
Scott Radnitz (University of Washington) 

"The Mainstreaming of Conspiracy" 

Conspiracy theories were once of marginal interest in the social sciences, as they were perceived 
as limited to an aberrant fringe of society and not socially or politically important. This view 
seems quaint now. This talk will reflect on the movement of conspiratorial ideas from the 
margins to the center of politics in many countries. Using Russia and the US as examples, it 
considers several reasons that conspiracy not only lost its stigma, but came to be used by canny 
politicians to construct and mobilize political coalitions and win votes. It addresses the role of 
conspiracy in Russia’s war on Ukraine and considers whether we may be nearing “peak 
conspiracy.” 



Giacomo Loperfido (University of Tübingen) 
 
“‘A Non-Party’:  Populism, Conspiracy Theory and the Symbolic Logics of Indeterminacy in the 
Italian 5 Stars Movement” 
 
On October the 4th, 2009 (Saint Francis’ Day), as “organic crisis” was ravaging around, the 
Italian 5Stars Movement (5SM) was founded via ratification of a “non-statute”. Taking to the 
limit the Laclauian notion of “empty signifier”, 5SM was said to be a “non-association”, one – 
so it was specified – that was “NOT a party, nor it was intended to EVER become one”. My 
study, based on 8 months of historically grounded ethnographic fieldwork, inquires on the 
symbolic logics of indeterminacy as a generative terrain of meaning for both populism and 
conspiracy theories. My research shows how both might be seen as devices scanning the 
crises of meaning, engendered by rupturing moments/events/processes in the flow of social 
reproduction. I will use classical anthropological literature on ritual and social change to show 
how attempts at redressing disrupted meaning, imply “mediation between the formed and 
the indeterminate” (Turner, 1980), and thus immersion into indeterminacy to reconstruct 
form. I hereby mean to suggest that the ritual complex can become a map to navigate the 
current ways in which social change is called for, by delving into the subversive depths of 
indeterminacy conjured by the performative practices of populism and conspiracy theories. 



Scapegoating and Conspiracy Thinking: A Semiotic Perspective 
Simona Stano 

University of Turin, Italy 
 
Scapegoating — i.e. the practice of singling out a person or group for unmerited blame — is central 
to conspiracy thinking. In fact, conspiracy theories rely on “a specific kind of meaning-making that 
does not perceive events as a coincidence of tragic contingencies, but instead as motivated by one 
and the same original cause: Evil” (Leone, Madisson and Ventsel 2020: 47; cf. Madisson 2014). In 
other words, as Imhoff and Bruder (2014) remarked, conspiracy narratives tend to simplify complex 
issues by framing a target to blame (a “demonized enem[y]”, in Berlet and Lyons’ (2000) words), 
while celebrating the scapegoater “as a hero for sounding the alarm” (ibid.: 9). Drawing on these 
considerations, I intend to analyse the meaning-making processes associated with scapegoating, with 
specific reference to its relations to conspiracy thinking, extremism and polarization, combining a 
theoretical reflection based on pertinent literature (see, for instance, Burke 1935, 1945; Becker 1975; 
Girard 1978, 1982) with the analysis of particularly relevant case studies. 
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Biographical note: Simona Stano is Associate Professor of Semiotics at the University of Turin 
(UniTo, Italy) and vice-Director of the Centre for Interdisciplinary Research on Communication 
(CIRCe). She served as Senior Researcher at the International Semiotics Institute from 2015 to 2018 
and collaborated with various universities around the world, including the University of Toronto 
(2013), Universitat de Barcelona (2015-2016), Kaunas University of Technology (2015-2018) and 
New York University (2019-2021). Her research focuses on cultural semiotics, food, corporeality and 
communication studies. 



How democratic actors respond to conspiracy theories: a qualitative exploration 
 
Abstract 
Scholarly work employing qualitative research methods on the relationship between 
conspiracy theories and democracy is scarce, while there is no shortage of normative 
analyses on their relationship. Much emphasis is placed on the dangerous effects of 
conspiracy theories on democratic processes from epistemological, moral, practical, and 
social-psychological perspectives. Other scholars have stressed that conspiracy theories 
make up a necessary form of rhetoric in a democratic society. However, the empirical 
experiences of those central to the functioning of democracy, dealing with people engaging 
in conspiratorial rhetoric, remain understudied.  
 
In this article, the main research question therefore is: how do democratic actors in the 
Netherlands handle conspiratorial rhetoric in their day-to-day work? To answer this, I used 
qualitative research methods to explore the relationship between conspiracy theory and 
democracy, relying on interviews with Dutch judges, politicians, and civil servants. My 
purpose is to show in what ways representatives of Dutch democratic institutions deal with 
specific obstacles and dilemmas in their decision-making processes while engaging with 
conspiratorial rhetoric and the people who propagate it. Furthermore, this article will 
contribute to a new, in-depth insight for theory-building on the relationship between 
conspiracy theories and democracy.  
 
Biography 
Itai Siegel (1996) is a PhD Researcher at the Institute for the Interdisciplinary Study of the 
Law at Leiden University. His doctoral research is focused on the influence of conspiracy 
theories on Dutch democratic processes and institutions. In his research he combines 
qualitative empirical research methods (interviews and focus groups) with legal-theoretical 
analysis. Next to his research, he teaches courses on legal methodology and theory.  



Abstract PACT Scientific Conference 2024 Harambam, Noordenbos & Ruijgrok 

 

Translating Propaganda: Conspiracy Theories as Multimodal Drivers of Polarisation  

Conspiracy theories permeate today's (dis)information landscape, shaping and polarizing public 

opinion. Existing analyses often focus on the characteristics of conspiracy theories and overlook how 

they operate in complex webs of (geo)political warfare, media infrastructures, and subcultural 

communities. 

Our research explores how these factors interlock and reinforce each other. This interplay includes 

deliberate polarization strategies by geopolitical actors, cybertroopers and automated bots, but also 

the cultural work of alternative media platforms catering to specific audiences. The latter highlights 

the participatory nature of the creation and dissemination of conspiratorial disinformation.  

Our case study focuses on the Netherlands and uses the Russia-Ukraine war as an example to 

illustrate the transnational, cross-medial, and participatory nature of conspiracy theories. First, we 

present a conceptual framework outlining the technologically mediated interaction between top-

down and bottom-up engagement with conspiracy theories. Second, we provide a comprehensive 

mapping and digital visualization of the most prominent war-related themes and actors within the 

Dutch alternative media landscape, illustrating their interconnectedness, motivations and practical 

involvement. 

Analysing these relations and practices, we conclude how the dissemination of propagandic 

conspiracy theories necessitates multiple “translations” from actors within the Dutch conspiracy 

milieu to make them accessible, meaningful, and convincing to diverse audiences across various 

platforms. 

