians who
were eager to obtain tenders on the procurement and to resell them to government
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and private hospitals at a premium (Mietzner 2020, 239). In August 2021, it caused
general outcry when Peter Batubara, a member of the governing PDI-P party, was
sentenced to 12 years in jail for accepting bribes from suppliers of food for the gov-
ernment’s Covid-19 social aid program while he was the Minister of Social Affairs
(Karmini 2021).

The legal premises for the conviction of Jerinx were article 28, paragraph two
of the Indonesian Cyber Law (UU-ITE), which criminalizes online hate speech
against ethnic, religious, racial, or social minorities (known under the acronym
SARA in Indonesian) in conjunction with article 45, which criminalizes defa-
mation. However, what seemed like a straightforward conviction of a conspira-
cist theorist was far from so. The Cyber Law had been implemented in 2008 to
guard against online crime and incitement to violence, but human rights groups
and activists alleged that the law was often used to suppress politically unwelcome
dissent rather than dangerous online ideology (Anindyajati 2021). The network
of digital rights defenders SafeNet reported that of the 59 criminal convictions
under the Cyber Law between January and October 2020, almost a third had been
under the hate speech article 28. They argued that the vagueness of the notion
“social minority” (antargolongan) made the article open to political manipulation,
and referring to the court case against Jerinx, the network pointed out that the
Indonesian Medical Association was not a social group and that calling the associa-
tion a “pawn” hardly constituted hate speech (“Hentikan Pelintiran” 2020). The
NGO network was not alone in its critique. Some 180,000 people signed the
online petition “Free Jerinx and Catch the Pawns and Defrauders of the People’s
Money.” To many commentators, in Indonesia and abroad, a reasonable suspicion
of hidden manipulation hung over the conviction of Jerinx. Conspiracy theory was
beginning to sound like legitimate social criticism, unreasonably suppressed.

Indeed, during his trial, Jerinx and his supporters maintained that his accusa-
tion that the Indonesian Medical Association was the “pawn” of the WHO was
not a conspiracy theory but rather a critique of the social hardship that Covid-
19 restrictions placed on the poor, and of the opportunities for corruption that
WHO-recommended government lockdowns and medical procurement deals
posed. Even before the spike in infection rates, which between June and Septem-
ber 2021 made Indonesia a global hotspot for the pandemic, the country had been
socially and economically devastated by the pandemic. As both the tourist industry
and the Indonesian production sector ground to a halt in 2020, over 2.5 million
Indonesians lost their jobs, and UNICEF feared that as much as 30 percent of the
population had fallen below the poverty line (2021). In July 2021, the World Bank
downgraded Indonesia to a “lower-middle income country,” dashing Indonesia’s
hope to become a high-income country by 2030.

Covid Mistrust 3: People from “Certain Quarters”

In response to the social hardship following the abrupt halt to tourism, Jerinx had
begun to distribute free rice packages in Denpasar in May 2020. In July 2020,
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he joined in public demonstrations against what protesters called “the rapid test
business.” Jerinx acquired the money for his food distribution by repurposing his
clothing production line to make and sell T-shirts saying, “I believe in Siti Fadilah”
(Nugroho 2020).

Siti Fadilah Supari is a cardiologist and a former Minister of Health who,
according to an Indonesian misinformation analyst, was the country’s second-big-
gest source of Covid conspiracy (Guest, Firdaus, and Danan 2021). Interestingly,
this was not so much because of what Supari was saying about Covid, but rather
because of what she was saying about the role of the WHO and Bill Gates in rela-
tion to the avian flu epidemic (H5N1). Interviewed by former magician and TV
host Deddy Corbuzier in May 2020, Supari recounted how she, as the Indonesian
Minister of Health between 2004 and 2009, had maintained that Indonesia had the
proprietary rights to the samples of the H5N1 virus found in the country and had
refused to share them with the WHO under the then existing virus sample agree-
ment. This refusal, which Supari referred to as “viral sovereignty,” was informed
by what she regarded as the fundamentally unequal structures of global health
(Lowe 2019). Supari maintained that the biological samples, such as those of the
H5N1 virus, which Indonesia and other developing countries shared freely with
the WHO, were being passed on to big pharmaceutical companies and turned into
profitable vaccines to which the developing world had less access than richer coun-
tries (Elbe 2010). The avian flu pandemic, in other words, became a flashpoint for
critique from the Global South of the hidden inequalities of global health.

Worried about the secretive nature of the world’s pandemic alert system, The
Economist called Supari’s intervention “a shot of transparency” (“Science and Tech-
nology” 2006), and Supari managed to gather enough international support for her
battle against the neo-colonial medical “conspiracy of developed countries against
poor and developing countries” (Supari 2008, x) to cause the WHO to eventually
alter its pandemic influenza plan (PIP) in 2011. The revised PIP required the phar-
maceutical industry to grant licenses for vaccines to manufacturers in developing
countries in return for their commitment to a global system of virus sample shar-
ing (Smallman 2013). What some observers saw as a victory, Supari saw as a defeat
because the power of the global pharmaceutical industry was not curbed after all.
A conspiracy, she felt, still lurked in the incentive for the pharmaceutical industry
and people from “certain quarters” (pihak tertentu) (“Siti Fadilah” 2012). Supari’s
conspiracism was complicated by the fact that she was herself serving a four-year
jail sentence for corruption in a medical procurement case. In 2017, Supari had
been convicted of accepting bribes from manufacturers of medical equipment for
an avian flu crisis center, causing the state losses of six billion rupiah (428,000
USD). Supari hinted that the conviction was in fact revenge for her outspokenness:
“I was not wrong but I lost. My enemy was too big, so I lost” (“Siti Fadilah” 2020).

The notion of unknown people from “certain quarters” was a political key
concept during New Order rule and was used by the regime to make unspecific
accusations about subversive activities that legitimated political repression (Barker
2001). The concept did not die, however, with the fall of the New Order. Rather,
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the notion that unknown people from “certain quarters” are the real behind-the-
scenes actors of everyday politics entered into popular imagination in new and
powerful ways and fueled rumors about health issues ranging from HIV-AIDS and
organ theft to the avian flu (Bubandt 2016; Kroeger 2003; Lowe 2010). The result
is a field of political verisimilitude in which conspiracy theory and political cri-
tique, fiction and fact, rumor and reality are fundamentally blurred. Supari’s con-
spiracism against the pharmaceutical industry, for instance, grew out of a reasonable
critique of the neo-colonial structures of global health, the “vaccine business” of
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, and the powerful role of the global phar-
maceutical industry in the Global South that has also been voiced by level-headed
academics (Farmer 2004; Levich 2019).

Conclusion

This chapter has argued that to understand conspiracy theory in Indonesia and
elsewhere, it is not enough to understand its corrosive effects. One also needs
to understand the corrosive conditions and historical pathologies of power out
of which these theories grow. This entails dissolving conspiracy theories in the
political context and aesthetics in which they occur in order to understand their
ability to appeal to very different groups of people. To do so, I have suggested the
relevance of the analytical terms “dubbing” and “dissensus” to conspiracy theory
studies. Dubbed into an Indonesian context, conspiracy theory fuses with a wide-
spread political aesthetics of power as dissensus in which what is not seen controls
what appears on the surface. The result is an assortment of conspiracy-like theories
characterized by dissensus rather than consensus: “dis-spiracies,” “punk-spiracies,’
and “collusion theory,” all of which grow from a political aesthetics of power with a
long legacy in the Indonesian political imagination. In an Indonesian context, con-
spiracy theory comes to constitute a “paranoia-within-reason” that makes unlikely
allies out of punk musicians, police generals, and ministers.
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COVID-19, CONSPIRACY
NARRATIVES, AND THE ARAB STATE

Johannes Sauerland

Introduction

In the Arab world, the first Covid-19 case was recorded in the United Arab Emir-
ates in late January 2020. Subsequently, the virus spread to neighboring states,
including Qatar and Saudi Arabia. By April 2020, all states in the Arab world had
registered Covid-19 cases. In tandem with the virus, conspiracy narratives spread
across the region. For example, Twitter users in Saudi Arabia alleged that the virus
was designed by Bill Gates, and people in Egypt described the virus as an American
bioweapon.

Conspiracy narratives in the Arab world carry similar themes as their global
counterparts. Yet, they carry regional and country-specific characteristics, point-
ing toward different societal challenges. Furthermore, their content, the actors
involved, and the mechanisms of diffusion differ. In some states, such as Saudi
Arabia, conspiracy narratives opposing government policies are rooted in distrust
toward the state. In other countries, such as Egypt, it was not only regular people
but even government officials as well who promoted conspiracy narratives. This
raises the question that why the state would promote conspiracy narratives that
undermine its health policies.

This chapter will argue that two factors, regime legitimacy and regime capac-
ity, can explain why Arab states resorted to conspiracy narratives or not during the
Covid-19 pandemic in 2020. While autocratic regimes can rely on repression to
ensure regime stability in the short term, in the long term all regimes require legiti-
macy. As a lack of legitimacy is a serious threat to regime survival, governments
will attempt to rebuild lost legitimacy. Facing the Covid-19 pandemic, govern-
ments that command sufficient state capacities can build legitimacy by proving to
be capable of handling the pandemic. However, states without sufficient capacities
may be tempted to resort to conspiracy narratives, either to avoid blame for public
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health failures or to gain legitimacy from defending the nation against constructed
enemies. Legitimacy also influences how citizens experience the state. Citizens
that see the state as illegitimate naturally distrust its rule and might engage with
conspiracy narratives as an alternative source of information.

To show the difference in Covid-19 conspiracy narratives and the state’s role in
it, I will analyze the cases of Egypt and Saudi Arabia. The cases constitute a stark
contrast and represent the most populous nations in the Arab world. The chapter
will proceed in three sections. The first section will set the analytical parameters.
Specifically, I will define the term “conspiracy narrative” and lay out the frame-
work of legitimacy and capacity. The second section will outline legitimacy and
state capacity in Egypt and Saudi Arabia. The third and main section will address
Covid-19 conspiracy narratives in both cases, showing the link to governments’
legitimacy and capacity.

Analytical Framework: Conspiracy Narratives, Legitimacy,
and State Capacity

While the scientific community generally uses the term conspiracy theory, I prefer
the term conspiracy narrative. Still, it is useful to first understand conspiracy theory
as a concept.

In the most general terms, conspiracy theories explain events by citing the
secret, malevolent plan of a small group as the main causal factor. They usually do
not explain local affairs but instead address large-scale events with significant social
or political repercussions. Thus, they explain political assassinations, the instigation
of wars and revolutions, or, in this case, a global pandemic (Butter 2018, 21; Byford
2011, 21). Scholars usually limit the term further by highlighting three characteris-
tics. First, conspiracy theories are deeply Manichean. They envision evil forces that
aim to harm the own, upright community (van Prooijen 2018, 18). Second, they
imagine those evil forces as a powerful, nearly omnipotent, and monolithic group
(Bale 2007, 52; Fenster 2008, 1). Third, conspiracy theories describe the world as
a place where “nothing happens by accident”, “nothing is as it seems”, and “eve-
rything is connected” (Barkun 2013, 3—4). The latter element, however, seems to
be a defining feature of complete conspiracy worldviews rather than of specific
conspiracy theories. Karl Popper (2019) called this “the conspiracy view of society.”
Some scholars also refer to it as conspiracy ideology (Pfahl-Traughber 2002). This
chapter, however, studies less coherent narratives and allegations of conspiracy.

Therefore, I prefer the term conspiracy narratives to study a wider range of
“conspiracy talk” (Rabo 2014, 212). This is not a unique approach. For example,
Peter Knight (2002, 3—4) speaks of narratives of conspiracy, and Turkay Nefes sees
conspiracy theories as political narratives “par excellence” (2014, 139). Conspir-
acy narratives are political due to their inherent sociopolitical dimension. People
do not fear conspiracies against themselves as individuals but against their group.
Therefore, they are narratives about out- and ingroups and, thus, intimately con-
nected to political rule, legitimizing political domination or resistance. It is mostly
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assumed that conspiracy narratives challenge political rule (Sapountzis and Condor
2013; Anton, Schetsche, and Walter 2014). This is certainly true, also for the Mid-
dle East. However, they can also function as a tool of political hegemony, justifying
suppression and, thus, legitimizing political rule (Gray 2010).

Legitimacy can be understood as a normative or descriptive concept (Fabienne
2017). This chapter follows the descriptive Weberian tradition. Hence, legitimacy
denotes the public conviction that the regime’ rule is rightful (Netelenbos 2016).
According to Weber, “the basis of every system of authority, and correspondingly
of every kind of willingness to obey, is a belief, a belief by virtue of which per-
sons exercising authority are lent prestige” (1947, 382). Legitimacy is crucial for a
regime to survive, even though effective repression can go a long way to prevent
uprisings (Bellin 2004). Still, a lack of legitimacy is a key threat to regime security,
and intense repression often signals fragile legitimacy (Gerschewski 2013).

As has been developed in further detail since Weber, a belief in the rightful-
ness of a certain rule can be grounded in different sources. Oliver Schlumberger
(2010) argues that in the Arab world, democratic sources of legitimacy, such as
participation, are not given. Instead, legitimacy would rest on four pillars: religion,
tradition, ideology, and the provision of welfare benefits. However, Schlumberger’s
last source of legitimacy, the provision of welfare benefits, seems to be quite nar-
row. I propose to widen it to include what Michael Ziirn (2012) calls advancing
the common good. Advancing the common good includes not only the provision
of material benefits but also protection against internal or external threats. Indeed,
political philosophers have often linked questions of security provision and legiti-
macy (Mabee 2009; Steinhoff 2007). This is highly relevant in the Middle East,
as, in recent history, many countries experienced political instability and violence.

By drawing on Matthew Gray’s work (2010), I suggest that a lack of legitimacy
leads to conspiracy narratives on two levels. At the societal level, a lack of legiti-
macy will lead to mistrust among the population toward the state as citizens will
be more inclined to believe conspiracy narratives that question the state’s inten-
tions, communication, and policies. At the state level, fighting an enemy, even if
constructed, is a way for regimes to maintain or restore fragile legitimacy. The state
can assume the role of the defender of society and, thus, gain some legitimacy.
However, not every state will respond with conspiracy narratives when facing a
legitimacy crisis. Looking at Covid-19, the difference lies in the state’s capacity to
respond to the pandemic.

State capacity can be an ambiguous term (Hanson and Sigman 2021). I will
take it to denote the ability of the state to mitigate the pandemic’s impact via
adequate political, economic, and social measures. There are three key areas: health
care capacities, economic resources, and administrative capacities. Health capaci-
ties entail the general strength of the system, access chances, and health care poli-
cies, for example, vaccination campaigns. Economic resources entail the ability to
stimulate the economy and mitigate the impact for citizens. Administrative capacity
means the ability to communicate and enforce policies effectively across society
(Lynch 2020).
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When a state’s capacity is inadequate, the pandemic might seriously undermine
a regime, potentially worsening the legitimacy crisis and resulting in further politi-
cal opposition or even uprisings. Some analysts already have predicted that Arab
regimes will struggle with the political fallout of the pandemic (O’Driscoll et al.
2020). Thus, a state that cannot control the pandemic can at least (attempt to)
control the narrative around it. Conspiracy narratives are a convenient way for the
regime to shift blame onto other actors while portraying itself as the defender of
the nation. States that forcefully react to the pandemic because they command suf-
ficient capacities can gain legitimacy by addressing the crisis, showing their citizens
that they can deliver on the common good.

I have highlighted some aspects of the complex interplay between legitimacy
and capacities, suggesting how capacity can influence legitimacy. Yet, legitimacy
also impacts capacity, especially when it comes to efforts of communication and
enforcement of policies. As stated earlier, a lack of legitimacy will negatively affect
a government’s credibility and, thus, hamper its efforts to communicate and imple-
ment policy.

Overall, a lack of legitimacy is a major issue for autocratic regimes, which
tempts them to adopt conspiracy narratives. However, when it comes to Covid-
19, capacity constitutes a dividing line between states with and without sufficient
capacities. The former can capitalize on the pandemic by proving to its citizens
that it serves a purpose. The latter resorts to conspiracy narratives to shift blame
or to generate legitimacy by presenting itself as defending the community from
evil conspirators.

Governance and the Covid-19 Pandemic in the Middle East

For decades, Arab authoritarianism seemed to be stable (Harik 2006; Jebnoun, Kia,
and Kirk 2013). However, the Arab Spring in 2011 proved observers wrong. The
wave of popular unrest exposed that many regimes had lost popular support and
legitimacy. Even though regimes fought back and some survived the revolutions,
many had to rely on increased repression (Schwarz and de Corral 2011). Yet, there
are clear differences across the region. While Egypt saw a successful revolution,
later reversed by a military coup, Saudi Arabia never saw large protests. At the same
time, state capacity varies strongly across the region. The pandemic revealed those
differences, showing which states were able to mitigate the impact of the pandemic
and which were not (Lynch 2020). While the rich Gulf Countries were able to
address the pandemic relatively efficiently, other countries such as Egypt were not.

Saudi Legitimacy

The modern Kingdom of Saudi Arabia was founded by Abd al-Aziz ibn Saud in
1932. Due to the vast oil income, the Monarchy established control and legitimacy
with the various tribes of the peninsula (Jones 2010). Until today, the political
legitimacy of Saudi Arabia remains closely tied to providing material benefits, as
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the Monarchy uses its wealth to build deep patrimonial ties throughout the country
(Beblawi and Luciani 1987; Farouk 2020).

The Saudi government derives legitimacy from two other sources: religion and
tradition. Early on, the Monarchy forged close ties with the country’s clergy, pro-
moting a very specific interpretation of political Islam, Wahabism, that lends cred-
ibility to the ruling family. In times of crisis, the clergy has regularly and openly
embraced the regime. The government portrays itself as the custodian of the holy
sites in Mecca and Medina, adopting the historic Islamic title (Schlumberger 2010;
Ozev 2017). This indicates that the regime embraces tradition as a source of legiti-
macy as well. The House of Saud traces its history back to about the fifteenth
century. Since the beginning of the modern state, the house rules the country in
a dynastical manner.

However, some opposed Saudi rule. In the 1970s, the state was confronted with
both an internal uprising of radical Sunni Islamists as well as with a Shia revolt
in the Eastern provinces (Jones 2010). While the first problem was addressed by
strengthening the Islamic profile of the country, the latter challenge is ongoing.
However, the Shia are largely marginalized and are no serious threat to the regime.

Saudi State Capacity

In 2020, Saudi Arabia was hit early by the pandemic but has experienced only two
relatively minor waves. With a total population of about 35 million people, the
Kingdom saw a peak in cases during the first wave in summer 2020 with about
3,000 to 4,000 cases per day (Ritchie et al. 2020). From the start, Saudi Arabia was
in a decent position to cope with the pandemic. The health care sector is relatively
well-funded and equipped. For example, skilled medical staff exceeds the number
advised by WHO guidelines of 45 per 10,000 population, and hospital bed den-
sity is decent (Gatti et al. 2021). Furthermore, Saudi Arabia distributed sufficient
Covid-19 tests, meeting the WHO’s 5 percent positivity threshold (Ritchie et al.
2020). Additionally, the health care system reaches almost all citizens because health
care is mostly government-funded. For Covid-19, Saudi Arabia announced that
it would cover all costs associated with treatments, testing, and vaccination. Over
time, Saudi Arabia managed a quick vaccination campaign, with 70 percent of the
population vaccinated by November 30, 2021 (Ritchie et al. 2020).

Saudi Arabia deployed its vast economic resources to address the pandemic’s
impact. Early on, the state adopted a massive stimulus package of 18.6 billion
US dollars, amounting to roughly 7 percent of its GDP (UN 2020). The state
restricted any export of medical goods, which helped in avoiding serious short-
ages of equipment. The economy still contracted by 4 percent, but the impact was
mostly mitigated.

Over the last decade, the Saudi state significantly increased its governance
capacities. Supported by considerable coercive apparatus, the state was able to
rule deeply into society, making sure lockdown measures were enforced (Reuters
2021). However, Covid-19 measures were also used to justify crackdowns against
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activists and government critics. Some people were wary of the restrictions, which
somewhat undermined regime legitimacy. Yet, Saudis largely approved of measures
taken and agreed with the handling of the pandemic (Diwan 2020).

All in all, the Saudi state enjoys — at least among its majority of Sunni citi-
zens — sufficient legitimacy derived from religion, tradition, and material ben-
efits. While the regime is not without a fear of losing power, as the continued
crackdowns on dissidents show, it can feel relatively safe. Combined with strong
state capacities, Covid-19 did not fundamentally threaten the regime. Therefore,
one may expect that the regime would not engage in conspiracy narratives. Still,
a part of the population distrusts the government, also due to the ongoing human
rights abuses, which constitute an avenue for conspiracy narratives on the societal
level.

Egyptian Legitimacy

The Egyptian Republic was established in 1952 when a group of army officers
around Gamal Abdel Nasser toppled the Monarchy. Over the next years, the mili-
tary established a firm military dictatorship (Al-Sayyid-Marsot 2007). Except for
the short rule of the democratically elected Muslim brother Mohammed Mursi
after the revolution of 2011, the country’s president has been usually chosen from
the military. Compared to the Saudi Monarchy, the Egyptian regime needs to draw
on different sources of legitimacy.

All Arab republics promoted a blend of pan-Arab nationalism and Arab socialism,
but it was Nasser who personified those ideologies (Schlumberger 2010). While
Nasser’s charisma contributed to his fame, it was his nationalist rhetoric and policies,
opposing colonialism and imperialism, that generated widespread popular support
(Woodward 1992). At the same time, legitimacy was bolstered by socialist ideals.
With support from the Soviet Union, the regime modernized Egypt and generated
wealth for many Egyptians (Gray 2010). However, with the fall of the Soviet Union,
Egypt tumbled into a legitimacy crisis. Socialist policies were discredited, and with-
out Russian support, the state was less able to provide material benefits. While Egypt
secured some US support, its financial leeway shrunk. Egypt signed onto IMF loans
that helped stabilize the regime’s finances, but undercut social programs. This con-
tributed to the Arab spring that rocked Egypt and brought down the regime, even if
it was reversed with a military coup in 2013 (O’Driscoll et al. 2020).

Egyptian State Capacity

Egypt recorded relatively few Covid-19 cases. Despite its large population of
100 million, cases peaked with about 1,500 daily cases in the first wave in July 2020
(Ritchie et al. 2020). However, those numbers need to be approached cautiously.
The reported caseload depends on testing and reporting capacity. Also, cases might
be artificially underreported for political reasons. In 2020, Egypt had one of the
highest excess mortalities worldwide, suggesting that the pandemic hit significantly
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harder than numbers indicate, with potentially 86,000 additional deaths in 2020
compared to the reported 7,000 (Karlinsky and Kobak 2021). It seemed clear from
the beginning that Egypt would have difficulties coping with the pandemic.

On paper, the Egyptian health care system compares well to economically simi-
lar countries. However, there are serious shortcomings. The health care system
suffers from years of underfunding, leading to a low density of health care workers
and hospital beds. During the pandemic, several hospitals reported overcrowding
and a lack of equipment. Patients had to pay for most health care expenses them-
selves, and Covid-19 tests and vaccinations were too costly for many (Mandour
2021). As a result, Egypt had vaccinated only about 20 percent of the population
by November 2021.

In economic terms, Egypt adopted a stimulus plan of about six billion USD,
equal to 1.7 percent of its GDP, which included a wage subsidy for strongly
affected workers (KPMG 2020). However, already in Spring 2020, the government
announced that it would lift lockdown measures and aim to coexist with the virus
(The New Arab 2020). Throughout the pandemic, the government donated and
exported protective gear, for example, to the United States and China.

The government reacted slowly to the pandemic. When it acted, it imposed a
decisive lockdown, shutting down most business activities and social gatherings.
However, the Egyptian state is highly centralized. With weak authority beyond
Cairo, enforcement was difficult. Instead, the government aimed to control pub-
lic discourse. It amended the emergency law and cracked down on critics. Like
in Saudi Arabia, those measures created further disillusion with the government
(Ardovini 2020; Mandour 2020).

For a long time, the legitimacy of the Egyptian regime rested on two ideologi-
cal sources, a mix of Arab nationalism and socialism and on improving the mate-
rial life of its citizen. However, over the years those sources eroded, cumulating
in the revolution of 2011. Even though the military ousted the democratically
elected President Mohammed Mursi and took back control, it has since relied on
severe repression, underlining its lack of legitimacy. Considering that Egypt was
partially unable and partially unwilling to properly address the pandemic, it should
be expected that the state would delve into conspiracy narration.

Conspiracy Narratives in the Arab World

Conspiracy narratives are not a new phenomenon in the region. According to
some authors, conspiracy theories were imported from the West in the eighteenth
century, as ideas about Jewish or Masonic plots gained popularity (De Poli 2014,
2018). Yet, considering the broader definition of conspiracy narratives, it is likely
that they existed before, similar to European antiquity and Middle Ages (Groh
1987; Pagan 2012; Roisman 2006). Many authors have claimed repeatedly that
conspiracy narratives are more prevalent in the Arab world than in other regions
(Pipes 1998; Rohl 2010, 53). They often took a condescending perspective on the
Middle East, characterizing the entire region as being obsessed with conspiracy
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narratives (Zonis and Joseph 1994). As conspiracy narratives are widespread glob-
ally, this seems to be an inaccurate claim.

For the Arab world, Covid-19 misinformation circulated widely, mostly on social
media, often originating from conspiracy-oriented pages and websites. O’Connor
and Ayad (2021) found that 18 of the most popular Arabic-language Covid-19
conspiracy Facebook pages combined had about 2.5 million likes in March 2021.
A key player is the Center for the Study of Reality and History (Markaz darasat
al-waqi’ wa al-tarikh) managing a Facebook page and hosting a website. Like other
sites, it publishes Western-made videos with Arab subtitles or voice-overs. Videos
allege that the world is controlled by a small elite that purposely spread Covid-19
or that Covid-19 vaccines are used to inject a microchip into the human body
(O’Connor and Ayad 2021).

Studies found that about 25 percent of the population of surveyed Middle
Eastern countries, like Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and Egypt, suspect this (Sallam et al.
2021a). Even larger proportions of at least 30 percent believe that Covid-19 is
human-made (Hammad et al. 2021; Sallam et al. 2021b, 2021c). However, not all
theories gain traction in the Middle East. Those that do connect well with exist-
ing narratives and suspicion, such as ideas that see an American or a Jewish Elite at
work. For instance, the idea that the virus is an American bioweapon deployed to
harm China and Iran was circulating widely. In this sense, Arab countries are very
similar to other regions. What sets them apart is that governments are often heavily
involved in promoting conspiracy narratives. While potentially a general tendency
of autocratic rule, it is less studied than conspiracy narratives at the societal level.

Conspiracy Narratives in Saudi Arabia

Considering Saudi Arabia’s high legitimacy and state capacity, the regime and its
affiliated media actors should not propagate conspiracy narratives. However, in
some instances, the state spread conspiracy narratives. By contrast, the Egyptian
regime undertook a systematic attempt to influence discourse.

At the beginning of the pandemic, Saudi Arabia generally disseminated geopo-
litically aligned propaganda, targeting states it is currently in conflict with, most
notably Iran and Qatar. Saudi news outlets and officials frequently criticized Iran
and Qatar for their handling of the pandemic. Coverage was highly politicized,
highlighting how Iran purposely underreported cases, hid the true extent of the
pandemic, and, thus, endangered neighboring countries (Grossman 2020). When
some travelers fell sick after visiting Iran, Saudi officials complained that Iran,
which since 2011 does not stamp passports of visitors, intentionally concealed the
identity of visitors and, thus, obstructed international health efforts (Ministry of
Foreign Affairs; Saudi Arabia 2020). When the Bahraini Ministry of the Interior
took this further and accused Iran of “biological aggression” (Ministry of Interior;
Bahrain 2020), Saudi media covered the remarks widely. Early in the pandemic,
Twitter suspended numerous fake profiles that blamed Qatar for spreading the virus
throughout the world. While it is unclear where the fake profiles came from, Gulf
scholars suspect Saudi Arabia to be behind these attempts (Wazir 2020).
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Such conspiracy narratives targeting political opponents, often with sectarian
undertones, are common. When large protests broke out in 1979 in Saudi Arabia’s
Eastern province of Qatif, home to its small Shia minority, the clergy portrayed
the protests as an Iranian conspiracy. Thus, whenever political tensions and con-
flict are high, Saudi officials push conspiracy narratives, bolstering their narrative
against Iran, Qatar, or the Shia minority in the Eastern provinces of the Kingdom
(Matthiesen 2012; Menshawy and Mabon 2021). But when the Saudi government
became more preoccupied with Covid-19 inside the country, the media narrative
shifted toward more positive coverage for the government’s success in addressing
the pandemic (Grossman 2020).

In Saudi Arabia, conspiracy narratives seem to exist mostly on the societal level.
Several studies that investigated conspiracy narratives among the Saudi population
found that some theories circulated widely on social media. Alasmari et al. (2021)
gathered 3.8 million tweets from December 2019 to April 2020 of which more
than 10,000 were analyzed, identifying seven misinformation themes. Saudi Twitter
users spread various conspiracy narratives, especially that Covid-19 was developed
by pharmaceutical companies for profit. However, most of the tweets were not
conspiracy narratives, but rather misinformation, for example, that certain types of
food would prevent infection. Still, a sizable minority of about 25 percent of the
Saudi population believe Covid-19 is a conspiracy (Magadmi and Kamel 2021).
While data is less comprehensive than desired, the outlined trends are supported by
the difficulty of the state to reach a vaccination rate higher than 70 percent.

Opverall, Saudi state media used the pandemic to disseminate propaganda against
opponents. When those propaganda efforts suggested or at least implied a secret
and intentional plot by enemies, the line toward conspiracy narratives was crossed.
However, those incidents were not systematic. Still, conspiracy narratives exist in
Saudi Arabia on the societal level, mostly in opposition to government policy, sug-
gesting some mistrust toward the regime from some pockets of society.

Conspiracy Narratives in Egypt

In Egypt, the state took a more active role regarding conspiracy narratives. Early
on, the regime downplayed the epidemic. Subsequently, it started blaming “evil
people” for spreading false rumors about the extent of the crisis and finally started
blaming certain groups for spreading the virus.

In early 2020, when no Covid-19 cases were yet recorded, the regime down-
played the virus® existence or watched false information spreading, even in state-
owned programs. In a television interview on February 16, 2020, the Egyptian
Health Minister, Hala Zayed, stated that the virus is not “contagious” (Abdelaziz
2020). Zayed (2021) also tweeted implying that the virus is not dangerous for the
country, but that the decay of morals was. While those words are only a veiled
hint at who is to blame for “false” talk about Covid-19, talk-show anchor Nashaat
Eldeehy said on a state-controlled satellite channel that Covid-19 does not exist
in Egypt and that the Muslim Brotherhood is spreading such rumors “happy to
slander Egypt” (2020).
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Several weeks later, when Covid-19 inevitably spread throughout the country
and the government acted by imposing lockdown measures, it started targeting
Covid-19 misinformation on social media. Egyptian authorities shut down web-
sites and pages that contained false information. At the same time, however, they
denied the extent of the crisis. When the Guardian journalist Ruth Michaelson
wrote that the caseload was higher than reported, citing statistical models from
Canadian researchers, Egyptian authorities expelled her from the country. The
government then alleged that the Guardian and other news organizations deliber-
ately conspired to spread false information. The Hashtag “Lies of the Guardian”
(Akathib al-ghardiyan) trended on Twitter. Government newspapers targeted the
Guardian as well. For example, Muhammad Reda of Youm7 (The Seventh Day),
one of Egypt’s most popular news websites, claimed that the Guardian “fabricated
news” to cause “controversy and confusion’” among Egyptians (2020).

The clearer it became that Covid-19 was spreading rapidly throughout the
country, government officials started blaming outside and inside groups for inten-
tionally spreading the virus. The group that is regularly demonized by the Egyptian
regime is the Muslim Brotherhood, which has clashed with the regime for dec-
ades. However, since Al-Sisi’s rise to power, repression has worsened again, with
more than 60,000 Muslim Brothers imprisoned. President Al-Sisi regularly speaks
of “the people of evil” (Ahl al-shar), generally referring to groups that oppose the
regime (Abd Al-Aleem 2020). However, it has become a more specific reference
to the Muslim Brotherhood. Several government figures have since then warned
of plots by the Muslim Brotherhood with their backers from Qatar and Turkey. At
times, the Islamic group has been described as hiding their secret Free Masonic or
Jewish identity. Thus, the government fell back on accusations against the Muslim
Brothers to explain why the pandemic was spreading, after all, going as far as accus-
ing the group of purposely spreading the virus. For example, Muhammed Jumaa,
Minister for Religious Endowment, alleged that the Muslim Brotherhood was
spreading the virus among public employees (Hamdi 2020). State-owned media
channels and websites spread similar accusations (Abd al-Hatiz 2020).

By no means are state-affiliated actors alone in pushing conspiracy narratives
in Egypt. Some parts of the population embrace government conspiracy narra-
tives and further spread them. Generic Covid-19 conspiracy narratives can also
be found. Some individuals believed that the virus was human-made or even that
Covid-19 cases in Egypt must be attributed to government gas attacks (Shehata
and Eldakar 2021). However, solid numbers are not available. Last, the frequently
targeted Muslim Brotherhood often responds with conspiracy narratives of their
own, alleging state conspiracies against the group, Middle Eastern nations, or Islam.

Conclusion

Conspiracy narratives about Covid-19 exist widely in the Arab world. What seems
most puzzling, however, is the role of the state. Instead of managing the impact
of the pandemic, some governments spread conspiracy narratives that undermine
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their health care policies. This chapter proposed a framework around regime legiti-
macy and capacity to address this puzzle. I defined legitimacy as the belief of the
population in the rightfulness of the regime’s rule and state capacities, as the ability
to mitigate the pandemic’s impact.

Legitimacy is a key resource for any government. While autocratic regimes can
partially compensate a lack of legitimacy with coercion, it still constitutes — in the
long run — a key threat to the regime’s survival. Governments that lack legitimacy
might generally be tempted to adopt conspiracy narratives to build legitimacy by
rallying the country to fight a vague enemy. Yet, when facing Covid-19, regimes
with adequate state capacity can build legitimacy by managing the pandemic in
line with public expectations. This is what happened in the case of Saudi Arabia.
The regime adopted an adequate response to the pandemic, ensuring that its health
and economic impact were kept in check. Consequently, it had to not rely on con-
spiracy narratives to divert public blame.

However, for regimes with insufficient capacities, such as Egypt, the pandemic
constitutes a serious political threat. As Egypt had little prospect of addressing the
crisis, the regime reverted to conspiracy narratives that kept evolving as the crisis
unfolded. In the beginning, the government denied the dangers of the virus, then
claimed that evil forces would exaggerate case numbers, and finally went on to
blame the Muslim Brotherhood for purposely spreading the virus. Against the
expectations of the proposed framework, Saudi Arabia promoted some conspiracy
narratives as well. However, the conspiracy narratives Saudi Arabia adopted did not
undermine its Covid-19 response and instead seem to have been more an extension
of the country’s propaganda efforts in its conflicts with Iran and Qatar.

Legitimacy also decisively influences how conspiracy narratives resonate within
populations. Citizens who distrust the state are more prone to conspiracy narra-
tives. Some groups in each of the cases are suspicious of the state and thus resisted
its Covid-19 policies, including by resorting to conspiracy narratives. State legiti-
macy and capacity seem to be a useful framework in explaining Covid-19 con-
spiracy narratives in the Arab world and the role of the state. Still, the complex
interplay of legitimacy and capacity, state and population should be studied further.
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CONSPIRACY THEORIES ABOUT
THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC IN
TURKEY

Tiirkay Salim Nefes

Introduction

Conspiracies and conspiracy theories have always been ubiquitous and influential
in modern Turkish politics and society (Giirpmar 2020). Conspiracies even tar-
geted non-humans. For example, the general public was shocked to learn that a
popular dog, named Boji, was a victim of a human conspiracy. Boji, a street dog,
had become a social media sensation after being fitted with a microchip by the
Istanbul Municipality which allowed them to document that he had been using
public transportation in at least 29 metro stations (BBC 2021a). Various images of
Boji were circulated online, depicting a peaceful dog using public transportation.
This, however, also earned Boji some enemies. One acted out to defame Boji. As
the CCTV images showed, a human conspirator secretly planted a dog poo on a
tram seat (Ertan 2021).

In this fertile context of conspiracies and conspiracy theories, the period of the
Covid-19 pandemic is not an exception. This chapter discusses the communication
of conspiracy theories about the Covid-19 pandemic in Turkey. It will begin with
outlining the academic literature on conspiracy theories in the Turkish context.
Subsequently, the chapter will delineate the timeline of the government’s responses
to the pandemic and explore some popular conspiracy theories about Covid-19
that circulated in the country. The chapter will end with a brief comment on the
significance of the Covid-19-related conspiracy theories in Turkey.

The Academic Literature on Conspiracy Theories in Turkey
Before the Pandemic

To understand the prevalence of conspiratorial thinking in modern Turkey,
one needs to look at their historical background and contemporary political
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polarization. To start with the former, a momentous historical trauma, called the
Seévres syndrome, seems to have inspired conspiracy theories (Cayli 2018; Guida
2008; Glirpinar 2020; Nefes 2012, 2013). The syndrome centers on the belief that
foreign powers and minorities in the country conspire together to carve up Turkey
(Gogek 2011). The name comes from the Sevres Treaty of 1920 that was signed
between the Ottoman Empire and the allied countries at the end of the World
War 1. Its burdensome conditions led to the Turkish Independence War between
1919 and 1923, which created the contemporary borders of the Turkish Republic.
Because of its foundational significance, the syndrome has both inspired and been
used by various prevalent conspiracy theories in Turkey. For example, the Turkish
government reacted to the Gezi Park Protests in 2013 by suggesting that a secret
foreign power, the interest rate lobby (faiz lobisi), orchestrated the events (Nefes
2017). Another recently popular conspiracy theory, called iist akil (an all-powerful
and sinister agency), also accuses foreign powers and is a version of the Seévres
syndrome (Karaosmanoglu 2021). An ethnographic study from a small town in the
city of Trabzon in 2015 illustrated the continuing significance of the syndrome in
conspiracy theory beliefs in Turkey:

Kemal, a 40-year-old worker I knew well, approached me with a serious
face: “You know why this happens, no?’. . . Breaking the silence, he eagerly
offered his account and started on a tirade about ‘the Western powers try-
ing to undermine the popular support that [then] Prime Minister Erdogan
enjoys’.

(Saglam 2020, 18)

Political polarization and partisanship are also important factors in the dissemina-
tion of conspiracy theories in modern Turkey. A variety of actors from across the
political spectrum proposed conspiracy accounts to explain social and political events
(Giirpinar and Nefes 2020). De Medeiros (2018) argues that the Justice and Devel-
opment Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi) government pragmatically propagated con-
spiracy theories against its opponents to justify its policies, which exacerbated the
political fragmentation between pro- and anti-government sides. Another study on
conspiracy theories about the alleged deep state in the Turkish parliament illustrates
that this conspiracy account was instrumentalized by all political actors in different
contexts between 1996 and 2010. These political parties ranged from the right-
wing Islamist Welfare Party (Refah Partisi) to the left-wing Kurdish political actors
from the Peoples’ Democratic Party (Halklarin Demokratik Partisi) (Nefes 2018). Given
that contemporary Turkey is empirically shown to be one of the most politically
polarized countries (Aytag, Carkoglu, and Yildirim 2017; Kemahlioglu 2015; Lupu
2015; Wagner 2021) and the general public is susceptible to political elites’” populist
messages (Aytag, Carkoglu, and El¢i 2021), the dissemination of conspiracy theories
along with partisan channels will continue to be a significant factor.

The academic literature on conspiracy theories outside Turkey also confirms the
significance of partisanship in conspiracy theory beliefs and endorsement (Enders



90 Tirkay Salim Nefes

and Smallpage 2019; Miller, Saundars, and Farhart 2016; Pasek et al. 2015; Saun-
ders 2017; Uscinski, Klofstad, and Atkinson 2016). Nevertheless, one should not
forget that each conspiracy theory has its own specific sociopolitical causes and
consequences. Therefore, partisanship might not be a significant predictor for all
types of conspiracy theories. Health-related conspiracy accounts often have politi-
cally neutral content and therefore do not have to be disseminated along the lines
of ideological beliefs and political party affiliations. Indeed, Eberl, Hubert, and
Greussing (2021) show that Austrian citizens do not strictly follow party elites in
their conspiracy beliefs about the Covid-19 pandemic and underline that populist
attitudes are more reliable predictors of people’s perceptions of the pandemic.

The Turkish Government’s Response to the Covid-19
Pandemic

The official Turkish response to the pandemic began on January 10, 2020, when
the Turkish Ministry of Health set up the Coronavirus Scientific Advisory Board.
Subsequently, the ministry created medical stations to detect body temperature
through cameras and placed hand sanitizers at airports and sent a plane to evacuate
Turkish citizens in Wuhan, China, on January 30, 2020. The government began to
impose travel restrictions in February 2020: All flights from China were cancelled
on February 3, and the border with Iran was closed on February 23. Dr. Fahrettin
Koca, the Turkish Minister of Health, declared the first detected case of Covid-19
on March 11 (BBC 2020a). According to the Turkish Ministry of Health, the first
death due to the virus infection occurred on March 15, 2020. It should not go
without mentioning that some scholars have expressed doubts about the official
numbers. For example, Kisa and Kisa (2020) claim that the virus was probably
already circulating in Turkey several weeks earlier, as the number of overall deaths
in March 2020 in Istanbul was already higher than the historical averages.

The first Covid-19-related lockdown restrictions in Turkey were introduced on
March 16 (BBC 2020b). The measures were gradually increased until June 2020
and comprised several curfews in cities with higher infection rates. In June 2020,
the government relaxed some of the measures and allowed the re-opening of public
spaces, such as restaurants, swimming pools, beaches, parks, libraries, and museums
(BBC 2020b). Following the summer season, in which Turkey actively encouraged
the arrival of international tourists, the government tightened the restrictions again
to prevent the spread of Covid-19. In November 2020, the state imposed partial
curfews during which individuals aged 65 and over were only allowed to leave their
houses during the hours of 10 am to 1 pm, and individuals aged 20 and below were
only allowed outside between the hours of 1 to 4 pm. Until April 2021, when the
infection rate in Turkey became the highest in Europe, the government did not
introduce any nationwide lockdowns. The lockdown included measures such as
staying at home except for essential trips, limiting alcohol sales, and school closures
(Hamsici 2021). In March 2022, Turkey eased the majority of the coronavirus-
related restrictions. The Minister of Health stated that wearing masks would not be
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mandatory outdoors or indoors when there was enough ventilation, and a contact
tracing app code would not be required anymore when entering certain public
places (Reuters 2022).

The Covid-19 vaccination campaign in Turkey started in January 2021 with
vaccines developed by China’s Sinovac company (Xinhua 2021). Subsequently, the
campaign included Pfizer-BioNTech and Russia’s Sputnik V vaccine in April 2021
(Aydogan 2021; Tasdemir 2021). On December 22, 2021, the locally produced
vaccine, named TURKOVAC, obtained permission for emergency use (Aliyev and
Duz 2021). Overall, as of March 27, 2022, 57,773,651 people have received their
first dose (69 percent of the overall population), and 52,964,381 people have been
fully vaccinated in Turkey (64 percent of the overall population) (Republic of Tur-
key Ministry of Health 2022). By March 25, 2022, the total number of coronavirus
cases in Turkey was 14,760,331, and the total number of deaths was 97,598 (World
Health Organization 2022).

Conspiracy Theories About Covid-19 in the Turkish
Context

This section delineates prevalent conspiracy theories about the coronavirus pan-
demic and vaccination in Turkey. To start with the former, the globally known
plandemic conspiracy theory was shared by Turkish users on social media (Ozdemir
2021). The theory is based on a 26-minute documentary, titled Plandemic. It sug-
gests that the Covid-19 pandemic is a hoax conspired by global elites to control
populations. The plandemic conspiracy theory is not only replete with misinfor-
mation, but also misleadingly attacks leading official figures fighting the pandemic,
such as Dr. Anthony Fauci (Kearney, Chiang, and Massey 2020). The documentary
was released online on May 4, 2020, and spread widely through social media (Rot-
tenberg and Perman 2020). Kearney, Chiang, and Massey demonstrate that right
after its release, the documentary quickly gained attention on Twitter: “more than
twice as many tweets were created in the 14 days following the documentary’s
release compared to the previous 100 days” (2020, 5). Nazar and Pieters (2021)
state that the plandemic conspiracy theory became widespread by requesting social
media users to mass share the documentary, which undermined official gatekeeping
efforts. They also note that the documentary fed suspicions and negative percep-
tions about vaccination campaigns and containment measures such as lockdowns.
Turkish online users also watched the documentary. Ozdemir (2021) mentions
that in May and June 2020, the Plandemic video became popular in Turkey: Peo-
ple shared the conspiracy content with Turkish subtitles. Nevertheless, it might
be too early to infer to what extent the conspiracy theory prevailed in Turkey.
Ozdemir (2021) notes that the word “plandemic” was searched online only in
three major cities: Istanbul, Ankara, and Izmir. This might be due to the com-
paratively higher levels of international connection of the residents of these cit-
ies. Regardless, there were similar conspiracy theories in Turkish. On Twitter, a
hashtag (#VirtisMedyadanYayild1 #TheViruswasSpreadbyMedia) still allows online
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users to express their belief that the Covid-19 pandemic is a hoax. For example, a
Twitter user (@semasema69) who introduced herself as “just a Muslim” linked the
plandemic theme to the Sévres syndrome by claiming that foreign globalists fund
95 percent of the media income, which implies that foreign powers planned the
pandemic. We do not yet have any empirical studies to quantify the significance of
Turkish conspiracy theories that described the pandemic as a hoax.

Conspiracy theories about the vaccine also circulated in Turkey. Some sig-
nificant conspiracy themes about the campaign were about Bill Gates. Hiiseyin
Vodinali (2020), a Turkish columnist, claims that Bill Gates conspired to transplant
microchips in people through Covid-19 vaccination in his opinion piece. This
argument has spread online not only by the proponents of the conspiracy the-
ory, but also through news media and humor. Popular journalist Cuneyt Ozdemir
mocked and debunked the argument in his television program, 5N1K (CNN
Turk 2020). Another conspiracy theory about Bill Gates falsely claimed that Gates
attempted to decrease the world population via vaccination. An Instagram page
spread this false conspiracy theory with a photo of an English newspaper article
from 2011, titled “Depopulation through Vaccination” and received more than
2,000 likes (Satil 2021a). Other vaccine-related conspiracy theories do not talk
about the grand schemes of elites. Rather, they speculate, exaggerate, or falsely
report the side effects of the vaccines, such as them damaging people’s immune
systems (Satil 2021b).

The popularity of conspiracy theorists and their styles play an important role in
convincing the general public (Butter 2020). While nearly all political elites as well
as many popular singers and actors actively supported the official vaccination cam-
paign (Kamaci 2021), a few opinion leaders disseminated conspiracy theories. The
most vocal and one of the most well-known proponents of Covid-19 conspiracy
theories in Turkey is Abdurrahman Dilipak. According to the fact-checking web-
site Teyit (2021), Dilipak 1s the vaccination-conspiracy theorist with the highest
number of followers on Twitter: 924,100 on March 30, 2022. Dilipak is an Islamic
intellectual and a human rights activist who has been writing about Turkish society,
politics, and other topics since the 1970s. In addition, he actively participated in
Turkish politics and worked as an adviser to the political Islamist National Salvation
Party (Milli Selamet Partisi) between 1978 and 1980. Dilipak both appeared in and
hosted various television programs with political content on national channels. He
currently writes for a national Islamist newspaper, Yeni Akit.

Dilipak wrote about health and well-being before the Covid-19 pandemic.
Indeed, he is one of the most prominent supporters of the campaign to legalize
cannabis in Turkey (McKernan 2021). Moreover, Dilipak is not a stranger to con-
spiracy theories. He was one of the contributors to the antisemitic conspiracy the-
ory literature about a crypto-Judaic community, called Dénme (Converts) (Nefes
2015). Dilipak co-authored a book with Ilgaz Zorlu, a self-proclaimed Dénme.
The book argues that the Dénme community secretly influences Turkish politics
via conspiracies (Zorlu and Dilipak 2001). Dilipak could be called a generic con-
spiracy theorist, as the foundation of his views relies on a conspiracy-ridden history.
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Dilipak calls this “the deep reality”” This is an esoteric and clandestine system that
includes secret elites such as the Knights Templar and the Rothschild family (Nefes
2015). According to Dilipak, the “deep reality” dates back to the construction of
Solomon’s Temple and aims to trigger the end of the world (Nefes 2015, 581-82).

This conspiracy theory, the “deep reality,” seems to have shaped Dilipak’s views
on the Covid-19 pandemic. In an interview on national television, Haber Global, he
stated that Covid-19 was the product of a global conspiracy. It was prepared in the
United Kingdom, developed by the United States, and planted in China (Haber
Global 2021). In line with that, Dilipak campaigns against the Covid-19 vaccina-
tion in Turkey. He gave a speech at the biggest anti-vaccine gathering in Turkey,
the “Great Awakening Rally” (BBC 2021b). In addition, Dilipak and Muammer
Karabulut, the head of the Santa Claus Peace Council in Turkey, went to court to
stop the official vaccination program (Birgun 2021). Overall, Dilipak has linked
the Covid pandemic to the “deep reality” In doing so, he brings together vari-
ous actors around the globe, claiming that, for example, the European Union, the
United Nations, and other international organizations are all part of a global plot.
The conspiracy, he claims, controls not only TV channels like CNN but also social
media platforms like Facebook. Moreover,

Various members of the Rothschild family also work for this system. Some
major sponsors of the system are Barclays Bank, Bill & Melinda Gates Fund,
Deutsche Bank, General Motors Company, The Goldman Sachs Group,
Google, HSBC Holding, McKinsey & Company and UBS Group.

(Dilipak 2022, my translation)

Dilipak’s belief in a historical conspiracy of the “deep reality” seems to have shaped
his perception of the Covid-19 pandemic. His conspiracy theories thus fit Richard
Hofstadter’s definition of the paranoid style: “The distinguishing thing about the
paranoid style is not that its exponents see conspiracies or plots here and there in
history, but that they regard a ‘vast’ or ‘gigantic’ conspiracy as the motive force in
historical events” (1965, 29). In parallel, Goertzel argues that many conspiracy
theories comprise part of a monological belief system in which “each of the beliefs
serves as evidence for each of the other beliefs” (1994, 740). Accordingly, people
believing in one conspiracy theory are more likely to believe in others (Goertzel
1994). This perspective could help fathoming Dilipak’s unique and far-fetched
sounding mélange of conspiracy theories.

Conclusion

This chapter delineated the dissemination of conspiracy theories about the Covid-19
pandemic in Turkey. It touched upon historical and current factors of the prevalence
of conspiracy theories, popular conspiracy theories about the pandemic, and the per-
spective of a prominent conspiracy theorist. I have shown that the historical trauma
from the collapse of the Ottoman Empire by foreign powers and minority movements



94 Tirkay Salim Nefes

has created a general mistrust of foreign actors, especially Western powers. This mis-
trust of foreign powers provides a fertile ground for conspiracy theories as mentioned
in the debate about the Sévres syndrome. Accordingly, it is not surprising that some
people in Turkey interpreted the pandemic as a plot by major global powers and elites
such as Bill Gates. This conspiracist reading of the Covid-19 pandemic was triggered
and supported by the Plandemic documentary as well as the works of the well-known
intellectual Abdurrahman Dilipak. Nevertheless, as nearly all political leaders and
popular figures actively supported the vaccination campaign, the conspiracy theories
about Covid-19 and the vaccination campaign in Turkey seem to have generated a
very limited effect on the general public attitude. This observation seems to be well
supported by the current official statistics: 85 percent of the adult population in Tur-
key has received two doses of vaccination as of March 29, 2022.
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COVID-19-RELATED RUMORS AND
CONSPIRACY THEORIES

A Case Study from Cameroon'

Martina Drescher

Rumors and conspiracy theories are at the crossroads of multiple disciplines. While
research in the social sciences, in philosophy, or media- and cultural studies is quite
abundant, linguists have not paid much attention to this phenomenon so far, and
a systematic study of their textual and verbal properties still remains a desideratum
(Caumanns and Niendorf 2001; Rémer and Stumpf 2018; Stumpf and Romer
2018). However, as an unofficial, often contested, and stigmatized type of informa-
tion, rumors and conspiracy theories are discursively constructed and disseminated
in text form. Against this backdrop, the aim of the present chapter is twofold:
First, to advocate a genuinely linguistic approach that concentrates on the linguis-
tic and communicative facets of rumors and conspiracy theories by investigating
communicative devices and practices like specific topoi, epistemic stance markers,
and argumentative patterns; second, to illustrate such an approach by concentrat-
ing on Covid-19-related rumors and conspiracy theories circulating in Cameroon.
Such an endeavor is per se timely because research has been dominated so far by
Western scholarship and focused on a limited number of cultural areas while at the
same time neglecting the African continent.? Yet, according to Pipes, the “most
fertile ground for conspiracism since 1945 has been outside the West” (1997, 120).
Therefore, a non-European perspective seems of fundamental epistemic value for
elucidating the problem of conspiracism. This is all the more the case as rumors and
conspiracy theories circulating among Africans seem to originate in the colonial
past (Caumanns and Niendorf 2001, 199).

After a brief outline of the study’s theoretical framework (see Theoretical Frame-
work: A Linguistic Approach to Rumors and Conspiracy Theories), I give some
background information about Cameroon (see Cameroon: General Background
Information). The presentation of the data (see Data and Method) 1s followed by
the analysis of a series of excerpts (see Analysis) and a conclusion (see Rumors and
Conspiracy Theories in Relation with the Origin of the Coronavirus).
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Theoretical Framework: A Linguistic Approach to Rumors
and Conspiracy Theories

A linguistic approach can draw on sociological work that conceives rumors and
conspiracy theories as a specific form of social knowledge. As such, they are part of
the struggle for the power to define social reality. According to Kapferer, “rumors
are not necessarily ‘false’: they are, however, necessarily unofficial. Marginalized
and at times in the opposition they challenge official reality by proposing other
realities” (1990, 263). As a “spontaneous vie for the right to speak,” rumors attest
“to a questioning of authorities, of ‘who has the right to speak about what’” (14).
Since rumors and conspiracy theories are not acknowledged by the majority of
the population, the mainstream media, or other socially legitimated instances of
interpretation, they constitute a heterodox that is contested or even delegitimated
knowledge. Thus, they contrast with the official or orthodox knowledge, even
though the dividing line between those two types of knowledge is becoming
increasingly blurred, not least because of the growing influence of social media
(Anton, Schetsche, and Walter 2014, 18-19). The latter not only speeds up the
spread of heterodox knowledge but also confers a higher credibility which leads
to its “informationalization.” Rumors and conspiracy theories “thereby acquire
the status of truth and definitively become a part of popular knowledge” (Kapferer
1990, 58). In any case, the distinction between information and rumor is subjec-
tive in the sense that it is the result of our own beliefs. People generally “take as
‘information’ what they believe to be true and as ‘rumors’ what they believe to be
false or, in any case, unverified” (12). Or, in White’s words: “Hearsay is a kind of
fact when people believe it” (White 2000, 34). This means that fundamentally, as
Musila notes, “rumours tease out questions about the epistemological embedded-
ness of notions of truth and legitimacy of information” (2015, 99). And from this
perspective, they also raise a general awareness of how uncertain our knowledge
is. As Kapferer underlines, rumors confront us with the question why we believe
what we believe and thus demonstrate once again, “that all certainty is social: what
the group to which we belong considers to be true is true. Social knowledge is
based on faith and not on proof” (1990, 264). Hence, the analysis of rumors and
conspiracy theories requires a relational approach. It should focus primarily on the
processes by which the relation between contested knowledge, on the one hand,
and accepted knowledge on the other hand is discursively constituted (Anton,
Schetsche, and Walter 2014, 14).

It is against this theoretical background, that I investigate the many rumors and
conspiracy theories that have spread since the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic
in central African Cameroon and, in particular, among its francophone population.

Cameroon: General Background Information

Situated in equatorial Africa with a surface of 475,440 km? Cameroon is often
considered as a country of diversity par excellence and hence as a miniature Africa
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(Drescher 2017). As a former German protectorate divided after World War I
between France and Great Britain, Cameroon was under the influence of three
colonial powers. Its population is estimated to be approximately 28.5 million (The
World Fact Book n.d.), which form a religious patchwork of Christians, Mus-
lims, and animists. Its extremely fragmented linguistic landscape counts about 250
indigenous languages — among them a dozen vehiculars — that are dominated by
the two official languages (French and English), as well as two contact languages —
Cameroonian pidgin-English and camfranglais — which both serve for interre-
gional and interethnic communication. As a member of the Francophonie and
the Commonwealth, the country at the same time belongs to the French- and the
English-speaking world. Cameroon is divided into ten administrative regions. In
eight of these regions, including the capital Yaoundé and the economic metropo-
lis Douala, French is the official language while English is restricted to the two
Western regions adjacent to the Nigerian border. Given that 75 to 80 percent of
the population live in francophone regions and only 20 to 25 percent living in the
anglophone zone, French is clearly dominant. Yet, it is generally not the first lan-
guage, although it is present in all domains of public life (politics, administration,
justice, education, media, etc.).

In contrast to apprehensions of World Health Organization (WHO) and West-
ern governments, which anticipated at the pandemic’s outbreak a dramatic situa-
tion on the African continent once the coronavirus began to spread, the disease
had only a minor impact in most African countries, with the exception of South
Africa. On March 18, 2020, the Cameroonian government took drastic measures
to contain the spread of the virus by closing its borders, suspending the issuing of
visas, closing all educational institutions, prohibiting gatherings of more than 50
people, and by enforcing the rules of social distancing recommended by the WHO
(World Health Organization n.d.; Rébuplique du Cameroun Services du Premier
Ministre n.d.). In June 2020, Cameroon experienced its first peak. By the end of
November 2021, the country counted 106,190 officially confirmed Covid-19 cases
and 1,770 deaths. Not surprisingly, until that time, only 504,892 people had been
fully vaccinated, which corresponds to a very low vaccination rate of 1.95 percent
of the total population (Johns Hopkins Coronavirus Resource Center 2022). This
poor result is first and foremost due to a shortage of vaccines. However, a general
mistrust against vaccination coupled with a high rate of denial of the coronavirus’
existence, at least among our interviewees, also seem to play a role.

Data and Method

Guided by an interest in health discourse, and particularly by its moral facets
(Drescher 2021; Drescher et al. 2022), we started in September 2020 to inquire
about Cameroonians’ ideas and experiences with the Covid-19 pandemic. To date,
we have collected approximately 30 hours of audiotaped structured interviews with
about 100 Cameroonians of different sex, age, status, etc.” During a pilot study
intended to test our questionnaire, we noticed that many Cameroonians hinted at
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rumors and conspiracy theories about Covid-19. The latter are frequently invoked
with certain topics such as a possible mandatory vaccination against the coronavi-
rus, possible vaccine tests on the African continent, or specific measures taken by
the Cameroonian government, for instance regarding the burial of Covid-19 vic-
tims. In addition, they often appear in argumentative contexts and serve to justify
claims or allegations. We thus decided to address this issue in our questionnaire by
adding a question about rumors or conspiracy theories regarding the origin of the
virus which our interviewees might have heard of. The question thus presupposes
that there are Covid-19-related rumors and conspiracy theories. It reads as follows:
“There exist numerous rumors and conspiracy theories about the origin of the
virus Covid-19. Which are the rumors and conspiracy theories you have heard of?
What did they say?”

According to Coady, rumors and conspiracy theories both refer to heterodox
knowledge. While rumors merely lack an official acknowledgment, conspiracy the-
ories contradict the official representation of the events somehow or other (2014,
294). At the time of data collection, we did not discriminate between both terms.
Rather, we used “rumor” and “conspiracy theory” as rough synonyms referring to
information that is unconfirmed. While the expression théorie de conspiration (con-
spiracy theory) always appears in the interviewer’s question, in their answers the
interviewees clearly prefer more common everyday terms, primarily rumeur (rumor)
which is most frequent. Besides, related terms such as on-dit (rumor, hearsay) and
bruit (rumor) are also documented in the data. Finally, there are a few occurrences
of théorie du complot/de la conspiration (conspiracy theory), but the expression seems
rather uncommon. This is confirmed by the fact that only the most recent edition
of the general French dictionary Le Petit Robert (2019) has such an entry.

Analysis

The data show “many and varied ways in which official, institutional, and/or sci-
entific facts and recommendations about Covid-19 are challenged, ignored, or
subverted” (Lee, Meek, and Mwine-Kyarimpa 2021). However, rumors and con-
spiracy theories emerge mainly in two different contexts. On the one hand, they
are brought up spontaneously by the interviewees and fulfill specific discursive, in
particular argumentative, functions such as explaining, backing up claims and alle-
gations, etc. On the other hand, they are reported in the interviewees” answer to
the question about rumors and conspiracy theories concerning Covid-19. There-
fore, one can distinguish between contextualized versus decontextualized rumors and
conspiracy theories.

Evidence from the data suggests that heterodox knowledge, whether only
implicitly hinted at or explicitly spelled out, is keyed by linguistic devices, that
is, epistemic markers, and communicative techniques, that is, reported speech,
as in the following excerpt which is part of Fabrice’s answer to the interviewer’s
question whether, in case a family member had been tested positively with regard
to the coronavirus, he would prefer to consult a medical doctor or a traditional
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healer. All quoted excerpts are translations from a colloquial, regional form of
French. The respective expressions (i.e., we were made to believe etc.) are under-
lined. Phenomena which are typical of oral speech such as self-corrections, repeti-
tions, and hesitation markers have been deleted in order to facilitate the excerpts’
reading.

(1) because first, we were made to believe that the dad of one of our col-
league’s had died of Covid-19 at the hospital. This means that the hospital

lies, the hospital has never said what is true. Well, personally, I don’t even

believe in this disease. If someone were to tell me that a gentleman who is

afflicted with Covid-19, if this exists really, I would want him to turn to the
traditional side because at first they made us believe that when certain per-
sons arrive at the hospital, they are injected by certain things so that they die.
It is said that it is Covid-19. We know many things, there are many things
I have heard on the streets. I prefer that the one who is ill, if he finds a tradi-

tional healer who can give him a traditional drug, that he rather turns himself
there than to go to get an injection and die.

The speaker doubts that the cause of death given by the hospital — namely
Covid-19 — of the colleague’s father is true. He claims instead that the hospital
lies and intensifies this with a generalizing reformulation stating that the hospital
never tells the truth. He then emphasizes that he does not believe in the existence
of Covid-19, which implies that actually an answer to the interviewee’s question
about treatment options in the case of an infection with the coronavirus is super-
fluous. However, in the unlikely case that the disease should really exist, he would
clearly prefer a traditional healer. He backs his position by referring to substantial
knowledge gained on the street where one learns from hearsay that once people
arrive at the hospital, they are injected so that they die. For the speaker, it is thus
better to call on a traditional healer than to receive injections and to die. By using
epistemic markers and references to alternative, allegedly more credible sources of
knowledge, the speaker displays his mistrust in official information (about the exist-
ence of the disease, the treatment in hospital) and instead clearly gives preference
to unofficial information. The excerpt illustrates how contextualized heterodox
knowledge infiltrates Covid-19 discourse and serves for argumentative and com-
municative purposes such as justifying claims or incriminating institutions.

By contrast, explicitly asking for rumors means to invite the interviewees to
merely list them. In this case, they do not emerge in specific communicative con-
texts where they fulfill determinate functions. Moreover, the interviewee’s epis-
temic stance, that is, whether s/he buys into these rumors, doubts, or rejects them,
often does not become clear either. Even though the decontextualized rumors and
conspiracy theories elicited by our questionnaire are framed as such and elabo-
rated with more or less detail, the interviewees do not necessarily reveal whether
they are merely reporting what they have heard or whether they believe that this
information is true. However, in both cases, one can observe traces of epistemic
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negotiations and manifestations of doing ethics (see Rumors and Conspiracy Theo-
ries in Relation with the Origin of the Coronavirus).

Since one aim of this study is to present some of the Covid-19-related rumors
and conspiracy theories circulating in Cameroon, the analysis focuses primarily on
the decontextualized type and more precisely on specific motifs or topot surfacing
in the interviewees’ answers to our explicit question. By doing so, it contributes also
to an “aesthetics of conspiracy as a structured field of representation” (Carey 2017,
92, italics in the original). The goal is first to pin down the most common motifs in
relation to the Covid-19 pandemic and second to focus on one such motif in order
to show its unfolding in different narratives. There is indeed evidence from the data
that motifs form a thematic kernel or proto-narrative that can develop into differ-
ent “grapevine narratives” (Musila 2015, 99). This means that a motif may generate
a range of more or less elaborated variants which, while sometimes differing only
in details, often also overlap with other motifs and produce complex narratives. In
other words, a limited number of recurrent and rather pre-patterned, stereotypical
motifs combine and entangle in multiple ways which explains the range of simi-
lar, yet never totally identical rumors and conspiracy theories. This concurs with
White’s observation about “vampire stories,” that is, a specific type of transnational
African rumor which originates in encounters with colonial medicine (2000). All
in all, rumors and conspiracy theories are characterized by similarities of plot, a
number of overlapping details, and formulaic elements. Because of their stability,
they may be considered as an autonomous genre (White 2000, 6; Caumanns and
Niendort 2001, 206; Musila 2015, 93).

As already pointed out, the analysis must cope with some crucial methodologi-
cal issues related to the epistemic status of a piece of information to be considered
as rumor or conspiracy theory. Following Lee, Meek, and Mwine-Kyarimpa (2021)
who “advocate for scholarly attention that goes beyond binaries of universal truths
and falsities, but instead elaborates on the methods, commitments, and stakes of
different epistemological practices,” I first aim to reconstruct the interviewees’ own
perspective on what counts as a rumor by focusing on the communicative practices
used to negotiate the status of an information as a credible, legitimate, or, by con-
trast, a contested truth. However, given that “rumours can be untrue, or contain a
grain of truth, or the whole truth waiting to burst out” as Musila notes (2015, 5),
the analyst’s perspective also plays a decisive role since it allows to capture the com-
municative dynamics with regard to the epistemic quality of an information, that
is, its presumed truth or falseness. Thus, the analyst, far from acting as an objective
or neutral arbiter, brings in an additional point of view. This is also important in
view of the epistemic “elasticity” or “porosity” of rumors and conspiracy theories
(see Rumors and Conspiracy Theories in Relation with the Origin of the Coro-
navirus). For, as the data illustrate, the latter frequently consist of a mixture of true
and false elements — at least seen from the analyst’s standpoint. In addition, facts
may be framed as rumors and vice versa. That is why the subsequent analysis oscil-
lates between the interviewees’ and the analyst’s perspective and is informed by a
productive tension between different epistemic stances.
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Rumors and Conspiracy Theories in Relation with
the Origin of the Coronavirus

First, a survey of the different explanations related to the origin of the coronavirus
framed by the Cameroonian interviewees as rumor or conspiracy theory will be given.
Thereafter, the focus shifts on one specific narrative, namely the (economic, political,
scientific, etc.) competition for world leadership between different global powers, in
particular China and the United States, and contrast its different ramifications.

1. Asmentioned, the coronavirus is frequently seen in relation with the (economic,
political, social) rivalry and competition between the global powers, in particular
China and the United States, sometimes also Europe, in the context of world
leadership. This motif is often combined with an explanation of the virus’s ori-
gin as a (intended or unintended) laboratory failure or as a biological weapon.

2. The coronavirus is interpreted as an attempt of the West or globally acting
organizations such as the WHO to harm or even to decimate Africans. This
narrative also points to the scope of rumors and conspiracy theories which may
occur on a local or a global level and also return periodically. A case in point
is the HIV/AIDS pandemic. A similar rumor was spread with regard to this
disease as our data from sensitization campaigns show (Drescher 2010).* One
can presume that the Covid-19 version is not restricted to Cameroon but has
a much wider scope covering possibly the African continent. Closely related
to this narrative is the conviction that all pandemics, including HIV/AIDS
and Ebola, came into being in Western countries and were subsequently sent
to Africa in order to destabilize the continent or to test vaccines by misusing
Africans as laboratory rats. The interpretation of the virus as China’s attempt
to destroy Africa as well as the rumor, documented once in the data, that the
virus was created by the Chinese in order to deal with their own overpopula-
tion can be considered as variants. Globally, the coronavirus is associated with
the West, with white people, and often labelled the “white man’s disease” (la
maladie des Blancs). However, “white” is used in a broad sense in contrast to
“black” and refers also to people of Asian descent.

3. The origin of the coronavirus is seen as a biological weapon and related to a
(intended or unintended) laboratory failure. Sometimes, research or vaccine
trials which went wrong are seen as the cause. In this context, the interviewees
often give lists of animals supposed to transmit the virus and thus to be avoided
(not only bats, pangolin, monkeys, but also snakes, toads, poultry, etc.). One nar-
rative based on this motif reports that the coronavirus was produced for China
by the French Institut Pasteur which is why the infected American president —
at the time of the interviews still Donald Trump — took France to court.

4. There are a lot of minor motifs or thematic elements in relation to China rang-
ing from a Chinese creator of the virus to the nutritional habits of Chinese, for
instance, their consumption of raw or not thoroughly boiled meat, especially
game, which then backs the assumption that all animals are dangerous. Here,
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one also encounters the idea of a deliberate enhancement of the virus to make
it more lethal or its deliberate propagation through the air, in particular with
airplanes. That China withheld for strategic reasons the information about the
outbreak has also been framed as a rumor.

5. Many interviewees are persuaded that the coronavirus does not exist and thus
report that the pandemic itself is a mere rumor. It is framed as the result of a
conspiracy either of the West in order to destabilize Africa, or of the (corrupt)
Cameroonian government itself in order to attract more funds from interna-
tional donors. Some give more details by claiming that hospitalized Covid-19
patients were paid to pretend to be affected by the disease in order to raise the
national infection rates and thus receive more money from the WHO etc., or to
get better equipment. Against this backdrop, Covid-19 is often termed a “politi-
cized disease” (maladie politisée). The narrative of the virus’s non-existence is of
course not limited to Cameroon, but probably circulating worldwide.

6. Some report rumors about occult powers that want to increase their influence.
This motif is often connected to the alleged trafficking of human organs. Pre-
ventive measures related to social distancing such as wearing a mask or greeting
with the elbow are interpreted as secret codes or even rituals to make someone
a sect member.

7.  Further motifs concern the transmission and the treatment of Covid-19. The
latter, and in particular a possible vaccine, is supposed not to cure, but to trans-
mit the virus. With regard to transmission, it is rumored that the virus came
into being because humans had intercourse with animals. Similar rumors cir-
culated in the case of HIV/AIDS where condoms were alleged to transmit the
disease, and supposed sex between humans and apes was the given explanation
as to how the transmission of a virus originally hosted in animals was passed
on to humans (Drescher 2010).

8. Finally, recommendations regarding the consumption of game (bush meat),
disseminated notably to prevent the spread of Ebola some years ago, and allu-
sions to potential dangers coming from specific animals are often framed as
rumors in our data.

Rivalry Motif: China versus the United States

As this list illustrates, most narratives combine different motifs and thematic ele-
ments which are frequently intertwined. As already mentioned, the rivalry motif
opposing China and the United States comes often together with the idea of the
virus as a biological weapon or of its “escape” from a laboratory. Interestingly, the
competition between the global powers displays two diametrically opposed basic
configurations. While the idea of the virus as a means to destabilize a (politi-
cally, economically, scientifically) competing power remains stable, the conspiracy’s
agents are inverted: in the first scenario, China is at the origin of the coronavirus,
and in the second, however, it is the United States. In both scenarios, the basic
motif overlaps with the perception of the coronavirus as a biological weapon, and
it is enriched by further thematic elements which generate multiple developments
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of the narrative plot and confirm the idea of rumors as both formulaic and fluid
texts. The following section examines the first scenario.

Conspiracy of China in Order to Destabilize the United
States, Europe, or Africa

Most of the complementary thematic elements occurring in this configuration
revolve around economic rivalry, even though some specify that scientific and
political leadership is also at stake. In general, the coronavirus is seen as the result
of either a laboratory failure or a biological weapon deployed in the struggle (some
interviewees even use the term guerre “war”) between China and the United States
for predominance. According to some interviewees, the virus was created to force
American owners of Chinese corporations to sell these at a lower price. Others
explain that China wants to chase away Americans (and other nations) from their
country because they dominate Chinese markets. In more developed narratives,
the virus is also seen as a biological weapon in China’s war against the United States
and Europe which to date dominate globally. According to one interviewee, the
fact that these regions were most affected by the virus proves that the assumption
is true. Surprisingly, the virus is also interpreted by some as China’s attempt to
destroy Africa.

The following excerpts illustrate these complementary elements while also pro-
viding insights into epistemic framings of an information as unofficial, originating
from an untrustworthy source, etc. The respective expressions (i.e., it was said, as
one says, the rumor I have heard of) are underlined.

(2) In the news and on the Internet, it has been reported that with the

appearance of Covid-19 . . . the managers of American-owned Chinese
companies were forced to sell their companies at a lower price. Thus,
it has been reported that perhaps it (Covid-19) is a conspiracy by the

Chinese in order to reobtain these companies.
(3) Well, it is true, there have been several rumors. The first one that I heard

of, it was the Chinese, since the virus comes from China. . . . It was said
that China wanted to chase the Americans and other countries away
from their soil, because they hold the markets in their country (China).
Therefore, the Chinese let the virus loose as they wanted to remove the
people from their country.

(4) Well, the rumors here about the origins of the virus . . . [ am going to
say that it is a biological weapon, the first rumor I have heard of, . . .

launched by China, as one says, it is about the phenomenon of leader-
ship, in terms of science, in terms of politics and in terms of economics,
and voila. Well, I think that’s it, right?

(5) What I can say is that among the weapons on Earth there are biological
weapons, and what I have heard as a rumor is that the virus is a biological

weapon launched by China against the main owners, as one would say,
in quotation marks, owners of the world, who are North America and
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Europe. The proof is that it is the latter who have been struck down by
the virus — that is what I can say.

(6) Others say it’s done in a laboratory, so China and America where they
wanted to test, right? and it escaped (laughter), and the virus came out
like that, and it started to infect the whole world, thus that the Chinese
wanted to destroy Africa, they want the world to be only for them, so,
people said so many things.

Conspiracy of the United States in Order to
Destabilize China

While some thematic elements added in this second configuration are similar to the
first, there are also different constituents, notably the idea that the coronavirus was
meant to slow down, to hinder, or even to stop further Chinese development. In
the economic war between Americans and Chinese for world leadership, it is now
the Americans who are seen as creators of the virus with the intention to desta-
bilize China. For one interviewee, the United States “found” this disease in order
to destabilize China which is on its way to become the world’s leading economy.
While China is busy fighting the disease, others continue to evolve. This argument
occurs elsewhere with only slight modifications. One interviewee asserts that while
China is busy finding the product (vaccine?), other powers continue working. Some
specify that, in order to destabilize China, the United States produced Covid-19
on Chinese territory and that during the transport of Covid-19 vials, one broke, so
that the situation spiraled out of control. Finally, the coronavirus is seen as a failed
American attempt to destabilize the Chinese economy, since the Chinese put up a
good fight and managed to contain the pandemic in their country.

The following pieces of data illustrate different concretizations of the rivalry motif.

(7) Currently, when one speaks about the ranking of countries on an eco-
nomic world level, China is rivalling the United States, and it seems, with
regard to some points, China is allegedly taking first place over the United
States, to be the number one worldwide in terms of economic power.
The United States allegedly found something in order to be able to desta-
bilize China, which wants to become the global economic power within
the coming months, by putting the disease there so that China has to work
on fixing the problem while the other countries continue their develop-
ment. Voila, that’s my share of the rumors I've heard about this disease.

(8) Personally, I learned that the rumors were rather the United States of
America, in order to destabilize China, because we all know that China is
the leading world power, well the Americans did it in order to destabi-
lize China so that while China as it has been said, that well China, they
simply just create products every day, well while China will try to get
the product, other powers are busy working and then we have seen that
it spread over the whole international territory.
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(9) Personally, the rumors I heard of, it has been said that Covid comes
from China and that it is the United States being on Chinese land which
have fabricated Covid and that during the transport of the Covid, it was
with the purpose to destabilize China. And during the transport of the
vials of this Covid, one vial broke. That is when it degenerated, that is
what I know.

(10) T understood, one made me believe that it comes from China. Yes, well
it is a war between the United States and China. Well, the Americans
did launch it in order to destabilize China. . . . Well, voila, that is what
caused it. I really think that if it is real, it is not good because the human
being should not be like that and fabricate a disease (laughter).

(11) The rumors I personally have heard of, it was really a shame that
somebody breeds a virus and that he prefers killing a country.
Without knowing that it may affect himself. Somebody has bred a
virus. . . . One spoke of the Americans against the Chinese. Alleg-
edly the virus was to spread in the air and cause damages in the
world.

(12) Currently there exist several rumors. . . . The first, it is to destabilize
the Chinese economy by the Americans, but it didn’t go as planned,
because China did cope well since the first case was detected in Wuhan
in China. But the Chinese fought as best they could, and they have
stabilized the pandemic in their country.

As the previous excerpts show, Covid-19 narratives documented in the data
mix different motifs while also integrating information with different credibility or
legitimacy when seen from the analyst’s point of view. Hence, the interviewees not
only give examples of rumors and conspiracy theories circulating in Cameroon and
probably beyond in francophone Africa, but they also provide valuable insights into
the dynamics of their appropriation and transformation in everyday talk. On the one
hand, the plausibility of what one could consider as a fact is put into question, and
the information is framed as rumor. For instance, the virus’s Chinese origin, recom-
mended social distancing measures as well as certain scientific hypotheses are framed
as being rumors by some interviewees. Conversely, what one would consider as
rumor is labelled as “news” (nouvelle) or “information” which allows the interviewee
to shift or even to reject a framing as rumor. A case in point is the claimed nonexist-
ence of the coronavirus presented as “news” which points to its acceptance as a fact.
Finally, a reported rumor may also be reframed to be true after further inquiry of
the interviewer. However, all in all, the interviewees’ attitudes toward the credibility
of the information they give often remain ambiguous. This probably mirrors the
epistemic status of rumors and conspiracy theories as uncertain, non-legitimized,
or controversial knowledge. And it substantiates Musila’s claim regarding “rumour’s
elasticity as a constantly morphing medium, which remains elusive and multivalent”

(2015, 99).
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Conclusion: Rumors and Conspiracy Theories Between
“Epistemic Elasticity” and “Doing Ethics”

The data show convincingly that rumors and conspiracy theories indeed offer
“rich glimpses into processes of negotiating knowledge production and the accom-
panying de/legitimization of truth(s)” (Musila 2015, 6). Besides informing about
everyday epistemic practices, they also provide insights into the local construc-
tion of meaning and social truth in relation to the coronavirus. In particular, they
shed light on Cameroonians’ interpretations of the Covid-19 outbreak and their
ideas about the pandemic. If it is true that “the collapse of trust in institutions and
the absence of an arbiter give free reign to the conspiratorial imagination” (Carey
2017, 91), then the data reveal that Cameroonians have a profound distrust of
medical, governmental, and international institutions such as the WHO. In this
respect, there are obvious parallels between rumors and conspiracy theories related
to Covid-19 and those circulating about other infectious diseases such as HIV/
AIDS or Ebola. The idea that the virus has been created purposefully with the aim
to decimate African populations or that preventive measures — be it condoms in
the case of HIV/AIDS or a vaccine in the case of Covid-19 — are agents of infec-
tion recurs independent of the disease. These reoccurring motifs raise the question
whether certain rumors and conspiracy theories are specific to Cameroonian and,
more globally, African health discourse in general.

Obviously, rumors and conspiracy theories provide an occasion to comment
on various sociopolitical concerns. This also means that they respond to a specific
historical and cultural situation with its psychological uncertainties. Or, as Kapferer
puts it, the information spread as rumor must “be expected, and answer to more or
less conscious hopes, fears, and forebodings” (1990, 43). For, as Groh argues, con-
spiracy theories not only show a specific affinity with reality, but also they are quasi
attracted by this reality (2001, 189). However, they have to fit into the dominant
interpretation patterns of a group, a party, a nation, a culture, or a religion like the
key in the lock, so that this mechanism works. Thus, “even though they do not
depict actual events, conversations or things that really happened, they describe
meanings and powers and ideas that informed how people thought and behaved”
(White 2000, 89). If it is true that “the interpretation of rumors reveals the social
climate, collective aspirations, and fears” (Kapferer 1990, 255), then it suggests itself
that fears and fantasies, which have their roots in experiences with Western medi-
cine in the colonial era, reverberate in current pandemic discourses. Some of the
rumors surfacing in the data, in particular those related to vaccination and services
in public hospitals, seem to date back to experiences with colonial medicine.