 

Authors 

Jaron Harambam is Assistant Professor of Media, Truth Politics and Digitalization at the Sociology 

Department of the University of Amsterdam. His research deals with public disputes over truth in a 

digitalized public sphere. More specifically, he studies conspiracy theories, news and platform 

politics, and AI (content moderation, search/recommender systems). His monograph "Contemporary 

Conspiracy Culture: Truth and Knowledge in an Era of Epistemic Instability" (2020) is out at 

Routledge.  

Boris Noordenbos is an Associate Professor of Literary and Cultural Analysis at the University of 

Amsterdam, The Netherlands, and is affiliated with the Amsterdam School for Cultural Analysis. He is 

the author of, among others, Post-Soviet Literature and the Search for a Russian Identity (2016). Boris 

is also the Principal Investigator in the ERC-funded research project “Conspiratorial Memory: Cultures 

of Suspicion in Post-Socialist Europe” (2021–2026). 

Kris Ruijgrok is postdoctoral researcher at the KITLV (University of Leiden) on a project investigating 

online influence operations in South-East Asia. His PhD research (2014-2018) studied the effect of 

internet use on anti-government protest under authoritarian regimes, including in-depth fieldwork in 

Malaysia. The book based on his PhD was published with Palgrave Macmillan, while articles from his 

hand appeared in Contemporary Politics and Democratization. 

 



Heidi Campana Piva (University of Turin) 
 
“Conspiracy Theories in the Process of Radicalization; Eurabia and Anti-vaccine 
Conspiracy Theories on Telegram” 
 
Although disinformation and conspiracy theories are not novel problems confined to 
social media, the accelerated evolution of digital technology has undoubtedly altered the 
way information is produced, distributed, and interpreted. The lines between fiction and 
non-fiction are blurred, as disinformation and conspiracy narratives undermine traditional 
sources of knowledge, impacting how people perceive and act on political information. 
Considering the relevance of this issue, the present paper argues that conspiracy theories 
– and their use of information pathologies (i.e., mis/dis/mal-information) – are core 
components of the process of radicalization into extremism. Further, because the link 
between ideas and action makes radicalization an empirical matter, this research takes the 
form of concrete case studies: a qualitative approach supplied by semiotics (textual 
analysis) is combined with a quantitative approach (Natural Language Processing), based 
on semi-automatic analysis of large texts, to study the digital propagation of Eurabia and 
anti-vaccine conspiracy theories on Telegram. This research identifies language patterns 
that can potentially assist in the codification of cultural meanings and in the formation of 
these antisemitic ideological clusters on social media, pointing to how these patterns fit 
inside the wider process of radicalization, here understood as a communicative practice. 
 

Heidi Campana Piva is a Doctoral Fellow at the University of Turin, in the EU-funded 
Marie Skłodowska-Curie Doctoral Network VORTEX (Coping with varieties of 
radicalization into terrorism and extremism), under the supervision of Professor Massimo 
Leone. Her main research interests involve religious and medical conspiracy theories, as 
well as the spread of dis/misinformation on social media and how these relate to processes 
of radicalization. 



Unintuitive alliances: “mainstream media” and “counter-information” in their reciprocal struggle for 

legitimacy.  

 

When the Russian aggression against Ukraine took place at the end of February 2022, the public 

debate was already pivoting on the contraposition between warranted information and “conspiracist” 

milieus that emerged after the break of Covid-19. On the latter end of this confrontation, personalities 

gradually emerged whose analysis gained audience and traction as voices opposing the mainstream 

narrative. Specularly, in traditional information channels, references to the most eccentric readings of 

events had become increasingly common, with the effect of re-drawing the boundaries of what lay 

within the perimeter of legitimate knowledge. This contribution aims to explore the possibility that 

the opposition between warranted information and personalities recognised as promoting conspiracist 

explanations of events unfolded quickly in the shaping of the general debate concerning the war, 

serving as instrument of legitimation for both the official sources of information and the personalities 

intent on asserting themselves as voices against the mainstream. It does so by qualitatively analysing 

the blogs and related Telegram accounts of some Italian self-proclaimed journalists, with particular 

attention to their references to the official narrative, while concurrently looking for references to their 

names in conventional information channels.   

 

 

Sofia Scacco 

Ph.D. candidate in Social and Political Change (University of Turin, University of Florence), with a 

project focused on conspiracy theories’ sense-making performances. Previously, Master of Research 

in Political Science (Universitat Pompeu Fabra, Barcelona) and master’s degree in Philosophical 

Science (University of Bologna), with a thesis on Jean Bodin’s conception of witchcraft.  

Publications: Embracing paradoxes: a psychoanalytic and philosophical reading of Plandemic, Awry 

Journal of Critical Psychology (2022, co-authored). 



Peter Knight (University of Manchester) 
 
“Populism and the Politics of Big Disinfo, or, Everything You Have Been Told about 
Conspiracy Theories Is a Lie” 
 
In January 2024 the World Economic Forum (WEF) placed misinformation and disinformation 
at the top of its Global Risk Index list over the next two years. Surveys also show that ordinary 
people consider disinformation a major threat to democracy. Conspiracy theories and other 
forms of “information disorder” indeed pose significant threats to society. However, the threat 
is often misunderstood and exaggerated. Social media companies have a vested interest in 
convincing advertisers that their platforms provide a uniquely effective form of targeted 
audience persuasion, which feeds into popular fears about the ability of these new 
technologies to manipulate minds. Monitoring organisations and academic researchers 
working in this area likewise benefit from highlighting to potential funders the urgent dangers 
of misinformation, disinformation and conspiracy theories, and the need for interventions. 
With the emergence of what has been called “Big Disinfo,” there is a danger of creating a 
moral panic about populist politics, especially in the online environment. The current 
alarmism echoes the founding moment of academic research into conspiracy theory in the 
1960s, fuelled by a concern from historians and sociologists about the potential resurgence of 
mass political hysteria. What makes the present moment so fraught, however, is that some 
Republican politicians in the US and social media industry figures such as Elon Musk have 
recently begun to use bad-faith versions of the argument that the threat of online 
misinformation is exaggerated. They have mounted legal attacks on academic and think tank 
research in this field, claiming that it is motivated by partisan bias. Their claims are unfounded. 
Yet it means that accounts of the moral panic created by “Big Disinfo” are themselves now 
caught up in the polarising logic of the culture wars. 



PACT conference proposal 

 

 

Title: Populism, Denialism, and Conspiracy Theories: A survey approach 

 

Authors: Susana Salgado, Cicero Roberto Pereira, Afonso Biscaia, Paul Taggart 

 

Abstract: This research investigates the links between populism, denialism and beliefs in 

conspiracy theories in Portugal, Spain, and the UK by discussing the results of a representative 

survey implemented from November 2022 to January 2023 in these countries. Using as 

examples the pandemic crisis, vaccination, and climate change, the survey was designed to 

measure: the extent to which these populations hold populist and denialist attitudes; their belief 

in conspiracy theories; their media diet; and the levels of trust in different types of institutions 

responsible for creating and disseminating relevant information (e.g., government, political 

parties, media outlets, journalists, scientists, experts, etc.). The analytical approach examines 

the correlations between these elements and uncovers attitudinal processes using structural 

equation modelling. Considering the differences between the three countries’ political and 

media environments, the expectation was to find relevant differences in the level and type of 

these attitudes. This study is part of research project Matrix funded by the Portuguese 

Foundation for Science and Technology (DOI 10.54499/PTDC/CPO- CPO/4361/2021). 

 

 

Bio (corresponding author): Susana Salgado is Principal Research Fellow at the Institute of 

Social Sciences – University of Lisbon.  

 
 



Massimo Leone (University of Turin) 
 
“On Stochastic Populism” 
 
The paper explores the relationship between populism, stochastic language models, and the 
proliferation of conspiracy theories in the digital age. With the rise of populist movements globally, 
there has been a corresponding increase in the spread of misinformation, often fueled by conspiracy 
theories. This phenomenon is further amplified by the advent of advanced stochastic language 
models, like GPT-4, which have revolutionized the way information is generated and disseminated 
online. While these language models hold immense potential for positive applications, their capacity 
to generate persuasive and seemingly credible content at scale poses a unique challenge in the context 
of political populism. The paper analyzes how populist leaders and movements harness these 
technologies to craft narratives that resonate with their base, often bypassing traditional media 
channels. The ease with which stochastic language models can produce content tailored to specific 
ideologies or beliefs enables a rapid spread of conspiracy theories, blurring the line between fact and 
fiction. The paper discusses the ethical implications of using AI-driven tools in political 
communication and the risks associated with the unregulated use of such technologies. Furthermore, 
it focuses on the mechanisms by which conspiracy theories gain traction and credibility, facilitated 
by the echo chambers created by social media algorithms and the convincing nature of content 
generated by language models. It also considers the role of fact-checking and digital literacy as 
countermeasures to mitigate the spread of misinformation. The paper underscores the need for a 
multidisciplinary approach, combining insights from political science, information technology, and 
psychology, to understand and address the challenges posed by the intersection of populism, 
stochastic language models, and conspiracy theories. 

More generally, the paper explores the emergence of “statistical populism” in the digital era, 
particularly focusing on the role of stochastic language models in shaping public discourse and 
opinion. Building upon Alain Desrosières’s classical framework that once interconnected the realms 
of state governance, statistics, and economic modeling (La politique des grands nombres - histoire 
de la raison statistique, 1993), the paper concentrates on the modern implications of these concepts 
in the age of artificial intelligence. Stochastic language models, such as GPT-4, have revolutionized 
information dissemination, enabling the creation and spread of persuasive narratives tailored to 
specific ideologies. This phenomenon has given rise to a new form of populism, one that is 
underpinned by data-driven rhetoric and seemingly objective statistical representations. The paper 
investigates how these advanced AI models, under the guise of unbiased statistical reasoning, are 
potentially being leveraged to bolster populist agendas, offering a veneer of legitimacy and precision 
to otherwise subjective claims. This manipulation of data and statistics through sophisticated 
language models presents unique challenges to traditional notions of public discourse, blurring the 
lines between factual reporting and ideologically driven propaganda. The paper critically examines 
the implications of this shift, emphasizing the need for greater scrutiny and ethical considerations in 
the deployment of AI-driven tools in political communication. By bringing to light the nuances of 
"statistical populism" fueled by AI, the paper aims to foster a deeper understanding of the intersection 
between technology, politics, and misinformation in the 21st century. 



Eirikur Bergmann (Bifröst University, Iceland) 
 
“Three-Step Rhetorical Model of Conspiratorial Populists” 
 
A threefold claim that nativist populists put forth in their support of the people can be identified. 
First, they tend to create an external threat to the nation discursively. Second, they accuse a 
domestic elite of betraying the people, often even of siding with external aggressors. Third, 
they position themselves as the true defenders of the ‘pure people’ they vow to protect against 
both the elite and these malignant outsiders, that is, against those they have discursively 
created. In this paper, I will demonstrate that populistic conspiracy theorists share these traits 
across both countries and themes. Three predominant cases of contemporary conspiracy 
theories are in focus: Eurabia in Europe, the Deep State in the United States, and anti-Western 
sentiment in Russia. I will analyse how populistic leaders apply the rhetoric of Neo-Nationalists 
in all three cases, i.e., discursively creating an extraneous threat to the nation, accusing a 
domestic elite of betraying the people into the hands of the aggressors, and positioning 
themselves as the true defenders of the pure people they vow to protect, against both the elite 
and these malignant outsiders.  



Elżbieta Drążkiewicz (University of Lund) 

“Why I No Longer Want to Talk about Trust When Discussing Conspiracy Theories: 
Analysis of Conspiracy Theories as Narratives of Treachery and Broken Loyalties” 

There is an almost univocal agreement within the research community that conspiracy theories 
are damaging for democracy as they are mostly mobilised by the populist, right-wing 
movements and thus lead to radicalisation, and pave the way for autocratic leaders; that they 
work against political and civic engagement, and that they undermine trust in state and public 
institutions. By examining the ways in which conspiracy theories were mobilised in the 2023 
elections in Poland I propose to reconsider these three propositions. Firstly, I show that 
conspiracy theories are increasingly spread not only by populist and extreme movements but 
also by much more moderate actors. Secondly, I also demonstrate that high level of conspiracy 
theories in political sphere not always led to low political engagement. Finally, this talk suggests 
reconsidering the fetishisation of trust in the studies of conspiracy theories and instead offers a 
new lens which is focused on the problem of loyalty and proposes to consider conspiracy 
theories as the stories about betrayal and treachery. 



Massimiliano Demata  

University of Turin 

massimiliano.demata@unito.it 

Discoursive constructions and legitimation of “truth”: the Hammer/Scorecard conspiracy 

theory 

This paper focuses on the discourse strategies of legitimation used in the 

Hammer/Scorecard conspiracy theory. According to this theory (Roston & Eisler 2022), the 

Presidential elections of 2020 went in favour of Joe Biden because a software called 

Scorecard, installed in a governmental super-computer called Hammer, took votes away 

from Donald Trump in some key states. Following a typical populist strategy, Trump used 

this theory as the basis of the steal-the-vote movement, which eventually led to the Capitol 

Hill riots of January 2021.  