Furthermore, there is evidence from the data that rumors and conspiracy theories
“incite moral commentary, personal opinions and emotional reactions” (Kapferer
1990, 50). They not only provide an occasion to intensify social relations and a
sense of belonging to specific groups or communities, but they also have strong
moral implications. Hence, spreading or simply referring to rumors and conspiracy
theories may be seen as an invitation for doing ethics (Drescher 2020; Drescher 2021;
Drescher, Boukari, and Ngawa 2022). As the previous excerpts illustrate, rumors are
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often about negatively portrayed people who take negative action. Hence, they may
feed, justify, and strengthen stereotypes and prejudices against foreigners or outsiders
(Kapferer 1990, 134). A case in point is the constantly negative depiction of Europe-
ans or Westerners in opposition to Africans or Black people that pervades the data.
Here, the rumor about possible vaccine tests of Western laboratories on the conti-
nent, generally linked to the motif of an intended decimation of African populations
imputed to Western and global health organizations, always triggers strong moral
response. With regard to one basic form of rumors, namely exemplary stories, their
“moral implications for the group constitute the mainspring of its repetition by read-
ers and its regular and perennial resurgence in the form of rumors” (43). Rumors and
conspiracy theories clearly give voice to moral concerns and generate more or less
direct forms of doing ethics. An explicit moral evaluation is part of excerpt ten where
the speaker reports the rumor about the coronavirus as a weapon in a war opposing
China and the United States while at the same time harshly condemning the pur-
poseful creation of a disease. While rumors and conspiracy theories point a finger at
injustice, immoral behavior, corruption, racist attitudes, etc., they also contribute to
reduce social complexity by conveying Manichean worldviews (Groh 2001, 190),
that is by drastically simplifying a multi-faceted reality to an opposition between
Good and Evil. Fundamentally, all rumors and conspiracy theories seem to connect
to doing ethics so that it is up to further investigations to chart this moral territory. At
last, Musila’s remark that rumors are “fluid texts that must be read using interpreta-
tive tools that transcend conventional notions of veracity” (2015, 93) points to the
need for complementary theoretical and methodological tools in order to capture
the specificity of these narratives. In particular, linguistically informed approaches
may dig deeper into verbal devices and communicative techniques that indicate both
epistemic uncertainty and concomitant moral stances.

Notes

1 This chapter is the outcome of research conducted within the Africa Multiple Cluster of
Excellence at the University of Bayreuth, funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemein-
schaft (DFG, German Research Foundation) under Germany’s Excellence Strategy —
EXC 2052/1-390713894.

2 A case in point is The Routledge Handbook of Conspiracy Theories, edited in 2020 by Michael
Butter and Peter Knight where no African country is represented in the “Histories and
regions” section.

3 My thanks go to Dr. Liliane Ngawa.

4 According to Pipes (1997, 2), who discusses conspiracy theories related to the origin of
HIV/AID, the idea that the virus is man-made and created to eradicate either homosexu-
als or Blacks is also widespread in Western countries, especially in the United States. See
also Geiller (2014).
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“COMPLOOOT?”

Theorizing about Covid-19 Conspiracies in
Cote d’Ivoire!

Oumarou Boukari and Joschka Philipps

Introduction

In mid-2020, a team of linguists from the University of Bayreuth sought to study
the ways in which people in Cote d’Ivoire and Cameroon talk about the Covid-19
pandemic, focusing in particular on moral communication about the coronavirus.
They wanted to know how moral concerns, claims, and value judgments about
the pandemic emerged in concrete situations of communication. Conspiracy theo-
ries played an important role throughout the discussions, no matter whether the
researchers explicitly asked for them or not and irrespectively of the interviewed
groups, which consisted mostly of students, but also of teachers, pupils, retired
persons, housewives, health professionals, and individuals working in the infor-
mal sector. In Bouaké, the second-largest city of Cote d’Ivoire, the questionnaire
also included an explicit question about conspiracy theories about the coronavirus
(“Est-ce que vous croyez en la théorie du complot?” i.e., “Do you believe in the
conspiracy theory?” — notably without specifying which conspiracy theory).

This chapter focuses on the findings in the Ivoirian case (for the discussion on the
Cameroonian case, see Chapter 7 by Drescher, this volume). Based on a total of 120
interviews with about 340 people,” it describes the suspicions and allegations that
circulate in Bouaké, Cote d’Ivoire, and which scholars usually classify as conspiracy
theories, that is, theories that “[blame] the current, undesirable state of affairs on a con-
certed conspiracy by a secret group” (Knight 2003, 16). Embedded in a notoriously
under-researched world region compared to Western or northern settings, the data
and discursive analyses from this case allow for new reflections on some of the field’s
central methodological issues. This has less to do with the content of the conspiracy
theories — many overlap indeed with those circulating in Europe and the United
States — than with their form and their socio-contextual meaning. For instance, in
contrast to most countries in the so-called Global North, conspiracy theorizing seems
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to be neither necessarily stigmatized nor “heterodox” in the group discussions in
Bouaké (cf. Anton, Schetsche, and Walter 2014, 13).° For the most part, it is one way
of making sense of reality among many.* In our data, this is shown by the fact that
there is no systematic ostracizing or reprimanding of individuals as “conspiracy theo-
rists” in the recorded conversations. The interviewees did not seem to fear being put
into a box. Whether a given statement represented a conspiracy theory or not hardly
mattered for them, not least because they were rarely familiar with the concept.

“Complot” as a Synonym for Politics

Two aspects are intriguing in the Ivoirian discussions about the concept “con-
spiracy theory.” First, the interviewed groups and individuals, whether they were
literate or not, did not seem to be very familiar with the French concept of “théo-
rie du complot” or “théorie de conspiration.” After the notion was clarified by
the interviewer, the participants usually adopted not the full term “théorie du
complot” (conspiracy theory) but only the notion “complot” (conspiracy). And it
remained ambiguous in their respective usage whether the term “complot” (con-
spiracy) referred to a dubious hypothesis or a factual truth.

A second interesting point is how the Ivoirian interviewers tended to explain
the term “théorie du complot” to the interviewees, namely as a near-perfect syno-
nym of politics.

(1) Q: ok, so you believe in the conspiracy theory [théorie du complot] — why?
A: complodoe?
Q: like, if it’s politics.
A: but it’s politics, the guys are looking for, the guys are looking for money,

that’s not true orrr, that’s not true.

) complot? what complot? I don’t understand.
no: there are people who say that it’s political, that it’s not true.
3) do you believe in the existence of covid-19?

it’s all political, I don’t believe it

what do you mean? Can you explain?

I mean it’s political machinations, it’s coutcha as they say.
so according to you all politicians are the same?

FPROPO> L L Z

haji? Who says politics says conspiracy, have you ever seen a politician
who tells the truth?®

The interactions between the interviewers and the interviewees show how the
unfamiliar term “conspiracy theories” is made familiar as a synonym of “politics,”
which in turn boils down to the illicit art of siphoning off money from public
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institutions for personal gains. This is made explicit in the semantics of the term
“coutcha” (in example 3), which can be translated as “trick”, “corruption,” or
“embezzlement.” We find here a key trope of conspiracy thinking, according to
which politics is fundamentally linked to intrigues and manipulations.

This Machiavellian image of politics, as a realm where even the most violent and
morally questionable means are justified to strengthen or maintain one’s position of
power, is of course not specific to Cote d’Ivoire, or West Africa.® And yet, it makes
particular sense in contexts in which political elites are known to be involved in
various kinds of embezzlements of funds and secret machinations. It is therefore an
image that also resonates to a certain degree with classic political science scholar-
ship on statehood in Africa. “Social phenomena which Western common sense
interprets as ‘corruption’ of the state or ‘political decay,” as Jean-Francois Bayart
argued, “lie right at the heart of our understanding of the state” (1993, 241).” To be
sure, Bayart and other scholars have highlighted that, in parallel to what they con-
sider the corrupt “neo-patrimonial” state in Africa, there are alternative moral and
ideological orders through which resources are distributed (e.g., Ekeh 1975). What
we seek to highlight, however, is that the synonymous association of conspiracy
with politics is not necessarily “paranoid” or unscientific in Hofstadter’s (1964)
sense. Its accuracy depends on the ideal-type of politics one has in mind. In other
words, a conception of politics as conspiracy is not necessarily more fictional than a
conception of politics as the workings of the Westphalian state (cf. Niang 2018, 4).®

If our Ivoirian counterparts thus largely conceive of politics as being a set of
strategic practices by which conspiring individuals and groups disseminate dubious
information to gain or maintain powerful positions, how and where would one
draw the line between conspiracy theorizing on the one hand and make sense of
politics on the other? This conceptual question merits more critical attention than
can be provided in this chapter, but we will touch upon it in the discussion. In the
following sections, we are primarily concerned with a more descriptive purpose,
that is, to delineate what kinds of conspiracy theories (in the conventional sense)
circulated about the Covid-19 pandemic in the case of Cote d’Ivoire.

Scales of Conspiracies

Conspiracy theories are conventionally distinguished from theorizing about politics
by highlighting the issue of scale (Briggs 2004, 175; Hofstadter 1964, 29; Keeley
1999, 125; Knight 2003, 16). To be considered a conspiracy theory, an alleged plot
needs to be situated at such an implausibly high level of world-spanning political
influence that it is unlikely to be true, or as Uscinski would say, that it cannot be
given credence by the “appropriate epistemological institutions as having actually
occurred” (2019, 48). This unlikelihood of global conspiracies was also mentioned
by interviewees with regard to the coronavirus:

(4) Q: do you believe in conspiracy theories?

R: well, i would say no because there is no complicity between our different
states because if it was a conspiracy to show that this pandemic exists, 1
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think that it is not credible from their side. so tchi i don’t believe in this
theory’

For this interlocutor, a global conspiracy in the case of Covid-19 is unlikely
because it would necessitate too much coordination between different powerful
states whose long-term strategic aims are incompatible, if not antagonistic. In this
case, respondents usually refer to it simply as “rumors.”

Thus, certainly not all interviewees embraced a conspiracy theory in the conven-
tional sense. To provide an overview of those conspiracy theories that did circulate
among the interviewed groups, we categorized them with regard to scale on which
the alleged conspirators were situated: (a) conspiracies by national political elites,
(b) neocolonial, imperial, or geopolitical conspiracies, and (c) transnational con-
spiracies by non-state actors, including references to witchcraft and religious belief
systems. Each of these types could be combined into multiple subtypes. Across this
spectrum, we seek to demonstrate that conspiracist allegations carry different moral
criticisms that tend to be much more complex than the labels they employ.

Conspiracies by National Political Elites

One set of theories asserts that Covid-19-related conspiracies were situated exclu-
sively on the part of Ivoirian or African leaders. Whereas the virus was considered
real elsewhere, the appearance of the virus in Cote d’Ivoire was deemed to be a
hoax concocted by national politicians to benefit from financial aid.

(5) Leave that alone, it’s political, Covid is a government plot to get rich, Covid is
a san movie! they are systematizing us . . .

well me for my part I remain sceptical eh, I don’t agree with the existence of’
Covid-19 in Céte d’ivoire because there is something very simple, the IMF
[International Monetary Fund] has promised several millions to the countries
that will be affected by Covid-19 to help them in this pandemic and one day
later we learn that Cote d’ivoire has had its first case. When they said that
if we reach the thousand cases we will have several sums of money, Cote
d’ivoire also reached the thousand cases, so for my part, Covid-19 does not
exist in Cote d’ivoire, it is a political trick to make money easily."

The suspicion of political elites concocting epidemics to attract international
donor funding has been observed during previous pandemics, including during the
2013-2016 Ebola pandemic in Guinea, Sierra Leone, and Liberia (Bonnet et al.
2021; Gidda 2014) and during the 2018-20 Ebola outbreak in the Democratic
Republic of the Congo (Kasereka and Hawkes 2019; Muzembo et al. 2020). In the
aforementioned citations, the main targets of moral criticism are Ivoirian govern-
ment officials who are seen as having “plotted” the fake existence of the coronavirus
to siphon off funding by international institutions. The conventional implicature
of the verb systemer (to systematize) in Example 5 shows that local authorities are
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explicitly accused of setting up or activating a sophisticated system of corruption
that citizens are lured into. These suspicions resonate in particular with the experi-
ence of local populations who witness the substantial inflows of capital in times of
crisis. The sudden emergence of new institutions and offices, the appearance of
“convoys of 4 X4s [four wheel drive vehicles|, carrying the flags of NGOs” (Niang
2014, 102), and the unequal access to new resources that tend to benefit those
already in power are frequently pointed to with a mixture of indignation and irony.

Neocolonial, Imperial, or Geopolitical Conspiracies

Distrust among the interviewees existed not only vis-a-vis their own national
elites, of course, but also with regard to external conspirators involved in neocolo-
nial, imperial, or geopolitical plots. They were identified in terms of different cat-
egories such as “les blancs” (whites), the “West,” or in terms of powerful countries
(notably America and China) associated with an agenda of preserving or gaining
world-spanning power.

(7) with regard to corona, it exists, it’s true but it’s humans who made it. It’s the
Chinese who made it to become the most powerful in the world and then
replace the United States, even the American president said that. Is the presi-
dent of the most developed country in the world going to say something in
front of everyone if it’s not true?

(8) I'm sorry, but they [the Westerners] should not be coming to test the vac-
cine in Africa here. If the vaccine is really real, let them first try the vaccine
on Western patients before coming to test any vaccine here. You see that the
whites still have a colonial ideology, they still want to dominate us.!

The aforementioned citations exemplify not only a general concern with the
geopolitical motives behind the coronavirus; they also showcase the ways in which
interpretations of globally circulating news are enmeshed with suspicions about
global power structures. Interview snippet 7 refers to Donald Trump’s bashing of
China'? as the source of coronavirus, insinuating that, according to Trump, China
had deliberately “fabricated” the virus to surpass the United States as the world’s
superpower. Trump’s authority (“the president of the world’s most developed coun-
try”) then is taken as the proof for the statement’s truth."> Snippet 8 relates to a tel-
evised debate between Jean-Paul Mira and Camille Locht, two French doctors and
researchers whose comments caused a storm of indignation on the Internet. Mira
raised the idea of testing vaccines against Covid-19 “in Africa” where “there are
no masks, no treatment, no resuscitation” and Locht agreed. For various observers,
including Didier Drogba, the former Ivorian soccer player and international super-
star, these remarks were “deeply racist” and “absolutely disgusting.” Considering
that the doctors had looked at Africans as “human guinea pigs,” Drogba called for
African leaders to protect their populations “from those horrendous conspiracies”
on Twitter."
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While theories about Chinese and American geopolitics are usually voiced from
a relatively distant observer’s position, suspicions about outside medical interven-
tions and the exploitation of Africa as a laboratory for medical experiments are
intimately related to the colonial experience in Africa. The African continent, as
Hellen Tilley (2016) writes,

[W]as the last massive region of the world that Europeans colonized (between
1880 and 1910). . . . This was a period when . . . pharmaceutical treatments
and vaccination campaigns were on the rise. It was also a time when hygienic
regimes in cities became more uniform.

The imperative of building scientific knowledge to eradicate diseases thus constituted
a key justification for the colonial project, less for the sake of Africans than for the
sake of medicine, since both colonialism and the scientific field were arguably inter-
laced with racism.” As Olivier de Sardan (2021, para. 1) recently argued with regard
to the anti-French sentiment in the Sahel zone, the suspicion and hostility vis-a-vis
outside sanitary interventions are thus “rooted in indisputable facts” and “must be
understood as the consequence of unfinished work on the memory of colonization,
but also as the result of conspiracy theories that should not be underestimated.”'®

Transnational Conspiracies by Non-state Actors

Finally, a more varied line of reasoning situates conspiracies on a transnational level.
Here, political power was not associated with nation-states or specific imperial or
colonial regimes, but with transnational actors and networks. Examples in Cote
d’Ivoire included the well-known conspiracy theory about Bill Gates, for instance,
as a representative of capitalist philanthropy who uses vaccines for planting micro-
chips into people’s bodies to control them. Other references are made to the New
World Order, Freemasons, Bilderberg, and the Illuminati. In the following exam-
ple (9), the speaker’s mocking tone bespeaks a sense of superiority, the idea that this
“higher” level of politics also requires a higher level of abstraction and information
about the world, as well as the ability to question and reject the conception of the
international community as being benevolent toward Ivoirians and Africans.

(9) Q: listening to you, it seems that you believe in the conspiracy theory, don’t
you?

R: theory? You think it’s a theory (slight sarcastic laugh), people don’t know
what’s going on, we have to wake up, especially us here (slight sarcas-
tic laugh) we say for example that Bill Gates is the most generous man
in the world, but it’s him and his investments that actually benefit from
Covid? You think that how many people know what philantro-capitalism
is? Huh? But it’s him, you’ll see he’ll be even richer with Covid since it’s
his money that finances it, not only will he have the benefits but he’ll take
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advantage of it with his microchips to control us, thanks to the vaccine he
financed, he’ll have databases and sell them. wait and see, just sleep!

(10) in any case it’s the machinations of those people, the lluminati and Freema-
sons consorts there . . . uhh they want to impose their new world order there
so they created disease to mix everything in the world and then try to come
to arrange by imposing their policies. They will make believe that it is natural
that it is the natural order, when it is programmed."”

This genre of transnational conspiracy theory appears familiar. But do refer-
ences to Bill Gates or the Illuminati and Freemasons mean the same across differ-
ent contexts? Based on the anthropological and discursive idea that all meaning
is contextually embedded (e.g., Geertz 1973), there is reason to doubt such a
“globalized” reading. In Cote d’Ivoire, as in Guinea, concepts like the “Illuminati”
seem to be metonyms of larger and more complex realities (on the case of Guinea,
see Philipps 2021).

The Hluminati are usually seen as a secret sect not only of all-powerful and
transnationally connected people, but also with connections to satanic cults and
to the magic and mysterious worlds of witchcraft. Their specific identity, their
relationship with other groups such as the Freemasons, their level of implication
in quotidian politics, and who actually belongs to the Iluminati remain much-
debated subjects. A common interpretation, however, is that [lluminati member-
ship comes at the price of sacrifice — typically a means to mobilize invisible and
spiritual powers in one’s favor (as, for instance, described by Ba 1973). The young
Malian singer and kora player Sidiki Diabaté, son of Toumani Diabaté, for example,
has routinely been questioned as to whether his missing finger was not a sacri-
fice to gain Illuminati membership. Mysterious deaths, including those during the
pandemic, may equally be interpreted as a sacrifice of human lives. The logics of
conspiracy theories and those of witchcraft (Geschiere 1997; Stewart and Strathern
2004) are thus intricately intertwined. As Dozon (2017) aptly argues in his book
La wverité est ailleurs. Complots et sorcellerie (“The truth is elsewhere. Conspiracies
and witchcraft”), their linkage relies on the fact that both conspiracy theories and
witchcraft conceptualize a dualism between an apparent reality and an invisible (or
secret, hidden) reality. Thus, the concept of the [lluminati (or the Freemasons, or
Bilderberg, for that matter) is often a syncretic concept, which can also mean an
association of all-powerful witches and spirits who manipulate the workings of the
apparent world from within the invisible world.

Similar overlaps exist between transnational and religiously inspired conspiracy
theories. Indeed, the conspirators mentioned are oftentimes identical, as the New
World Order, the Illuminati, the Rosicrucians, or the Freemasons are also evoked
as satanic networks and related to biblical prophecies.

(11) I don’t know what you mean by conspiracy theory but we Christians have
already been warned by the Bible, the Bible declares that the beast will come,
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we know that the beast will come soon, it will seduce all those who don’t have
Jesus in their life and his followers, the followers of the antichrist, the false
messiah and his allies the rosicrucians and the freemasons there are actively
preparing the coming of the beast, so they will seek to impose a vaccine to
the world to try to inject us with the sign of the beast.'

The key idea in this interview snippet is that, through the vaccine, humanity
will be marked with “the mark of the beast” (the Antichrist among Christians;
Dajjal among Muslims), referring to a biblical prophecy in the Book of Revelation
(13: 14-17; New International Version). This prophecy holds that there will come
a time when no one will be able to sell or buy unless he or she is branded with the
“mark of the beast,” which today means acquiring the said mark via the barcodes of
the microchips that would be contained in the vaccines. The mix of Freemasonry,
the Antichrist, the false messiah, and the Rosicrucian Order is telling with regard
to the conceptual multiplicity and diversity of forces invoked by the speaker. While
most of these concepts can be used interchangeably, there are also attempts to rank
their power hierarchically, as the following excerpt shows:

(12) This Covid affair is not simple, if we see that places of worship are being
closed, it’s not for nothing, since I was born I have never seen that by the
name [of Allah], people talk about it, they say it’s Bill Gate, Bill Gate is too
small in this business, even the illuminati, the freemasons they are all small in
this business, they themselves are pawns 600, what do people play, this is a
business of preparing the arrival of dajjal, it’s the champions league huh. It’s a
matter of the bilderbergers, they are the real powerful ones in world govern-
ment, they are the ones pulling the strings behind it."

The speaker here invokes the closing of places of worship to highlight the
unprecedented anti-religious character of the coronavirus, to then cite the forces
that are deemed responsible for it. Bill Gates, the Illuminati, or the Freemasons,
it is argued, are “too small in this affair,” they are just “pawns” in this game that
ultimately “prepares the arrival of Dajjal,” the false Messiah in Islamic eschatol-
ogy. Ultimately, the Bilderbergers are considered “the actual masters of world
government who pull the strings” behind the coronavirus, in order to make the
“pawns” around them work and behave in their favor. The playful likening of the
current power struggles to a Champions League football match showcases the
sometimes ironic and ludic modality of conspiracy theorizing in Cote d’Ivoire,
which fits theoretical approaches by Birchall (2006) and Knight (2003), among
others.

This breadth of the transnational conspiracy theories is noteworthy. While inter-
viewees identified transnational conspirators by using often-similar concepts (Illumi-
nati, Freemasons, Bilderberg, etc.), the latter referred to multiple contexts and motives
behind the conspiracies, be they capitalist, satanic, or witchcraft-related. From the little
material that was gathered, one can already get a glimpse of the manifold meanings
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that can be attached to the same concepts, which renders an analysis of conspiracy
theorizing in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic in Cote d’Ivoire highly complex.

Discussion

So far we have described how different groups of people in Bouaké, Cote d’Ivoire,
debated about the coronavirus among themselves and what role conspiracy theo-
ries played in such discussions. Based on 120 interviews with a total of 340 people,
we highlighted that the concept “conspiracy theories” was not widely known. To
clarify what they were after, interviewers would explain the term as a synonym of
“politics.” In the following discussion, we take this conceptualization seriously and
follow the synonymy.

In short, “conspiracy theory” in our data means a critical perspective on a
Machiavellian game over power, money, and (spiritual) domination. Conversations
that aim at detecting and explaining a conspiracy do not fall into a specific cat-
egory of talk or reasoning. They are neither opposed to some kind of mainstream
opinion, nor stigmatized for breaching discursive norms. People normally switch
between conspiracist and non-conspiracist explanations of the coronavirus (see also
Drescher, Boukari, and Ngawa forthcoming), and their concern in discussions is
not to distinguish whether someone believes in a conspiracy theory or not, but
which perspective is the most plausible under what assumptions. In these micro-
sociological situations, where emotional energy is conjured around politics, social
and conversational logics play a leading role (Collins 1998, 2005). Several snippets
demonstrate how different critiques attract social recognition and attention, and
how a speaker with controversial or particularly insightful knowledge captures and
amplifies the group’s emotional energy. Speakers potentially could conjure a shared
sense of forming an informed and alert minority that knows about the secret con-
spiracies at stake, while the ignorant majority remained unaware of it.

In this conversational setting, the different scales of conspiracy theories (national,
imperial, and transnational, including witchcraft and satanic types) are not hierar-
chical. Though some speakers would intimate proudly that their conception of
conspiracies constituted a “higher” level of knowledge, the plausibility of their
argument could also be challenged. Their challengers could suggest that a global
conspiracy behind the coronavirus was unlikely, given the conflicts among the
larger geopolitical players such as China and the Western powers and argue that
politics behind the coronavirus play out on the national level, highlighting the plots
by local and regional leaders over medical funds earmarked for the coronavirus
emergency. Second, the different scales of conspiracies are by no means mutually
exclusive. The same person may simultaneously situate conspiracies in the spiritual
world citing the Bible, on a national level with reference to the latest corruption
scandal, and on a transnational level by pointing out the mushrooming number of
humanitarian offices, whose staff often make more money than a minister.

‘What unifies conspiracy theories and naturally embeds them in everyday talk
is moral critique. As we have shown, such moral critique is often plausible in its
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condemnation of existing power asymmetries and inherently social and situational,
not least in the setting of our group interviews. Whether moral critique in a group
interview ends up revolving around neocolonialism or national leaders or spiritual
disorientation (or all of the aforementioned) depends fundamentally on the group,
the knowledge of its respective members, and what they feel most comfortable
debating, as well as the group’s micro-dynamics at that particular time, such as who
leads a debate and who follows. Insofar, it would be fallacious to mistake the inter-
viewees’ words for their general beliefs, let alone for their convictions that they are
likely to act upon. As Collins (2005) shows, social situations are based on different
interaction rituals, and what people express in a given ritual setting may not overlap
with what they feel, say, think, and do in another.

Beliefs are not necessarily constant, but situationally fluctuate, as a number
of theorists have argued and as researchers have demonstrated. . . . [W]hat
people think they believe at a given moment is dependent upon the kind of’
interaction ritual taking place in that situation: people may genuinely and
sincerely feel the beliefs they express at the moment they express them, espe-
cially when the conversational situation calls out a higher degree of emo-
tional emphasis; but this does not mean that they act on these beliefs, or that
they have a sincere feeling about them in other everyday interactions where
the ritual focus is different.

(44)

If conspiracy theories are not easy to pin down in the case of Bouaké, there
are two theoretical and methodological implications that can be drawn from their
complexity. The first aspect here concerns the illegibility and scope of conspiracy
theorizing. Since the term “conspiracy theory” is neither widely known nor used
to distinguish a specific way of speaking in Cote d’Ivoire, the methodological ques-
tion for analysts becomes whether we are to impose such a potentially norma-
tive distinction on our data (Boltanski 2014, 199) instead of reconstructing our
interlocutors’ own ways of interpreting and naming their beliefs. Relatedly, while
researchers often seem intent on identifying “the” conspiracy theorists, as if they
were a group or specific kind of people, this is basically impossible in Bouaké.
Though our sample could not cover all the different social spectrums, it is safe
to say that conspiracy theorizing happens across all social milieus. Our findings,
thus, not only run counter to the classic idea of conspiracism being prevalent pre-
dominantly among the fringes or margins of society but also contradict the assump-
tion that conspiracist narratives are exchanged mostly within established groups and
social circles. In Bouaké, they are just as easily shared and discussed across groups
and between individuals who did not previously know each other.

The second aspect we would like to raise is the multiplicity of meanings that
references to presumably specific conspirators bear. As we have shown, the mean-
ing of the term “Illuminati,” for instance, differs from one comment to the next,
certain similarities notwithstanding. Rather than constituting a lack of clarity, this
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conceptual fuzziness has the capacity to absorb multiple moral criticisms, which

render conspiracy theories attractive as a discursive form of interaction. Whether

this is specific to the Ivoirian and the Guinean case, which the authors are most

familiar with, or whether the same could be said about cases in the northern hemi-

sphere deserves to be further explored.

Notes

1

10

This chapter is the outcome of research conducted within the Africa Multiple Cluster of
Excellence at the University of Bayreuth, funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemein-
schaft (DFG, German Research Foundation) under Germany’s Excellence Strategy —
EXC 2052/1-390713894.

The data in Ivorian French was transcribed in a basic manner according to the GAT 2
transcription convention (Selting et al. 2009).

Anton, Schetsche, and Walter (2014, 13) cite Schetsche in arguing that ultimately, “con-
spiracy theories are nothing more than heterodox bodies of knowledge that contradict
the accepted (orthodox) bodies of knowledge of society” (Schetsche 2005, 118; my
translation from German).

This mirrors similar findings by Butter and Reinkowski (2014, 17), who highlight that
the reputation and acceptability of conspiracy theorizing vary considerably across space
and time.

The original French: (1) Q: ok, vous croyez donc en la théorie du complot pourquoi
? — R: comploddét 2 — Q: genre si c’est politique. — R: mais c’est politique, les gars
cherchent, les gars cherchent I'argent, covid-19-1a c’est pas vrai, c’est politique, les gars
je ne comprends pas. — Q: no:: n'y a des gens qui disent que c’est politique, que c’est
pas vrai. (3) Q: croyez-vous en I'existence du covid-19? — R tout ¢a-1a c’est politique,
moi je crois pas. — Q: comment ¢a? pouvez-vous vous expliquer? — R: je veux dire ce
sont des machinations politique, c’est coutcha comme on dit. — Q: donc selon vous tous
les politiciens sont pareils? — R: haji? qui dit politique dis complot, toi tu as déja vu un
politicien qui dit la vérité?

Indeed, it is no coincidence that of all political theory, the adjective “Machiavellian” (in
French: “Machiavélique”) is probably the most popular term that intellectuals draw from
to discuss politics in Cote d’Ivoire and across the West African region.

To be sure, Bayart’s quote is not to be misunderstood as an embrace of Western common
sense. See also Bayart (2000).

As Migdal has argued, as much as Weber’s ideal-type of the state as “monopolizing
legitimate force and ruling through rational law” has marked how people think and
speak about politics (at least in the Western or northern parts of the globe), it is also a
fiction insofar as it provides “precious few ways to talk about real-life states that do not
meet this ideal” (2001, 14).

The original French: Q: croyez-vous a la théorie du complot? — R: bon je dirai non
parce que 12 y a pas de complicité concernant nos différents états voilada parce que éééh
ééh si ¢’était un complot pou:::ir montrer que ce::tte pandémie 1a existe, je pense bien
que c’est pas crédible voilaaa. c’est pas crédible de de de leur part. donc tchi je ne crois
pas en cette théorie.

The original French: (5) faut laisser ¢a, c’est politique, covid c’est complot du gou-
vernement pour s’enrichir, covid c’est film san! ils sont en train de nous systémer . . . —
(6) bon moti pour ma part je reste sceptique hein, je ne suis pas d’accord avec I'existence
du covid-19 en cote d’ivoire parce qu’il y a quelque chose de tres simple, le FMI a
promis plusieurs millions aux pays qui seront touchés par le covid-19 pour les aider dans
cette pandémie et un jour aprés on apprend que la cote d’ivoire a eu son premier cas,
lorsqu’ils ont dit si on atteint les milles cas on aura plusieurs sommes, la cote d’ivoire
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aussi a atteint les milles cas, donc pour ma part seulement la, le covid-19 n’existe pas en
cote d’ivoire, ¢’est une politique pour se faire de I'argent facilement.

11 The original French: (7) corona la ¢a existe c’est vrai mais c’est 'homme qui a fabriqué
ca. C’est les chinois qui ont fabriqué ca pour devenir les plus puissant au monde et puis
remplacer les états unis, méme président américain méme a dit ¢a, est-ce que président
du pays le plus développé du monde va dire quelque chose devant tout le monde si c’est
pas vrai ? — (8) je suis désolé qu’ils [les occidentaux]| ne viennent pas tester le vaccin en
afrique ici. si le vaccin est vraiment réel qu’ils essaient d’abord le vaccin sur les malades
occidentaux avant de venir tester un quelconque vaccin ici voila. vous voyez que les
blancs ont encore une idéologie de colons, ils veulent toujours nous dominer.

12 See WION, “Trump Takes Aim at China over COVID-19 Pandemic,” YouTisbe video,
3:44. September 23, 2020, www.youtube.com/watch?v=jXv6JM2zhHO0.

13 To reiterate, China is not the only power accused of being a conspirator. More often, in
our data, the coronavirus is seen as a Western plot directed by the United States against
China to preserve its hegemony.

14 See Didier Drogba, “It Is Totally Inconceivable We Keep on Cautioning This,” Tivitter
post, April 2, 2020, https://T.Co/41GIpXalYV'.

15 Itis important to note here that colonialism actually brought numerous diseases to Africa
and caused a pathological “revolution” due to the radical reordering of habitat (Tilley
2011, 58).

16 English translation from the French original.

17 The original French: “(9) Q: a vous écouter on dirait que vous croyez en la théorie du
complot hein? — R: théorie? vous pensez que c’est théorie (petit rire narquois), les gens
ne savent pas ce qui se passe ce qui se passe, il faut se réveiller hein surtout nous ici (petit
rire narquois) on dit par exemple que bill gates est ’homme le plus généreux du monde
pourtant c’est a lui et ses placements que profite en réalité le covid? vous pensez que
combien de personnes savent ce que c’est que 1a, le philantro-capitalisme? hein ? mais
c’est que c’est lui, vous allez voir il sera encore plus riche avec le covid puisque ¢’est son
argent qui finance, non seulement il va avoir le bénéfices mais ils va en profiter avec ses
micros puces pour nous controler, grace au vaccin qu’il a financé, il va avoir des bases de
données et les vendre attends vous allez voir, dormez seulement dormez. — (10) En tout
cas c’est les machinations des gens-1a, les Illuminati et francs-macons consorts 1a . . . euhh
ils veulent imposer leur nouvel ordre mondial la donc ils ont créé maladie pour tout
mélanger dans le monde et puis essayer de venir arranger en imposant leurs politiques.
Ils vont faire croire que c’est naturel que c’est ’ordre naturel orrr c’est programmé.”

18 The original French: (11) je ne sais pas ce que tu entends par théorie du complot mais
nous autres chrétiens avons déja été avertis par la bible, la bible déclare que la béte va venir,
nous savons que la béte viendra bientot il va séduire tous ceux qui n’ont pas jésus dans
leur vie et ses adeptes, les adeptes de antéchrist, le faux messie et ces alliés les rosicruciens
et les francs-macons la préparent activement la venue de la béte, donc ils vont chercher a
imposer un vaccin au monde pour essayer de nous injecter le signe de la béte . . .

19 The original French: (12) cette affaire de covid la c’est pas simple hein, si on voit que
on ferme les lieux de cultes ¢’est pas pour rien hein, moi depuis je suis né je n’ai jamais
vu ¢a au nom, les gens parlent de de de on dit on dit c’est bill gate, bill gate est trop
petit dans affaire ca, méme les illuminatis, les francs-magons eux tous ils sont petit dans
cette affaire-13, eux-méme c’est des pions 000 les gens jouent quoi c’est une affaire de
préparer I'arrivée de dajjal, c’est la ligue des champions hein. c’est une affaire des bilder-
bergs, c’est eux qui, c’est eux les vrais puissants du gouvernement mondial, c’est eux qui
tirent les ficelles derriére.
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A DISEASE OF THE RICH AND A
DISEASE OF THE POOR

Comparing Rumors about the Coronavirus
and Ebola in Guinea

Joschka Philipps and Saikou Oumar Sagnane'

Introduction

To analyze and contextualize social and political reactions to the coronavirus, this
chapter compares rumors about the coronavirus to those about the Ebola epi-
demic in Guinea. Guinea, together with its neighboring countries Sierra Leone
and Liberia, was hit by the Ebola virus between 2013 and 2016; another smaller
Ebola outbreak was recorded in 2021. The coronavirus, which appeared in Guinea
in March 2020, attracted rumors and conspiracy theories that differed in certain
respects from those about Ebola. Broadly, while Ebola was widely considered a
disease of the poor, the coronavirus was interpreted as a disease of the rich. This
chapter seeks to make comparative sense of these differences (and some of the simi-
larities and overlaps) and is based on extensive field research by both authors of this
chapter. Besides in-depth qualitative research, Saikou Oumar Sagnane contributed
to a database on rumors about the coronavirus assembled by Guinea’s National
Agency of Sanitary Security (ANSS 2020); Joschka Philipps carried out a survey
about conspiracy theories on Ebola in Guinea with over 600 respondents. Drawing
on these data, the goal is to reflect on social controversies about the coronavirus not
as an unprecedented singularity, but as something that has occurred in similar ways
before — when it was also considered “unprecedented” (Stokes 2017, vii).

Our comparison bears an insightful irony. Back in 2014, when the World Health
Organization (WHO) finally declared that the Ebola epidemic in West Africa was a
“public health emergency of international concern” on August 8, media reactions
and public opinion across the globe bordered on a moral panic. The risk of Ebola
spreading to Europe and America was conjured in tandem not only with the noto-
rious image of “Africa” as the “Heart of Darkness” (Owuor 2015). It also included a
moralizing criticism of the local populations’ incredulity vis-a-vis medical explana-
tions of the virus, as well as their distrust and sometimes outward resistance against
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medical interventions. Why would the victims and communities at risk not trust
Western medical experts? Why would they resist and sometimes violently attack
the medical teams that came to help them? Prominent answers alluded to the typi-
cal narrative of underdevelopment, poverty, and illiteracy (Absolu 2016, 53), while
ignoring the legacies of colonial empires and their use of medicine (Hunt 2016;
Tilley 2016) as well as the distrust in state-driven interventions in general (Barry
and Amadou 2017; Niang 2014). Furthermore, observers focusing on the rumors
and suspicions about Ebola left unmentioned that many local communities had
learned how to deal with the virus and that this “people’s science,” as anthropolo-
gist Paul Richards (2016) calls it, has helped fundamentally to stop the epidemic
by 2016. Fast forward to four years to the emergence of the coronavirus, and one
gets an idea of the arrogance that had informed such a stance about people’s skepti-
cal attitudes when faced with a deadly virus. Today, societies with hyper-equipped
health systems and infrastructures are permeated by similar suspicions against the
very global health and political apparatus that deals with the pandemic.

On a methodological level, our comparison is rough and approximate, since the
authors gathered different data through different methods in relation to different
concepts: Sagnane and the ANSS working on rumors and Philipps on conspiracy
theories. A full-fledged conceptual discussion cannot be provided here (on rumors,
see Kapferer 1990; Bordia and DiFonzo 2004; Stewart and Strathern 2004; on
conspiracy theories, see Boltanski 2014; Brotherton 2015; Fassin 2021), but what
needs to be highlighted is that there are important overlaps and family resem-
blances between a variety of concepts and their social function: rumors, hearsay,
gossip, souloumou souloumoui, conspiracy theories, suspicions, n’ndmeé, witchcraft
accusations, and verbalized images are ingredients of social exchanges whereby
participants test and tease out each other’s knowledge.? They are not indicators of
stable individual beliefs, as is sometimes uncritically implied in statistical methods.
Rather, they lie at the liminal space between certainty and uncertainty, as they
connect collectively held certainties to an uncertain event or condition so that
the uncertain can be talked about. In a nutshell, looking at rumors and conspiracy
theories thus means looking at tentatively shared certainties that are mobilized in
the face of uncertainty.

The chapter is organized as follows. In the first part, we outline the 2013-16
West African Ebola epidemic in Guinea and the respective rumors and conspir-
acy theories about it, based on hitherto unpublished survey findings. Second, and
presenting findings derived from the ANSS’s database of rumors, we look at the
coronavirus pandemic in Guinea since 2020. Throughout, we seek to describe
the social conflicts and cleavages that emerged in the face of these viral threats and
how they were inscribed in rumors and conspiracy theories. Based on our data,
we highlight in particular how the two epidemics were interpreted in terms of
class structures. While we discuss the implications at the end of the article, the key
motive of this chapter is descriptive: to show what information, speculation, and
suspicions circulated about Ebola and the coronavirus in Guinea.
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Part I: Ebola

Intimacy, Uncertainty, and Suspicions

Ebola is not a particularly contagious virus. It spreads by direct contact with the
body fluids of an Ebola victim, and not through air. However, Ebola is extremely
infectious: if one absorbs the tiniest amount of a sick person’s body fluids (such as
saliva, blood, or vomit), it is enough to be infected. As a virus of utmost intimacy,
Richards thus calls Ebola a “perverse” virus insofar as it “punishes those who care
for the sick” (2016, 2-3). Indeed, the highest risk was concentrated among the
family and community members who cared for Ebola victims, those who were
involved in funeral ceremonies of washing and burying the bodies, as well as mem-
bers of medical teams. Given the dramatic contrast between, on the one hand, the
social importance of family solidarity and closeness in Guinea and, on the other
hand, the role of close contact in spreading an unknown disease, people were quick
to adopt an attitude of denial. Rumors circulated that the disease did not exist or
that it was divine or political, which in turn alarmed the authorities.