The paper will follow the evolution of the Hammer/Scorecard conspiracy theory by looking 

at how its authors and supporters validate their “truth” on the basis of van Leeuwen’s 

(2007) and Reyes (2011) categories of legitimation in discourse. The paper will analyse the 

texts that first introduced the conspiracy theory, i.e. The American Report, a hyperpartisan 

right-wing website, and address the discourse evolution of the theory through fringe right-

wing news outlets, such as OAN (One American News), finally reaching prime time in 

legitimate news outlets (e.g., Fox News) and social media (e.g. Twitter). These legitimation 

strategies are used to construct a counter-discourse (Demata, Zorzi & Zottola 2022) aiming 

at challenging the hegemony of the “official” discourse and its narratives.  

 

Biography 

Massimiliano Demata is Associate Professor of English Linguistics at the Department of 

Cultures, Politics and Society of the University of Turin. He has published extensively on 

computer-mediated communication, social media discourse, political and media discourse, 

nationalism, populism and conspiracy theories in the UK and the USA. His latest publications 

include Discourses of Borders and the Nation in the USA, published by Routledge in 2022, 

and Conspiracy Theory Discourses, edited with Virginia Zorzi and Angela Zottola and 

published by John Benjamins in 2022. He was a Fulbright Research Fellow twice (at Yale in 

1999 and at Indiana University in 2014). He is the co-editor of the Journal of Language and 

Discrimination, published by Equinox, He was visiting professor and gave courses at Saarland 

University, the University of Regensburg, Luxembourg University, the Hebrew University of 

Jerusalem, Sciences Po Lyon and Sciences Po Bordeaux. In 2023 he was Research Fellow at 

the Institute of Advanced Studies in Lyon.  



Title: 
A different kind of war: The relevance of ‘guerra cultural’ for the Brazilian far-right 
 
 
Abstract: (max. 200 words) 
This paper draws on long-term field research on conspiracism and populism among the 
Brazilian far-right in the aftermath of the 2022 national elections. It will discuss the 
widespread notion of culture war and its colloquial meaning in the Brazilian context, against 
its historical and conjunctural background. Yet the discussion will also show the different 
degrees of the notion’s appropriation by the various conspiracist publics as well as the uses 
and relevance the term may have for each. The paper will close with considerations of the 
notion’s power of interpellation and its role in the articulation of the new Brazilian Right. 
 
 
Short Bio note: 
Katerina Hatzikidi is a social anthropologist and postdoctoral researcher at the ERC-funded 
PACT: Populism and Conspiracy Theory project at the University of Tübingen. Her work 
explores, among other things, questions of political and religious transformations, with a 
special country focus on Brazil. She is co-editor of the volume A Horizon of (im)possibilities: 
A chronicle of Brazil’s conservative turn (University of London Press, 2021).  
 
 
 



Andrew Woods (Western University, Canada) 
 
“The Night of the Living LaRouche: On Neo-LaRouchean Conspiracy Theories and the 
Russian War against Ukraine” 
 
On February 12, 2019, the famous American political cult leader and conspiracy theorist 
Lyndon LaRouche passed away. Yet, even after his death, LaRouche’s presence continues to 
haunt the development and dissemination of conspiracy theories in contemporary politics. 
Recently, members and associates of “the LaRouche movement” have heckled Democratic 
Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez at Town Hall meetings for supporting U.S. military 
aid to Ukraine. The current figurehead of the LaRouche movement, Helga Zepp-LaRouche 
(LaRouche’s widow and founder of the LaRouchean think tank Schiller Institute), works to 
spread conspiracy theories about Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. How might we understand this 
survival of LaRouchean conspiracism—a LaRoucheanism-without-LaRouche—and its 
application to current events? In this paper, I define Neo-LaRoucheanism as a type of 
civilizational populism that articulates the political field as a conflict between the “Global 
Majority” and a transnational Malthusian elite. I demonstrate that LaRouche movement 
conspiracy theories about the Russian war against Ukraine forms part of a larger 
superconspiracy scenario about the so-called Anglo-American oligarchy’s use of 
“thermonuclear war” and “Green Fascism” to reduce the global population. Finally, I argue that 
these populist narratives exploit genuine concerns and criticisms to entice new audiences into 
embracing Neo-LaRouchean ideology.   
 
Andrew Woods is an intellectual historian. He is a Fellow at the Far-Right Analysis Network 
(FRAN). He holds a PhD in Theory and Criticism from the Centre for the Study of Theory and 
Criticism at Western University in Canada. He is currently writing a book on the history of the 
“Cultural Marxism conspiracy theory.” 



"The Future is the Past" - history-themed conspiracy theories in the context of the 
Ukrainian war. 

Andreas Ventsel (University of Tartu) 
 

 
This paper examines the link between Russia's strategic culture and conspiracy theories in the 
Ukrainian war context. Central to Russia's culture is the perception of encirclement by foreign 
adversaries and a belief in their intent to destabilize and destroy Russia. A 2018 Disinfo Portal 
study indicates Russian conspiracy theories often suggest a plot to alter history against Russia. 
Such distortions, believed to shame and demoralize Russians, support enemy plans to weaken 
Russia. Historical narratives tie closely to identity, making the fears in these theories rooted in 
cultural mechanisms. Those labelled 'enemies' in these conspiracy theories vary—spanning 
factions, groups, and nationalities—yet their descriptions often echo similar motifs and images. 
From a semiotic view, socio-cultural settings might possess an archetypal enemy image with 
diverse manifestations. The presentation explores the features of conspiracy theories on 
Ukrainian history in the Russian Federation's communication. It evaluates how these theories 
emphasize the 'us-versus-them' contrast, rooted in Russian cultural memory, reinforcing their 
political narrative and justifying the war against Ukraine. 
 
 
Andreas Ventsel is a professor of political and sociosemiotics at Tartu University, Estonia. 
His research combines semiotics, discourse theory, strategic communication, political analysis.  
He is the author of books Strategic Conspiracy Narratives: A Semiotic Approach (Routledge 
2020, co-author M-L. Madisson), Introducing Relational Political Analysis: Political 
Semiotics as a Theory and Method (Palgrave 2020, co-author P.Selg) and Hidden symbols and 
secret societies. The world of meaning in conspiracy theories (Postimees 2023 in Estonian), 
co-authored M-L.Madisson, M.Lotman)  

 



Daria Khlevnyuk.  Conspiratorial memory vs conspiracy: Russian nationalist groups, 

conspiracy behind the USSR’s demise, and the Russo-Ukrainian War.  

  

In 2021, the National Liberation Movement (NOD), a nationalist social movement backed by 

the Russian state, started gathering signatures to petition the Russian Supreme Court to 

overrule the USSR’s breakup. The petition claims that the dissolution of the USSR was 

unlawful and resulted from a conspiracy between Mikhail Gorbachev and other key 

politicians of the time. As the full invasion started and progressed, the activists started 

referring to their petition as a way to stop the war.  

 

The idea that the dissolution of the USSR was a conspiracy is not new; in fact, it has been 

circulating in other milieus, especially pro-Soviet communities. In those communities the 

USSR’s demise is a conspiratorial memory: a part of their memory work regarding the Soviet 

past. 

  

This paper presents a social media study of pro-Soviet and state-sponsored nationalist 

groups such as the NOD. I put forward two points. One is about the different uses of 

conspiratorial memory: as grounds for a future-oriented dismantling the conspiracy work and 

as part of memory work. Secondly, as an instance of state appropriation of ‘counter-

memory.’  

 

 

Daria Khlevnyuk is a postdoctoral fellow at the University of Amsterdam, part of the ERC-

funded research project Conspiratorial Memory: Cultures of Suspicion in Post-Socialist 

Europe. Her current research engages with the ‘old left’ memory culture in Russia, pro-

Soviet memory communities, difficult pasts, and contested collective memories. She 

published on museum exhibitions on the Soviet repressions in Russian regions and online 

memories. 

 



Oksana Belova-Dalton 

University of Tartu 

 

Conspiracy theories spread by the far-right patriotic opposition to Putin’s regime 

during Russia’s war on Ukraine 

 

Conspiracy theories are inherently linked with extremism (Cassam, 2022). Despite legitimate 

concerns with the Russian government and their matter-of-fact expression, some key figures 

of the patriotic opposition express their anti-government stance along the lines of the new 

world order conspiracy. Owing to the increased censure of the regime’s political opponents, 

they express their conspiratorial beliefs in more detail in their literary works rather than on 

Telegram channels. One such literary work is The Torch of New Russia (2023) by Pavel 

Gubarev, the current leader of the Angry Patriots’ Club. As per Gubarev, Russian soldiers in 

the Donbas fight primarily against the Russian elite, who, guided by American agents, seized 

the country’s resources after the fall of the Soviet Union with a desire to join the circle of 

Westerners who rule the world. The fight also aims to prevent the unfolding of the new world 

order, which is to feature caste and slavery and where the world’s elite will annihilate the 

masses. This presentation analyses documentaries and YouTube streams of the far-right 

patriotic opposition with a focus on the use of the new world order conspiracy as part of civil 

society activism to challenge Putin’s regime. 

 

 

 

Oksana Belova-Dalton, PhD, is a research fellow in international relations at the Johan Skytte 

Institute of Political Studies, University of Tartu. Her research interests include Russia 

Studies as well as issues and structures of terrorism. She currently focuses on the far-right 

opposition to the Putin’s regime during Russia’s war on Ukraine. She has published in the 

Journal of Language and Politics, Border and Security Management, as well as Proceedings 

of Estonian Academy of Security Sciences. 



Anastasiya Astapova (University of Tartu) 

“Conspiracy Theories among Russian-Speakers in Estonia: Two Years after the War in 
Ukraine” 

The talk will concentrate on conspiratorial thinking around the war in Ukraine among Russian 
speakers in Estonia, as it has developed in two years after the invasion. As other minorities 
whose conspiratorial thinking after the pandemic has rather remained a matter of stereotypes 
than of research, the Russophone minority in Estonia is often thought of as a the most plausible 
target of the Kremlin disinformation. In my talk, based on the extensive longitudinal 
ethnography of different Russophone groups, I will tackle conspiracy theories around the war 
in Ukraine as they emerged at the beginning of the war and developed after, demonstrating that 
they have been far from static. I will explore the reasons and vulnerabilities behind this group’s 
conspiratorial thinking, which are much more complex than a mere result of the propaganda. 
Finally, I will analyze other narratives that tend to gravitate toward conspiracy theories about 
the war and some genres that, as ethnography shows, often accompany conspiracy talk, such 
as humor. 



Conference “Conspiracy Theories, Populism, and the War Against Ukraine: Manifestations and 

Consequences” 

 

Human trafficking conspiracy theories in Russian disinformation campaigns  

Yelyzaveta Monastyrova, the Open University 

Abstract 

This paper analyses the use of human trafficking narratives as an element of the 

(dis)information strategy of the Russian Federation in its war against Ukraine. Human 

trafficking as a subject of conspiracy theories was recently explored in the US context, where 

exaggerated and misguided claims on sex trafficking as a threat to the American society are 

contended to impede anti-trafficking action, reinforce power imbalances, curtail victims’ 

perspectives, and ultimately feed into right-wing populist discourses.1 However, the concerted 

distribution by a range of Russian state officials and sources close to the Russian state, of 

falsified accounts on trafficking and/or sexual exploitation of Ukrainian women and, especially 

orphaned, children, as well as of trafficking of deceased soldiers’ bodies for organ harvesting, 

has little in common with the conservative sexual and immigration agendas. Rather, it 

contributes to the overarching tasks of discrediting Ukraine and its allies and negating systemic 

sexual violence, deportation of children and torture of POWs, perpetrated by the Russian forces 

in Ukraine. Nevertheless, such trafficking stories are enabled, and the messages made less 

blatant, by the pre-existing trafficking conspiracy theories, in which terms they are couched, as 

well as by the image of Ukraine within the mainstream international anti-trafficking discourse. 

 

Bio 

Yelyzaveta Monastyrova is a PhD candidate (2022-2025) at the Law School of the 

Open University. Her dissertation focuses on the inclusion of exploitation of citizens into the 

anti-trafficking regimes in Spain, Ukraine and the UK, and the relationship between 

victimhood and citizenship. Yelyzaveta holds an International Master degree in South 

European Studies from the University of Glasgow and a BA in International Relations from 

the Oles Honchar Dnipro National University.  