Given the highly infectious nature of the Ebola virus, the authorities’ initial
reaction to the virus was extreme. The first general awareness message was that
“Ebola has no cure,” which inadvertently caused many to keep away from treat-
ment centers and added to the mistrust toward the health sector, which was already
high in normal times. In the following weeks and months, the high mortality
rate among Ebola patients further undermined people’s willingness to look for
treatment and visit health institutions when they encountered symptoms. Sakouba
Keita, the national coordinator of the fight against Ebola, writes “It was suspicious
because you send a patient to the hospital and it is his corpse you recover” (2021,
56). As Ebola became increasingly associated with death, so were the organiza-
tions and institutions linked to the Ebola emergency response, not least because
the medical emergency response oftentimes appeared like a military attack. At
one point, when the virus emerged in the prefecture of Forécariah, more than
140 vehicles arrived in the area in the name of the response. When the virus re-
emerged in the sub-prefecture of Koropara (Nzérékoré prefecture), more than 40
response vehicles were counted; the epidemic coordinator flew in by helicopter.
Such operational and logistical arrangements, which relied on the WHO’s (World
Health Organization) intervention frameworks and ignored local customs, gener-
ally reinforced Guineans’ fears of the disease.

These fears translated into serious allegations. The treatment centers were con-
sidered “death houses” where doctors killed patients in order to traffic in human
organs. The disinfectant sprayed against Ebola in villages and neighborhoods was
said to be the virus, and organizations like the Red Cross or Médecins Sans Fron-
tieres had to be kept away because they were thought to spread the virus. The
general image by Anne Marie Moulin of “the rescuer [who] turns out to be the
assassin, the doctor in a white coat who will extract the heart, drain the blood, and
remove the organs” (2020, 217) is an extreme but fitting description of how distrust
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and denial characterized the Ebola emergency and made it an intertwined crisis
that was both epidemiological and social in nature. These allegations also trans-
lated into concrete action. In many places, local populations banned medical teams
and officials from accessing villages, various treatment centers were raided and
destroyed, and in the notorious case of the village of Womé, five members of medi-
cal teams and three journalists were killed by local populations (Stillman 2014).

Rumors and conspiracy theories circulated widely on social media as in face to
face conversations. On a micro level, rumors revolved, for instance, about those
who had survived an Ebola infection. Since there was apparently no cure, surviv-
ing Ebola had become suspicious. Survivors were suspected of having “cheated
death” and being the cause of misfortune that brought the death of other loved
ones. Many were accused of having “paid” for their survival by sacrificing other
deceased family members. Anthropologists Sylla and Taverne (2019) explain that
such suspicions constituted an important difficulty in the social reintegration of
survivors. On the macro level, an elaborate conspiracy theory concerned George
Soros, the investor-philanthropist who founded the Open Society Foundation.
Soros was considered a friend of Guinea’s then-president Alpha Condé and had
provided expertise to the Condé government for developing the country’s new
mining code.” As to Ebola, Soros was suspected to own a laboratory in neighboring
Sierra Leone, where the virus was produced. He and other powerful people were
said to conspire with the Guinean President and the ruling elite to exterminate the
different ethnic groups in the forest region. That genocidal suspicion, which was
prevalent way beyond the uneducated poor, can be traced back to a long history
of discrimination. Under colonial and postcolonial regimes, the “Forestier” ethnic
group, a label which was invented by the French colonial power to denominate a
variety of different groups with different languages, and which has become com-
mon sense in Guinea, had generally been considered the least “civilized” peoples of
Guinea, both because of their mystic beliefs and capacities and because they were
consuming bush meat — including monkeys and bats — which were now suddenly
said to be the source of “Ebola.”*

The level of uncertainty among Guineans as to what Ebola really was is easily
underestimated or attributed to ignorance and illiteracy. Yet, even staff members of
the very organizations that sought to combat false rumors and who disseminated
the message that “Ebola is real” were doubtful as to whether this message was true.
One example is Search for Common Ground, an NGO that played a pivotal role in
building linkages among international donors, national state representatives, local
authorities, village chiefs, and traditional communicators. As one of their coordina-
tors intimated, the staff members’ doubts were ubiquitous.’> He too did not know
whether he should trust the international donors (who were ultimately also his
employers and assured that he could bring food to the family table), or whether
he should heed the many critical voices who called into question the official Ebola
narrative. Jean-Marie Doré, for instance, a trusted intellectual who had served as
Prime Minister only a few years before, actively opposed the building of an Ebola
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Treatment Center near his home town. Other people took advantage of the confu-
sion. A variety of traditional healers, for instance, found a niche to promote what
they claimed to be effective treatments against Ebola.

Survey Findings

Suspicions regarding Ebola continued to circulate well after the epidemic had
been successfully overcome and are still present today. In the following, we turn to
Philipps’s 2017 survey, carried out more than one year after the epidemic had offi-
cially ended. The survey focused generally on people’s understandings of how power
was organized in Guinea and worldwide, but it also included three questions on con-
spiracy theories about the Ebola virus: (1) Was Ebola a natural coincidence or was it a
conspiracy planned by humans? (2) If Ebola was a conspiracy, who was behind it? (3)
If Ebola was a conspiracy, what was the goal? The survey (n = 612) was carried out
mainly by sociology students and student assistants in the country’s two most popu-
lated cities: N’zérékoré in the country’s forest region and the capital city Conakry
in Maritime Guinea. The findings will be presented in terms of rounded numbers.

According to the survey, about 45 percent considered Ebola to have been a
conspiracy, compared to roughly 37 percent who believed that it was a natural
coincidence. The remaining respondents either said they did not know the answer
(14 percent) or said they did not want to answer the question (3 percent). Accord-
ing to the survey, those who considered Ebola a conspiracy suspected primarily
the government (7 percent), politicians (1 percent), or more precisely the president
(19 percent). Foreign powers were also suspected, though under different labels,
including “les blancs” (white people) (4 percent), the West (3 percent), humanitar-
ian institutions (1 percent), or France (1 percent). They were sometimes men-
tioned in collusion with the President or the government. As to the motives behind
the alleged Ebola conspiracy, the notion of “Ebola business” was the most frequent
response. Over 15 percent of all respondents argued that Ebola was spread (or
invented) to make money, be it by accessing international funds or by profiting
from medical experiments and selling organs. Twelve percent considered a geno-
cidal motive behind Ebola to reduce the African, Guinean, or more specifically
the Forestier population, and 7 percent suspected the President to use Ebola as a
strategy to win elections.

Importantly, these statistical snapshots hardly do justice to the dynamic ways in
which conspiracy theories circulate and in which attitudes toward them change in
social situations. According to the authors’ qualitative investigations and experi-
ences, rumors and conspiracy theories are exchanged, contested, agreed upon,
or disregarded in highly situational ways, and peoples’ answers in a survey do not
reflect stable positions, but are contingent on the respective situation, the specific
interviewer and the way she asks the question, and what the respective respondent
associates with her.

Accordingly, the same methodological vigilance is needed when it comes to
establishing a social profile of who believes that Ebola was a conspiracy. Women
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TABLE 9.1 Beliefs about Ebola by Sex

Sex Natural Conspiracy I Don’t I Don’t Want  n/a Total
Coincidence Know to Respond

Female 40.1 (85) 40.1 (85)  17.0 (36) 2.8 (6) 0.0 (0)  100.0 (212)

Male 35.7 (142)  47.7 (190) 13.1 (52) 2.8 (11) 0.8 (3)  100.0 (398)

Total 37.2(227) 451 (275) 14.4(88) 2.8 (17) 0.5@3)  100.0 (610)

Source: Survey on conspiracy theories about Ebola in Guinea (conducted by Philipps 2017)

TABLE 9.2 Beliefs about Ebola by Education Level

Education Natural Conspiracy 1 Don’t I Don’t Want  n/a Total

Level Coincidence Know To Respond

No formal 40.6 (28) 34.8 (24) 232 (16) 1.4(1) 0.0 (0)  100.0 (69)
education

Primary level  28.6 (20)  50.0 (35) 18.6 (13) 2.9 (2) 0.0 (0)  100.0 (70)

College (lower 36.2 (42) 44.8 (52) 13.8(16) 3.4 (4) 1.7 (2)  100.0 (116)
secondary
level)

Lycée (upper 39.2 (60) 46.4 (71) 124 (19) 1.3 (2) 0.7 (1)  100.0 (153)
secondary
level)

University level 38.5 (65) 46.2(78) 11.2(19) 4.1 (7) 0.0 (0) 100.0 (169)
and higher

n/a 37.1.(13) 429 (15) 17.1 (6) 29 (1) 0.0 (0)  100.0 (35)

Total 37.3 (228) 44.9 (275) 14.5(89) 2.8(17) 0.5 (3) 100.0 (612)

Source: Survey on conspiracy theories about Ebola in Guinea (conducted by Philipps 2017)

seem to be slightly less likely than men to believe in an Ebola-related conspiracy
(40 percent vs. 48 percent, see Table 9.1).

Lower levels of belief in conspiracy theories are also associated with people who
consider their standard of living high or average, and with young people below
20 or older people above 35. As to language and ethnic groups, those who spoke
Maninka (the same mother tongue as the then-President Alpha Condé) and Koni-
anké (their ethnic “cousins” in the forest region) were by far more likely to believe
that Ebola was a natural coincidence (52 percent and 63 percent, respectively)
compared to members of other language and ethnic groups who tended to trust
conspiracist explanations. This mirrors the political character of conspiracy allega-
tions, many of which were levelled against the then-President Condé.

Finally, perhaps the most interesting finding is the relationship with education.
People with no formal education seem to be the least likely to believe that Ebola was
a conspiracy (35 percent), whereas those who have been to university (46 percent) are
above average. The difference is mainly due to the fact that those who had no for-
mal schooling were the most likely to answer that they “do not know” (23 percent),
whereas those who had been to university were the least likely to do so (see Table 9.2).
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To summarize, and while keeping in mind that these statistics are approximate at
best, the survey shows that conspiracy theories about the Ebola epidemic in Guinea
are not to be reduced to high levels of illiteracy or a lack of education. They are
sociopolitically complex and widespread across various social strata.

Ebola: “Disease of the Poor”

The 2013-16 Ebola epidemic in West Africa was largely considered a disease
of the poor, both on a global and on a local level. Globally speaking, the Ebola
epidemic was concentrated in countries that rank 178th (Guinea), 182nd (Sierra
Leone), and 175th (Liberia) out of 189 countries on the Human Development
Index. As various observers have noted, it was precisely because Ebola affected
mainly poor Africans that pharmaceutical companies waited for so long until
they made vaccines available. “Even though the threat of Ebola has been hanging
over West Africa for 40 years,” as WHO Director General Dr. Margaret Chan
argued, profit-driven enterprises saw no sufficient incentive to get existing vac-
cines licensed for the market, though they had been proven 100 percent effective
against both the Ebola and the Marburg virus when they were tested among
monkeys almost a decade before the Ebola epidemic hit West Africa (Wolde-
mariam and Di Giacomo 2016, 63).

Moreover, since Ebola victims were concentrated in areas of poverty within
their respective countries (Fallah et al. 2015), the virus was quickly interpreted as
a disease of the poor. In Guinea, this interpretation grouped together images of
rural poverty, of primitive housing and backward traditional lifestyles, images that
were fully exploited in Western journalism (Foucher 2015) and often associated
with the forest region and Forestier ethnic groups. Given the low contagiousness
of the virus, urban elites largely considered themselves at a safe distance from the
epidemic threat.

Thus, while overt violent conflicts during the epidemic played out between,
on the one hand, local populations that were considered a(t) risk and, on the
other hand, various national and international intervention teams, the general
social perception focused on class as a marker of risk. In a context where bod-
ily contact is ubiquitous under normal circumstances (squeezing into taxis and
buses, giving handshakes, nudges and hugs, eating from the same plate), the fear
of being infected attached a particular stigma to the poor. This, as we shall see in
the following part, differed markedly from the situation during the coronavirus
pandemic.

Part Il: Coronavirus

Emergence and Spread of the Coronavirus in Guinea

The first case of the coronavirus pandemic was recorded in Guinea on March 13,
when a Belgian EU official was hospitalized and tested positive in Conakry. The
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Guinean government put in place containment measures, including the prohibi-
tion of gatherings of more than 100 people (and later of no more than 20 people),
the closure of Conakry’s International Airport (on March 23), and ultimately a
state of emergency on March 26, officially closing all borders and blocking traffic
between Conakry and the interior of the country. In contrast to the previous Ebola
epidemic, the coronavirus was initially seen as a “rich people’s” virus.® Early victims
of the virus in April 2020 included well-known political figures who were exposed
to international travel and infected persons. Among them were Salifou Kébé, hith-
erto the president of the National Independent Electoral Commission (CENI);
Sékou Kourouma, secretary-general of the government; Louncény Fofana, the sec-
ond vice president of the Guinean National Assembly; and Victor Traoré, former
director of Interpol Guinea (see Philipps 2022).

The international airport in Conakry remained open for ten days after the first
case was recorded. During that time, various senior officials of the country’s pri-
vate sector and public administration flew home from abroad, some of whom later
showed symptoms and then tested positive for the coronavirus, often after having
already transmitted the virus within their social and professional circles, be it in the
administration where they worked, within the media environment during press
conferences, and in banks they had visited for financial transactions.

A socio-behavioral survey conducted in June 2020 (Sagnane, Dioubaté, and
Sylla 2020) showed that the social categories most at risk of catching the virus
were salaried workers (a minority in Guinea’s job market, which is dominated by
the so-called informal sector), traders and entrepreneurs, as well as married peo-
ple. It was also through these rather well-off categories of people that the ANSS
considered the first wave of the virus spread to other prefectures beyond the
capital Conakry. Government employees and employees of international institu-
tions regularly travel from Conakry to other prefectures, traders transport goods
from Conakry to the interior of the country, and married people are obliged to
maintain social relations through courtesy visits or participation in social events
among their families. People from rural areas said that the coronavirus is a “big
city disease.” According to the ANSS situation report as of June 1, 2020, at least
90 percent of diagnosed cases were concentrated in the capital Conakry and the
two surrounding towns Coyah and Dubréka. Finally, the coronavirus in Guinea
was also considered a “disease of old people.” The majority of victims who died
of Covid-19 were over 60 years old. Young people thus considered that the virus
would be of no risk to them and were careless about the disease and negligent
with regard to preventive behaviors.

The coronavirus first spread to the five communes of Conakry. At least
30 percent of confirmed cases nationwide were found in the commune of
Ratoma (ANSS 2020), the second most populated commune in Conakry and
home to largely bourgeois neighborhoods such as Kipé, Nongo, and Lambanyi,
where one can find the villas of government officials and wealthy business-
men. Subsequently, the virus spread to the neighboring prefectures of Coyah
and Dubréka, which were initially separate from the capital but are nowadays
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known as “Grand Conakry” due to sprawling urbanization. Indeed, many sal-
aried workers work in Conakry but live in Coyah and Dubréka with their
families, and urban mobility between Conakry and its wider environment is
important for various businesses, especially for taxi services. Accordingly, when
the government sought to contain the coronavirus by erecting roadblocks and
restrictions for taxi drivers, this sparked violent anti-government protests, espe-
cially on May 12 in Coyah and Dubréka. Six deaths and numerous injuries
were recorded during clashes with security forces; the central police station of
Coyah and the neighboring police and gendarmerie stations of Manéah were
vandalized (Philipps 2022).

Finally, the emergence of the coronavirus in Guinea coincided with the highly
contested constitutional referendum, by which then-President Alpha Condé sought
to change the constitution and allow himself to run for a third mandate. Rumors
as to whether the coronavirus was part of a political plot accordingly circulated in
Guinea even more prominently than elsewhere.

Covid-19: “Disease of the Rich”

The image of the coronavirus as a “disease of the rich” was not only due to
the prominence of the first victims in Guinea. It was also related to the first
patients’ encounter with the medical facilities at the care center of Conakry.
The patients, “most of whom come from Guinean high society,” publicly criti-
cized the “unsanitary and unhygienic conditions” in the Donka hospital, as
well as the “contempt and arrogance of Dr. Sakoba Kéita, head of the National
Health Security Agency (ANSS)” (Boundo 2020). Following this widely pub-
licized incident and on the basis of WHO recommendations, the ANSS ulti-
mately introduced the option of home care. Furthermore, when the epidemic

3

hit the general population, there was a treatment center for prominent public
figures and a treatment center for the general population, with very different
sanitary conditions and different levels of comfort. This dichotomy was highly
publicized, describing the inequalities in care for the same disease. Among the
public, this fostered the idea that the rich avoid the very health care system that
they themselves have refused to improve while many of them were in public
office. Talk, gossip, and rumors about the coronavirus thus revolved signifi-
cantly around the question of class.

In the following section, we will turn to a selection of rumors that were col-
lected for the ANSS database, which Saikou Sagnane worked for as a consultant
from July to December 2021. The team of consultants working on rumors was led
by a university-based institute, the Laboratoire d’Analyse Socio-Anthropologique
de Guinee (LASAG), and funded by the German GIZ and the United Nations
Population Fund (UNFPA). The mission was to monitor, collect, analyze, and
deconstruct rumors, which were posted online through the KoBoCollect platform.
The KoBoCollect link was widely distributed so that each citizen could contribute
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to the collection of rumors. The team met every two weeks to analyze the rumors
collected, propose ways to deconstruct them, and contribute to the ANSS’ “Stop
Infox” bulletin that was shared with various actors of the Covid-19 response and
the media to counter falsehoods and react to misinformation on social media and in
the public realm. The team only addressed rumors that had been gathered repeat-
edly and thus seemed to circulate widely. In one instance, the agency reports on
a rumor found on Facebook that the rich are the ones who bring the disease to
Africa. Though not entirely false in Guinea’s case (where the first Covid-19 patient
was a Belgian EU official), this information and its implications were to be con-
fronted, according to the ANSS, with the fact that the coronavirus “affects all social
categories” and informing the public about the necessary preventive measures. The
key strategy to convince the public of this fact would be to use testimonies of
convalescent coronavirus patients, privileging those from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds.

The perception of the coronavirus as a disease of the rich also implied a perspec-
tive on rich people as being “soft” and “vulnerable” to the virus because they had
created artificial physical conditions (air conditioning against the heat) and a bland
dietary regime (without chili) that subtract from their daily lives the very ingredi-
ents that made the normal population more resistant to the coronavirus, including
heat, chili (piment), or palm wine.

A small anecdote may serve as an example here: a student in conversation with
his classmates shares a bottle of water. One of them says, “there is the coronavirus
again.” Another responds by saying that “the virus doesn’t survive at high tempera-
tures. When you drink, the water goes into your stomach where it is very hot; the
virus cannot survive there.” Similar quotes from the ANSS database on rumors may
further illustrate this point. “Consumption of a high dose of chili pepper kills the
virus;” “White wine [artisanal palm wine] effectively fights against coronavirus.
That’s why the contamination rate is low in the forest region [where palm wine
consumption is high].” Given that the general population felt relatively safeguarded
against the coronavirus, they were skeptical with regard to the imposition of face
masks by the government. People were fined 50,000 GNF (roughly five euro) if
police caught them without a face mask, an enormous sum of money for many
Guineans.” Masks were called “bavettes,” which means “bibs,” as associated with
babies and small children to keep their clothes clean while eating. Frequent com-
ments were:

“They should leave us alone with this story of the bib. Look at Coyah. Who
is wearing the bibs there? Do they have the disease? No!”

“Those who wear bibs look like monsters.”

“The bibs are nothing more than dust covers.”

“I have to leave for Conakry tomorrow. Give me a bib so that I don’t have
to pay 50 thousand Guinean francs to the police. Because we wear the bib
to avoid paying money.”
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Certain conspiracy theories were more drastic, arguing that the coronavirus “will
not end as long as people continue to wear masks,” because the virus was thought
to be deliberately hidden in the masks to infect the population.

Religion and Politics

The idea of a “rich man’s disease” was intertwined with similar notions, includ-
ing that of a “white man’s disease” or as a “disease of government people such
as ministers and senior officials.” This stood in stark contrast to the Ebola virus,
where victims had been concentrated among the poor. This difference between the
coronavirus and Ebola was not lost on Guineans, who sometimes saw it as a godly
intervention to restore justice.

“God does not sleep. There is sin on them. They lied to us here about Ebola.
Now it’s their turn. All those who have plundered this country will pay. Even though
we should wish our neighbor no evil.” Indeed, spiritual explanations and interroga-
tions were widespread. Many believers were highly critical of the closure of mosques,
especially during the holy month of Ramadan. “As long as the mosques are closed,”
they argued, “the coronavirus will not end.” Behind this evocation stood the idea
that the disease is a “divine sanction” against those who do not worship God. In sim-
ilar ways, the closure of mosques was critically compared to the permission of politi-
cal rallies: “We do not understand why mosques are not opened. However, we often
see political rallies here and there. If political gatherings have not spread the virus, it is
not the prayers in places of worship that will.” In addition to the speculation based on
the profile of the coronavirus patients, information has been circulating about pos-
sible conspiracy theories orchestrated by the political authorities. Unlike the Ebola
epidemic, where political authorities and health actors were accused by the popula-
tion of economic enrichment (Ebola-business), the spread of the coronavirus was
marked first and foremost by an electoral context of social contestation and political
crisis. This context fueled the emergence of conspiracy theories that the govern-
ment, the ruling RPG party, and President Alpha Condé were using the epidemic to
stifle social demonstrations and political protests against the proposed constitutional
referendum and the third term of office of the incumbent president. Some of the key
rumors about the coronavirus thus refer to the virus as a political construct:

This disease has not yet returned to Guinea. All these deaths published by
the ANSS are only community deaths. No one has died of Covid-19 here in
Guinea. The last time at the People’s Palace, there were thousands of people
gathered. If there was ever this disease in Guinea, everyone would have died.

Go and tell that [speaking of respect for preventive measures| to the RPG
militants who organize propaganda movements here and there without any
respect for your instructions, all filmed by your RTG television which is
seen by the President of the Republic, who remains silent because it is in his
interest.

The party in power arrests political opposition supporters for not wearing
masks in order to dissuade political demonstrations.
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Indeed, President Alpha Condé may have benefitted considerably from the corona-
virus, not least insofar as the latter attracted sufficient international attention so that
the Condé regime could organize and win the highly contested constitutional ref-
erendum in March 2020 and win the equally controversial presidential elections on
October 18. He was, however, unseated by a military coup d’état on September 5,
2021. After the coup, the number of new recorded cases dropped considerably in
Guinea to the point that Covid-19 was no longer talked about. This situation rein-
forced the opinion that Alpha Condé left with the coronavirus.

Conclusion

This chapter compared social interpretations and reactions to the Ebola virus and
the coronavirus in the Republic of Guinea. One goal was to reflect on the coro-
navirus not as an unprecedented singularity, but as something that has occurred
in similar ways before. Indeed, the Guinean case illustrates that, in countries that
previously experienced an epidemic, the coronavirus is interpreted against the
backdrop of such previous experiences. In Guinea, for instance, some people con-
sidered the coronavirus a divine “righting” of a previous wrong: those who had
allegedly lied about the Ebola epidemic in 201316, that is, the rich elites who
profited from “Ebola business,” were now being punished by the coronavirus.

The second goal was to describe social conflicts and cleavages that emerge in
the face of viral threats and how they are inscribed in rumors and conspiracy theo-
ries. We showed that both Ebola and the coronavirus were frequently interpreted
through the lens of social class, and more specifically in terms of class conflict.
This evokes a bit of a puzzle because, compared to Western contexts, class is not
a particularly strong social category in Guinea. Although inequality in Guinea is
evidently rising (International Monetary Fund 2013, 15), the class divide is bridged
frequently in everyday situations. Rich and poor people interact through family
and kinship ties, as well as through religion, and the urban social habitat in the
capital city Conakry, for instance, is interspersed with villas and corrugated iron
huts standing side by side. If the Ebola virus and the coronavirus were strongly
interpreted in terms of class structures, this is thus something to be explained.

On a rather self-evident level, the association with class was mainly due to the
initial propagation dynamics: the Ebola virus was spread from rural areas among
poorer communities in the country’s forest region. In contrast, the coronavirus was
brought to Guinea first by a Belgian EU official and upper-class citizens; early vic-
tims of the virus included well-known political figures. On a more profound level,
however, the association of diseases with social classes highlights the competition of
citizens for access to state and corporate resources. The majority of Guinean citi-
zens unsuccessfully covet administrative positions and share a feeling of powerless-
ness, jealousy, and disadvantage vis-a-vis “white collar” officials and businessmen
who enjoy financial wealth, its privileges, and prestige. Administrative officials are
thus accused, rightly or wrongly, of being at the root of the population’s “suffer-
ing” and of serving their own interests instead of serving the population. Taking
the coronavirus for a divine punishment of the rich drew from this rationale: let
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them suffer the righteous chastening of God, let them leave so that others can
take their places. Inversely, the rich also feared the poor when faced with Ebola, a
virus associated with rural “backward” Forestier populations consuming infected
bushmeat and allegedly living in unhygienic and crowded spaces of contagion. Not
unlike the figure of the zombie, the image of the sick Ebola patient was seen as
the contagious “other” that risked dragging “us,” the urban elites, with him (see
Comaroff and Comaroft 2002). The implicit “terror of alterity” thus also implied
a class division whose porousness constituted a deadly risk (Webb and Byrnand
2017, 111-12). These conflictual social class relations often go unnoticed in the
daily life of Guinea. This may be due to the routine insouciance by which citizens
cope with the hardships of everyday life, or because social relations and conflicts are
frequently expressed in an ironic relational atmosphere where one may make fun of
their interlocutor without offending him.

On a methodological level, finally, we need to evoke the problem of situating
rumors and uncertainty exclusively among the affected populations during epidem-
ics and pandemics. In short, while the local populations’ mistrust and rumors have
received much scholarly attention, global health interventions are usually consid-
ered as being based on solid scientific facts. This binary perspective is both morally
problematic and empirically false. As we have shown in the case of Ebola, public
health interventions and medical expertise are and were equally shot through with
uncertainties. For instance, the rumor that fruit bats were the main reservoir for
Ebola — although this was not officially considered a rumor — remains unproven
until today (Caron et al. 2018), and ongoing debates concerning the coronavirus
and whether unvaccinated health personnel should lose their jobs are also a case
in point. Sociologically speaking, it is crucial to precisely consider the nature of
uncertainty and fears on both sides of public health interventions to illuminate the
conflicts and tensions between those who act and those who react. Rumors and
conspiracy theories are to be reconceptualized to match what was happening on
both sides or else these concepts become tools to reify the very power dynamics
that arguably lie at the heart of the conflicts that we elaborated on.

Notes

1 This chapter is the outcome of research conducted within the Africa Multiple Cluster of’
Excellence at the University of Bayreuth, funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemein-
schaft (DFG, German Research Foundation) under Germany’s Excellence Strategy —
EXC 2052/1-390713894.

2 “Souloumou souloumoui” (“sounds that circulate,” in Sosso) and “n’ndmé” (“I have heard,”
also in Sosso) are Guinean expressions that refer to, respectively, information that is given
secretly and anonymously, usually in a low voice, and information that the informant can
say out loud but cannot prove.

3 Guinea is the worlds second-biggest producer of the aluminum or bauxite and has
important reserves of other raw materials.

4 The widely disseminated idea that bats were the main reservoir for the Ebola virus remains
unproven until today, in spite of ongoing research since 2013 and continuing international
public health campaigns such as “How to live safely with bats” (USAID 2020).
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5 Interview with a staff member of Search for Common Ground Guinea, April 2017 (with
Joschka Philipps).

6 Yet, the virus quickly affected poorer populations as well. One hotspot was the main
prison in Conakry, the Maison Centrale. On May 12, authorities confirmed that out of
130 tests, 58 people were infected and reported three deaths linked to the virus. Cona-
kry’s Maison Centrale — with a capacity of 300 — is the most overcrowded prison in the
country with 1,500 inmates.

7 In the previously mentioned survey on beliefs about Ebola from 2017, 36 percent of the
612 respondents reported having fewer than 10,000 GNF per day.
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THE CONSTITUTIONAL CRISIS AND
THE CORONAVIRUS

Conspiracies and Deep Politics during
South Africa’s Pandemic

Nicholas Abrams and Mongezi Bolofo

In February of 2020, just ahead of South Africa’s first Covid-19 lockdowns, Bill
Gates landed in Cape Town to play a charity tennis match with Trevor Noah (host
of the Daily Show) and Grand Slam tennis champions Roger Federer and Rafael
Nadal. His presence just prior to the first confirmed cases of Covid-19 in the
country did not go unnoticed by those espousing vaccine- hesitant discourses that
would emerge later that year. Conspiracy and anti-vaccine narratives surrounding
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation’s work in Africa had circulated long before
the advent of the novel coronavirus, and the conspiracy discourses which emerged
regarding the billionaire’s new investments in the pharmaceutical industry and the
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation’s involvement in the development of Covid-19
vaccines built on that foundation.

One year later, in March of 2021, the Zulu King Goodwill Zwelithini died of
Covid-19-related complications, and the state funeral was “disrupted” by a regi-
ment of Amabutho (the “traditional” volunteer army of the Zulu King) who were
not permitted to attend due to pandemic restrictions. Cyril Ramaphosa, the cur-
rent South African President, was forced to evacuate the funeral as Amabutho over-
whelmed the police and stormed the royal palace to mourn the death of their King.
On live television, the leader of the Amabutho explained to a journalist that “we
cannot be deterred by these government rules of COVID. If this COVID belongs
to the government, [they] must take it [back] and get [out of] our way.” The event
prefigured a series of other spectacles of open defiance of Covid-19 restrictions
within KwaZulu-Natal (the Zulu homeland, South Africa’s easternmost province)
by organizations and peoples associated with the politically activated elements of
a “Zulu-traditionalist” political constituency — elements long associated with the
support base of the previous President Jacob Zuma.

This chapter maps the emergence of the relationship between Covid-19 conspir-
acies and Zulu-nationalist politics in South Africa. We will explore how some of the
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most salient Covid-19 conspiracy theories that emerged within South Africa were
mapped upon a pre-existing, highly contentious, and conspiracist conflict within the
political sphere. The narrative continuity that links preexisting political conspiracies
to Covid-19 is not unique to South Africa, but it requires a review of the specific
history of the politics of reparations and corruption that took center stage in the
national public sphere prior to the pandemic. In this conspiracy universe, Bill Gates
is a relatively minor character, and his relevance is germane to the ways that private
wealth from the West is narrated as being significant to the “right-left” split in the
African National Congress (or ANC, South Africa’s current ruling party) — a rift that
lies at the heart of South Africa’s current political crisis. The purpose of this chapter
is therefore to review the ways that systematic corruption is conceptualized by recent
inroads made within South African political science and public policy research and
its relationship to narratives of corruption produced by the South African news
media and to explore the inner logic of what is known as the “White Monopoly
Capital” (WMC) conspiracy theory by following its relationship to vaccine con-
spiracy narratives, particularly within isiZulu language digital counter-publics.

Many of South Africa’s Covid-19 conspiracy theories take up tropes familiar
to a global audience: here, the vaccines might be understood as part of a Satanic
plot to control or to “depopulate” the South African public. However, in South
Africa, these conspiracies theories are most politically salient when combined with
other prevailing conspiracy narratives: particularly, that the “puppeteers” who have
engineered the both the coronavirus, as well as country’s political crisis, are the old
masters of the apartheid state (the old Afrikaner bourgeoisie) and their allies in the
West. The synchronism and combination of political along with Covid-19 conspir-
acy theories can be explained as a coincidence of timing and an anxious attempt on
the part of both a Zulu-nationalist constituency and an emergent, aspirational Black
business-owning class to explain why their political project had been seriously jeop-
ardized or failed entirely. In other words, Covid-19 arrived in South Africa shortly
after former president Jacob Zuma was ushered out from the halls of power in
the state executive and into a courtroom for a corruption inquiry. Consequently,
the political Covid-19 conspiracy narratives that have since emerged as a way of
expressing discontent with the politics of the new president (Cyril Ramaphosa) are
functionally useful to a particular kind of populist rhetoric: this is a political space
that has been contested by both Jacob Zuma’s faction of the African National Con-
gress as well as the smaller (in terms of the number of seats in parliament) Economic
Freedom Fighters (a “left-populist” political party in South Africa).

A Note on Heuristics, Methods, and a Brief Recent History
of the African National Congress

In the past few years, the term “state-capture” has been used by both South African
academics and the mainstream press to describe a “real conspiracy” pertaining to
endemic and thoroughgoing corruption within the highest echelons of the state,
particularly within Jacob Zuma’s administration (Chipkin and Swilling 2018;
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De Klerk and Solomon 2019). As the South African press has mediated this “real
conspiracy” into a national public discourse, this “real conspiracy” has become a
productive site for oppositional political “conspiracy theories” to circulate, par-
ticularly within user-generated social media (via Twitter or other media shared via
‘WhatsApp, etc.). The heuristic dividing a “real conspiracy” and a (fake) “conspir-
acy theory” is an uneasy distinction for us to make; readers should take care to note
how this distinction may speak more to the bifurcated nature of the public sphere
in South Africa (where public debate has been siloed within separate camps) than
it does to help us understand if all the details of a narrative are “true.”

This considered, methods employed to produce data for this study included
a combination of collaborative and non-collaborative ethnographic methods as
well as critical discourse and media analyses. Primarily, our approach to conspiracy
theory draws from a decade-long genealogy of digital ethnography within anthro-
pology (see Boellstorft et al. 2012; Bonilla and Rosa 2015; Coleman 2014). These
ethnographic studies have shifted from taking a “culturalist approach,” where the
analysis constitutes an investigation of the “symbolic or ideological content of posts
and [other user-generated media]” to an attention to effects of practices pursued
by users in online and offline spaces (Devries 2021, 242). Our approach here is to
conceive of these networks of conspiracy-related media discourses as a “counter-
public,”a concept that Nancy Fraser describes as a “parallel discursive [arena] where
members of subordinated social groups invent and circulate counter-discourses,
which in turn permit them to formulate oppositional interpretations of their inter-
ests, identities and needs” (1990, 67). The goal of this research is thus to pursue a
hermeneutic understanding of that space and to assess its relationship to populist
and electoral politics in contemporary South Africa.

To do so, we make a second heuristic distinction with regard to a “right-left”
split within the African National Congress; conceiving of the party as fractured in
this way helps describe the current political terrain within a country that has been
dominated by a single party since the democratic transition occurred in 1994. The
heuristic is an oversimplification, but is still useful to describe how the current and
previous presidents (the leaders of the two factions) cultivate their public image.
The former President Jacob Zuma (in office from 2009 to 2018) is a politician
who postures as a populist that will lead the people in an antagonistic confronta-
tion against the country’s large bourgeoisie; current President Cyril Ramaphosa
(formerly Zuma’s deputy president and now President of the Republic since 2018),
conversely, is a billionaire who, particularly within his election campaign, postured
as a “neoliberal” and a competent manager and someone who can bring an end to
endemic corruption in the public office.

In the conspiracy theory we explore later in the chapter, the two factions are
understood to serve different and competing political interests. In the “White
Monopoly Capital” conspiracy narratives, President Ramaphosa is the antagonist: a
servant of White-owned capital who is intent on pursing domestic developmental
policies that favor the old White bourgeoisie’s business interests. (Likewise, “old
Afrikaner bourgeoisie” is a cultural/narrative category, not an analytical category
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belonging to the authors).! Abroad, Ramaphosa is understood to serve “White
Monopoly Capital” working to maintain close relationships between South Africa
and other Western states. Conversely, for Zuma’s supporters, his presidency was
significant because it marked a geopolitical realignment away from the West and its
associated financial institutions — it was under Zuma’s presidency that South Africa
joined BRICS (the association of Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa),
and at the 2013 BRICS summit in Durban, a New Development Bank, a potential
alternative to the IMF (International Monetary Fund), was proposed. According
to narratives within this Covid-19 conspiracy universe, Zuma was removed from
office, jailed, and subjected to a corruption inquiry by secretive forces within the
state and business community primarily because of the threat he posed to “White
Monopoly Capital” after his attempt to reorient South Africa away from the West
and away from a dependency upon Western-dominated financial institutions.

White Monopoly Capital: Raymond Zondo Meets
His Match

In popular discourse, “state capture” has come to refer to a common-sense narrative
about the nature of contemporary politics in South Africa. This is a national conver-
sation, circulating throughout both liberal academia and legacy news media, about
the forms of systematic corruption that have set the policy agenda of the executive
branch of the national government (and to a certain extent municipal and provincial
levels) during former President Jacob Zuma’s nearly decade-long administration.
In contradistinction to conceptualizing the issue as a series of simple and discrete
instances of corruption, or even a “culture of corruption,” state capture is invoked
to refer to a “real,” organized conspiracy to transform organs of the South African
state into vehicles for generating rents for private wealth. State-owned enterprises
(SOEs), including the electricity commission (ESKOM) and railroad company
(TRANSNET), among others, were understood to be “captured” by a conspiracy-
network of politicians, public servants, and business executives, and once captured,
the purpose of the SOEs transforms from being a vehicle to provision the public
good (e.g., a supply of electricity that can meet public demand) into a vehicle for
generating incomes to individuals connected to the patronage/conspiracy network
(e.g., paying well-connected subcontractors above the market rate for their services
rendered or materials sold to the SOEs [Chipkin and Swilling 2018]).

The politics of state capture came to the fore of the South African public sphere
in 2016, amid public pressure in the wake of the publication of a report by the
South African Public Protector (a South African state institution, independent
of government) which suggested an inquiry be commissioned to investigate the
possibility of state capture by then President Jacob Zuma and the brothers Ajay,
Atul, and Rajesh Gupta (a family of wealthy businessmen originating from India).
In the wake of the scandal, Cyril Ramaphosa was chosen to eventually succeed
Jacob Zuma at the 2017 annual conference of the African National Congress, and
prior to his inauguration in the twilight of Zuma’s administration, the Judicial
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Commission of Inquiry into Allegations of State Capture led by Deputy Chief
Justice Raymond Zondo was initiated (the commission is colloquially known, and
hereafter referred to, as the Zondo Commission). Nearing the end of his term,
Zuma resigned before a no-confidence vote could be held to preemptively remove
him from office. Proceedings at the Zondo Commission have been vital to the
constitution of a particular narrative about the nature of the post-apartheid state
and its development over the last decade: that the newly emergent (Black) capitalist
class in South Africa is not a dynamic and entrepreneurial class, but rather a para-
sitical class that is dependent on extralegal relationships with the state for its own
development (Beresford 2015; Brunette et al. 2021; Sparks 2012).

The Covid-19 pandemic reached South Africa at a time when reparations for
apartheid (“land expropriation without compensation” or “the land question”)
and accountability for government corruption (the Zondo Commission) had
center stage in the public sphere. After several extensions of the commission’s man-
date, the Zondo Commission finally concluded its work in January of 2022 — this
marked nearly two years after the first cases of Covid-19, when Zuma had yet
to be charged for corruption pertaining to his actions as President. At that time,
the public bore witness to the political elements associated with Zuma’s base and
conspiracy theorists skeptical of official narratives surrounding Covid-19. Protests
in support of the former president grew amid the proceedings of the corruption-
related court cases outside of the Pietermaritzburg (the capital of KwaZulu-Natal)
courthouse, and conspiracy discourses linking popular distain for the West, Bill
Gates, and vaccine skepticism began to emerge in digital counter-publics (Gagliar-
done et al. 2021).? A legal drama at the Zondo Commission further bifurcated the
public arena, entrenching the distinct ways that Zuma’s supporters and detractors
narrated the significance of the ongoing and unresolved inquiry: Zuma accused
Raymond Zondo of being biased against him. Zuma sought a case by the Judicial
Services Commission and the High Court to force Zondo to be recused from the
commission; conversely, the commission (under Raymond Zondo) took to the
apex court (the Constitutional Court) which ultimately ruled that Zuma must
attend the state capture commission. Amid Zuma’s refusal to do so, the Constitu-
tional Court found that Zuma was in contempt of its ruling and sentenced him to
15 months of incarceration.

For many of Zuma’s supporters, the Zondo Commission was always seen as ille-
gitimate, and the Constitutional Court’s ruling was taken as further evidence that
the country’s apex court was itself “captured” by large (White) business interests:
that Zuma was being “railroaded” by the justice system (in both the Constitutional
Court and the Zondo Commission), designed in a way by which the old Afrikaner
bourgeoisie might enact revenge against him. Here, it is critical for readers to
understand that this conspiracist conception of South African “deep politics” fol-
lows if one accepts the notion that there was never a resolution to the “war” and
the “combat” that constituted the anti-apartheid struggle. In other words, the idea
is that the covert and secretive war that had been conducted (particularly in the
decade of the 1980s) between the apartheid security services and the armed wing
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of the Congress movement never ended after the democratic transition but rather
took on new forms and new terrains of struggle within the new post-apartheid
state. During the anti-apartheid struggle, Jacob Zuma was the head of intelligence
for Umkhonto we Sizwe (the armed wing of the Congress movement), a high-
ranking position that allowed him to pursue politics post-1994. These narratives
thus position Zuma as a “champion of the people” who had, over the course of
his presidency, continued to fight the struggle amid new terrains of conflict within
the state, between state and big-business relations, and within a broader global
geopolitical contest. Zuma’s fall, from sitting in the office of the President to sitting
for depositions, is logical if one accepts that Zuma’s successor (Cyril Ramaphosa)
had always been an agent of “White Monopoly Capital.” That is, believing that
Ramaphosa “sold out” to the old bourgeoisie and that the judicial commission is/
was itself a conspiracy to oust Zuma from power because he represented the first
real threat to the entrenched privileges of Afrikaner capital since the height of the
violence and unrest associated with the late apartheid period.

Crisis Upon Crisis: Covid-19 and the Politics
of State Capture

The rollout of vaccines in South Africa lagged behind much of the developed
world. Mass vaccination campaigns began in May 2021, but supply shortages ham-
pered the impact of vaccination campaigns. South Africa, like many other coun-
tries at this time, experienced strict and long lockdowns that wreaked havoc on
an economy that had already endured chronically high unemployment rates (with
some scholars estimating an average between 20 and 40 percent) over the two dec-
ades (Alenda-Demoutiez and Miigge 2020). Left-populist opposition politicians
and political parties leveraged the popular resentment surrounding lockdowns and
the inadequate support given to those rendered unemployed to their advantage: the
Economic Freedom Fighters (the political party most closely associated with the
project of land reform in South Africa) shifted positions on the lockdown, calling
for restrictions to be rescinded and to allow for individuals to return to work.

In June of 2021, Julius Malema, leader of the Economic Freedom Fighters,
took aim at President Ramaphosa for the slow pace of the vaccine rollout: his party
demanded that vaccines from Russia, China, and Cuba be procured, suggesting
that the vaccination campaign would be more successful if the government did not
solely plan to procure vaccines produced in the West. Malema accused the South
African Health Products Regulatory Authority (SAHPRA) of being “captured” by
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, and on June 22, Malema and his party staged
a march in Johannesburg to the SAHPRA offices demanding that non-Western
vaccines be made available to the public. Malema’s skepticism toward the current
government’s strategy of employing only Western-made vaccines within South
Africa found resonance in certain circles alongside “White Monopoly Capital”
conspiracy narratives and “satanic Bill Gates” conspiracies which see the vaccines
as a “mark of the beast” and an implant chip designed by Microsoft to control or
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“depopulate” segments of the population in Africa (Gagliardone et al. 2021). And
while the Ramaphosa administration’s decision to only procure Western-made
vaccines came at the expense of a potentially more rapid rollout of vaccines, the
decision was also received within conspiracy circles as evidence of the existence of
more insidious alternative motives.

For example, on Twitter, a user expresses anger at the South African Broadcast-
ing Corporation — the country’s public broadcaster — over the way it has repre-
sented Russian-made vaccines in its news coverage. The author positions a conflict
between the financial interests of Western pharmaceutical companies and concerns
for the general well-being of South Africans and the national biopolitical interests:

@SABCNews @SABCizindaba nidukiselani abantu ngamanga mayelana
nevaccine yaseRussia @sputnikvaccine musani ukusetshenziswa onxiwa
nkulu basetshonalanga ukucolisana iVaccine Sputnik yekani ipolitiki nge-
zompilo zabantu.?

@SABCNews @SABCizindaba why are you misleading people with lies about
the Russian vaccine @sputnikvaccine desist from being used by western capitalist in tar-
nishing the image of the Sputnik Vaccines, refrain from politicking with peoples’ lives.

Conversely, in a video posted to TikTok, the social media app used for circulating
short user-made video clips, a woman’s voice speaks in a distressed tone over the
image of President Ramaphosa and the caption “South Africa is not for sale please.”
In the clip, the woman links COVID-19 vaccines to a conspiracy by the “New
World Government” and the G20 Compact with Africa:

South Africa, we are aware that the [South African] Health Minister
[Mathume Joseph] Phaahla and Dr. Salime Abdool Karim are conveying the
position of the World Health Organization and the COVID demands of the
G20 compact with Africa known as G20 CwA; which wants to capture the
Republic of South Africa as the province [sic] of the New World Govern-
ment, spearheaded by G20 CwA which is co-chaired by the South African
President Ramaphosa and the German Chancellor.*

The “G20 Compact with Africa” is in fact a 2017 initiative designed to promote
private investment in Africa; but in the clip, the user links White-Monopoly-
Capital conspiracy narratives with Covid-19 vaccine conspiracies in the way that it
narrates President Ramaphosa as a nefarious agent of Western wealth.

These posts (and other like them) were circulated during the South African
spring of 2021 (from September to November), just after the third wave of the
pandemic and the return of severe Covid-19 restrictions during winter (June to
September) of that year. The country’s political crisis also seemed to have reached a
crescendo that winter when, in the time between the Constitutional Court’s ruling
that Zuma was to be jailed for contempt of court and his actual arrest, regiments of
Amabutho again gathered outside Zuma’s homestead complex (in Nkandla, rural
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KwaZulu-Natal) in order to physically prevent his arrest by the police. Finally,
Zuma turned himself in for arrest on July 8 for the contempt of court charge.
The aftermath of Zuma’s arrest played out in newsrooms across much of Africa
and worldwide: trucks torched blocking national freeways, videos of lootings in
shopping malls, grocery stores, pharmacies, and supply chain warehouses as well as
clips of reactionary vigilante violence against looters gave many the impression that
South Africa was in the midst of its own “Arab spring.”

However, the riots subsided after July 17 and seem to be interpreted by many
within the South African government as an attempted, and failed, coup d’état. In
August 2021, President Ramaphosa commissioned an expert panel to study the
causes of the riots and to understand why the police failed to prevent their spread.
The expert panel’s report, published in November 2021, describes the conspiracy

against the state:

As the deadline approached for the former President [Zuma] to hand himself
over to the authorities or face arrest, his supporters, who mobilised largely on
social media, called upon people to, among others, make the country ungov-
ernable; physically prevent his detention; and remove President Ramaphosa
from office. According to many of the submissions we received, the incar-
ceration of the former President [Zuma] at a correctional facility in Estcourt,
was the spark that ignited the orgy of violence that followed. On the very
next day after his incarceration, the night of July 9, a number of trucks and
cars were torched on the National Route 3 at Mooi River Plaza. This action
resulted in the closure of the N3, a major route which links the provinces
of KZN and Gauteng. This route also serves as a key economic artery from
the largest South African port to major inland cities, including those outside
South African borders. Twenty-four hours later, the violence had spread to
shopping centres and malls in various parts of KwaZulu-Natal (KZN).

Hardly a day after the violence first broke out in KZN, parts of Gauteng
were also engulfed in violence. The submissions we received point to ele-
ments of organisation behind the looting of the malls, combined with oppor-
tunistic looting. We also received submissions that some of the attacks were
planned in hostels. It is clear that the planners wanted the looting to look
like they were spontaneous; a phenomenon that we have coined “organised
spontaneity”” Community members informed church leaders of impending
attacks. Some in the media fraternity received tip-offs. Instigators were seen
on security cameras moving around from mall to mall in vehicles. There
were instances where high value goods such as solar panels were targeted. It
took some skill to remove these because they were attached to buildings. In
such cases criminal elements were involved.

(Africa, Sokupa, and Gumbi 2021, 38-39)

In the aftermath of the riots, various explanations were given for their scope and
scale. The conspiracist account presented in the aforementioned report is largely
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consistent with the South African news media, which at the time alleged that the
unrest had been instigated by rogue elements of the South African State Secu-
rity Agency, in other words, supposed factions of the intelligence apparatus that
remained loyal to former president Jacob Zuma (Felix, Wicks, and Hunter 2021;
Thamm 2021). Other elements of the national conversation lamented Zuma’s
imprisonment as the catalyst that inaugurated the violence amid enduring wide-
spread frustrations about the social and economic inequalities of post-apartheid life
(not to mention that the arrest coincided with the reimposition of pandemic lock-
down restrictions that made it even more difficult for the chronically unemployed
to find work).

Furthermore, only a few months prior, Zuma himself had written a letter to
Deputy Chief Justice Raymond Zondo where he explained his refusal to partici-
pate in the commission, alleging a conspiracy against him by another faction of
government said to be controlled by private business interests. Specifically, Zuma
alleged that his political program put him in the crosshairs of the large White bour-
geoisiec who felt his presidency threatened the “arrangements” and “assurances”
that had been negotiated with leadership of the ANC prior to the democratic
transition in 1994:

My position in respect of the contempt of court proceedings is a conscien-
tious objection to what I consider to be an extraordinary abuse of judicial
authority to advance politically charged narratives of a politically but very
powerful commercial and political interests through the Zondo Commis-
sion. . . . The Constitutional Court would represent freedom for everyone,
and with it, I believed that we would be safe from the unjust and oppressive
political narratives that had routinely found credibility in [the apartheid legal
system]. It is no secret that dominant narratives come from the dominant and
moneyed classes in our society. Ideally, such narratives should not sway our
apex court on how to deal with a particular litigant. . . . I have no doubt that
the Zondo Commission has become a complex project controlled by my
political foes. Even though I established the Commission, I was aware that it
had been proposed as part of the campaigns to force me out of government.

(2021, 4-12)

Again, the conspiracy narrative in Zuma’s letter is consistent with his previous
rhetoric: for example, in 2016, amid the early controversy surrounding the publi-
cation of the Public Protector’s allegation of state capture (leading to the establish-
ment of the Zondo Commission), Zuma gave a speech to supporters in KwaDukuza
(municipality in KwaZulu-Natal) where he postulated that he spurned the ire of
“the powers that be” because of the work he had done to align South Africa with
BRICS and establish the BRICS bank (SABC News 2016). Moreover, the vio-
lence of the July 2021 riots was largely concentrated in (and according to the gov-
ernment’s panel also originated from) KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa’s easternmost
province — the Zulu homeland and the place of birth and residence of Jacob Zuma.
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Before Zuma became President, while being a member of the African National
Congress (ANC), the province had been a known stronghold of Inkatha Freedom
Party (IFP), which rivaled the ANC during the apartheid years. Scholars have since
argued that a local Zulu-nationalist and traditionalist constituency (for which the
IFP was a political vehicle) had historically been at odds with the ANC’s liberal
politics and that Zuma’s initial presidential campaign was so successtul because he
had positioned himself as a Zulu-populist “man of the people,” securing the sup-
port of much of the former IFP base (Hickel 2015; White 2012).

While it should go without saying that doubt surrounding vaccines and “offi-
cial” narratives about the pandemic in South Africa are not limited to isiZulu
speakers in KwaZulu-Natal, nor to the supporters of the former president Jacob
Zuma, it is also certainly the case that Zuma had been for many years preparing
his supporters to accept conspiracist and alternative accounts for received narratives
about politics from the news. At the same time, this work of preparing audiences
to accept an ongoing conspiracy as fact of modern South African governance is also
the providence of the Zondo Commission and the media discourse surrounding
state capture.

“White Monopoly Capital Has Been Having Christmas
Since Before and After 1994”: State Capture, State Theory,
and the South African Petit Bourgeoisie

At the beginning of this chapter, we noted that Covid-19 political conspiracies
in South Africa can be understood as an attempt to make sense of the seeming
failure of a political project born from the perceived interests of both a Zulu-
nationalist constituency and an emergent and aspirational Black business-owning
class. To understand this argument, it is worth reviewing some of the history of
how the pre-Zuma ANC pursued the goal of increasing Black involvement within
the economy through what has been referred to as the first generation of Black
Economic Empowerment (BEE) programs. It was the perceived failure of these
programs to generate substantive economic growth for the Black majority that
produced the political terrain, leading to Zuma’s rise to presidency.

Black Economic Empowerment was the hallmark project of Zuma’s predeces-
sor, Thabo Mbeki, whose program placed a “strong focus on ‘deracializing’ the
economy through affirmative action policies aimed at fast-tracking the placement
of Black people into management . . . positions” in government and private enter-
prises (Chipkin and Swilling 2018, 32). Mbeki sought the creation and advance-
ment of a Black business class, a goal consistent with a long-standing consensus
within the revolutionary theory of the African National Congress. Indeed, as
Roger Southall explains, the ANC’s theory of change 1s premised on the idea that
building a Black capitalist class is of paramount importance to the post-apartheid
state, insofar as that class’ “historic function [would] be to not merely challenge
white economic domination but to raise productive forces, thereby providing for
redistribution of wealth to the black working class, and the urban and rural poor™
(2004, 326). The project of advancing a Black business class was itself considered
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germane to the “universal” or “national” interest of the post-apartheid state (Tangri
and Southall 2008).

Over the course of the twentieth century, both the apartheid and post-apartheid
governments have utilized the procurement budget of the South African state-owned
enterprises (SOEs) as a vehicle for supporting and producing a capitalist class that was
understood to be desirable for the national interests of either government. This was
one of the methods by which Afrikaner capital built up after South Africa’s inde-
pendence from Britain, and it was taken up as a model by which Black capital could
likewise be produced. To achieve these aims, Mbeki mandated that subcontractors
to SOEs and companies competing for government tenders fulfil certain diversity
requirements. However, by the time he left office, Mbeki’s policies were not con-
sidered to be effective at transforming the racial composition of the capital owning
classes — there was an increased recognition that White-owned businesses and legacy
suppliers to the SOEs were capable of maneuvering “within the rules of the [BEE]
policy while at the same time defeating its purpose” (Chipkin and Swilling 2018,
35). And after the first decade of BEE under the ANC’s governance, Black-owned
companies comprised a miniscule share (around 2 percent) of the Johannesburg Stock
Exchange’s market capitalization (Tangri and Southall 2008).

Zuma came to power on a mandate to not just redistribute wealth, but to fulfill
Mbeki’s promise to create a “bourgeoisie” that was “patriotic” to the national demo-
cratic revolution. To this end, Zuma’s legacy will now be known for his illegal and
“unethical” interventions into the domestic industrial markets that feed these state-
owned enterprises — a process that has otherwise come to be known as state capture.
The Zondo Commission has collected the witness testimonies that together recount
the narrative that Jacob Zuma had spent his decade of presidency building a patron-
age network that allowed him to collude to appoint ministers (such as Malusi Gigaba,
former minister of Public Enterprises) who would then appoint a Chair and board
of directors of an SOE (such as Brian Molefe, former CEO of the SOEs Transnet
and Eskom) who would then use illegal and unethical methods to replace subcon-
tracts and tenders (from SOEs) from legacy establishment businesses with businesses
associated with the Zuma patronage network (Chipkin and Swilling 2018). In other
words, bribery, threats, and intimidation were tactics used as an overarching strategy
to subvert standard procedures to replace the legacy (and largely White owned) busi-
nesses that fed the supply chains of the SOEs with the ones that are linked to Zuma’s
networks both inside the state and within the business community.

For Zuma’s critics, his cynicism knows no bounds. Zuma’s presidency had
already weathered a series of corruption scandals that broke onto the front page of
South African newspapers prior to the publication of the public protector’s report
in 2016. The final scandal that eventually led to the collapse of the administration
positioned the narrative of “White Monopoly Capital” as both a “real conspiracy”
and a “conspiracy theory” for the South African national public. In 2017, leaked
emails revealed that the slogan “White Monopoly Capital” had been adopted and
popularized by an “astroturf” campaign run by the spin doctors of Bell-Pottinger’s
(a British public relations firm) South African branch. A relatively obscure slogan
that had originally been drawn from a particular South African Marxist intellectual
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tradition, “White Monopoly Capital,” suddenly became known to the public as a
disinformation scheme, seemingly cynically employed by members of the Zuma
and Gupta families to distract from the allegations of corruption that had been lev-
eled against them (Aboobaker 2019; Cave 2017; Segal 2018).

For some of Zuma’s critics in South African academia, the illegal and unethical
political appointments and business arrangements (not to mention the psychologi-
cal operations conducted by Bell-Pottinger on the South African public) are only
possible, given the creation of a “shadow state” within interior of the public state
that could facilitate the capture of the SOEs for a “Zuma-Gupta power elite”*
(Chipkin and Swilling 2018). The “backroom deals,” secret collusions, bribery,
threats, and organized conspiracies necessary to facilitate what is called state capture
may be far afield from the kinds of rational, public debate that one would recognize
as “democratic” forms of governance. At the same time, however, there is also a
certain sense among some of the remaining Zuma supporters that these tactics were
the costs of attempting to succeed — that these illicit exercises of executive power
were simply the only options available to the Zuma administration. (Supporters of
Jacob Zuma also offer many other reasons to explain why he should not be seen
as being personally responsible for the corruption scandals that broke during his
administration: e.g., one might rationalize that “Zuma did not know about the
corrupt actors operating under him,” or that “there are corrupt actors operating
under and without the consent of Ramaphosa as well.”)

But these illicit state-business arrangements, forms of capital accumulation that
operate parallel and parasitical to the state, are understood in the popular imagi-
nary to occur at almost all levels of politics and the economy: from the office of
the national executive down to the municipal level, including within industrial
labor markets where patronage networks largely structure access to employment for
much of the South African working class. Alexander Beresford puts it succinctly
when he identifies that a perception — throughout the media, academic literature,
and in popular discourse — of politics in South Africa (and African politics more
generally) as being structured by a condition in which political leaders are not

[H]eld accountable by the electorate based on their capacity to deliver on
their promises of providing public goods such as health and education in an
impersonal fashion through formal political domain, political leaders are said
to derive support and legitimacy by distributing patronage through informal,
deeply personalized patron-client networks build upon mutual expectations

of reciprocity.
(2015, 227)

He continues, noting that it is prescient that we do not take these conditions as being
essential to post-colonial Africa so much as we recognize that “patronage dependent
accumulation . . . is a central feature of the development of capitalism, and is inexo-
rably bound up with the process of class formation that accompany it” (229).

For the most part, the Covid-19 conspiracy narratives that position insidious
or conspiratorial origins of the virus or Western vaccines have been functionally
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useful for politics positioned as “anti-colonial” and “anti-Western.” However,
this is not to say that contemporary “left-wing” politics in South Africa are for
the most part conspiratorial (nor do we argue that there is an absolute absence of
Covid-19-related conspiracy theories that may be functionally useful to “right-
wing” politics in South Africa), but rather that what these conspiracy narra-
tives reveal is that for some of those operating within these patronage networks,
there is a certain Schmidtian orientation (conditioned by a “friend-enemy” dis-
tinction) toward the political sphere that informs their politics (Mouffe 2005;
Schmitt, Schwab, and Strong 2007; Wilson 2012). In other words, an analysis of
the endemic nature of corruption in South Africa will miss important insights
about the motives of political actors if what is commonly read as corruption is
only understood as having been born of pure cynicism. The “White Monopoly
Capital” conspiracy theory, as it has been called in much of the mainstream news
media, largely disavows the possibility of political interests for Zuma supporters.
“White Monopoly Capital” is understood rather as the product of a psychologi-
cal operation conducted by Bell-Pottinger and cynical elites as opposed to being
a vocabulary for a political horizon or imaginary” that might unite a diverse set
of political interests (Laclau 2005).

This considered, it is prudent to recognize how the prevailing media narratives
about Zuma supporters, as people associated with both Covid-19 conspiracies and
the July 2021 civil unrest, function to build a consensus about the illegitimacy of
political demands regarding enduring inequality in post-apartheid South Africa.
Here, “white monopoly capital” has emerged as important vocabulary through
which these demands about inequality are being addressed in the public sphere.
However, as we have shown, the South African public sphere has also become
increasingly bifurcated and paranoid; importantly, these two distinct conceptions
about the nature of the post-apartheid state (“state capture” and “white monopoly
capital”) effectively function as an anchor for these competing political projects
by preparing their respective audiences to adopt conspiracist modes of “cognitive
mapping” (Jameson 1990). Regardless of any reservations we may have about either
of these political projects, it is important that we remain wary and skeptical of
the news-media “signifying practices” that present the post-Zuma-Zulu-nationalist
as a political subjectivity that is essentially predisposed to being hostile to liberal
democratic norms, to the rule of law, and to the state’s capacity for a biopolitical
management of the pandemic emergency (Hall 1997).

Notes

1 Specifically, “White Monopoly Capital” is often used to refer to people like Nicholas
Oppenheimer (former chairman of De Beers and former deputy chairman of Anglo Ameri-
can), Johann Rupert (chairman of Richemont, a luxury goods holding company based in
Switzerland), and Brian Menell (whose grandfather founded the Anglovaal Group, a hold-
ing company with interests in mining and finance).

2 Gagliardone et al. describe how Bill Gates was positioned in vaccine skeptical narratives
on South African twitter accounts as an “empty signifier,” an attempt to represent a sys-
tem that is larger than any individual (2021, 12).

3 As of July 4, 2022, this tweet has been removed from Twitter.
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4 As of July 4, 2022, this TikTok account has been removed.

5 This “National Democratic Revolution” was historically conceived of as the first stage in
the two-stage revolutionary process, prior to the transition to socialism (Southall 2004).

6 Chipkin and Swilling (2018) borrow the concept from C. W. Mills’s (1956) The Power
Elite. Recall that Gupta here refers to a family of wealthy businessmen of Indian origin
who became close to Jacob Zuma during his administration. In some of the testimonies
before the Zondo Commission, they are alleged to have been financiers of some of the
companies that benefited from Zuma’ interventions into the markets for SOE subcon-
tractors as well as having offered bribes to various public officials, including, notably, the
former Deputy of Finance Mcebisi Jonas.

7 In South Africa, the words “radical economic transformation” are often used by Zuma
and his supporters to describe this political project of the aspirational Black business class.
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AFRICA OUT OF THE SHADOWS

Authoritarian Anti-Imperialism,
Transnational Pentecostalism, and
Covid-19 “Conspiracy Theories”

Laura A. Meek

In March 2021, Tanzanian President John Magufuli passed away from what many
believe was the very disease he insisted did not exist in his country: Covid-19
(Busari and Princewill 2021; Dahir 2021b). Magufuli was infamous for claiming
that Covid-19 is “satanic” and could be defeated through prayer. Although the offi-
cial narrative is that the president died from heart complications, many within and
beyond Tanzania doubt the veracity of this claim (Dahir 2021a). Meanwhile, other
high-ranking government officials in Tanzania, such as Zanzibar’s Vice President,
Maalim Seif Sharif Hamad, are confirmed to have died of Covid-19 while Magu-
fuli was censuring any mention of the disease by national media outlets (Rajab
2021). Then, less than three months after President Magufuli’s death, the Nige-
rian prophet T. B. Joshua — arguably the continent’s most influential Charismatic
Christian pastor and televangelist — died suddenly, prompting rumors that he was
murdered to prevent a Black leader from acquiring too much power (BBC News
2021b; Emmanuel TV 2022; Orjinmo 2021). Both of these men were critical in
shaping their followers’ responses to the Covid-19 pandemic, gaining notoriety and
admiration in equal parts.

In this chapter, I consider a number of “conspiracy theories” by and about these
leaders, examining what they reveal about the intersections of political power, reli-
gion, and public health in contemporary Africa. First, I describe President Magu-
fuli’s (in)actions with regard to Covid-19 in Tanzania, the (racialized) international
censure it prompted, and how the President’s response was read by many Tanzani-
ans as defiance against the coloniality of global health. I next explore how Magufuli
was influenced in his stance by Prophet T. B. Joshua, a Pentecostal preacher whose
church he had visited in Nigeria and whom he invited to Tanzania in 2015 to
negotiate a peaceful presidential transition. T. B. Joshua, in turn, claimed to have
prophesized the Covid-19 pandemic and to be able to cure Covid-19 patients
around the world through the (televised) power of the Holy Spirit.
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I conclude by arguing that the populism of both these leaders stemmed, in part,
from their ability to move Africa out of the “shadows” of global power (Ferguson
2006) and into the center of Pan-African and Pentecostal world-making. Both
leaders galvanized widespread support by drawing upon “Black counterknowl-
edge” (Fiske 2016) — layered with legacies of ongoing imperialism, racial capitalism,
and global anti-Blackness — to articulate narratives that refused and unsettled such
a world order. Harnessing what Nicole Charles calls the “usefulness of suspicion”
(2022, 8), they repositioned Africa, not as a place of shadow, but as a bastion of
light leading the struggle against shadows located elsewhere. It is from this perspec-
tive that we might grasp the persuasiveness of the so-called “conspiracy theories”
they promoted, as well as the ones which followed in the wake of their deaths.

Secularizing Sensibilities against Covid-19 Denialism

In response to Covid-19, former Tanzanian President John Magufuli — elected in
2015 and re-elected in the midst of the pandemic in October 2020 — made the con-
troversial decision not to impose widespread lockdown or even encourage mask-
wearing or social distancing. Instead, in April 2020, he called for citizens to engage
in three days of national prayer to defeat Covid-19 (VOA News 2020). Then,
in May 2020, Tanzanian authorities stopped regularly releasing figures regarding
rates of Covid-19 infection in the country, and what minimal figures they did
provide appeared highly suspect (Mwai and Giles 2020). This situation prompted
the US embassy in Tanzania to issue an alert — in explicit contradiction of the
Tanzanian government’s position — warning that hospitals in Dar es Salaam were
“overwhelmed,” that the risk of contracting Covid-19 was “extremely high,” and
that “all evidence points to exponential growth of the epidemic in Dar and other
locations in Tanzania” (U.S. Embassy in Tanzania 2020). This alert remained on the
Embassy’s website for many months despite Magufuli’s declaration that Covid-19
had been “eliminated thanks to God” (BBC News 2020).

While President Magufuli was praised by some Tanzanians for his handling of
the pandemic, the international response was less favorable. Western media in par-
ticular excoriated the president for his promotion of Christian and Islamic faiths
as more efficacious than laboratory testing or biomedical treatment for Covid-19.
In April 2020, the president was described by the Canadian national newspaper
The Globe and Mail as one of the “notorious nine” worst leaders in the world for
his pandemic response (York et al. 2020). The same month, the Wall Street Journal
reported that Tanzania was the only country in the world to “actively recommend
its citizens attend religious services as a method to combat the virus” (Bariyo and
Parkinson 2020). A Roman Catholic with Pentecostal and Charismatic ties, Magu-
fuli was reported to have told a congregation in Dodoma that “You haven’t seen
me fearing to take communion, because corona[virus] is satanic and can’t survive
in Jesus’ body. It will be destroyed” (AllAfrica 2020).

However, the international criticism of Magufuli’s pandemic response extended
beyond the president himself. International news stories reporting high rates of
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church attendance in the country often employed not-so-subtle colonial and racist
overtones in describing Tanzanians — evident, for instance, in the use of terms like
“throngs” and “hordes” (Bariyo and Parkinson 2020; Roussi 2021). Such portray-
als invoke an uncivilized, nonmodern mass driven by irrational beliefs not (yet)
properly eradicated by the supposed gifts of European Enlightenment and reason
(Chakrabarty 2008; Keane 2007). For example, a passage in a Wall Street Journal
article asserted that: “Historians say the arguments advanced by Mr. Magufuli and
some pastors in the U.S. and elsewhere that faith should be mobilized to defeat the
virus shows the endurance of ideas that can be traced back to medieval Europe”
(Bariyo and Parkinson 2020). Even among scholars of religion in Africa, our own
“secularizing sensibilities” (Engelke 2014, 300) risk reducing religious and spiritual
responses to the ontological plane of metaphor, psychological coping strategy, or
misguided belief (Kirby, Taru, and Chimbidzikai 2020; Moyet 2020; see also Rob-
erts 2016). It is against this “denial of coevalness” — the tendency to render subjects
outside a shared temporal frame (Fabian 1983) — and its imperialist overtones that
President Magufuli aimed his later critiques of Covid-19 laboratory tests.

Authoritarian Anti-Imperialism

President Magufuli was himself a scientist — with a PhD in chemistry — making his
promotion of the “true healing of God” (uponyaji wa kweli wa Mungu) and his refusal
to advocate for biomedical treatments for Covid-19 all the more surprising. Even
more scandalously, Magufuli called the epistemological authority of science into
question by testing the Covid-19 diagnostic test itself. He submitted several non-
human samples to the National Health Laboratory for Covid-19 testing, labelling
them with human names to disguise the experiment. The laboratory returned pos-
itive results for samples from a goat, a quail, and a pawpaw fruit, seemingly proving
the ineflicacy of this diagnostic technology (AllAfrica 2020). On national televi-
sion, Magufuli used this finding to insinuate that both laboratory staff and (opposi-
tion) politicians who were calling for Covid-19 lockdowns were secretly “on the
payroll of imperialists” (Kolumbia 2020). These moves were consistent with Magu-
fuli’s political stance toward the Global North more generally: he refused to attend
the UN General Assembly and he revived the independence-era term beberu (liter-
ally, “male goat”) to refer to such groups as “Western imperialists” (Awami 2020).

Additionally, in a move that harkened back to an earlier era of socialist nonalign-
ment in Tanzania (Langwick 2010), Magufuli made waves by announcing that he
would import an artemisia herbal tonic from Madagascar, whose President Andry
Rajoelina provoked international ire by claiming that the tonic cures Covid-19
(Baker 2020; Ioussouf 2020). The Presidents’ promotion of vernacular African
healing practices rekindled independence-era narratives of African self-sufficiency,
reminding many Tanzanians of their first president, “Mwalimu” (Teacher) Julius
Nyerere, who frequently ignored “advice” from Western nations, fighting against
the imposition of structural adjustment policies until the very end of his presidency
(Thiong’o 2021). As Madagascar’s herbal therapy was exported to the Comoros,
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Guinea-Bissau, Senegal, Tanzania, and other nations, supporters saw this as a
resurgence of Pan-African innovation (Aljazeera 2020; Shaban 2020). Mwalimu
Nyerere was a frequent point of reference for Magufuli, who explained his refusal
to issue lockdowns by saying that “Our founding father [Nyerere| was not some-
one to be directed to be told what to do . . . Those who devise these kinds of rules
[lockdown] are used to making these directives that our founding father refused”
(BBC News 2021a). Magufuli instead prioritized the need to keep the economy
open, arguing that lockdowns, too, would cost lives.

Whether President Magufuli’s actions were driven more by faith or politics,
his anti-imperialist and pro-religious stance contributed to his widespread popu-
larity in Tanzania, despite the numerous authoritarian measures he implemented
while in office (Human Rights Watch 2019; Khelef 2021). Tanzania’s political
climate underwent a drastic repressive shift during Magufuli’s two presidencies, as
he imposed media censorship, arrested activists, disqualified opposition party mem-
bers from office, imprisoned LGBTQ individuals, and barred pregnant girls from
attending school (Amnesty International 2019; Center for Reproductive Rights
2018; Steer 2018). It is possible that the October 2020 national elections played a
significant role in Magufuli’s response to Covid-19 as he attempted to win popular
support by augmenting his authoritarian and anti-imperialist persona with a dem-
onstration of his ability for “religious mediation” (Haynes 2018).

Religious Mediation and/as Political Power

Much of Magufuli’s rhetoric referenced Pentecostal notions of spiritual warfare,
suggesting that the Covid-19 pandemic was not merely a secular threat. This was
evident, for instance, when the laboratory tests proved faulty and he commented:
“So many times, I have insisted that not everything that you are given is good.
There could be people being used, that equipment could be used . . . but it could
also be sabotage because this is warfare” (Awami 2020, emphasis added). While
Western media outlets like BBC News interpreted that statement as “lurching
towards a conspiracy theory” (Awami 2020), I heard echoes of the pervasive Pente-
costal discourses on religious “warfare” against satanic forces threatening the nation
and its citizens. Indeed, political practices of religious mediation — via “efforts to
keep God on the side of the nation” (Haynes 2018, 71) — are playing an increasingly
central role in national leadership in and beyond Tanzania.

Magufuli had been demonstrating his ability for religious mediation since his
first presidency. When he won the 2015 national election (with 58 percent of the
vote), the presidential transition was palpably tense and fraught with accusations of’
vote rigging (Allison 2015; Nesoba 2015). To pacify political opposition, Prophet
T. B. Joshua was invited to Tanzania as an honored guest of the state to facilitate
reconciliatory talks between incoming President Magufuli and the defeated oppo-
sition leader, Edward Lowassa (who had received 40 percent of the vote) (Nesoba
2015; Wambura 2021). Years earlier, both men had made pilgrimages to T. B.
Joshua’s church in Nigeria — Magufuli in 2011 and Lowassa in 2012 — and both
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later referenced their relationship with the Prophet in order to gain political and
social capital (Wambura 2021). Magufuli specifically claimed that T. B. Joshua had
encouraged him to run for president. Later, after Magufuli’s hospitalization in Ger-
many in 2019, some even mused that the president was healed precisely because
of this relationship with T. B. Joshua, noting that: “President Magufuli openly
acknowledges Joshua’s place in his life and leadership, even referring to him as a
‘mentor’”” (Mahlonga 2019).

Meanwhile, T. B. Joshua led similar “peace-brokering missions” from Liberia
in 2000 to South Sudan in 2019, making him a prominent political (as well as reli-
gious) figure throughout much of the continent (Fatunmole 2021; Njoku 2019).
He, in turn, was particularly deft at folding everyday occurrences and world-his-
torical events into his sermons, using his prophesizing to position himself as a key
player in a global, Manichean battle between forces of good and evil. For instance,
in 2014, when a guesthouse at his church collapsed, killing over 100 pilgrims who
had come to attend his services, T. B. Joshua declared that this was caused by nefar-
ious forces seeking to assassinate him (News24 2014). He pointed to recordings of a
small plane flying over the guesthouse earlier that day, claiming that an “infrasonic
weapon” had been used to intentionally blow up the building (BellaNaija 2014;
News24 2015).

Transnational Prophecy and Deliverance

Temitope Balogun Joshua, or “T. B. Joshua,” was a prominent and controversial
Nigerian Charismatic pastor and televangelist who founded a Christian mega-
church outside of Lagos (Emmanuel TV 2022; Nche 2021). This church — named
The Synagogue, Church of All Nations (SCOAN) — is part of a global Pentecostal
and Charismatic movement, which is the fastest growing form of Christianity in
the world (Anderson et al. 2010; Robbins 2004). Pentecostalism took hold in
Africa during the 1980s and has since become widespread across the continent
(Marshall 2009; Meyer 2004; Tazanu 2016; Tokunbo 2019). For my interlocutors,
T. B. Joshua is a household name. During the years I visited with local families in
the Southern Highlands of Tanzania (2011-18), T. B. Joshua’s television station,
Emmanuel TV, was frequently playing in the background. This station is one of
the world’s largest Christian television networks with programming offered across
Africa, North America, and Europe.

Also aired across the world via Emmanuel TV were T. B. Joshua’s many proph-
esies about catastrophic events to come. He claimed to have predicted tragedies
around the globe, ranging from the crash of Malaysian Airlines flight MH17 to the
Boston marathon bombings (Emmanuel TV 2014; TB Joshua Ministries 2013).
On June 24, 2020, the TB Joshua Ministries Facebook page (which has over five
million followers) shared a post describing how T. B. Joshua had foreseen the
Covid-19 pandemic and had warned since 2008 that a crisis would “bring the
world to its knees in humility” (TB Joshua Ministries 2020). In December 2019,
T. B. Joshua predicted that this crisis would happen in 2020, which would be “a
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year of humility”” The Facebook post goes on to note that the Director of the US
CDC (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention), Dr. Robert Redfield, “has
just released a statement concurring with the prophecy of 2020 from Prophet T. B.
Joshua concerning humility.” It explains that the statement was made in testimony
before the US Senate Judiciary Committee, before going on to admonish readers
not to forget that the Director General of the WHO and the Chief Justice of the
US Supreme Court “also gave the same statement about humility” It concludes
that this is what T. B. Joshua “had warned the world about for over a decade” (TB
Joshua Ministries 2020). Just 48 hours after this was posted, it had already generated
1,400 comments and 2,300 shares. As of November 2021, it had 112,000 views
and 13,000 likes. There are similar Facebook pages for the T. B. Joshua Ministries
in several other languages, including Arabic, Spanish, French, Russian, German,
Portuguese, Korean, and Hebrew.

Meanwhile, the SCOAN website features a constantly updated list of testimo-
nies from those who have been healed by pilgrimage to T. B. Joshua’s church
(SCOAN International 2022; see also Joshua 2009). As one of my Tanzanian inter-
locutors explained to me after returning from such a trip to Nigeria: “Some people
are physically sick, but when they go to a hospital, they are told there is nothing
there, that they are not sick. They are sick in another means.” This “other means”
refers to the power of darkness — including witchcraft and spirit possession — for
which Pentecostals hold that only deliverance can provide a lasting cure (see Dilger
2007; Haynes 2017; Mohr 2012; Tokunbo 2019).

As I often witnessed during my fieldwork, Emmanuel TV viewers could also be
delivered by touching the television screen at the Prophet’s request, transforming
the television itself into “an object with curative power” (Tazanu 2016, 45; see also
Kwabena Asamoah-Gyadu 2012). Indeed, T. B. Joshua claimed to have cured peo-
ple in Honduras of Covid-19 through such virtual prayer (Bhengu 2020). Emma-
nuel TV aired images of these patients vomiting, removing the noxious “toxins”
from their bodies (Citizen Reporter 2020). One patient could be heard saying:
“I passed out a lot of foul substance; that was the power of the prayer.” For believ-
ers, Emmanuel TV thus acts as the “technological realization” (Meyer 2011, 34) of
the Holy Spirit, literally bringing God closer to patients, enabling an experience of
healing by divine presence. It also seeks to demonstrate the power of T. B. Joshua —
and of a claim to Afrocentric spiritual prowess more generally — to heal the sick as
far away as Honduras.

Destabilizing Colonial Tropes of Africa

While one could dismiss President Magufuli and Prophet T. B. Joshua’s actions
as “conspiracy theories” — that act as irresponsible public health interventions or
self=serving political maneuverings — such censure will not get us very far in under-
standing their widespread popularity. Rather, I argue, these two leaders were able
to galvanize a repositioning of Africa within global power relations that brought
the continent out of the “shadows” of global power (Ferguson 2006) and into
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the center of Pan-African and Pentecostal world-making. They contested Africa’s
marginalization by enacting the world otherwise, articulating Afrocentric forms of
medical knowledge and spiritual prowess — from herbal remedies to deliverance — as
critical life-saving technologies from and for the Global South.

In so doing, both President Magufuli and Prophet T. B. Joshua profoundly
destabilized colonialist tropes portraying the continent as a space of lack, crisis, and
victimhood. Such tropes have been reinvigorated by global health predictions that
Africa would be devastated by the pandemic, “particularly susceptible” to the virus,
inept in its response, and dependent upon philanthropy from the Global North for
survival (Anna 2020; Bavier 2020; CNN 2020; OCHA 2020). These predictions
perpetuate the “African tragedy” in global health — “the uncritical epistemic indus-
try that has long produced knowledge of African development as a monolithic and
primordial tragedy” (Harper-Shipman and Bako 2021; see also Smith 2006).

Across diverse registers and geographic points of departure, scholarly analyses
of Covid-19 in Africa have also contested such claims (Lee, Meek, and Mwine-
Kyarimpa 2021). Suglo and Sibiri (2021) debunk African tragedy narratives by
showing how African nations have often responded more effectively to Covid-
19 than have many countries in the Global North. Meanwhile, Ng’weno (2021)
probes the very practice of “predicting” across time and scale, arguing that “pre-
dictions, if made at all, cannot be abstracted, narrow, or universal.” Other authors
analyze how tropes of Africa’s vulnerability obscure the longue durée of neo/colo-
nial medical violence on the continent. These writers insist that vaccine hesitancy
in Africa is a rational response to “grievous acts of racist human experimentation
and medical coercion” (Nyalile and Loo 2021) and the ensuing “failure of bio-
medicine’s moral legitimacy” (Haruyama 2023, 172). Finally, scholars ask us to
think beyond colonial tropes by attending to the individual and collective agency
of African actors, where what might seem like “indifference” could actually be
a form of resistance to neoliberal and necropolitical state power (Banjwa 2021;
Mwine-Kyarimpa 2021; Ssentongo 2021). It is from this critical and historically
attuned perspective that we might also grasp the persuasiveness of the so-called
“conspiracy theories” that followed in the wake of President Magufuli and Prophet
T. B. Joshua’s deaths.