 
1 Scott D Watson, “Conspiracy Theories and Human Trafficking: Coercive Power, Normative Ambiguity and 

Epistemic Uncertainty,” [2023] Journal of Human Trafficking, 

<https://doi.org/10.1080/23322705.2023.2193926>; Mirelle Raza & Kyleigh Feehs, “Dispelling Sex Trafficking 

Conspiracy Theories: The Truth Behind Who Is Recruited by Traffickers and How” [2023] 29(3) Wm. & Mary 

J. Race, Gender, & Soc. Just. 653; Maureen C Kenny, Claire Helpingstine & Tracy Borelus, “Conspiracy Theories 

of Human Trafficking: Knowledge and Perceptions Among a Diverse College Population,” [2023] Journal of 

Human Trafficking <https://doi.org/10.1080/23322705.2023.2225367> 



Boris Nordenboos (University of Amsterdam) 
 
“Nuclear Conspiracism in Times of War” 
 
Since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, the Kremlin has repeatedly 
disseminated conspiracy theories about Western and/or Ukrainian scheming at the Zaporizhzhia 
Nuclear Power Plant. This paper traces these allegations back to a Soviet/Russian tradition of 
Chornobyl-themed conspiracy theories. Specifically, it analyzes persistent journalistic 
speculations and cultural imaginations of Chornobyl as a Western-planned sabotage operation.  
 
The paper employs a combination of qualitative cultural analysis and quantitative digital 
methods. Zooming in on recent Russian-language film and television as well as a database of 
state-backed news coverage on Telegram, it discusses how nuclear conspiracism is bound up 
with speculations about the “real forces” behind the Soviet Union’s collapse. Picking up on 
such speculations, some Chornobyl-themed theories even imagine alternative histories and 
radiant futures that would have unfolded if not for the enemies' nefarious interventions in 1986.  
 
My analyses suggest that the conspiratorial memory of Chornobyl has recently been coopted 
for the Kremlin’s neo-imperialist propaganda. Specifically, propagandistic stories about the 
Zaporizhzhia power plant insinuate that, this time, Russia’s imperial ambitions will not be 
undermined by the West’s nuclear sabotage. 
 
 
Boris Noordenbos is an Associate Professor of Literary and Cultural Analysis at the University 
of Amsterdam, The Netherlands, and is affiliated with the Amsterdam School for Cultural 
Analysis. He is the author of, among others, Post-Soviet Literature and the Search for a Russian 
Identity (2016). Boris is also the Principal Investigator in the ERC-funded research project 
“Conspiratorial Memory: Cultures of Suspicion in Post-Socialist Europe” (2021–2026). 



Alina Mozolevska (Petro Mohyla Black Sea National University, Mykolaiv, Ukraine) 

“Memetic Warfare and Conspiracies about the Russo-Ukrainian War in Social Media 
Communication” 

The current Russia’s war in Ukraine has put an end to a long period of peace in Europe leading to 
deep geopolitical transformations and posing many challenging issues to contemporary society. 
Notably, this conflict has also manifested as an information war that extends beyond the battleground 
and is disseminated and processed by millions. New war narratives are being created, narrated, and 
consumed on Facebook, Twitter, Telegram, Instagram and TikTok. At the same time, social media 
platforms amplify mis- and disinformation about the Russian invasion of Ukraine, propagating 
alternative narratives, conspiracy theories and fake news. The flows of disinformation circulate 
Russia’s vision of the geopolitical future of Ukraine, denying its agency and right for independence. 
This paper investigates the dissemination and impact of memes related to the Russo-Ukrainian War 
circulated on Russian and Ukrainian social networks, exploring how they contribute to the 
construction of alternative narratives about the side of the conflict and global geopolitics. Using 
Discourse Multimodal Analysis, the study seeks to understand the mechanism of mediatization of key 
propagandistic narratives with the help of visual discourse with a special focus of popular culture 
artefacts such as cartoons, memes or popular visual art.  

 

Alina Mozolevska is an Associate Professor in the Faculty of Philology at Petro Mohyla Black Sea 
National University (Mykolaiv, Ukraine). She has a PhD in Linguistics with a major in Romance 
Languages from Taras Shevchenko National University in Kyiv (2015). Her research interests include 
Media Studies, Discourse Analysis and Border Studies and she has published on borders and identity 
in literary and political discourse. 



Abstract 

Nothing is What it Seems. Post-Truth, Disguise and Conspiratorial Memory in Sergei Loznitsa’s 

Donbass 

This paper centers on practices of disguise and confusion in cultural representations of the Russo-

Ukrainian war. More precisely, it focuses on the feature film Donbass (2016). Directed by Sergei 

Loznitsa – an international festivals regular and one of the most prolific Ukrainian movie directors 

– the film delves into the complexities of (re)mediated representations of the Russo-Ukrainian war. 

The film, known for its exploration of disguised and ambiguous identities and immersed in 

historical references, presents vignettes inspired by social media videos from Donbas in which 

tensions between truth and fakery unfold in many ways. As a critically acclaimed cultural 

representation of the Russo-Ukrainian war, the film will be the object of analysis in this paper. 

Herein, the central question concerns the trope of disguised identities and the conspiratorial 

intuition that nothing is what it seems. In other words, this paper will explore the workings of the 

trope of disguise as presented and employed in the film. Furthermore, it will examine how this 

trope creates confusion as both cultural and military tactic. This will be done through close reading 

and analysis of three key scenes in relation to the concepts of post-truth and conspiratorial memory. 

Bio 

Anna Greszta is a cultural anthropologist and a PhD researcher at the Amsterdam School for 

Cultural Analysis (ASCA), University of Amsterdam. She works in the ERC-funded 

Conspiratorial Memory project, focusing on cultural representations of the Russian war in Ukraine. 

Inspired by and immersed in cultural analysis and anthropological traditions, the project examines 

the intersections of memory and conspiracy cultures in the landscape of objects representing the 

war. Her previous research experience varies from examining Polish-Jewish relations and the 

memory of the Holocaust (BA in Ethnography, University of Warsaw, 2013-2016) to visual 

ethnography of discourses and practices of beauty in Ukraine (MSc in Anthropology, University 

of Copenhagen, 2017-2020). She is a co-founder of the Amsterdam-based volunteer group, 

Collect4Ukraine, dedicated to raising awareness about the Russian war in Ukraine. 

 



RUSSIAN BIOPOLITICAL PROPAGANDA AND LOCAL COLLABORATIONISTS: 

THE STORY OF MARIUPOL 

 

Andrey Makarychev 

Professor of Regional Political Studies 

Johan Skytte Institute of Political Science 

 

 This presentation introduces the concept of biopolitical propaganda as a peculiar manipulative 

tool aimed at artificially creating a sense of care, protection and ‘good life’ among the targeted 

population(s). As a part of apparatuses of biopower, this type of a post-truth misinformation 

technique focuses on routine issues of everyday human existence, including food consumption, water 

and energy supplies, living conditions and similar matters. I am going to delve into the content of 

Russian biopolitically propagandistic and conspiratorial toolkit broadly instrumentalized after the 

occupation and annexation of Mariupol as a result of the full-fledged invasion in Ukraine. In this 

context I unpack the ‘Russian world’ doctrine as a biopolitical instrument. By the same token, the 

paper identifies and categorizes vernacular narratives that accepted the Russian rule over the city and 

legitimize voices of local collaborationists. I typologize these narratives along the lines of such core 

biopolitical categories as “bare life” and “happy life” (Giorgio Agamben), normalization (Michel 

Foucault), belonging and non-belonging, and abandonment. In line with the methodologies of visual 

and discourse analysis, my empirical data base consists of several dozens of video recorded pieces of 

evidence, including first-hand testimonies, interviews, video blogs and other visuals in Ukrainian and 

Russian languages.    

 

Andrey Makarychev is Professor of Regional Political Studies at the University of 
Tartu Johan Skytte Institute of Political Studies. He teaches courses on "Globalization", 
"Political Systems in post-Soviet Space", "Regional Integration in post-Soviet Space", "Visual 
Politics", and “The Essentials of Biopolitics”. He is the author of Popular Biopolitics and 
Populism at Europe’s Eastern Margins (Brill, 2022), and co-authored four monographs: 
Celebrating Borderlands in a Wider Europe: Nations and Identities in Ukraine, Georgia and 
Estonia (Nomos, 2016), Lotman's Cultural Semiotics and the Political (Rowman and 
Littlefield, 2017), Critical Biopolitics of the Post-Soviet: from Populations to Nations 
(Lexington Books, 2020) and Practical Biopolitics of COVID-19: Comparing Russian and 
Indonesian Experiences (Lexington Books, 2023). He co-edited several academic volumes: 
Mega Events in post-Soviet Eurasia: Shifting Borderlines of Inclusion and Exclusion 
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), Vocabularies of International Relations after the Crisis in 
Ukraine (Routledge, 2017); Borders in the Baltic Sea Region: Suturing the Ruptures 
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2017). His articles have been published in such academic journals as 
Slavic Review, Journal of International Relations and Development, Political Geography, 
Slavic Military Review, Eurasian Geography and Economics, Alternatives, Nationalities 
Papers, Journal of Borderland Studies, among others. 
 

 



Never take a single cent of Russian money: 

Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine as a sequence of Kremlin funding French far-right 

 

The proliferation of conspiracy theories centers on two primary elements: the individuals 

disseminating them and the channels through which they communicate. These individuals serve 

as the main conveyors of conspiratorial narratives on social media platforms and news media. 

Within the context of the French far-right, the Russo-Ukrainian war becomes a significant target 

for conspiracy theories, as narratives emerge that seek to shape perceptions and interpretations of 

the conflict within this specific political milieu. Allegations and concerns about potential Russian 

influence on European political figures have been subjects of discussion and investigation. 

Marine Le Pen, as the leader of the far-right National Rally party in France, has faced 

accusations of receiving financial support from Russia, raising questions about the possible 

implications for European geopolitics. Le Pen’s connection with Russia impacted the diplomatic 

landscape, with potential repercussions on international efforts to address the conflict. The 

research assumes that financial backing from the Kremlin influenced Le Pen's political stance 

and policy decisions concerning Russia and Ukraine, especially after the beginning of the full-

scale invasion. This study will uncover the instrumentalization of the Russian full-scale invasion 

of Ukraine in the relation to financial connections between Kremlin and French far-right. Using 

CDA approach the paper will analyze the propagation of conspiracy ideas on social media that 

followed the debates between Emmanuel Macron and Marine Le Pen during the 2022 French 

presidential campaign. 

 

 

 

Olena Siden - PhD student in Philology in Petro Mohyla Black Sea National University 

(Mykolaiv, Ukraine). I have been exploring themes of politics, populism and crisis since 2020. 

Now my scientific interest is dedicated to the reactions of French politicians (populists as well) 

to the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine.   

My research interests are critical discourse analysis, political discourse analysis, and social 

media communication.   
 

 

 



Franciszek Czech (Jagiellonian University, Cracow) 

“Reception of Conspiracist Fake News Related to War in Ukraine: The Case of Poland” 

 

Russian aggression in Ukraine generated a plethora of fake news in the Polish public sphere. In 
the research project conducted with Dr. Paweł Ścigaj in cooperation with the oldest Polish fact-
checking organization, Demagog.pl, I prepared a comprehensive list of conspiracist fake news 
shared on Polish social media in the first year of the full-scale war in Ukraine. After categorizing 
them into a number of groups, we conducted a representative public opinion poll to check the 
popularity of various clusters of fake news and to find out who believes in them. Hence, we 
have not only focused on the content of conspiracist fake news but also on their reception. My 
presentation aims to discuss the research project and its results. Thereby, it clears the way to 
understand the specific manifestations of conspiracy theories related to the war against Ukraine 
in its neighboring country. 

 

Franciszek Czech, Ph.D., political scientist and sociologist at Jagiellonian University, Cracow, 
Poland. In his research on political culture in Poland and Southeast Asia he focuses on 
conspiracy theories and political attitudes fueled by anxiety. He authored two books: Nightmare 
Scenarios. Sociological Study of Construction of Anxiety in the Globalization Discourse (2010), 
Conspiracy Narratives and Metanarratives (2015) [published in Polish]. His latest article is: 
Links between conspiracy thinking and attitudes toward democracy and religion : survey data 
from Poland, “Politics and Governance” 4/2022. 



Maria Plichta 

University of Amsterdam, 

ASCA (Amsterdam School for Cultural Analysis), Faculty of Humanities 

Abstract 

In a 2017 interview with the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, Jarosław Kaczyński announced his 

party’s desire to “eradicate the sick systems of post-communism and postcolonialism” that he sees 

as plaguing Polish politics and society. This statement made by the head of the ruling Law and 

Justice party is emblematic of a wider rhetorical trend in Polish political discourse: namely, a right-

wing capture and reappropriation of postcolonial categories to amplify national resentment (Bill 

2016; Degot and Riff 2021; Sowa 2020). Equating the post-communist condition with a 

postcolonial one serves a double purpose: it performs a simultaneous refusal of both the perceived 

Eastern and Western hegemonies, seen here as forever looming in the shadows in hopes of 

undermining Polish sovereignty. By imagining a rift between a primordial, “pure” body of a nation 

and its current form, “contaminated” by decades of foreign dependency, such rhetoric becomes a 

part of a larger conspiratorial discourse. This paper will explore how this dynamic manifests itself 

in the narratives around the 2010 Smoleńsk catastrophe, focusing on how collective memory of 

foreign domination is mobilised to create narratives of suspicion regarding the perceived collusion 

of foreign elites and local “compradorial” pro-Russian (or, alternatively, pro-Western) elites in 

orchestrating the presidential plane crash.   