“Cautionary Tales” and “Conspiracy Theories”

Many accounts within and beyond Tanzania reveled in the possibility that Magufuli
died of Covid-19 as this would seem to prove the ineffectualness of his Covid-19
denialism, his anti-imperialist stance, and the promise of Pan-African solidary and
self-sufficiency (Busari and Princewill 2021; Dahir 2021b; Reuters Fact Check
2021). For some in the Global North, his death offered reassurance that our philan-
thropy and global health interventions are needed. BBC News ended a piece on his
passing with the sentence: “It is an irony that the pandemic he strenuously denied
has outlasted him, turning his once-heralded presidency into a cautionary tale for
the region and the continent” (Olewe 2021). While “cautionary tales” seek to
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make the workings of power transparent, “conspiracy theories,” on the other hand,
are “discourses of suspicion [that] generally assert — contra transparency claims —
that power is inherently ambivalent and that it operates in ambiguous ways” (West
and Sanders 2003, 12). Across Sub-Saharan Africa, just such a discourse of suspi-
cion has been proliferating.

So-called “conspiracy theories” around T. B. Joshua’s death insist upon a differ-
ent truth; one in which (white) power is far from transparent in its machinations.
Such accounts posit that the Prophet’s sudden demise was in fact an assassination
orchestrated in order to prevent a Black leader from acquiring too much authority
or influence. At first, news reports following T. B. Joshua’s death claimed that the
pastor had predicted his own death (Oduor 2021). Later, others claimed that T. B.
Joshua’s was not a natural death at all. For instance, a Ghanaian cleric, Bishop Sam
Owusu of Pottersville Church International, gave a sermon that later went viral in
which he told his congregation that T. B. Joshua was killed by “conspirators” (Ope-
jobi 2021; Vanguard 2021). Owusu directly links T. B. Joshua’s death to global anti-
Blackness and white supremacy, claiming that his death was not natural and that he
was killed because “in the history of the Black race, there is no Black man that is so
popular as compared to T. B. Joshua,” remarking on his properties in Africa as well
as “a school in Israel, a school, land and property in the Philippines.” He concludes
that “they calculated” his death and “what they used to kill him, I know and the
person they sent, I saw” (Owusu, quoted in Opejobi 2021).

In this sermon, Bishop Owusu harnesses the power of prophetic vision — the
very ability for which T. B. Joshua was renown — in order to aver that Black power
is cast as a threat to the current world order, as evidenced by profound global
disparities in wealth and influence. Accordingly, he claims that T. B. Joshua was
assassinated for having amassed such great social, economic, and spiritual capital.

The problem with too quickly dismissing this interpretation as a “conspiracy
theory” lies in the type of work that such a designation does. The label “conspiracy
theory” not only conveys that particular truth claims are flawed or improbable;
such a designation also functions as a perpetuation of colonial epistemic violence
by removing certain questions from consideration at all and, in so doing, rendering
mute the voices of marginalized populations whose distrust and suspicion are, in
fact, well founded. As Justin Haruyama (2023, 172) notes,

[T]he discursive work performed by the invocation of the category of
‘conspiracy theory’ is to consign the very suspicion that there might be a
malicious conspiracy to a domain of primordial irrationality, treating the sus-
picion of conspiracy as a paranoid one whose epistemological bases bear
no serious consideration or engagement. (See also Fassin 2007; Fiske 2016;
Knight 2003)

Bishop Owusu and others’ claims about T. B. Joshua’s death gained traction pre-
cisely because of the truths they did convey, truths which point to the place of
Africa in the “shadows” of world power. Such truths recall, for instance, the longue
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durée of African leaders being extinguished by Western powers, including the CIA’s
role in the assassination of the Pan-Africanist Congolese Prime Minister Patrice
Lumumba (Williams 2021). At the same time, the Western invocation of President
Magufuli’s Covid-19 denialism and subsequent death as a “cautionary tale” reacti-
vates colonial tropes by “echo[ing] colonial imperatives to civilize and ‘save’ physi-
cally and morally threatening Black colonial subjects through the logics of science”
(Charles 2022, 16). This s, after all, precisely the imperial logics that Magufuli so
vehemently refused.

Conclusion

By interrupting our knee-jerk reaction to dismiss Magufuli and T. B. Joshua’s Pan-
African and Pentecostal views as “conspiracy theories,” we might better attend to
the truths that these leaders articulated in their quests to reposition Africa within
global power relations. It is from this perspective that we may grasp the persuasive-
ness of the ideas and practices they promoted, as well as the ones which followed in
the wake of their deaths. Such “Black counterknowledge” — as John Fiske (2016)
famously dubbed HIV/AIDS “conspiracies” among Black communities in the US
context — operates in contemporary Africa to similarly denounce and refuse the
legacies of ongoing imperialism and anti-Black racism. In so doing, these narratives
recast the continent not as a place of shadow, but as a bastion of light leading the
struggle against shadows located elsewhere — whether in the neo/colonial West or
in the spiritual realm.

Today, the lived consequences of President Magufuli and Prophet T. B. Joshua’s
actions are still unfolding. Among their effects will likely be a diverse range of
political, spiritual, bodily, and social impacts. This list includes both healing and
sickness, deliverance and denial, anti-imperial aspiration and international con-
demnation, as well as the centralizing and decentralizing of power across multiple
scales. Unfolding within even a single Covid-19 “conspiracy theory” are thus a
multiplicity of divergent effects, which can simultaneously include the buttressing
of an increasingly authoritarian state and the mobilization of transnational African
networks to challenge the hegemony of the Global North. I therefore conclude
with the caution that we must refuse the impulse to grant ourselves the conceit of
already knowing in advance what such practices of suspicion and counterknowl-
edge might afford, lest the very idea of the “conspiracy theory” blind us to its
generativity.
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“THE TRUTH IS NOT KNOWN”

Covid-19 Vaccine Hesitancy as a Failure of
Biomedicine’s Moral Legitimacy in Zambia

Justin Lee Haruyama

Over the course of 2021, a series of chilling videos circulated across Zambian
social media, linking Covid-19 vaccines with a global scheme to reduce the world’s
population and cement white supremacy through the mass murder of Africans.
These videos demonstrate how there are hidden, malign forces at work behind
the visible, explicit pronouncements of the World Health Organization (WHO)
and other formal institutions to be promoting public health and social welfare. As
such, these videos operate as a theory of conspiracy, in that they are a worked-out
and coherent discourse that elucidates the workings of a secretive and illegal plot to
murder millions of African people. But if, in a literal sense, it is certainly accurate
to describe these videos as explaining a theory (or theories) of global conspiracy, to
place them in the well-recognized and oft-invoked, if sometimes poorly defined,
category of “conspiracy theory” is more problematic. Partially this is because “con-
spiracy theory” operates as both a folk category widely deployed in Western popu-
lar and journalistic discourses as well as a more technical concept employed by
scholars. More seriously, it is because in popular and scholarly discourses alike
“conspiracy theory” is a category that does work. Very often, the discursive work
performed by the invocation of the category of “conspiracy theory” is to consign
the very suspicion that there might be a malicious conspiracy to a domain of pri-
mordial irrationality, treating the suspicion of conspiracy as a paranoid one whose
epistemological bases bear no serious consideration or engagement.

In this chapter, I do the opposite. Taking seriously my Zambian friends and
interlocutors, themselves too often relegated to a place of shadow (Ferguson 2006)
in imaginaries of global knowledge production and authority, as savvy consumers
and analysts of global information, I treat the theories of conspiracy presented in
the videos and texts they shared with me as the alarming call to awareness and vigi-
lance that they should be. Our different foundations of epistemological justification
led my Zambian interlocutors and me to (sometimes) very different truth claims
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regarding the Covid-19 vaccines and their safety and efficacy. Tabling a discussion
of the “truth of the matter,” I suggest that my Zambian friends’ and my vastly dif-
ferent experiences of and stories about moral legitimacy constitute the basis of our
different forms of epistemological justification.

As of writing in December 2021, Zambia has experienced at least three waves of
Covid-19 infections, with around 300,000 confirmed cases and 4,000 confirmed
deaths: at various times, morgues in the country have become overwhelmed with
the number of dead.! There are two vaccines currently available in Zambia: Astra-
Zeneca and Johnson & Johnson, both donated through the Covid-19 Vaccines
Global Access (COVAX) initiative by countries such as the United States. Skepti-
cism of the vaccines in Zambia is high, however, and only 4.3 percent of the popu-
lation have received at least one dose of a vaccine.

In one of the most extensively shared videos on Zambian social media in 2021,
entitled “Wake up Africa, Wake up Black Man,” Nevers Mumba, the former vice
president of Zambia and former Zambian High Commissioner (ambassador) to
Canada, gives forceful remarks at the beginning and end of the video addressed
directly to the viewer. In these remarks, Mr. Mumba states the following:

Zambia must not inject any vaccine in any Zambian body before strenuous
verification and validation is done to this vaccine. . . . We must declare that
the vaccine is unsafe until it is scientifically proved to be safe . . . by our own
scientists and our own doctors. I heard somebody say: “where are we going
to get scientists and doctors?” Well, if you can’t verify what is given you by
your own people, then I suggest you don’t get involved in catching things
that are meant by others. . . . Then you can be poisoned, and we can all die
like fools like Martin Luther King, Junior said. . . . We may be poor, but we
are not stupid. We can read when they write on the vaccine this is not for
distribution in the United States, and this cannot be used in the European
Union. . . . They're even telling you that this is not for us, because they have
got some other substandard stuff that they make for us. How do you know
the injection given to President Biden is the same vaccine as the one which
is coming here? . . . You can watch it on CNN and say even President Biden
got a dosage of it. Are you sure? Did you see it? Did you get the drop and
analyze it that it is the same drop getting into an African’s body? . . . Our sal-
vation, outside God, will be from responsible government on the continent
of Africa. . . . We shall die like fools if we have a government which is cor-
rupt and is only waiting to be given money by the international community.

Between these opening and closing remarks made by Mumba are spliced a number
of ominous pieces of footage of different interviews and recorded panels in which
white men discuss the overpopulation of the world, and how it is necessary for
“three billion people,” beginning in Africa, to be eliminated in order to return
the global human population to balance. The video continues with footage of an
interview in which a retired member of the South African Institute for Marine
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Research (SAIMR), a bogus front for a mercenary organization with ties to the
former Apartheid regime in South Africa, admits to working with SAIMR to
infect large numbers of black Africans with HIV under the guise of philanthropic
vaccination campaigns. The rhetorical effect of this repeated interview footage is to
make it seem quite plausible, when the video returns at its conclusion to Mumba’s
remarks, that white actors might once again use the cover of a mass vaccination
campaign to murder large numbers of Africans.

“Vaccine hesitancy” has proved to be one of the buzzwords of the Covid-19 era,
with many, especially in the Global North, concerned that Covid-19 vaccine “con-
spiracy theories,” such as the one promoted in the “Wake up Africa, Wake up Black
Man” video, might seriously depress vaccination rates. What if tens of thousands,
even hundreds of thousands of additional people were to die of Covid-19 due to
“vaccine hesitancy” promoted by popular videos such as this one? What if, as the
Covid-19 virus circulates unrestrained among a largely unvaccinated population in
Zambia, new variants continue to mutate and follow upon the heels of Delta and
Omicron, spreading to once again threaten already-vaccinated populations con-
centrated in the Global North? What if, in short, the unruly epistemologies of
people in Zambia and elsewhere in the Global South refuse to submit themselves
to the authority of hegemonic knowledge-producers in the Global North, most
particularly in the biomedical establishment, and thus threaten the lives and physi-
cal safety not only of Zambians themselves but also of those who subscribe to the
knowledge claims of these authorities and choose to become vaccinated? This,
then, is an epistemological contest in which the stakes, both moral and practical,
are extremely high. Countless lives hang in the balance, no matter whether it is
true that mass Covid-19 vaccination programs poison and kill millions of Africans,
as Nevers Mumba suggests when he says, “we’ll die like fools,” or whether new
Covid-19 variants mutating in bodies of unvaccinated Zambians return to kill mil-
lions of already-vaccinated people, as some in the biomedical establishment fear.

The moral urgency and imperatives of the theories of conspiracy presented by
the “Wake up Africa, Wake up Black Man” and other similar videos regarding
Covid-19 vaccines are not new. In an analysis of strikingly similar theories of con-
spiracy regarding the origin of the HIV/AIDS pandemic circulating among Black
American communities in the 1990s, John Fiske (2016) suggests that these theories
are well grounded in all-too-accurate understandings of the continuing murder-
ously anti-Black intentions of the American state. Fiske does not exactly endorse
these theories of conspiracy, despite the fact that they employ significantly differ-
ent discursive and knowledge-legitimating practices than do the norms of aca-
demic scholarship or even mainstream journalism. But Fiske does not dismiss these
theories of conspiracy, either. Describing (approvingly) the knowledge contained
within these theories of conspiracy as “Blackstream knowledge” or “Black coun-
terknowledge” and its intrepid producers as “knowledge gangsters,” Fiske situates
these theories of conspiracy within the histories of the Tuskegee Experiment, of
Henrietta Lacks, of National Security Memorandum 200 (the Kissinger Report),
and of other knowledge by Black Americans of the murderous and exploitative
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intentions the American state and other hegemonic biomedical institutions carry
toward them. In the end, Fiske concludes that though the theories of a conspiracy
that the American state engineered the HIV/AIDS virus to kill gay and Black
Americans may never be confirmable through certain standards of evidence, the
context and history of institutional anti-Black racism (and homophobia) in the
United States mean that these theories should nevertheless be taken seriously and
granted a certain degree of credence.

In a later volume, Mark Fenster (2008) takes strong issue with Fiske’s analysis,
arguing that it is only the fact that the Blackstream theories of conspiracy described
by Fiske arise from a radical leftist and anti-racist political position that makes them
seem at all plausible to Fiske, who shares this political orientation. Fenster points
out that if we as scholars were to turn our attention to conspiracy theories emerg-
ing from the right-wing and white supremacist regions of the American political
spectrum, such as those articulated by The Tirner Diaries (1978), this impetus to
grant credence to theories of conspiracy based on political sympathy would dis-
appear. Fenster argues that for consistency then, all conspiracy theories, whether
emerging from the radical left or right or any other political-discursive space,
should be approached by scholars in the same (epistemologically) skeptical way.

Fenster suggests that, though skeptical of theories of conspiracy, part of his
intervention is to repudiate the pathologization (associated most prominently with
Hofstadter [1965] 1996) in America of conspiracy theories and those who believe
in them and, thus, in some sense to rehabilitate these theories. But if it is in some
sense true that Fenster’s argument serves to rehabilitate the political role of con-
spiracy theories in American society, it is nevertheless very much also the case
that unlike Fiske in his restrained description of Blackstream counterknowledges,
Fenster’s analysis is extremely pathologizing of the epistemological bases of theories of
conspiracy. In his rehabilitation of conspiracy-theory-as-politics mode, for exam-
ple, Fenster writes: “given the history of [actual] conspiracy and the inequitable dis-
tribution of access to capital and political power, the notion that conspiracy theory
necessarily expresses a political pathology ignores the fact that it can correctly iden-
tify present and historical wrongs” (Fenster 2008, 11; my emphasis). But, switching
from the political to the epistemological, Fenster continues in the next two sen-
tences: “Conspiracy theory is frequently wrong — and outrageously, even seemingly
pathologically so. . . . Totalizing conspiracy theories frequently lack substantive
proof, rely on dizzying leaps of logic, and oversimplify the political, economic,
and social structure of power” (11). Later, Fenster expands on his analysis of the
epistemological underpinnings (and pleasurable seductions) of conspiracy theory:

The resolution that a conspiracy theory ultimately offers appears at once
procrustean, fitting complex events into a simple schema, and increasingly
ramshackle as it attempts to accommodate a proliferation of complicated and
conflicting data. More troubling still, the narrative faces the nearly impossible
burden of finding an ending. A conclusion would call a halt to interpretation —
conspiracy theory’s key practice and source of pleasure — by suggesting either
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that the conspiracy has won or that it did not represent the existential threat
it seemed to promise. Either ending is unsatisfactory: the former offers defeat
by an enemy, while the latter suggests a formal defeat of what was clearly a
lesser conspiratorial threat.

(14)

By rehabilitating the political role of conspiracy theories in American society while
simultaneously denigrating their epistemological bases as “procrustean”, “ram-
shackle”, “troubling”, “outrageous”, and even, seemingly, “pathological,” Fenster
thus continues to construct a super-preeminence for his own theorizing on the
sociopsychology of conspiracy theories, a preeminence that precedes and thus
overrides the knowledge claims of (alleged) conspiracy theorists themselves. Like
most “God-eye” or “views from nowhere,” the preeminence of his own epistemo-
logical framework assumed by Fenster is itself atheoretical, in the sense that it is not
something that Fenster questions, considers, or theorizes in his work.

This asymmetry constructed by Fenster (and many other social scientists who
have written on the topic of “conspiracy theories”) between his own knowledge
claims and those of the alleged conspiracy theorists he describes short-circuits
the discussion, because it precludes any serious engagement with the content of
the theories themselves. Although actual illegal “conspiracies” (e.g., Watergate or
Iran-Contra) may exist and may from time to time even be uncovered, it is well
understood by all involved that the appropriate way to refer to this knowledge of
conspiracy is not with the term “conspiracy theory” but with some other knowl-
edge-legitimating phrase such as “investigative journalism” or “historical research.”
Everyone, from social science scholars to journalists to alleged conspiracy theorists
themselves, understand that in the language game of contemporary English, “con-
spiracy theories” are, by definition, wrong (Knight 2003). As Fenster notes, they
are, indeed, seemingly pathologically wrong. But if this is so, then Fenster under-
takes a major power play when he not only titles his volume “conspiracy theories”
but, as the title suggests, takes “conspiracy theory” as his prime analytical object as
well. He never has to engage seriously with the substantive claims of these “con-
spiracy theories” (as truth or fact, rather than as political expediency) since they are
already, merely by being categorized as such, defined to be factually wrong (even if
they may play a positive political role).

Though Fiske confines his attention to only a single strand of “conspiracy the-
ory” (which, signaling his epistemological openness, he does not call such), his
analysis is more careful in this respect because he does not assume an a priori
knowledge that can or does override the claims of the “knowledge gangsters” he
describes. Instead, Fiske applies an analysis that is neither entirely skeptical nor
entirely credulous and pushes readers to critically (re)consider as much the theories
of conspiracy themselves as the strategies of disbelief by which they are so eas-
ily disregarded. My approach in this chapter is similar to Fiske’s in that, though
acknowledging my own positioned knowledge practices which do not admit
the plausibility that Covid-19 vaccines are produced with the intent to murder
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Africans, I do not assume a priori that these knowledge practices trump those of
my Zambian interlocutors. Indeed, I suggest that the storied knowledge of my
friends in Zambia, though different than my own or of the academic field I work
in, nevertheless points to some glaring omissions and serious blind spots in blithe
liberal disregardings of the knowledge that Covid-19 is part of a plot to murder
Africans. Still, Fenster’s critiques are important here, because the political valences
at work are both serious and troubling. Unlike the Blackstream counterknowledge
of AIDS-as-bioweapon that Fiske describes, which could plausibly be critiqued as
mistaken or misguided but not so plausibly as immediately dangerous to public wel-
fare, theories of conspiracy regarding Covid-19 vaccines are locked within a fierce
public debate about mass vaccination, upon which huge numbers of lives depend.
Moreover, though in some ways clearly an echo of the Black radical leftist political
orientation that Fiske recounts, the “Wake up Africa, Wake up Black Man” video
is in the current moment closely associated with political voices that in the Global
North would be recognized as coming from the hard right. One of the other
videos frequently circulated in Zambia alongside “Wake Up Africa, Wake Up
Black Man,” for example, is a clip showing (Republican) governor of the US state
of Arkansas, Asa Hutchinson, conducting a town hall in the community of Siloam
Springs (a small town with a population of 17,000). As chairman of the National
Governors Association, Governor Hutchinson was a vocal proponent for encour-
aging voluntary Covid-19 vaccination, though he also signed an Arkansas law pro-
hibiting the state government from implementing vaccine or masking mandates.
The participants of the Siloam Springs town hall, all of whom are white and none
of whom in the video are wearing masks, accost Governor Hutchinson regarding
the vaccine in the following way:

Hutchinson: — Covid is real. People get sick from — [in response to audience shout-
ing]: shhhhhhhh shhhhh.

Man 1: You're lying. We know the truth. You're lying, we know the truth
governor.

Hutchinson:  Would you like to be recognized with a microphone? Or would you
just like to yell? [continued shouting from audience] We’re gonna be
living with people dying, if we do not increase our vaccination rates.
I still need to get that message out. And so, it sounds like some peo-
ple want low vaccination rates, OK [great applause from audience].

Man 2: So, explain to me why there are so many who have the vaccine, that
are getting the virus.

Man 3: What’s in the vaccine? Give me the insert sheet [great applause from
audience]. So informed consent means you tell me what you put in
my body. If Mr. Doctor gives me a vial and says “trust me;” I'll give
you a vial, you trust me!

Woman 1:  Every SARS-2 Covid vaccine that’s available on the market is manu-
factured using aborted fetal tissue. I have been praying that God Him-
self will step in so that Christians are not forced by their employers
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and a mandate to get the vaccine. Yet even if God does not, I will
not bow [pauses as audience applauded loudly|. And with all respect
governor, we love you and appreciate you, but [woman puts great
stress on each word] GOD WILL NOT HOLD YOU GUILTLESS
if you fail to stand up for the Christians who believe it is in their right
to abstain from the vaccine.

Woman 2:  The numbers again are being manipulated to try to force unvacci-
nated people towards a mandated vaccine and I know you may not
see that now, but it’s down the road: everything that was a conspiracy
six months ago is now coming to fruition and six months from now
the story’s gonna be different!

Woman 3: My whole family had Covid, but let me tell you something, all of
us took the therapeutics from Day 1. And [woman raises her voice
and begins shouting words]| if doctors were allowed to tell the truth
and treat their patients with these therapeutics, we would not have
hospitals full of sick people dying! [great applause] Don’t smirk at me
governor! You should care on both sides of the aisle on what works.
What will save lives, Governor? And it’s not the vaccine!

In the context of the extremely polarized and divisive contemporary US political
environment, the statements of the Siloam Springs town hall participants in this video
are no doubt quite troubling to scholars in left-aligned disciplines such as cultural
anthropology as much as cultural studies. As an ethnographer of Zambia, in this
chapter, I speak to the contexts of why and how the epistemological claims of these
residents of Siloam Springs and others in videos such as “Wake Up Africa, Wake Up
Black Man” appeal to my interlocutors in Zambia. I cannot speak directly to the
epistemological contexts in which the residents of Siloam Springs themselves articu-
late this knowledge, except to note of course that poor whites in rural America too
have often been the object of state and biomedical indifference and disregard, even
if they have not been the active targets of genocide (Buck 2002). The moral, episte-
mological, and political stakes at play make it even more important, I suggest, to slow
down and think carefully. We must, as Fiske encourages, undertake the much harder
labor of reconsidering the strategies of disbelief deployed by hegemonic liberal ways
of understanding the world rather than the easier task of pointing to the ways that
knowledge labeled as “conspiracy theories” might be flawed.

Taking seriously an imperative to slow down and think carefully through these
competing knowledge claims, in this piece I reflect upon issues raised by the
question of epistemological justification. In traditional Anglo-American analytic
philosophy, epistemology is often framed as an analysis of “justified true belief,’
sometimes glossed as the “JTB” view of knowledge (Ichikawa and Steup 2018).
Of course, what counts as truth is inexorably linked to prevailing power relations,
as has long been demonstrated by scholars in feminist, queer, and Black studies
(Ahmed 2007; Haraway 1988; Weheliye 2014; Wynter 2003). There is no uni-
versal, non-positioned stance from which to judge absolutely what is “true” and
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what is “false,” even if it is the case that within any particular language game (Witt-
genstein 1969) or regime of veridiction (Foucault 2008), it is possible to advance
certain claims of truth and falsity. Here, I wish to shift focus from the notion of
“truth” to the less-often considered notion of “justification,” without thereby rel-
egating the knowledge claims of the “Wake up Africa” video to a different mode
of existence (Latour 2013), separate and therefore unjudgeable within the regimes
of knowledge inhabited by the claims of the mainstream biomedical establishment.
In short, T ask: in a global system that at its ideological foundations continues to be
violently anti-Black (Harney and Moten 2013; Jenkins and Leroy 2020), what are
the evidentiary bases that can form appropriate justification for knowledge?

One important consideration is the question of how epistemological authority,
and therefore the epistemological justification that authority can grant, is related to
moral legitimacy. As a subject who subscribes to the knowledge claims of the scien-
tific, biomedical establishment concentrated in the Global North, I of course rely
upon the epistemological authority of others to form my own knowledge, which
I believe to be justified, just as much as does anyone in Zambia who subscribes to
the knowledge claims of the “Wake up Africa” video. To state the perfectly obvi-
ous: as a non-scientist, non-medical practitioner, I had absolutely no unmediated
knowledge regarding the Covid-19 vaccine (in my case, Pfizer/BioNTech) before
I allowed a nurse to inject it into my arm. I took it on blind faith that the news
reports and health advice I had received were not part of a conspiracy to do me
harm and that the vaccine I received would fill me with life-preserving antibodies
and not life-murdering poison.

As Evans-Pritchard (1937) long ago demonstrated, however, knowledge systems
of all kinds tend to be anchored by closed loops of self-reinforcing poles of justi-
fication that allow for little doubt. For the Azande, Evans-Pritchard argued, these
poles were witchcraft, oracles, and magic. I might say that the poles of my own
knowledge system are the mainstream Western news media (the New York Times,
BBC, etc.), the claims of university-trained “experts,” and the advice of govern-
ment and inter-governmental agencies (CDC, WHO, etc.). Any particular source
in this scheme can of course be doubted. But, crucially, I can only doubt any of
these poles in terms of the other two: I can only doubt the reliability of the WHO
because I read critical reports of it in the New York Times, etc. Because this is the
language game and way of life (Wittgenstein 1969) I inhabit, I am not really able to
evaluate knowledge claims made outside of this system, nor am I likely to wonder
if all three poles of my knowledge system might all agree and yet be giving me false
(or even malicious) knowledge.

But all knowledge is also storied (Ingold 2011). The story I accept of my justified
knowledge is plausible precisely because as a straight, (partially-) white, cis, American
man, the powerful institutions that surround me, including the American state, the
university, and the capitalist news media have served to protect me and people who
look like me for most of my life. A story of biomedical science as a gradually progress-
ing field over centuries that is constantly pushing to develop new methods of serv-
ing the health needs of my body is plausible to me precisely because it accords with
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my lived experience. Meanwhile, for my friends and interlocutors in Zambia, other
kinds of stories are more salient. Biomedical mass vaccination campaigns and clinical
drug trials in Africa have a long, storied history of being accomplished through vio-
lent coercion (Feldman-Savelsberg, Ndonko, and Schmidt-Ehry 2000; White 2000)
with sometimes murderous effects (Nyalile and Loo 2021). Moreover, as a “front-line
state” once surrounded by hostile and aggressive white minority regimes in Rhodesia
(now Zimbabwe), Angola, Mozambique, and South Africa, Zambia has a specific
history of being targeted for violence intended to maintain white supremacy in the
region. As the different clips of video spliced together in the “Wake up Africa” video
demonstrate forcefully, in the twenty-first century Zambians are still keenly aware of
global discourses of anti-Blackness which figure them as the least desirable and there-
fore most expendable members of the global population. At one point in the “Wake
up Africa” video, a certain Dr. Robert Young provides testimony to the “ITN]
Judicial Commission of Inquiry into Weaponization of the Biosphere,” providing the
following comments, ostensibly regarding the Covid-19 vaccine:

For the purpose of sterilization and population control. There’s too many
people on the planet we need to get rid of, in the words of Bill Gates:
at least three billion people need to die. So, we’ll just start off in Africa,
we’ll start doing our research there and we’ll eliminate most of the Africans
because they’re deplorable, theyre worthless, theyre not part of this world
economy, so they have their rights taken away, and they’re suppressed and
they’re experimented.

Though sometimes contemporary Africa is held to be relatively isolated from
“American-centric” discourses of racism and anti-racism, as Pierre notes “the very
production of ‘Africa’ — its colonial history, its geographical, political, and cultural
mapping as well as ongoing discursive constructions of the continent’ incorrigible
difference — occurs through ideas of race” (2013, 5). The “Wake up Africa” video’s
very ubiquity across Zambian social media in 2021, not to mention its explicit
endorsement by a prominent Zambian elder statesman, similarly suggests that the
story — and therefore knowledge — of murderous anti-Black racism the video tells is
more real for many Zambians than alternative stories of philanthropic care emanat-
ing from the Global North.

If then knowledge is “justified true belief;” as many philosophers have it, what jus-
tification would people in Zambia have, as one of my friends there recently asked me,
to trust the pro-vaccine pronouncements of the BBC, CNN, and Al-Jazeera? These
powerful media corporations are part and parcel of a global capitalist system founded
upon the often-times murderous racialization, exploitation, and dispossession that
disproportionally affects Black and Brown people (Bhattacharyya 2018; Jenkins and
Leroy 2020; Robinson 2000), especially in Africa (Mbembe 2017). Operating from
my own positioned realm of knowledge, I respond to my Zambian friends over
social media with links to articles in the BBC and The New York Times that seek
to document and discredit various “conspiracy theories” regarding the Covid-19
vaccine(s). I consider the knowledge I derive from these sources well-justified, even if
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I cannot be sure it is true. But that is precisely the point. My knowledge that there is
no plot to drastically reduce the world’s population through Covid-19 vaccines does
not feel risky, or precarious, or naive, because the type of racialized subject I embody
has never been the target of similar such plots. Other racialized subjects have.

As one of my good friends in Zambia, Miyanda Miyoba, phrased it to me
bluntly:

My biggest concern is why are there too many contradicting theories about
the vaccine? Am concerned. You seem not so concerned about that. For
you, these guys opposing [the vaccine] are fake unless guys from the WHO,
the same people with an agenda of depopulating the world, agree with it.>

Miyanda’s comments raise starkly the issue of moral legitimacy. I agree with Miyanda
that powerful institutions such as the WHO headquartered in the Global North
probably have a compelling interest in checking and even reducing the world’s
population, probably starting in places with high population growth like Africa.
But, insulated as I am from violent histories of biomedical control and exclusion,
I remain blithely unconcerned that this vaccine is part of such an attempt to depop-
ulate the world. But from Miyanda’s perspective, such nonchalance is irresponsibly
risky. In a situation of ambiguity (Giles-Vernick, Traoré, and Bainilago 2016) aris-
ing from contradictory theories about the vaccine, the epistemological dictates of
hegemonic institutions such as the WHO cannot be trusted, precisely because of
their long history of complicity with regimes of anti-Blackness and inequality that
have created widespread disease and death in Africa (Fassin 2007; Tilley 2011). No
matter, then, whether the Covid-19 vaccines poison and kill millions or whether
widespread vaccine hesitancy arising from lack of trust in biomedical institutions
causes dangerous new variants to emerge: the immoral histories of anti-Black bio-
medical practices in Africa have come to threaten us all.

Notes

1 There is also a strong possibility that these numbers are vastly underreported.
2 Miyanda requested to be identified with his real name in this piece to make clear that
these comments were his own.
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COVID-19-RELATED CONSPIRACY
THEORIES IN THE BALTIC STATES

Mari-Liis Madisson and Andreas Ventsel

This chapter gives an overview of the Covid conspiracy theories that have been
circulating in the Baltic states either openly or semi-openly, that is, those which are
or have been freely accessible on the Internet or via the search engines of popular
social media platforms (e.g., YouTube, Facebook) where registering as a group
member is not a set pre-requirement to access content. First, the selection is influ-
enced by the code of ethics of internet studies which means respecting the privacy
of the members of non-public groups and informing them that a study about them
is being carried out (Segerstad et al. 2017). Another aspect that should be pointed
out in the context of our choice of material is the problem of hidden virality
emerging in connection with the spread of misinformation, including conspiracy
theories. The conspiracy theories and fake news that tend to be more danger-
ous and intense (e.g., those advocating violence, breaching the law, or exhibiting
harmful health-endangering behavior) often circulate in closed groups on popular
social media platforms thus fly under the radar of the critically minded audiences
who might question the explanations or flag these as inappropriate. In the case of
coronavirus conspiracy theories spreading in the Baltic states, it is important to
realize that they are actively spread not only in closed Facebook groups, but also
via instant messaging apps (e.g., WhatsApp, Telegram) or shared documents on
Google Docs, and sometimes they never reach wider audiences. Focusing on the
conspiracy theories that are freely available on the web is the best way to provide a
survey of the most popular theories.

As conspiracy theories are often classified as misinformation, the differences
in official measures for combating misinformation in the Baltic states should be
pointed out. Latvia is the only one of the Baltic states that resorts to the penal code
in combating misinformation and where state institutions have detained people
spreading fake news. In Latvia’s neighboring states, people spreading fake news do
not face criminal penalties. Estonia and Lithuania are currently relying on media
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literacy to educate society. In Estonia, a special team at the Government Office
is working on the issue. Lithuania has engaged military analysts (Springe 2021).
Differences in the penal code affect the public spreading of conspiracy theories,
which 1s why our study relies on reports and expert opinions that have been issued
by misinformation monitors working at the aforementioned institutions, official
Facebook fact-checking partners, and scholars researching mostly publicly acces-
sible channels.

The Main Topics of Covid Conspiracy Theories in
the Baltic States

The main topics of Covid conspiracy theories in the Baltic states were relatively
similar to each other in terms of their general outline. Several reports show that the
most popular conspiracy theories have been imported, as it were, and that their main
content coincides with that of conspiracy theories disseminated elsewhere in the
world (Palkova and Bikovs 2020; Springe 2020). The differences appear primarily
in the depictions of local-level conspirators and their minions. At the beginning of
the coronavirus outbreak, during the first wave, topics circulated around five main
centers: the origin of the virus, measures taken against Covid-19, manipulations
related to 5G, dangerous vaccines, and the fake pandemic or questioning the exist-
ence of the coronavirus (cf. also Grunskis 2020). Drawing such dividing lines is
somewhat arbitrary, as different topics — even those that would cancel one another
out (e.g., denying the existence of Covid-19 and presenting 5G radiation as a factor
boosting the virus) — can appear in the same posts (Osula 2020). Generally, these
topics also remained predominant during the second wave, with minor changes
in their emphases. The spread of anti-vaccine conspiracy theories thus intensified
as the first vaccines were being developed (Bolt et al. 2021; Laine 2020a), while
explanations connected to 5G shifted to the background (Springe 2020). In the
following section, we depict the main coronavirus conspiracy theories circulating
in the Baltic states and point out some of their local distinctive features.

The Origin of the Coronavirus

Conspiracy theories focusing on the origin of the coronavirus could be broadly
divided into two: first, those emphasizing the human-made origin of the virus,
with the often-made claim that Covid-19 is a deliberately developed biological
weapon that has been disseminated in the world on purpose, with another group
of conspiracy theories claiming that the virus escaped from the laboratory acciden-
tally; yet its escape was deliberately kept secret.

Most conspiracy theories claimed that China was to blame for the origin of the
virus because Covid had been connected to the city of Wuhan and a laboratory
located there. To a lesser extent, conspiracy theorists also pointed to the United
States, Russia’s chemical weapon industry, and Big Pharma, a standard villain of
conspiracy theories. The common denominator of these conspiracy theories was
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the claim that biological weapons had been developed with the purpose of weak-
ening people or enacting genocide, which would supposedly help the conspirators
to execute even more grand scheme plans. The main aim that was referred to was
decimating the population numbers under the condition of universal scarcity of
resources, which supposedly would help the conspirators to maintain and increase
their power. Genocide was also discussed as a means to redraw the geopolitical
power balance: conspiracy theories that saw Chinese activities behind the biologi-
cal weapon connected this with Beijing’s attempts to unsettle the global economy.
To balance these theories, other conspiracy theories circulated that saw the accusa-
tions being launched toward China as devious actions of the US administration.
Such theories emphasized that the virus must have been a secret American biologi-
cal weapon and that accusing China would support Washington in their economic
competition with China (Ventsel, Madisson, and Hansson 2021).

The local aspect of the conspiracy theories concerning the deliberate engineer-
ing of the virus became apparent mostly in the emphases laid on the connections
of Big Pharma with the local health care workers. Special attention was paid to
simulation events aimed at fighting pandemics that were organized in the Baltics
as well as in the rest of the world. Often, references were made to Event 201 that
took place in New York on October 18, 2019, where 130 medical experts played
out a situation in which an unstoppable pandemic spread around the world. This
was seen as proof for the deliberate orchestrating of the Covid pandemic and a sign
of its links with Big Pharma. The conspiracy tales treated the pandemic simulation
events that had taken place in the Baltic states in a similar fashion. Thus, the claim
spread on social media that Arkadi Popov, the medical emergency leader of the
Estonian Health Board, had known about the beginning of the coronavirus pan-
demic in advance and accordingly planned a crisis-training event named Wuhan
Silence for Autumn 2020. Actually, this was a follow-up event of the crisis training
called Pattaya Wind that had taken place in September 2019, and the name was
randomly chosen. The conspiracy theorists, however, considered this to be a sign
for the connection between the medical institutions and the outbreak of the pan-
demic (Raudsik 2020a). A similar connection to the start of the pandemic was seen
in the activities of the virologist Irja Lutsar, Head of the Scientific Advisory Board
of the Covid crisis. In 2015, Lutsar participated in a study together with Yanpeng
Li, scientist at the Wuhan Institute of Virology of the Chinese Academy of Sci-
ences, which, in the eyes of conspiracy theorists, proved that she had been involved
in the creation of the coronavirus and was now “leading” the Estonian scholars’
efforts to keep the virus in check.

5G and Covid Conspiracy Theories

At the beginning of 2020, conspiracy theories connecting 5G technology with the
origin and/or spread of the coronavirus circulated in social media groups in the Bal-
tic states. Their main claim was that 5G weakened people’s immunity, making them
more susceptible to coronavirus, or that 5G waves themselves helped spreading the
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virus, while the general public, first and foremost the mainstream media and the
political elite, would not acknowledge this information. When speaking of the
dangers of 5G, parallels were often drawn between X-ray imaging and microwave
ovens (“Kas 5G vandenduteooria” 2020). Another broader cluster of conspiracy
theories claimed that in the shadow of the chaos caused by the coronavirus, the
erection of 5G masts had been secretly started (“Koroonavandendud meie seas”
2020) and that Covid vaccines serve as a pretense for injecting people with micro-
chips. It was said that Wuhan was the first city in China which developed a 5G
network and started applying the technology extensively, and, therefore, it could
simply be no coincidence that the novel virus was first identified in Wuhan.

Often, these conspiracy theories cannot be linked to any particular conspirator.
And, if so, mostly to the so-called top globalizers such as Bill Gates, George Soros,
and Big Pharma who were thought of as engaging in joint plan to enforce manda-
tory global vaccinations, with the vaccines containing microchips that are activated
by 5G waves (The Conversation 2020).

Characteristic for the Baltic states was the use of narratives which predicted a
future dystopian surveillance society on the basis of 5G technology and microchip
injections. Parallels were often drawn with censorship by the repressive organs of
the Soviet State Security Service (KGB) and with the surveillance society that sup-
posedly accompanies the introduction of 5G technology.

Furthermore, parallels were drawn between different fact-checking institutions
cooperating with mainstream media and Soviet-era KGB organs. For example,
Delfi in Estonia and Re:Check in Latvia were said to be working like the Soviet-
era KGB agents or “chekists” (a pun on the words “Cheka” and “to check”).
A petition was launched against Re:Check to stop its activities, and its employees
were labelled prostitutes, “libersluts,” “the Ministry of Truth,” and heirs of Goeb-
bels (Springe 2020). It should be added that parallels have been drawn among
Soviet repressive bodies, fact checkers, and professional journalists, as well as other
state institutions whose job it was to introduce anti-Covid measures, and that these
parallels can also be found in other conspiracy theories, most often in the context
of the fake pandemic narrative.

Fake Pandemic Conspiracy Theory

One of the most widespread, persistent, and comprehensive Covid-19 conspiracy
theories claims that the pandemic is a malicious hoax, of which there are sev-
eral versions. Thus, various influential Kremlin channels, as well as alt-right social
media posts, emphasize that a corrupt elite, led by the US Deep State and influen-
tial international organizations, is trying to stir up unfounded fear of the coronavi-
rus. The overthrow of Donald Trump, the preparation of forced vaccinations and
an unprecedented profit for the corrupt pharmaceutical industry, the microchip-
ping of the population, the enforcement of mind controls, or even the imposition
of genocide, etc., have been mentioned as hidden goals of a conspiracy. A common
denominator of these types of conspiracy theories was the notion that mainstream
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media reports of the coronavirus were overly blown out of proportion and too
frightening and, therefore, represented a rather malicious cover-up of the true situ-
ation or a false maneuver. The other éminence grise in the fake pandemic narrative is
Big Pharma, which supposedly compels people to use various medicines, including
vaccines, by scaring them in order to multiply its own profit. In addition, the global
elite 1s accused of using scare tactics to restrict people’s freedom, force them to use
dangerous vaccines, or make them comply with anti-Covid measures.

Although the main actors in the pandemic denial conspiracy theories are similar
in all three Baltic states, several local individuals and institutions are nevertheless
involved. Thus, the Estonian Ministry of Social Affairs was referred to as the main
institution executing Covid policies having “ties with the big conspiracy” (Raudsik
2020a). More curious stories that undermined the reliability of medical estab-
lishments circulated: for example, an anonymous employee of the Infectious Dis-
eases Clinic of the West Tallinn Central Hospital had told the portal Vanglaplaneet
[Prison Planet] that the hospitals were half empty. In addition, the CPAP is said to
have misused the ventilators, from which patients have allegedly died. The report
also claimed that many relatives made unsubstantiated statements that the deceased
died of Covid, as this would help keep the “imaginary” pandemic alive (Raudsik
2021c¢). The fact that very few people are thought to have died from Covid-19 has
also been suggested as a sign of a fake pandemic (Raudsik 2020c).

During the first wave, several European countries imposed strict restrictions to
contain the spread of the virus. In this context, Latvia turned out to be a country
where the number of the infected population was relatively low. At the same time,
these positive results made some people feel that the virus did not actually exist, as
many were able to claim that “they did not know anyone who had fallen ill.” This
became one of the leading “arguments” in different explanatory schemes of the
fake pandemic conspiracy narratives (Springe 2020).

Anti-Covid-19 Measures

The most widespread conspiracy theories saw the government-enforced anti-virus
measures as a malicious threat to people’s health or reckless experiment. It has
often been claimed that wearing a mask increases the risk of contracting Covid-19,
that masks block oxygen, and that the requirement that they be worn is unlawful
(Palkova 2021). The goal of the conspirators, usually the global elite, was portrayed
as weakening or even decimating the population; furthermore, the measures were
described as a means of scaremongering to make people manipulable (Madisson
and Ventsel 2022).

Occasionally, local references were included in the internationally disseminated
narratives about the anti-Covid-19 measures. For example, some Facebook posts
went viral in Estonia claiming that Covid-19 rapid tests were coming straight out
of the box with predetermined results (Raudsik 2021a) and that the first vaccina-
tion against Covid-19, which took place in Estonia on December 27, 2020, was a
staged photo shoot. The Facebook group of anti-mask and anti-Corona protesters
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called “Make Estonia Free Again” shared a post claiming that masks cause cancer.
In the Baltic states, it was the top local politicians who were implied to be the main
conspirators executing the evil plans of the global elite in the shadow of Covid-
19. It was claimed that in cooperation with the mainstream media, the pandemic
was used as a justification for restricting people’s rights and freedom of speech
and enforcing a police state (Palkova and Bikovs 2020; Laine 2020b). At the same
time, demonstrations against the government-imposed Covid measures took place
in the Baltic states. In Estonia, the largest meeting took place early in April 2021
as several hundred people participated in protests in front of the Estonian Parlia-
ment against legislative amendments that in their opinion would turn Estonia into
a police state. In Lithuania, the demonstrations (together with the protests against
the Lithuanian—Byelorussian migration crisis) culminated in August 2021, while in
Latvia the largest protest meetings, bringing together four thousand people, took
place on August 18, 2021. The largest joint action against vaccination was held
on August 23, 2021, under the name “Baltic Way,” which calls to mind the mass
protest of the same name on the occasion of the 50th anniversary of the Molotov—
Ribbentrop Pact in 1989. It certainly cannot be claimed that such protest meetings
against Covid measures have been triggered solely by conspiracy theories, but calls
for participation in these have been actively shared on social media channels that
disseminate conspiracy theories.

Anti-vaccination Conspiracy Theories

Conspiracy theories popular during the first wave claimed that an anti-virus vaccine
had been developed even before the outbreak of the virus and that people were being
manipulated into having “voluntary” vaccination in the atmosphere of fear accom-
panying the virus outbreak. During the second wave, when the vaccines had already
been developed, the character of conspiracy theories and the supposed “effects” of
the vaccines became more specific. Thus, it was suggested that millions of women
had been rendered infertile under the cover of Covid vaccines; it was also claimed
that dozens of times more people had died from the vaccines than those who died
from the disease itself (Raudsik 2020b). In addition, it was stated that the medical
personnel executing the conspirators’ plans were propagating vaccines with the help
of deceit, blackmailing, and orders and that the vaccines had already seriously harmed
people’s vitality and the health of future generations (Raudsik 2021b).

An analysis of the anti-vaccine social media communication conducted by the
Baltic Center for Investigative Journalism and covering the Baltic states outlined
that the main conspirators were said to be Big Pharma and Bill Gates, who were
considered to be a global population decimator (“Who Spreads Vaccine” 2021).
References were also made to a secret collaboration of state structures and medical
corporations — the conspiracy theories claimed that public talk of vaccine deaths
had been forbidden and that the state power structures made health care workers
sign papers prohibiting the exposure of actual information on Covid-related deaths
(“Who Spreads Vaccine” 2021).
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As a separate topic, Covid-related conspiracy theories emerged in the context of
the Sputnik vaccine that had been developed in the Russian Federation. Accord-
ing to research conducted by the Global Engagement Center, Russia-linked social
media accounts have run a coordinated campaign to spread disinformation on vari-
ous Covid-19 related topics, including anti-vaccination conspiracy theories (“US
Denounces Russian” 2021). The primary aim of such conspiracy theories has been
to spread distrust in vaccines developed in the West, which simultaneously would
make it possible to demonstrate against “soft power” with the help of the Sputnik
vaccine and earn credentials in view of the international public.

Media Landscape of the Corona Conspiracy Theories:
Popular Texts, Dissemination Channels, and Mediators

To put it briefly, the popular Corona conspiracy representations spreading in the
Baltic states are conspiracy videos or articles of a predominantly foreign origin
to which translations into the local language have been added. Analyses of Esto-
nian (Laine 2020c¢) and Latvian (Palkova and Bikovs 2020) media pointed out that
during the first wave of the coronavirus, the scandalous English-language video
“Plandemic” — which focused on the anti-vaccination activist and former scientist
Judy Mikovits and represented the Corona pandemic as a hoax ofa global proportion—
gathered tens of thousands of viewers among the Baltic audiences before it was
removed from YouTube. In Estonia, the video “The hoax of the Corona pan-

1

demic!” that originated in Germany also proved to be very popular. In the video,
Billy Six, who calls himself a journalist, claimed that there was no severe risk of
virus infection, but it was a large-scale hoax and that German hospitals were actu-
ally empty of Corona patients. It is remarkable, though, that the film did not gain
particular popularity in Germany (Laine 2020d). In the case of Lithuania, it has also
been pointed out that it is not so much original Lithuanian-language content that
goes viral among the local social media users, but Russian- and English-language
texts, often with added subtitles in Lithuanian (““Who Spreads Vaccine” 2021).
Estonian fact-checkers (Laine 2021) also pointed out that a video of Latvian ori-
gin (with Estonian subtitles) spread remarkably among Estonian social media users
concerning a case in which Marina Kornatovska, who calls herself a physician assis-
tant at the Riga East Hospital, claims that the treatment of Covid-19, the vaccines,
and protective masks are dangerous and part of a large-scale hoax and that harmful
secret experiments are being carried out on patients at the hospitals. Before reach-
ing Estonia, the video went viral among Latvian social media users, whereas it is
worth noting that Marina Kornatovska was detained with criminal charges for
spreading dangerous misinformation (“Two Persons Detained” 2020).

In broad outlines, it can be said that in all three Baltic states, the sources pro-
moting these conspiracy theories are connected with three types of actors. The
first type of sources can roughly be treated as organs of alternative knowledge in
opposition to institutionalized discourses (e.g., the dominant systems of educa-
tion, media, and medicine) and offering alternatives to these (Madisson and Ventsel
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2021, 64). For instance, in Lithuania, it was social media groups such as Unfollow
15min.lt," Unfollow Delfi.lt, and UNFOLLOW MAKARONVIRUS MEDIA
Covid-19 (Weitz and Pieciukaitis 2021, 3), whose very names underscore their
opposition to the so-called lying mainstream information channels, which were
notable importers and disseminators of coronavirus-related conspiracy theories and
other misinformation (Weitz and Pieciukaitis 2021, 3). In the Estonian context,
Telegram.ee and Vanglaplaneet.ee — the best-known local websites specializing in
alternative news and conspiracy theories that have been disseminating stories of
a secret and systemic submission of people to the New World Order regime and
their malevolent harm with various vaccines — robustly started to spread and trans-
mit Corona theories.

When the Covid-19 pandemic first erupted, numerous social media groups of
anti-vaxxers and vaccine sceptics started to cross-use the shared content of such
sources and brought new references to conspiracies into circulation. Estonian part-
ners of Facebook fact-checkers (Laine 2020a) noted that in spring 2020, posts from
US anti-vaxxer influencers (e.g., Del Bigtree and Robert E Kennedy Jr.) started to
circulate in anti-vaccine groups, connecting the Covid vaccines with Big Pharma
and the dastardly plans of the so-called top globalists (e.g., George Soros or Bill
Gates). Similar tendencies have also been noticed in the social media scenes of Lat-
via and Lithuania where Corona conspiracy theories also started to spread on chan-
nels propagating/advocating alternative medicine, including anti-vaccine attitudes
and so-called panaceas. Thus, Latvian Janis Plavins, who has connections to a busi-
ness selling “Memory Water” and whose Facebook page Gaismas fimeklis (Network
of Light) became highly popular (Springe 2020), and Lithuanian politician Viktor
Uspaskich, who has also advertised water that can allegedly cure Covid-19, were
among the first super-spreaders of Corona conspiracy theories that covered the
typical tropes of a biology lab, 5G, and the NWO (““Who Spreads Vaccine” 2021).

The second group of actors who have been enthusiastically spreading Corona
conspiracy theories and advocating protests against restrictions connected with
masks, vaccination, and the Covid situation, in general, consists of persons and
organizations whom security services and journalism have been connecting with
the Kremlin’s information influencing. Several reports and media monitoring sur-
veys have pointed out that during the first half of 2020, Baltic (Social) Media users
came into contact with the Russian Federation’s disinformation campaign during
which stories were spread about the malevolent development of the coronavirus in
a (US) laboratory or a fake pandemic whose aim was to frighten and muzzle people
(Molder and Sazonov 2020; Taranas 2020) as well as propagate 5G conspiracy theo-
ries (Weitz and Pieciukaitis 2021; Bolt et al. 2021). Both accounts on Twitter and
VK have been identified as propagating such conspiracy theories (Fredheim and
van Sant 2020), as have the Lithuanian-language Sputnik (Weitz and Pieciukaitis
2021) and news portals that are popular with the Russian-speaking population of
the Baltic states such as RuBaltic.ru, Baltnews.ee, Inosmi.ru, Bamsia.py, and Putm
EBpa3un (Mélder and Sazonov 2020). It has also become apparent that media chan-
nels connected with the Russian Federation have been spreading conspiracy stories
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about dangerous vaccines as well as unfair denigration of the Russian-developed
Sputnik vaccine by European and US media and power elites (Palkova 2021). Stud-
ies have found that the conviction that the local politicians and media are secretly
and malevolently using the coronavirus to serve their own ends is stronger among
Latvia’s Russian-speaking population than with the Latvian-speaking population
(Palkova 2021); also, people who remain in the Russian media influence sphere are
more skeptically disposed toward the Corona vaccines used in the EU (“Kas izplata
Covid-19”2021; “Who Spreads Vaccine” 2021; Bolt et al. 2021).

We consider it important to emphasize that it is extremely difficult to measure
the influence of strategic communication, including that of deliberately dissemi-
nated conspiracy theories, on the formation of the audience’s sense of the situa-
tion and their decision processes (Szostek 2020; Madisson and Ventsel 2021). The
actions of media channels working for the Russian Federation certainly must not
be considered as the only reason for the lukewarm interest in vaccination among
the Russian-speaking population of the Baltic countries. In addition to influencing
activities on part of the Russian Federation, also cultural and sociodemographic
factors undoubtedly play a significant role in the formation of negative attitudes
toward vaccination. It should also be borne in mind that while the influencing
channels of the Russian Federation have been referencing numerous Corona con-
spiracy theories, the content of such stories often does not need to support the
conspiracy references. A qualitative analysis conducted in the first half of 2020
shows that many stories that have appeared on RT and Sputnik ridicule the 5G and
biolab conspiracy theories and present their vigorous spread as a sign of the moral
panic and ungrounded scaremongering rampant in the West (Madisson and Ventsel
2022; Ventsel, Madisson, and Hansson 2021). On the basis of interviews conducted
in Estonia, the local Russian-speaking people’s motivation to consume content via
the Estonian National Broadcasting or other local professional media outlets has
increased in connection with the coronavirus outbreak; on the one hand, this is
connected to the local nature of Corona information; on the other hand, it can be
linked to an increased trust in Estonian media (Kouts-Klemm 2021).

It has been noticed in 2021 that the influencers and organizations connected
with the Russian Federation’s influencing activities take an active part in the con-
tent creation of social media groups opposing the measures against coronavirus
and invite their audiences to take part in various protests (Springe 2021; Weitz and
Pieciukaitis 2021, 5). In Estonia, the leading figures of the Kremlin-supporting
non-profit association Eesti Vanemad (Estonian Parents)? and of the Night Watch?
group are actively spreading conspiracy narratives about the dangers of masks and
vaccines and a scaremongering campaign ostensibly taking place in the shadow of’
the Covid pandemic (Kelomees 2021). Dissemination of similar conspiracy theo-
ries and the presence of Kremlin-minded activists were also observed in the protests
against vaccination certificates on August 10, 2021 held at the Lithuanian Parlia-
ment that took a violent turn (Saldzitinas 2021).

Dissemination of Corona conspiracy theories and advocating anti-restric-
tion actions have given rise to the appearance of some unexpected bedfellows,
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including Kremlin-minded activists and populist (right-wing) opposition politi-
cians. The latter could be seen as the third group of actors amplifying the Corona
theories. It is telling that the content they post is shared by accounts connected
with the Kremlin and that their comments are often shared in the aforementioned
social media groups of alternative knowledge. In the Estonian context, it is the
members of the populist, right-wing Conservative People’s Party of Estonia, par-
ticularly Kalle Griinthal and Peeter Ernits, who stand out as disseminators of con-
spiracy theories focusing on the dangerousness of vaccines and malevolent fanning
of the fear of the virus (Kelomees 2021). During the first wave of the virus, the
party belonged to the government coalition that enforced relatively strict mobility
restrictions in Estonia, and the spreading of the conspiracy narratives about the
Covid-19 hoax and scaremongering were started after its relegation into the ranks
of the opposition.

Nika Aleksejeva, a researcher at the Digital Forensic Research laboratory, has
pointed out in the case of Latvia that the right-wing populist politician Aldis Gob-
zems spread corona-related misinformation, particularly narratives directed against
masks and elites, while his messages on social media have been amplified by the
“Memory Water” entrepreneur and anti-vaccine conspiracy theorist Janis Plavins
(Aleksejeva 2020). Both men have actively contributed to the protests against man-
datory vaccination and Covid-19 restrictions that escalated in August 2021 (see
also the anti-Covid-19 measures). In January 2021, Gobzems founded the political
party Likums un kartiba (Law and Order) that has been using several narratives
directed against the anti-Covid measures in order to win public attention. Thus,
the party has called upon people to resist vaccination and wear yellow stars on
their clothing as a sign of the Latvian Government’s alleged discrimination against
non-vaccinated people being comparable to the persecution of Jews in Nazi Ger-
many. In the case of Lithuania, no names of particular opposition politicians have
been given, but it has been pointed out that corona-themed conspiracy theories
have been actively spread by political forces on the extreme right, who were also
the initiators of the protests against Covid restrictions that resulted in violence on

August 10, 2021 (VALISMAA 2021).

Conclusion

Already at the beginning of 2020 when Covid-19 became the central point of
public discussion, explanations linking the virus to various conspiracies started to
spread in the Baltic states. Spurred on by social media and internationally popular
conspiracy threads that crossed national borders, five globally viral topics related
to Corona conspiracies spread in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania: the origin of the
virus, the connections of the contagion with 5G, the false pandemic, anti-virus
measures, and anti-vaccine conspiracy theories. Coronavirus-related theories were
drawn from sources in English, Russian, or German videos, to which subtitles in
the local languages were occasionally added, which proved particularly popular.
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There were also viral conspiracy texts of local origin, but these could be classified
under the topics listed earlier as well.

Covid theories reached the Baltic users of (Social) Media mostly via three types
of mediators. A major impetus to the spread of Covid theories was provided by
organs of alternative knowledge or diverse websites, social media groups, and influ-
encers who would often have been active in mediating content offering alternatives
to mainstream media and medicine. Corona theories started to spread particu-
larly rapidly in social media groups that bring together anti-vaxxers; as could be
expected, conspiracy stories blaming Big Pharma have turned out to be particularly
popular there. In addition, Corona theories were being advocated by accounts con-
nected with (right-wing) populist opposition politicians and influence campaigns
from the Russian Federation. The two latter groups of actors accused global elites
(international organizations such as WTO, NATO), mainstream media, top glo-
balists such as Gates and Soros, as well as local political power parties.

Covid-related conspiracy theories have created a noticeable common ground
between the three groups of actors who otherwise operate in relatively differ-
ent information spaces. They often share one another’s content on social media,
express similar negative attitudes toward Covid restrictions and vaccination poli-
cies, and participate side by side in protests against Covid restrictions, including the
introduction of vaccination certificates, held near government buildings. They use
similar conspiracy rhetoric to point out scapegoats and sketch dark scenarios for
the future, in which in our estimation (particularly in 2021), the motifs of scare-
mongering and controlling the frightened people have emerged as significant foci.
In the case of conspiracy theories alleging not only a fake pandemic, but also the
dangerous anti-Covid measures and harmful vaccines, it is the expression of phobo-
phobia that emerges forcefully.

Phobophobia is based on an understanding that society has been gripped by
a wave of fear that inhibits any capacity for rational analysis and renders people
short-sighted and easily manipulable (Madisson 2017, 19). It is emphasized that
the people rendered uncritical by fear will allow measures that affect them which
they would never concede to in different circumstances; they are often described as
“sheeple” who have lost their capacity for critical thought. The self~appointed crit-
ics of malicious scaremongering campaigns position themselves as external observ-
ers, which allows them to observe the events taking place in society objectively
and unemotionally. Due to the rhetoric signaling the author’s rationality and moral
superiority, texts expressing phobophobia tend to hide the arbitrariness and subjec-
tivity of the judgments and future scenarios contained in them.

It is typical of phobophobia that the dangerousness of the fear that has gripped
the masses is spoken of conditionally; as a rule, future dangers are spelled out, and
the possible results of the risks are sketched in a rather abstract manner (Ventsel
and Madisson 2019, 144—45). Conspiracy theories expressing phobophobia indi-
cate that the ostensibly harmful vaccines, masks, restrictions to people’s mobility,
apps detecting close contacts, etc., constitute but the beginning of the avalanche
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of danger and that the world is rapidly moving under the total control and power
of a malevolent group of conspirators in a systemically elevated fear of the virus.
Such phobophobic explanations are a typical part of the NWO conspiracy theories
that speak of the establishment of a global system of evil. On the (alternative) media
landscape of Estonia, an outbreak of these could be noticed in connection with the
Snowden leaks and the PRISM tracking system coming to light (Madisson 2017).
We noticed their high proportion also in the media channels RT and Sputnik that
are financed by the Russian Federation (Madisson and Ventsel 2022). It is remark-
able that stories manifesting phobophobia often enlist analogies with literary dystopias
or descriptions of totalitarian societies in order to sketch dark visions of the future.
The Corona theories circulating in the Baltic states frequently draw parallels with the
atrocities committed by the surveillance and security system of the Soviet era.*

Notes

1 15min.lt and Delfi.lt are the largest news websites in Lithuania.

2 Eesti Vanemad is a nonprofit organization that states protecting the rights of children
as its central mission. It brings together activists who are predominantly of Russian
origin and fight against alleged discrimination of Russian families by the local child
protection organizations in Western countries. The organization has spread the Krem-
lin’s narratives and collaborated with the nonprofit organization Impressum that the
Estonian Security Police have deemed to be a propaganda organization of the Russian
Federation.

3 The Night Watch (HouHoit 1030p) is a group of Kremlin-minded activists who forcefully
participated in the street unrest of April 2007, which was unleashed in connection with
the translocation of a monument erected in 1947.

4 This work was supported by the Estonian Research Council grants PRG1716 “Rela-
tional analysis of strategic history narratives” and MOBTP1009 “A Semiotic approach to
e-threat discourse: Analysis of Estonian media”.
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COVID-19 CONSPIRACY THEORIES
IN FRANCE

Julien Giry

March 16, 2021: President Macron’s television announcement of “a fifty-day lock-
down, at least” constituted a crucial step in the management of the pandemic in
France. While Emmanuel Macron developed a new set of restrictions on civil
liberties, his discourse, and the government’s communication in general, was con-
tusing for many French people because of the many contradictory injunctions
formulated since the beginning of March. Combined with an existing suspicion
among the population toward politicians and the media generally, and the rise of a
new and unknown disease, this cacophony of communication opened a window of
opportunity for alternative discourses and explanations for the pandemic, some of
which were conspiratorial in nature.

With this in mind, I will first examine the sequence of communication at the
beginning of the pandemic and its effect on conspiratorial theorizing in France.
Next, I will present the content of Covid-19 conspiracy narratives that circulated
in France, mainly on the internet, in comparison to those of previous epidemics:
the 1889—90 influenza, the 1918-21 “Spanish” flu, AIDS since 1982, and the
2009 swine flu. Finally, I will tackle the political uses of those conspiracy theo-
ries by far-right activists on the internet, politicians from the smaller parties in
the context of the 2022 presidential election, and during street demonstrations
against de facto mandatory vaccination and the introduction of a Covid health
certificate.

The Beginning of the Pandemic: Awkward Political
Communication as an Opportunity for Conspiratorial
Discourse

As I argued elsewhere (Giry 2022), the combination of three factors opened a
window of opportunity for alternative modes of political and social regulation
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such as conspiracy theories. First, there was the development of a new coronavirus,
for which the scientific community had not reached a consensus in understand-
ing or treatment. Second, there was the long-established mistrust of politics and
the media (Blondiaux 2021; Cheurfa and Chanvril 2019; Kantar 2021). Third,
at a time that required strong, clear statements, French official communication
had been contradictory and confusing since the very beginning of the pandemic,
in March 2020. On March 3, for example, a government spokeswoman insisted
that: “We won’t close the schools. Even if stage 3 is reached, that is to say a
pandemic that circulates all over the country, we won'’t stop the everyday life of
France.” President Macron, on March 5, said: “At this time, we all know that
the pandemic is inexorable.” Two days later, the French president, after attend-
ing a play in a theater, declared that, “There is no reason, except for vulnerable
people, to change our habits and hobbies,” while clusters were already reported
in several parts of France (Oise, Val d’Oise, Haut-Rhin, Bas-Rhin, Morbihan,
Corsica, etc.). On March 9, France banned rallies of more than 1,000 people,
and on March 11, visits to retirement homes were suspended. The very same
day, while visiting a grammar school, the minister of health told accompanying
journalists, “Children do not constitute a vulnerable public. There is no reason
to fear bringing them to school.” Those words were confirmed the next morning
by the minister of education — “We never thought to close schools” — while in
the evening President Macron ordered a set of restrictions to combat “the most
serious health crisis in one century,” including school closures. During his state-
ment, the president also called upon people to stay at home, except to vote in the
municipal elections the following Sunday. On March 14, the then prime minis-
ter announced more restrictive measures, such as the closure at midnight of “all
non-essential” public places. After a historical rate of abstention for municipal
elections — 55 percent — President Macron declared on March 16 that France was
at “war” and announced “a fifty-day lockdown, at least.” Under threat of fines or
other punishment, “non-essential” travels were prohibited; “essential journeys”
were subjected to self~authorization through an official form.

In addition to the uncertainty caused by the new virus itself (even including its
name: le/la Covid-19, coronavirus, SARS-CoV-2, 2019-nCoV, “Chinese virus”
etc.), these episodes illustrate the confusion and contradictions in government
communication since the very beginning of the pandemic. Indeed, this contradic-
tory and unclear messaging has been constantly repeated since then. Masks were
deemed useless in March 2020, but then became imperative to wear in public in
April; the idea of introducing a “health passport” was dismissed as pure fantasy in
April 2020, only for Covid-19 health passes to be established in August (which
became a “vaccine pass” in February 2022). Likewise, the quid pro quo concerning
the suspension for a couple of days of the AstraZeneca vaccine in March 2021, all
the while described as safe and beneficial according to the health authorities. It is
no surprise that many French citizens, combined with a preexisting suspicion of
the political class, doubted that the government could efficiently fight the Covid-
19 pandemic (Perrineau 2020).
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The combination of these aforementioned factors provided a “window of
opportunity,” that is, a sociopolitical configuration that favors the emergence and
spreading of alternative modes of regulation and comprehension of the health cri-
sis, such as conspiracy theories or medical populism.

Covid-19 Conspiracy Theories in France: New Wine in
Old Bottles?

Generally speaking, conspiracy theories thrive in periods of crisis and social tur-
moil. A conspiracy theory is defined as “the conviction that a secret, omnipotent
individual or group covertly controls the political and social order or some part
thereof circulates solely on the margins of society” (Fenster 2008, 1). From a func-
tionalist point of view (Giry 2017), political entrepreneurs use conspiracy theories
to offer concurrent, alternative, and determinist explanations, symbolically reas-
suring, of literally extraordinary events, like terrorist attacks, assassinations, natural
catastrophes, or pandemics. I will now summarize the main conspiracy theories
that have spread in France since the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic and
examine parallels with those that flourished in previous pandemics dating from the
end of the nineteenth century.

Among the first concerns was the foreign origin of the virus. This process
of othering is a common feature in times of pandemic: the flu was “Russian” in
1889-90, “Spanish” in 1918-21, and “Mexican” in 2009, while the contemporary
virus is “Chinese.” At the beginning of the pandemic, while most scientists argued
in favor of the zoonotic origin of a new coronavirus that developed first in China,
many alternative theories emerged on the French internet: a deliberate lab leak in
Wauhan or a biochemical weapon' created on purpose by Israel or the United States.
According to this line of thinking, Covid-19 is part of a conspiracy led by hostile
foreign countries to destroy France for their own benefits. Alain Soral, a prominent
French far-right conspiracy theorist and antisemitic activist, assumed that Israel and
its “agents” like the-then Minister of Health Agnes Buzyn (or Buzyn-Lévi as he
insisted on saying), Bill Gates, and George Soros, in association with “Big Pharma,”
were responsible for the spread of the virus. The same was true in 1918, when,
after World War I, the newspaper L’Echo d’Alger claimed that the so-called Spanish
flu was in fact a German vengeance plot: “This infection is spread by evil Boche
chemists who have introduced their corrupted bacillus in cans, who have sprinkled
it on fruits and vegetables” (quoted in Omari and Doucet 2020).

“Big Pharma” and notably the Pasteur Institute were also accused of being
responsible for the pandemic. The main accusation was that Covid-19 was created
in labs to sell vaccines for huge profit. This thesis was supported not only by most
of the well-known French conspiracist leaders (Soral, Cassen from Riposte Laique,
or Laibi a.k.a. Le Libre Penseur, etc.), the newly created “re-information” website
Ré-info Covid (Giry and Nicey 2022), but also YouTube influencers specializ-
ing in alternative medicine or new-age theories such as Silvano Trotta, Thierry
Casasnovas, or Jean-Jacques Crevecoeur. In addition to those leading conspiracist
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figures, people like the humorist Jean-Marie Bigard and the singer Francis Lalanne
argued that the government had purposely banned cheap and efficient early cures
such as hydroxychloroquine, ivermectin, or azithromycin (see Box 14.1). This “Big
Pharma” conspiracy theory played a central part in a French internet blockbuster
Hold-Up!. Viewed almost six million times, this features physicians, scholars, and
well-known political personalities® who defend, like Plandemic in the English-
speaking world, the idea that the Covid-19 pandemic was voluntarily (mis)led
by the authorities to advance a Great Reset agenda, just like with AIDS in the

BOX 14.1 DIDIER RAOULT, A TYPICAL CASE OF
“MEDICAL POPULISM”

Didier Raoult emerged into the public eye in February—March 2020 as a
polarizing figure, loved or loathed. An advocate of hydroxychloroquine
as a cure for Covid-19, the French microbiologist personifies the “medical
populism” of the likes of Professors Even, Andrieu, and Venet in the begin-
ning of the AIDS pandemic in the mid-1980s with the “cyclosporine affair”
(Dodier 1999). Medical populism consists of “a political style that con-
structs antagonistic relations between ‘the people’ whose lives have been
put at risk by ‘the establishment’” (Lasco and Curato 2019, 1), which
takes advantage of the crisis, and the uncertainty it develops, to publicly
advance, in terms of agenda-setting, heterodox/marginal positions in the
medical field and the public sphere. Medical populism, then, is based on
three cumulative criteria: (1) The call to the people, common sense, and
righteousness in opposition to expert and established knowledge as well
as medical, industrial (“Big Pharma”), or political elites considered to be
corrupt and incompetent; (2) the urgency of strong and immediate action
to contain the ongoing crisis in opposition to long-term medical research;
(3) the simplification, the dramatization, and the spectacularization of the
crisis and its issues.

In this respect, even if Raoult does not overtly support conspiracy theories,
it is not surprising that his positions are backed or exploited, in part at least,
by conspiracist far-right activists. Indeed, medical populism and conspiracy
theories share key features: the rejection of elites and institutions of regulation
or socialization (media, government, public health agencies, etc.) on behalf of
the supposedly true people; the denunciation of purported secret or unlaw-
ful interests (conflict of interest, corruption, “Big Pharma”); the advocacy of
miraculous and cheap treatments in opposition to established knowledge
(hydroxychloroquine, azithromycine, or ivermectine); and bypassing main-
stream communication channels in favor of alternative ones and social media
(YouTube, Twitter).
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BOX 14.2 CONSPIRACY THEORIES IN FRANCE:
A VERY BRIEF HISTORY

Itis often argued that modern conspiracy theories in France started during the
French Revolution (Tackett 2000, Oberhauser 2020), mostly through the writ-
ings of Abbé Barruel, who claimed that “in the French Revolution, everything,
even down to the most frightful excesses, was foreseen, intended, contrived,
determined, decided upon: everything was the effect of the most profound
wickedness, since all had been prepared and brought about by men who
alone held the threads of long-fomented conspiracies in the secret societies
and who knew how to choose and hasten the moments most favorable for
their plots” (quoted in Giry 2020). Those “men” according to Barruel have
names: the “demagogues” (i.e., the philosophers of the Enlightenment), the
“freemasons,” and “a society even more secret,” that is, those who John Robi-
son famously mistakenly called the Illuminati.

As Leroy (1992) and Cubbit (1993) noticed, what would become known
as the “Jesuit myth” was the culmination of a huge conspiratorial imaginary
from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries. Accused of being a “myste-
rious Sanhedrin” aiming to topple France and destroy Catholicism, the Jesu-
its were typical figures of hatred, like the Knights Templar were the century
before (Giry 2020).

From the nineteenth century to the end of the Vichy regime, Jews and
freemasons were targeted in right-wing newspapers as the cause of France’s
decay. Maurras, for instance, developed the conspiracy theory of “four con-
federate states” he named “Anti-France, secretly acting in cahoots to take
over the country: foreigners (les météques), Protestants, freemasons, and
Jews.

After World War Il and the Holocaust, conspiracy theories in France were
confined to covert far-right circles. It is only during the early 2000s, imme-
diately after the 9/11 attacks, that they reappeared in the public sphere, first
with the publication of Meyssan’s 9/11: The Big Lie (L’effroyable imposture) in
2002 and, even more spectacularly, in 2015 after the jihadist attacks which
gave birth to so many conspiracy theories. Since then, successive French gov-
ernments have engaged in a struggle against conspiracy theories.

1980s. The video also claims that the New World Order agenda began with the
introduction of liberticidal measures such as lockdowns or mask-wearing in public
spaces.” Mask-wearing and “Big Pharma” conspiracy theories echo narratives that
were circulating in 1898-90 when physicians and chemists (nicknamed “Potards”)
were accused of making scandalous profits and in 1919 when mask-wearing was
presented as an unlawful assault on civil liberties (Vagneron 2014).
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Another common feature in pandemic conspiracy theories is neophobia, that
is, the incrimination of new technologies allegedly responsible for the disease or
its cover-up: radio waves during the 1918 “Spanish” flu, 3G in the 2002-04 SARS
epidemic, smartphones themselves during the 2009 HI1N1 flu, and now 5G tech-
nology. Interestingly, the theory that 5G is responsible for the Covid-19 pandemic
was first argued on January 20, 2020, by a prominent French conspiratorial website
Les Moutons Enragés (The Angry Sheep) (Bruns, Harrington, and Hurcombe
2020), even though 5G was not yet in use in France.

Another set of conspiracy theories arose in the public sphere, claiming that
government officials were deliberately exaggerating the dangers of Covid-19. They
were supported by activist groups such as Aude digitale (Digital Dawn), crank
physicians like Christian Perronne or Louis Fouché (Ré-info Covid), and profes-
sional conspiracy theorists like Alain Soral, who famously promoted in France
the “empty hospitals theory” that spread on Twitter through the hashtag “#Film-
YourHospital.” This theory is particularly interesting because it triggered conflicts
among French conspiracists, notably between Alain Soral and his former sidekick
Vincent Lapierre, founder of Le média pour tous (The Media for All). Lapierre,
who tried to reposition himself during the Yellow Vest movement as a legitimate
“citizen journalist,” found here a new opportunity to condemn his former boss of
antisemitism and conspiracism. In return, he was accused of “BFMization” (from
BEM TV, a 24-hour mainstream information channel, claimed to be Israel-led in
conspiratorial discourses) and bowing down before the Israeli lobby.

From the Internet to the Streets: “Anti-pass” Protests and
Political Uses of Conspiracy Theories in the Context of the
2022 Presidential Election

Although Covid-19 conspiracy theories have mainly circulated on the internet,
some far-right politicians pushed them in the public sphere: National Front leader
Marine Le Pen — although supporting “freedom of vaccination” and against the
Covid-safe ticket (CST) — or the far-right polemist Eric Zemmour — who pro-
posed removing the CST — rejected Covid-19 conspiracy theories about 5G, Bill
Gates, or biochemical weapons (while still supporting Great Replacement ones).
Florian Philippot, former National Front deputy leader; Nicolas Dupont-Aignan,
leader of the sovereigntist party Debout la France!; or Francois Asselineau, leader
of Union Populaire pour la République support conspiracy theories about a forth-
coming “health dictatorship” in which de facto mandatory vaccination and the
introduction of a Covid-safe ticket (transformed in February 2022 into a “vac-
cine pass”) play a decisive part. During the 2022 presidential election, those “little
candidates,” or outsiders, were trying to make political gains by adopting uncon-
ventional, not to say heterodox, and conspiratorial positions in the political field.
Indeed, since the middle of 2020, Philippot has organized in Paris a weekly protest
against “health dictatorship and for civil liberties.” Step by step, other street pro-
tests developed throughout France, joined by leading conspiratorial and “anti-vax”
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figures like Pierre Cassen or Christine Tasin from Riposte Laique, Richard Bourtry
(ex-journalist of the new FranceSoir),* crank physicians like Louis Fouché and Alex-
andra Haurrion-Caude from Ré-info Covid with its self-proclaimed “independ-
ent scientific committee,” and artists likes Jean-Marie Bigard and Francis Lalanne.
Whereas more than 90 percent of the French population over the age of 12 is vac-
cinated,” and more than 60 percent of French people approved the introduction of
the CST for public events, those “anti-pass” protests, while struggling to mobilize
after September 2021, were evidence of the huge polarization of French society on
the eve of the 2022 presidential election. President Macron’s legitimacy is highly
contested (and even more so after he declared he wanted to “piss-off” — emmerder —
non-vaccinated people); the traditional right-wing candidate Valérie Pécresse is
marginalized in the public debate; the left is divided, and the polls indicate that the
far-right leader Marine Le Pen could qualify for the second round of the election.

Notes

1 A viral video posted on March 25, 2020, on Facebook by @laurentjlc assumed that the
pandemic was already planned in 2018 and was revealed in a Korean series, My Secret
Terrius (S. 1, E. 10), which referred to “a mutant coronavirus” used as “a biochemical
weapon.” See Fourneau and Pailleux 2020.

2 After the film was broadcast, some participants asked to be withdrawn, including former
Minister of Foreign Affairs Philippe Douste-Blazy or the sociologist Monique Pingon-
Charlot. They alleged that the edit and general tone of the film did not fit with their own
views or words.

3 The second part of the film, released on November 18, 2021, argued that the virus was
manufactured on purpose by “Big Pharma.”

4 FranceSoir, a highly conspiratorial website, should not be confused with the former daily
newspaper France-Soir.

5 Accessed on November 22, 2021, https://covidtracker.fr/vaccintracker.

Bibliography

Blondiaux, Loic. 2021. “De la démocratie en France. En finir avec les faux-semblants.”
Esprit, no. 4: 87-99.

Bruns, Axel, Stephen Harrington, and Edward Hurcombe. 2020. “ ‘Corona? 5G? or Both?”:
The Dynamics of COVID-19/5G Conspiracy Theories on Facebook.” Media Interna-
tional Australia 177, no. 1: 1-18.

Cheurfa, Madani, and Flora Chanvril. 2019. “2009-2019: La crise de la confiance poli-
tique.” Barométre de la confiance. Accessed April 5, 2021. www.sciencespo.fr/cevipof/
sites/sciencespo.fr.cevipof/files/ CEVIPOF_confiance_10ans. CHEURFA_CHAN
VRIL_2019.pdf.

Cubitt, Geoffrey. 1993. The Jesuit Myth: Conspiracy Theory and Politics in Nineteenth-Century
France. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Dodier, Nicolas. 1999. “L’espace de la recherche médicale. Autour de laffaire de la cyclo-
sporine.” Réseaux 17, no. 95: 107-54.

Fenster, Mark. 2008. Conspiracy Theories: Secrecy and Power in American Culture. Minneapolis:
University of Minneapolis Press.


https://covidtracker.fr
http://www.sciencespo.fr
http://www.sciencespo.fr
http://www.sciencespo.fr

Covid-19 Conspiracy Theories in France 207

Fourneau, Lina, and Nelly Pailleux. 2020. “La pandémie de Covid-19 avait- elle été annoncée
dans une série coréenne en 2018?” Journalistes solidaires, April 19, 2020. https://
journalistessolidaires.com/publications/la-pandemie-covid-avait-elle-ete-annoncee-
dans-une-serie-coreenne-2018/recwM4maQ79R tzXiG.

Giry, Julien. 2017. “A Specific Social Function of Rumors and Conspiracy Theories:
Strengthening Community’s Ties in Trouble Times. A Multilevel Analysis.” Slovak Eth-
nology 65, no. 2: 187-202.

. 2020. “Conspiracism: Archaeology and Morphology of A Political Myth.” Diogenes

62, no. 3/4: 30-37.

. 2022. “Fake news et théories du complot en période(s) pandémique(s).” Quaderni
106: 43—-64.

Giry, Julien, and Jérémie Nicey. 2022. “Des vérités plurielles? Sciences et médiation au
prisme des défiances et hésitations vaccinales en France.” Revue des Sciences Sociales:
130-39.

Kantar. 2021. “Baromeétre 2021 de la confiance des Francais dans les media.” Kantar. Accessed

April 2, 2021. www.kantar.com/fr/inspirations/publicite-medias-et-rp/2021-barometre-
de-la-confiance-des-francais-dans-les-media.

Lasco, Gideon, and Nicole Curato. 2019. “Medical Populism.” Social Science & Medicine, no.
221: 1-8.

Leroy, Michel. 1992. Le mythe jésuite. De Béranger a Michelet. Paris: PUE

Oberhauser, Claus. 2020. “Freemasons, Illuminati and Jews: Conspiracy Theories and the
French Revolution.” In Routledge Handbook of Conspiracy Theories, edited by Michael But-
ter and Peter Knight, 555-68. London: Routledge.

Omari, Neijma, and Antoine Doucet. 2020. “Covid-19 et grippe espagnole: Quand la
presse du XXe¢ siecle rappelle celle de 2020.” The Conversation, May 13, 2020. https://
theconversation.com/covid-19-et-grippe-espagnole-quand-la-presse-du-xx-siecle-
rappelle-celle-de-2020-137035.

Perrineau, Pascal. 2020. “La société francaise et la pandémie de la Covid-19.” Cités 84:
83-91.

Tackett, Timothy. 2000. “Conspiracy Obsession in a Time of Revolution: French Elites and
the Origins of Terror, 1789-1792" The American Historical Review 105, no. 3: 691-713.

Vagneron, Frédéric. 2014. “Une presse influenzée? Le traitement journalistique de la pan-
démie de grippe ‘russe’a Paris (1889-1890).” Le Temps des Médias 23: 78-95.


https://journalistessolidaires.com
https://journalistessolidaires.com
http://www.kantar.com
http://www.kantar.com
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com
https://journalistessolidaires.com

15

COVID CONSPIRACY THEORIES
IN GERMANY, AUSTRIA, AND
SWITZERLAND

Michael Butter

I am writing this introduction in early May 2022. Until a few weeks ago, tens of
thousands took to the streets all over Germany each week to protest the Corona
restrictions imposed by the government and a law that would have made vaccina-
tion obligatory for every adult in particular. Recently, the demonstrations have
shrunk because infections numbers have decreased and restrictions have been lifted,
the obligatory vaccination is at least for the time being off the table, and the Russian
invasion of Ukraine now occupies the discussion in publics and counter-publics
alike. In Austria, the Covid vaccination became obligatory in February 2022 but
was suspended a few weeks later, which took the air out of the protests there as
well. In Switzerland, an obligation to vaccinate was never discussed and restrictions
were less severe, resulting in fewer and much smaller demonstrations. In all three
countries, the protests — just as Covid skepticism in general — have been rife with
conspiracy theories.

Accordingly, there has been an intense public debate about conspiracy theories
as an obstacle in overcoming the pandemic for the past two years, and not only
many politicians, journalists, and scientists, but also ordinary citizens have voiced
concerns. On the most basic level, they worry that protestors who refuse to wear
masks and abide by social distancing rules might fuel the pandemic. They are also
concerned that conspiracy theories about the vaccines are responsible for Ger-
many’s relatively low vaccination rate of currently about 76 percent of the popula-
tion. And they fear that circulating conspiracy theories about the pandemic and
the alliances between diverse groups of protesters are a danger to democracy. This
fear is particularly pronounced in Germany where the public has been alarmed
about the harmful effects of conspiracy theories since the so-called “refugee crisis”
of 2015 and the subsequent rise of the right-wing populist party Alfernative fiir
Deutschland (AfD). Because of the Holocaust, many German observers see con-
spiracy theories inextricably connected to antisemitism and right-wing extremism.
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The participation of neo-Nazi groups in the protests in Germany and Austria and
the sight of protesters wearing yellow stars saying “unvaccinated” thus have sparked
fear. The unprecedented presence of conspiracy theories in people’s daily lives —
many realized for the first time that they had relatives and friends who believed
in them — has led to the impression that conspiracy theories are on the rise and
eroding democracy.

In this chapter, I trace the development of Covid conspiracy theories, the pro-
tests they sparked, and the public discussion about them in the German-speaking
countries. I focus on Germany but cast occasional glances at Austria and Swit-
zerland as well. The three countries cannot be treated independent of each other
anyway, since their conspiracy theorists have been part of a transnational commu-
nity that exchanged ideas and narratives even before the pandemic. For example,
the Swiss conspiracy entrepreneur Daniele Ganser has long been a key player on
the German scene, and so is the Austrian conspiracy theorist Hannes Hofbauer.
During the pandemic, many German conspiracy theorists, among them the lawyer
Markus Haintz, travelled to Vienna to participate in the demonstrations there.

I begin with an analysis of the most popular conspiracy theories in the region,
which all claim that the pandemic is a hoax that has been staged by dark forces to
achieve sinister goals. Afterward, I consider the protests against the Covid restric-
tions, their development, and the role that conspiracy theories have played in them.
I will argue that since the summer of 2020, conspiracy theories have been the kit
that has held together diverse groups of protestors with different political beliefs
and from various milieus. At the same time, the protests have gradually moved fur-
ther to the right. Claiming that democracy in Germany and Austria is in danger,
the protests themselves have increasingly been fueled by anti-democratic senti-
ments. However, since the number of people protesting is fairly small and since
overall belief in conspiracy theories has not increased over the past two years, as
quantitative studies show, there is at the moment no genuine threat to democracy.
Accordingly, it is worth asking, as I do by way of conclusion, why the public con-
cern about the protests and the conspiracy theories they are based on has, especially
in Germany, been so great.

The Conspiracy Theories

As everywhere around the world, the new coronavirus became a topic for the
German conspiracy theory community in the early weeks of 2020. With public
concern about the virus rising and the danger of a pandemic on the horizon, con-
spiracy theorists began to focus on the topic in February and early March. For a
while, various contradictory conspiracy theories were pondered on. The by-now
defunct website kenfm.de, whose archive is no longer accessible, became an impor-
tant forum where diverging claims were discussed. Some authors claimed that the
virus was an intentionally or accidentally released bioweapon; others argued that
there was no virus as viruses generally did not exist. Some blamed the Chinese,
others the Americans. Around mid-March, as public life in Germany came to halt,
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a dominant version emerged that has remained hegemonic within the community
ever since: the pandemic is a hoax, as the virus is not more dangerous than the
common flu or does not exist at all.

Importantly, there is until today no agreement on who 1s behind this deception,
and what the ultimate goal is. But conspiracy theorists agree on two points: the
official version is a lie, and the virus, if it exists, is no danger to the population. The
reason why a bundle of conspiracy theories with this least common denominator
emerged i1s most probably the so-called “prevention paradox” (Rose 1981). The
German-speaking countries were much less severely hit by the first wave of infec-
tions than other countries. Even before the first lockdown began on March 22,
most people, scared by news footage from northern Italy, had significantly reduced
their contacts, and the lockdown kept infection rates low. Until the fall of 2020,
most people did not know anybody who had died of Covid-19, and many did not
even know anybody who had been infected. For the conspiracy-minded among
the populace, however, this signaled that the danger was vastly blown out of pro-
portion. The readiness of the majority to accept temporary infringements on their
civil liberties was for them evidence that the government and those behind it were
manipulating the people.

The idea that the pandemic is a hoax has served as a bracket for a variety of
Covid conspiracy theories since the spring of 2020. As in most other countries
where such theories gained traction, the ones popular in Germany, Austria, and
Switzerland are not new theories. The “Coronavirus hoax” was simply latched
onto already existing ones as the newest strategy of the conspirators to reach their
goals. As in other countries, there had been conspiracy theories about vaccines and
even the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation before, and their proponents saw their
worst fears confirmed when vaccines were immediately hailed as the way out of the
pandemic. The right-wing extremist magazine Compact claimed on the cover of
the April 2020 edition that “They are coming! The New Flood of Asylum Seckers
in the Shadow of Corona,” claiming that the pandemic was just a pretext to acceler-
ate the Great Replacement, the alleged Islamization of Europe. Those concerned
about the new 5G technology saw the pandemic in that light, while those who had
long worried about a “Merkel dictatorship” saw the events as a crucial step into that
direction. More economically minded conspiracy theorists like Norbert Hiring,
to give a final example, interpreted the urgent recommendation to pay with cards
as part of the plot to do away with civil liberties by abolishing all cash payments.

As in many other countries, the Covid conspiracy theories popular in Germany,
Austria, and Switzerland either claim that the scientists voicing these positions are
corrupt or challenge the scientific paradigm altogether (Mede and Schifer 2020).
The majority of the conspiracist texts fall into the first category (Eisenmann, Koch,
and Meyer 2021, 201-3). They do not position themselves against science as such
but claim that the scientists who have dominated public discourse over the past two
years and whom the government has constantly relied on are either intentionally
lying or ideologically blinded. For example, Christian Drosten, virologist at the
Charité in Berlin and the most important scientific voice in the official discourse
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on the pandemic, was repeatedly attacked by conspiracy theorists as being incom-
petent and even as being a fraud (see, e.g., Van Rossum 2021). To challenge his
claims, conspiracy theorists highlighted the opinions and publications of the few
genuine experts such as scientist John lIoannidis or microbiologist Sucharit Bhakdi
who voiced diverging opinions or played up the expertise of conspiracy theorists
who, in reality, possessed little or no expertise to voice opinions about the dan-
gerousness of the virus. German-speaking conspiracy theorists, for example, have
claimed repeatedly that Wolfgang Wodarg, a former internist and representative in
the German parliament for the Social Democratic Party (SPD), is better qualified than
Drosten to assess the situation because he served as chief medical officer of the city
of Flensburg for more than a decade and thus allegedly has experience with epi-
demics. Most importantly, of course, Ioannidis, Bhakdi, and Wodarg are hailed as
honest experts because they confirm what the conspiracy theorists believe anyway.

The ultimate trust that science, when engaged with in genuine fashion, con-
firms their allegations explains why many German conspiracist texts about the pan-
demic are at first sight indistinguishable from other popular-scientific engagements
with the virus. They obsessively quote from scientific articles, often preprints, pub-
lished in German or English, interpret graphs, and present statistics from official
sources to corroborate their claims. It would therefore be wrong to dismiss these
conspiracy theories as simply wrong or even intentionally deceptive. Instead, con-
spiracy theories are better understood as “half-truths” — narratives that make some
valid claims, distort other information, leave crucial bits out, and thus construct
narratives that “are not concerned with knowledge and provability but with belief
and plausibility.” They are characterized by a high degree of internal coherence but
only correspond to external reality in a very limited way (Gess 2022, 168).

A minority of Covid conspiracy theorists, however, challenge the scientific
knowledge on the pandemic in a far more radical way. They do not hold that the
better scientists are on their side but do away with the scientific paradigm alto-
gether in favor of alternative epistemologies. These conspiracy theorists sometimes
claim that viruses do not exist or that a healthy lifestyle, exercise, and nutrition
protect the body against the disecase Covid-19 as they allegedly strengthen the
immune system enough to fend it off. Those who suffer from the disease, the argu-
ment often goes, lack inner balance and have strayed away from the natural and
healthy state of being (Eisenmann, Koch, and Meyer 2021, 212-13). They often
also draw on anecdotal evidence how they or their acquaintances either did not
contract the disease yet or had only mild symptoms to prove their points. These
conspiracy theories, which circulate in esoteric or anthroposophical milieus, have
received disproportionate attention in the media, creating the impression that all or
most Covid conspiracy theories position themselves against science.

Importantly, however, no matter which exact conspiracy theory they believe
in and how they position themselves vis a vis science, the Covid conspiracy the-
orists are united in their convictions that the official version is wrong and that
the pandemic has been staged for sinister reasons. As the pandemic was latched
onto a plethora of existing conspiracy theories, links were established between
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groups who believed in sometimes very different conspiracy theories before and
come from very different ideological milieus. While there were certain links and
exchanges between these different conspiracist communities before the pandemic,
as I discuss further down, these connections have been considerably strengthened
by the pandemic. In a certain way, the coronavirus has come to function as an
empty signifier that ties together very different grievances in a chain of equivalence
and allows for their articulation. This explains something that has puzzled many
observers: the rather heterogeneous make-up of the protests that began in spring of
2020 and have been going on until today.

The Protests

The so-called “hygiene demonstrations” that took place in many German cities
in April 2020, when Germany was still in a lockdown, and May 2020 marked the
first of three waves of protest that year (Grande et al. 2021, 5). They were followed
by two big demonstrations in Berlin in August to which protesters travelled from
all over Germany. The same happened during the third wave in fall and winter
when the second lockdown triggered another series of demonstrations. Over the
course of 2021, the protests increasingly focused on the vaccines that were now
available. As the pressure to get vaccinated increased, and unvaccinated people were
represented in the media and politics as blocking the way out of the pandemic,
the protests gained renewed momentum. As the first politicians proposed to make
vaccination obligatory for all adults in the fall of 2021, they increased further, cli-
maxing in the winter when new restrictions for the unvaccinated were imposed,
and concrete plans for a law were being discussed in parliament. In the spring of
2022, the protests gradually subsided, as restrictions were lifted, no proposal for a
vaccination law found a majority, and the Russian invasion of Ukraine put a new
item on the conspiracist agenda.

In Austria, the demonstrations only gained momentum toward the end of 2020
and continued throughout the next year, bringing more people to the streets as the
government’s plans for making vaccination obligatory became concrete in the fall
of 2021. On November 20, one day after Chancellor Schallenberg announced that
the dice had been cast, more than 40,000 people demonstrated against this decision
in Vienna, with other small protests following until the law, passed by parliament
in January, was temporarily suspended because infection rates were declining. In
Switzerland, the protests were always much smaller, although roughly as many
people appear to believe in Covid conspiracy theories as in Germany (Kuhn et al.
2021). However, as restrictions were never as severe as in the other two countries
and since obligatory vaccination was never seriously considered, people felt less
of a need to protest. In Switzerland, too, however, the demonstrations peaked in
the fall of 2021, for example, with roughly 3,000 people taking to the streets in
Rapperswil-Jona on October 16.

In Germany, the different waves of the protests centered around different cities
and were dominated by different actors who fueled them. The social composition
of the protests changed over time, and so did the role of conspiracy theories for
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the protests. The protests of spring 2020 were decentralized events, and the type
of people who attended them depended heavily on the region. While right-wing
extremists were already very visible at this early stage in Eastern German cities
(MOBIT 2021), they made for only a small fraction of attendees in other places.
The epicentrum of these early protests was Stuttgart where “Querdenken 711, a
group founded by the entrepreneur Michael Ballweg, organized weekly protests.
The group’s name combined “querdenken,” which means “thinking outside the
box,” with Stuttgart’s postal code, implying that the people there were immune to
the official narrative of the pandemic and made up their own minds. Since then,
“Querdenken” has become an umbrella term for the German Covid protests and
the conspiracy theories they rely on. The demonstrations organized by “Querden-
ken 7117 peaked in May, with roughly 5,000 people attending on May 9. That
day, Ken Jebsen, founder of the website kenfm.de, whose role as a platform for
conspiracy theories I discussed before, was the main speaker at this event.

However, at this early stage, the protests were neither in Stuttgart nor in other
places dominated by conspiracy theorists. Rather, the composition was that of a
typical populist movement with conspiracy theorists being a significant minority
among the attendees (Bergmann and Butter 2020, 332). In Stuttgart, they were
flanked by people from both religious and esoteric milieus who are also prone
to conspiracy theorizing but had not yet formed them about Covid. There were
“normal” citizens who have no sympathy for conspiracy theories but who were
using the event to protest against certain restrictions (e.g., the highly restricted
access to nursing homes that separated them from their loved ones for weeks).
Some teenagers attended too because nothing else was going on, and the protest
was a chance to be among people again after weeks of isolation.

During the next wave of protests, which centered around two big demonstra-
tions that took place in Berlin on August 1 and August 29, the situation was already
quite different. These demonstrations were centralized events to which people
travelled from all over Germany — with roughly 30,000 people attending the first
one and a few thousand more the second. Importantly, the Berlin protests mark the
moment when conspiracy theories became the kit that held the protests together.
As many restrictions had been temporarily lifted over the summer, the events were
predominantly attended by those who suspected a sinister hidden agenda behind
the events of the past months and the measures taken by the government to alleg-
edly contain the spread of infections. As discussed earlier, the different groups
coming together in Berlin on those days — there were rainbow flags and peace signs
next to QAnon T-shirts and neo-Nazi insignia — did not all believe in one specific
Covid conspiracy theory but harbored several that coalesced in the conviction that
the pandemic was a hoax staged to achieve different goals (Grande et al. 2021, 19).

Evidence of the ever-growing relevance of conspiracy theories for the protests
over the summer and fall of 2020 is also found in the study by Oliver Nachtwey and
his colleagues (2020) on the political sociology of protests in the German-speaking
countries. Based on a questionnaire distributed in open Telegram groups run by
Covid skeptics, the team found a disproportionately high agreement with conspiracist
claims. That the study is non-representative — the authors suspect that many of those
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particularly strongly opposed to institutionalized science did not participate — only
confirms the central role that conspiracy theories play for the Querdenken movement,
as it is highly likely that those who refused to participate believe in such theories at
least as much as those who filled out the questionnaire. The study also found that —
contrary to what was often claimed in the media at that time — the protests were
not at all carried by people from the right and extreme right. Rather, 23 percent of
participants had voted for the Green Party and 18 percent for Die Linke, the leftwing
populist party, in the general election of 2017. However, hardly any of these people
intended to vote for them again in the next election, with the majority favoring
either Die Basis (The Base), an anti-Covid restriction party founded on conspira-
cist claims in July 2020, or right-wing populist Alfernative for Germany (Nachtwey,
Schifer, and Frei 2020, 10), whose supporters tend to believe in conspiracy theories
disproportionately more than those of other parties (Butter 2020, 136).

The study thus also captures developments that had given rise to public concerns
since the Berlin demonstrations in August and that dominate the public discussions
about the protests until today: increasing radicalization, a shift to the right, and the
emergence of alliances between protesters from different positions of the political
spectrum. Many of those still regularly joining demonstrations in the fall of 2020
when the third wave of protests unfolded had lost faith in the German political
system and felt that they were no longer living in a democracy. Because of the long
tradition in radical leftwing protests to detect a continued history of fascism in
Germany, comparisons to the Nazi past were readily available, with many protestors
feeling that it was indeed 1933 again and that democracy had to be defended against
those who called themselves democrats but who were apparently using the pan-
demic as a pretext to strip the people of their most basic constitutional rights. This
take on events had been important for some of the protestors from the beginning —
the weekly journal Demokratischer Widerstand (Democratic Resistance) was launched
as early as April 2020 by the German journalist Anselm Lenz — but now it came to
dominate the movement as a whole.

This had three consequences. First of all, some of the protestors became more
aggressive against security forces and journalists covering the events as they viewed
them as part of an oppressive regime. Second, protesters increasingly compared
their perceived plight to that of the victims of the Nazis. At a rally in Hannover
in November 2020, a young woman compared herself to Sophie Scholl, a widely
revered heroine of the resistance against the Hitler regime who was executed in
1943, because she felt that she was part of a similar resistance movement. Many
others started to attach yellow stars — reminiscent of the signs that Jews had to wear
in Nazi Germany — to their clothes that said “ungeimpft” (unvaccinated). These
actions upset many critical observes of the protests who felt that such actions did
not only relativize the Holocaust but were antisemitic as well. This evaluation was
aided by the third consequence. While some protestors had initially been disturbed
by the participation of neo-Nazis in the demonstrations, they increasingly formed
alliances with them now, often denying that these people were right-wing extrem-
ists when challenged by observers.
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As I have suggested elsewhere, such alliances amount to a new Querfront (trans-
verse front) (Butter 2021, 41). Whereas the term originally refers to the coalition
of the antidemocratic extreme right and the equally antidemocratic extreme left
during the Weimar Republic, the new Querfront unites the extreme right with
members of the moderate left — the former Die Linke and Griinen voters men-
tioned before. This approximation was helped by the feeling of community that
the joint protests provided and that many participants cherished, especially at a
time when such moments of communitization were rare because of social distanc-
ing rules (Eisenmann, Koch, and Meyer 2021, 193). Not only did the protesters
appear to share a common cause, but they were also united against media, police,
and counter-demonstrators, facilitating an “us vs. them” mentality. Most impor-
tantly, though, such an alliance was only possible because the diagnosis of the leftist
or moderate protestors that Nazism was returning to Germany and imposing the
Corona restrictions met with a strategic positioning of the New Right.

As, among others, Volker Weil3 (2017) has shown, the most important differ-
ence between the “Old” and the “New” Right is the way they position themselves
toward National Socialism. The intellectual leaders of the New Right are well
aware that positive references to the Nazi era will not win any significant support
in Germany. Accordingly, the New Right has been trying for many years to cast
Hitler’s NSDAP as a left-wing party. After all, the argument goes, it was a National
Socialist party. By the same token, concepts such as “representative democracy”
are reinterpreted in order to disqualify the Federal Republic of Germany and to
construct parallels with the Nazi regime, casting the current political system as a
dictatorship. Thus, the strategic but often genuinely believed positionings of the
New Right perfectly fit the beliefs of the leftist or moderate protesters. And since
many members of the New Right do not look like many people expect neo-Nazis
to look — they do not shave their heads or wear combat boots — those who march
side by side with them can tell themselves that they are not forming an alliance
with right-wing extremists.

Accordingly, the assessment that the Querdenken movement “is coming from
the left but moving to the right” (Nachtwey, Schifer, and Frei 2020, 52) is over-
all correct, and it applies to Austria as much as it does to Germany. However, it
would be a mistake to assume that all those who accept neo-Nazis at their protests
have ideologically moved to the right as well. Rather, differences of opinion and
in values remain, but, in the practice of protest, they are overridden by the shared
conviction that Germany is no longer a democracy. This is the lowest common
denominator of the different groups that come together at the demonstrations
(Osthus 2021, 27), and it positions them against the democratic order, which they
consider merely a sham. Accordingly, the Federal Office for the Protection of the
Constitution, the German internal secret service, warned about a new form of
extremism that did not fit the traditional patterns in November 2020 (Hurtz 2020)
and established the new category “Delegitimization of the state relevant for the
protection of the constitution” to systematically address the protests (Bundesamt
fiir Verfassungsschutz 2021).
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It needs to be stressed, however, that an alliance between left and right facilitated
by the shared belief in conspiracy theories is not that new after all. It already occurred
in 2014 and 2015 with the Vigils for Peace, which in many ways are the blueprint for
the protests during the pandemic. The Vigils began in March 2014 as decentralized
events in many cities in Germany and Austria in reaction to events in Ukraine, with
the protesters taking a pro-Kremlin stance and blaming the United States and NATO
for the escalation of the conflict. Many openly articulated the conspiracy theory that
the revolution in Kyiv that preceded it had been a coup d’état orchestrated by the
United States (Hammel 2018). The protests against the Corona restrictions brought
many who had participated in the Vigils back together. Since all gatherings of people
during the pandemic were eyed suspiciously by many people, the anti-Covid protests
received much more public attention than the Vigils ever had.

What is more, the current protests have also proven to be more long-lived than
the Vigils, which quickly lost their momentum and disintegrated early in 2015. By
contrast, the demonstrations against the measures to contain the pandemic con-
tinued until the spring of 2022. In the fall and winter of 2020 and 2021, pro-
testors met about every fortnight for a larger demonstration in a single city. On
November 7, 2020, for example, the movement brought 10,000 protestors to the
streets in Leipzig. Over the course of 2021, then, as vaccines became available, the
demonstrations increasingly focused on the pressure to get vaccinated and, as plans
to make vaccination obligatory for all adults, on opposition to this initiative. As in
other countries, several of the circulating conspiracy theories began to focus on the
“Great Reset,” an alleged plan by Klaus Schwab, chairman of the World Economic
Forum, and other business leaders to radically transform the economy and people’s
way of life. In the final months of 2021 and the first of 2022, when new restric-
tions had been imposed on the unvaccinated, these protests became decentral-
ized. Reminiscent of the Vigils for Peace, protestors met in many towns and cities
mostly on Monday evenings for what they called “walks” — a designation used to
circumvent the prohibition of protests and other gatherings in place in many loca-
tions. Somewhat ironically, the protests lost their momentum for the time being
when the lifting of restrictions and the ruling coalition’s failure to make vaccination
obligatory coincided with the invasion of Ukraine, bringing the movement full
circle to its roots. So far, however, the war has failed to mobilize significant con-
spiracist protests. The discussions take place almost exclusively online. It remains
to be seen if a new wave of infections and new restrictions for the unvaccinated
or another attempt to pass a vaccination law will revive the protests in the future.

Conclusion

As in many countries, the popularity of Covid conspiracy theories and their power
to mobilize people have greatly concerned many people. Over the past two years,
countless articles have been written about the dangers of conspiracy theories, initi-
atives have been started to counter them, and the topic is now frequently addressed
in schools. There have been hearings in parliament, counseling for those affected
by conspiracy theories in their family, and a privately funded think tank, CeMAS
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(Center for Monitoring, Analysis, and Strategy), was founded to monitor and ana-
lyze conspiracy theories. As one of the few German experts on the topic, I have
participated in many of these events. In 2021 alone, I did nearly a hundred talks for
schools, NGOs, community colleges, or politicians.

Much of the concern about conspiracy theories is well justified. There is by
now ample evidence that believers in Covid conspiracy theories are extremely
reluctant to get vaccinated, thus endangering themselves and others and making it
more difficult to bring the pandemic to an end (Jensen et al. 2021). Moreover, as
is also well-known, conspiracy theories can be a catalyst for violence (Butter 2020,
154), and many protesters displayed aggressive behavior toward journalists and
police over the past two years, at times even marching to the homes of politicians
and threatening them. On September 18, 2021, a 50-year-old Covid conspiracy
theorist shot a young gas station attendant in the small town of Idar-Oberstein
because the attendant asked him to wear a mask inside the shop as required by law.
Finally, as discussed before, large parts of the Querdenken movement now position
themselves openly against democracy, while believing that they are defending it.

However, the movement is very small, and security forces are monitoring it
closely. It 1s quite likely that there will be further outbursts of violence but not on
a scale that can shake the political system in any of the German-speaking countries.
Populists in Austria and Germany have been trying to capitalize on the protests
since the early stages of the pandemic without much success. In Austria, the Frei-
heitliche Partei (FPO), the Liberty Party, under its chairman Herbert Kickl has been
at the forefront of the protests against the Corona restrictions and the obligatory
vaccination from the very beginning. After an initial loss of support and a period
of recovery, the party has for the past six months stabilized around the numbers
it reached before the pandemic began (PolitPro 2022). In Germany, the AfD’s
attempts to capitalize on the protests have met with some success in Eastern Ger-
many but proven unsuccessful on the national level (Salheiser and Richter 2021).
In fact, in the federal elections of 2021, the party lost votes for the first time in
its history, because it had moved too far to the right for some of its previous sup-
porters over the past years, and because Die Basis, founded even more explicitly on
conspiracy theories than the AfD, garnered some of the votes of the Covid skeptics.

Moreover, it is clear by now that belief in conspiracy theories has not increased
in Germany over the past two years. Several polls show that the numbers remain
stable or that there even has been some decline. For example, in the 2019 Mitte-
Studie, which gathered its data in the spring of 2019, 37.7 percent of respondents
agreed partly or fully with the claims that politicians and other leaders are merely
the puppets of powerful actors in the background (Rees and Lamberty 2019, 214—
15). Two years later, when the data was gathered a year after the beginning of the
pandemic, this number came down to 20.5 percent (Lamberty and Rees 2021,
290-91). These results have to be taken with a grain of salt because interviewees
were certainly more sensitized about conspiracy theories than in previous polls
because of the media coverage during the pandemic, and some probably denied
their true convictions. But the decline is too significant to be explained by such
factors alone, and the trend is borne out by other polls. Thus, it appears likely that
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while the pandemic has strengthened some of those prone to conspiracy theorizing
in their convictions, it has had the opposite effect on others. Conspiracy theories
are not exponentially spreading. The number of those who believe in them remains
stable or has even decreased.

The public perception is different because conspiracy theories have never been
as visible and relevant for many people’s daily lives with many having had to realize
that some of their friends and family believe in them. This has created the impres-
sion that conspiracy theories are gaining in popularity. However, most people who
believe in them used to keep their views to themselves and only express them
among like-minded people. Even a topic like vaccination, which has a tangible
impact on one’s life, could be left out of conversations with friends and family.
But during the coronavirus, this was no longer possible, as the restrictions required
constant positioning — especially when dealing with friends and family.

The general impression that conspiracy theories are gaining in popularity is
one reason for the veritable conspiracy theory panic that has enthralled parts of
the German public. Another factor is that media, politicians, and civil society have
been increasingly sensitized for the topic over the past years. The Ukrainian crisis
of 2014 put the topic on the agenda, and the influx of refugees in the summer
of 2015, the election of Donald Trump, and then the Brexit campaign made it
more and more important. Because of the role that conspiracy theories have played
in the Holocaust, many German observers mistakenly assume that all conspiracy
theories are antisemitic and therefore always extremely dangerous (Blume 2020).
Confronted with protesters who are likening their fate under the “Covid regime”
to that of the Jews under the Nazis, many therefore jumped to the conclusion that
the demonstrations were a hotbed of antisemitism (Bringt and Klare 2021, 69;
Eisenmann, Koch, and Meyer 2021, 215-16).

But while the protests — just like all conspiracy theories — are not free of anti-
semitic elements, it would be wrong to consider antisemitism as constitutive for
them. It is not the intention of most protesters to relativize the Holocaust — a
key component of modern antisemitism — but an unintended effect of their ill-
advised and tasteless comparisons, which intend to highlight that what is happen-
ing to them is indeed equal to the suffering of the Jews. Moreover, there is no
victim—perpetrator reversal at work in these comparations — another key element
of antisemitic discourse. Thus, condemning the protesters rather indiscriminately
as antisemitic misses the point. Moreover, it might work to strengthen the bonds
between the New Right, whose members of course often really are antisemitic,
and other protestors who are not. If protestors who are not antisemitic are labelled
as such by those they demonstrate against, they might be driven to the conclusion
that such designations are only employed to stigmatize them and other protestors,
and that those labelled (neo-)Nazis are not that either.

It is unlikely, however, that this is going to change in the near future. For much
of the non-conspiracist public, concerned about conspiracy theories and con-
fused by their seeming increase, it is easier to cast those who believe in them as
“the other” than to differentiate among believers or even inquire which anxieties
might drive some of these theories (Birchall and Knight 2022). And the diagnosis
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of antisemitism performs this boundary work even better than that of conspiracy
theory. Moreover, the public discussion on the protests and conspiracy theories in
general is by now dominated by the thinktank CeMAS, which, according to its
website, “consolidates years of interdisciplinary expertise on the topics of conspir-
acy ideologies, disinformation, antisemitism, and right-wing extremism” (CeMAS
n.d.). While the researchers at CeMAS have published some interesting data over
the past year, their analyses often remain superficial. What is more problematic,
though, is their tenet that conspiracy theories are inextricably connected with
antisemitism and right-wing extremism. Each of their reports therefore reifies these
links, eclipsing more nuanced analyses and making appropriate responses more dif-
ficult. Accordingly, conspiracy theories do not constitute a threat to democracy in
the German-speaking countries at the moment, but the public is not yet equipped
well enough to address the challenges they pose indeed.

Bibliography

Barkun, Michael. 2013. A Culture of Conspiracy: Apocalyptic Visions in Contemporary America.
Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.

Bergmann, Eirikur, and Michael Butter. 2020. “Conspiracy Theory and Populism.” In
Routledge Handbook of Conspiracy Theories, edited by Michael Butter and Peter Knight,
330-43. London: Routledge.

Birchall, Clare, and Peter Knight. 2022. “A Perfect Storm: Covid-19 Conspiracy Theories
in the United States.” In Covid Conspiracy Theories in Global Perspective, edited by Michael
Butter and Peter Knight. London: Routledge.

Blume, Michael. 2020. Verschworungsmythen: Woher sie kommen, was sie anrichten, wie wir ihnen
begegnen kinnen. Mannheim: Patmos.

Bundesamt fiir Verfassungsschutz. 2021. “Neuer Phinomenbereich “Verfassungsschutzrel-
evante Delegitimierung des Staates’.” Accessed May 11, 2022. www.verfassungsschutz.
de/SharedDocs/kurzmeldungen/DE/2021/2021-04-29-querdenker.html.

Bringt, Friedemann, and Heiko Klare. 2021. “Verschworungsmythen und neues ‘rechtes
Miteinander’: Langfristige Herausforderungen fiir die demokratische Zivilgesellschaft
und gesellschaftspolitische Handlungsoptionen in der Corona-Krise.” Wissen schafft
Demokratie 9: 64=74.

Butter, Michael. 2020. The Nature of Conspiracy Theories. Translated by Sharon Howe. Lon-
don: Polity.

. 2021. “Linke und rechte Verschworungsgliubige. Die neue Querfront.” Der
Spiegel, January 8, 2021. www.spiegel.de/politik/deutschland/linke-und-rechte-versch
woerungsglacubige-die-neue-querfront-a-00000000-0002-0001-0000-000174784614?
context=issue.

CeMAS n.d. “CeMAS.” Website. Accessed May 11, 2022. https://cemas.io/en/.

Eisenmann, Clemens, Sebastian Koch, and Christian Meyer. 2021. “Rhetoriken skeptischer
Vergemeinschaftung” In Die Misstrauensgemeinschaft der ‘Querdenker’, edited by Sven
Reichardt, 185—224. Frankfurt a. M.: Campus.

Gess, Nicola. 2022. “Half~Truths: On an Instrument of Post-Truth Politics (and Conspiracy
Narratives).” In Plots, Literary Form and Conspiracy Culture, edited by Ben Carver, Dana
Craciun, and Todor Hristov, 164—78. London: Routledge.

Grande, Edgar, Swen Hutter, Sophia Hunger, and Eylem Kanol. 2021. “Alles Covidioten?
Politische Potenziale des Corona-Protests in Deutschland.” Discussion Paper 601 (March):
1-35.



http://www.verfassungsschutz.de
http://www.verfassungsschutz.de
http://www.spiegel.de
http://www.spiegel.de
http://www.spiegel.de
https://cemas.io

220 Michael Butter

Hammel, Laura Luise. 2018. “‘. . . und sie zichen seit tiber hundert Jahren die Fiden auf
diesem Planeten’: Antisemitische Verschworungstheorien in gegenwirtigen Protestbe-
wegungen: Das Beispiel der Mahnwachen fiir den Frieden.” In Antisemitismus im 21.
Jahrhundert. Virulenz einer alten Feindschaft in Zeiten von Islamismus und Terror, edited by
Marc Grimm and Bodo Kahmann, 367-88. Berlin: De Gruyter.

Hurtz, Simon. 2020. “Corona-Proteste: Verfassungsschutz warnt vor neuer Form des Extrem-
ismus.” Zeit Online, November 28, 2020. www.zeit.de/politik/deutschland/2020-11/
corona-proteste-extremismus-rechtsextremismus-verschwoerungstheorien?wt_
zmc=sm.ext.zonaudev.mail.ref.zeitde.share link.x.

Jensen, Eric Allen, Axel Pfleger, Lisa Herbig, Brady Wagoner, Lars Lorenz, and Meike Wat-
zlawik. 2021. “What Drives Belief in Vaccination Conspiracy Theories in Germany?”
Frontiers in Communication 6, no. 678335 (May): 1-7.

Kuhn, Ursina, Hannah S. Klaas, Erika Antal, Nora Dasoki, Florence Lebert, Oliver Lipps,
Gian-Andrea Monsch, J. E. Refle, V. A. Ryser, R. Tillmann, and M. Voorpostel. 2021.
“Who Is Most Affected by the Corona Crisis? An Analysis of Changes in Stress and Well-
Being in Switzerland” European Societies 23, no. S1: 942-56.

Lamberty, Pia, and Jonas H. Rees. 2021. “Gefihrliche Mythen: Verschworungserzihlungen
als Bedrohung flir die Gesellschaft.”” In Die geforderte Mitte: Rechtsextreme und demokra-
tiegefihrdende Einstellungen in Deutschland 2020/21, edited by Andreas Zick and Beate
Kiipper, 283-300. Bonn: Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung.

Mede, Niels G., and Mike S. Schifer. 2020. “Science-Related Populism: Conceptualizing
Populist Demands Toward Science.” Public Understanding of Science 29, no. 5: 473-91.
Mobile Beratung in Thiiringen (MOBIT). 2021. “Die extreme Rechte in Thiiringen und
Corona: Zwischen Nachbarschaftshilfe, Verschworungsmythen und Pandemieleug-

nung.” Wissen schafft Demokratie 9: 88-97.

Nachtwey, Oliver, Robert Schifer, and Nadine Frei. 2020. “Politische Soziologie der
Corona-Proteste”  Universitit Basel, December 17, 2020. https://osf.io/preprints/
socarxiv/zyp3f/download.

Osthus, Anna-Lena. 2021. “‘Ich mach mir die Welt, wie sie mir gefillt’— Eine empirische
Untersuchung der Vereinigung linker und rechter Verschworungstheoretiker/innen in
Zeiten der Corona Pandemie.” Journal fiir korporative Kommunikation 2: 22—34.

PolitPro. 2022. “Wahltrends und aktuelle Sonntagsfragen zum &sterreichischen Nationalrat.”
Accessed May 11, 2022. https://politpro.cu/de/oesterreich.

Rees, Jonas H., and Pia Lamberty. 2019. “MitreiBende Wahrheiten: Verschworungs-
mythen als Gefahr fiir den gesellschaftlichen Zusammenbhalt.” In Verlorene Mitte, feindselige
Zustinde: Rechtsextreme Einstellungen in Deutschland 2018/19, edited by Andreas Zick,
Beate Kiipper, and Wilhelm Berghan, 203—22. Bonn: Friedrich-Ebert Stiftung.

Rose, Geoffrey. 1981. “Strategy of Prevention: Lessons from Cardiovascular Disease.” British
Medical Journal 282, no. 6279 (June): 1847-51.

Salheiser, Axel, and Christoph Richter. 2021. “Die Bundestagswahl 2021 in Thiiringen:
Rechtsradikalismus und regionale politische Kultur” Wissen schafft Demokratie 10: 50—-63.

Van Rossum, Walter. 2021. Meine Pandemie mit Professor Drosten: Vom Tod der Aufkldrung unter
Laborbedingungen. Mainz: Rubikon.

Weil3, Volker. 2017. Die autoritire Revolte: Die Neue Rechte und der Untergang des Abendlandes.
Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta.


http://www.zeit.de
http://www.zeit.de
http://www.zeit.de
https://osf.io
https://osf.io
https://politpro.eu

16

CONSPIRACY ENTREPRENEURS, FRINGE
MOVEMENTS, AND THE PERVASIVE
STYLE OF CONSPIRACY DURING THE
CORONAVIRUS PANDEMIC

The Case of Hungary

Lili Turza

Introduction

On September 11, 2020, approximately a thousand people gathered at Liberty
Square, Budapest, to attend a protest titled “COVID 9.11 — Demonstration for a
Normal Life.” The protest was organized by one of the leading figures of the Hun-
garian Covid- and vaccine-skeptic milieu, pharmacist-turned lifestyle consultant,
body builder, influencer, and vlogger — also infamous for his involvement in the
“fake political party business” — Dr. Gyorgy G&dény. Lining up an array of dissatis-
fied citizens and fellow alternative medical celebrities (such as Dr. Gibor Lenkei)
relativizing the severity of the coronavirus pandemic, G8dény and other invited
speakers at the demonstration addressed the “futility” of the restrictive measures in
place, defied social distancing rules and masks, expressed their dissatisfaction with
what they deemed a mere “media panic,” demanded back their “civil liberties,” and
advocated for a collective return to “normal life.”

The protest, showcasing well-known anti-lockdown vernacular and demands,
had a quite explicit added layer signified by its date, its title “COVID 9.11,” and
its location in front of the US Embassy in Budapest at Liberty Square. When
Gd&dény was asked by reporters if he had a specific message in mind, he sugges-
tively responded that everyone could put together their own conclusions what
the story is about, adding “911 is a well-known emergency number, therefore
we are crying for help” (AZONNALI 2020). 9/11, in this context serving as a
cue, a conspiracy fragment, relying on “user knowledge of longer form conspiracy
theories elsewhere” (Birchall 2021, 99), a bare assertion without the theory to con-
nect the alleged dots (Muirhead and Rosenblum 2020), left open the possibility
for the gathered protesters to insert the information and arguments heard at the
demonstration into their own belief systems or conspiracy imaginaries, according
to their tastes. Signaling toward a larger, well-known narrative without explicitly
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drawing up conclusions allowed the diverse crowd at the demonstration — some
being merely dissatisfied with masks, border closures, and lockdown measures, oth-
ers promoting full-fledged conspiracy theories (Sarkadi 2020) — to stand “united in
their opposition to dominant cultural orthodoxies” (Harambam 2020, 283), despite
their potentially diverging opinions on what is actually going on.

The protest back in September 2020 was followed by several others in the fol-
lowing year, supplemented with anti-vaccination conspiracy narratives, as Covid-19
vaccines started to roll out, coupled with vaccination campaigns and the introduc-
tion of immunity certificates. With the Covid-19 pandemic, alternative medical
experts and conspiracy entrepreneurs quite literally found a market for both their
products and online contents expressing their counter narratives and views on the
current health crisis. In addition to that, they even started a movement, a some-
what unified platform, for various conspiracy theorists, Covid-skeptics, general
vaccine-skeptics, hardliner anti-vaxxers, and all those in between. Studies high-
light, that while the Hungarian anti-vax milieu previously consisted of worried
parents debating childhood vaccination on obscure w