Bio 

Maria Plichta is a PhD Researcher at the Amsterdam School for Cultural Analysis at the University 

of Amsterdam. Having graduated from the University of Łódź with a Cultural Studies degree, she 

relocated to the Netherlands to pursue a Research Master’s degree in Media Studies at the 

University of Amsterdam. Currently, she works as a member of the ERC-funded research project 

‘Cultures of Suspicion in Post-Socialist Europe. Conspiratorial Memory’. Her work investigates 

how the narratives of conspiracy around the 2010 Smoleńsk catastrophe are represented, primarily 

in visual culture, and the ways in which these representations function within a complex network of 

preexisting affective attachments, and within established cultural and social frameworks of memory. 



‘This isn’t a tinfoil hat conspiracy theory, it’s a conspiracy theory in the 
truest sense of the word’: On the epistemic-communicative practices of 
conspiratorial communities on Telegram 

Kinga Polynczuk-Alenius 
Institute of Philosophy and Sociology, Polish Academy of Sciences 
kinga.polynczuk@ifispan.edu.pl 

This paper reports on the pilot study of Polish conspiratorial communities on Telegram. Taking as its 
empirical focus conspiracy theories about Russia’s war on Ukraine, it investigates the epistemic-
communicative practices – that is, the distinct interpretative procedures and tacit heuristics used to 
propose, justify, evaluate, and legitimise contrarian knowledge claims in (mediated) communication – 
involved in collective conspiracy theorising. While we know something about the ‘crippled 
epistemology’ of conspiracy theories, their communicative aspect remains virtually unaddressed. 
However, given that much conspiratorial knowledge is generated collectively and passed on via 
various media, it stands to reason that mediated communication forms the epistemic backbone of 
modern conspiracy theorising. To bridge this gap, the paper grapples with questions such as: which 
evidence, sources, actors, and viewpoints are considered trustworthy, which are dismissed, and on 
what grounds? What concepts are brought to bear and how are they introduced? What heuristics (e.g., 
analogies, metaphors, comparisons) are mobilised and how? How is the relationship of conspiracy 
theories to official knowledge negotiated? What communication patterns (e.g., mono- or dialogical) 
are present? The paper also situates the identified epistemic-communicative practices in relation to 
populist epistemology and communication, on the one hand, and democratic epistemology and 
communication, on the other. 

Kinga Polynczuk-Alenius is a Marie Sklodowska-Curie PASIFIC Cofund Fellow and Assistant 
Professor at the Institute of Philosophy and Sociology at the Polish Academy of Sciences (PAS), 
where she works on the project titled ‘Mediated re/making of democratic imagination in Poland’. She 
is a media and communication scholar and prior to joining PAS, she held a Core Fellowship at the 
Helsinki Collegium for Advanced Studies.  

 



Dominik Zelinsky and Terezia Sabova (Slovak Academy of Sciences) 
“Conspiracy Theories in V4 Countries and the Russian Invasion of Ukraine” 
This research delves into the intricate web of conspiracy theories surrounding the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine, examining their prevalence and implications within the socio-political 
landscapes of Slovakia, Czechia, Poland, and Hungary (V4). Employing a mixed-methods 
approach, encompassing extensive survey research (n=2000 in each country) and insightful 
focus group discussions (1 focus groups in each V4 country), our study unveils the multifaceted 
dimensions of public perceptions and beliefs. 
In these Central European nations, our findings illuminate the symbiotic relationship between 
conspiracy theories and the rise of populist sentiments. Via an exploration of micro-polarisation 
through public and private conflicts about conspiracy theories, we dissect the ways in which 
these conspiratorial narratives contribute to the fragmentation of societies, fostering divisions 
at the grassroots level. 
By shedding light on the conspiracy theories surrounding the Russian invasion of Ukraine, our 
research seeks not only to comprehend the dynamics of public discourse but also to unravel the 
consequences of conspiracy theories for the private lives of people espousing conspiracy 
theories. Moreover, it focuses on a key geopolitical region of Central East Europe, which is 
bordering Ukraine, and seeks to palpate the differences of V4 countries which are – at least 
from the West - often seen as relatively homogeneous. 
 
Dominik Zelinsky is a Senior Researcher at the Sociology Institute, Slovak Academy of 
Sciences and PI. He earned his PhD at the University of Edinburgh, and was an ERC 
Postdoctoral Fellow at the University of Copenhagen. Currently, he is the PI of an APVV 
project “Pandemic Truths”, researching trust and conspiracy theories in V4 countries. His work 
appeared in journals such as Sociological Theory, Sociology, or American Journal of Cultural 
Sociology. 
 
Terezia Sabova is a PhD student at the Institute for Sociology of the Slovak Academy of 
Sciences in Bratislava, Slovakia. She focuses on Conspiracy Theories in education. She is 
involved in academic projects and currently serves as a team member in the "Pandemic Truths” 
Additionally, she is a part of an international CHANSE project titled “Researching Europe, 
Digitalisation, and Conspiracy Theories.” 



Péter, Krekó (Political Capital Institute, Budapest) 

“The Viral Warfare: Uncovering the Connection between Conspiracy Theories on COVID and 
the War in Ukraine” 

During times of crisis, conspiracy theories tend to proliferate – especially in polarized political 
environments. Existing research has shown that both the COVID-19 pandemic and the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine have spawned a surge in conspiracy theories. However, there is a notable 
gap in academic research concerning the interconnection between these two sets of conspiracy 
theories. Our preregistered representative survey study conducted in Hungary (N = 1000) 
investigates the interconnections between conspiracy theories about COVID-19 and the war in 
Ukraine, and the moderating role of trust, conspiracy mentality, political preference, and 
socio[1]demographic variables in this relationship. Hungary, a nation marked by exceptionally 
high levels of tribal polarization, and plagued by pervasive disinformation presents an ideal 
case for examining the polarizing nature of conspiracy theories. Contrary to the prevailing 
notion that a generalized mistrust links unrelated conspiracy theories, the research finds that 
specific, logically unrelated conspiracy theories can be horizontally connected to each other. 
We found that conspiracy theories about COVID-19 and vaccines were strongly related to 
conspiracy theories about the Russian invasion of Ukraine. This relationship persists 
independently of party preference, and neither mistrust in media nor Conspiracy Mentality can 
explain this relationship. Surprisingly, trust in domestic media positively predicted war-related 
conspiracy beliefs. These results, even if correlational, raise the possibility that conspiracy 
theories about COVID-19 (which preceded the invasion of Ukraine in February 2022) could 
serve as a "gateway theory," leading to the acceptance of war-related conspiracies. Our findings, 
in line with some previous research on “gateway theories” and the monological nature of 
conspiracy theories, suggest that communication interventions should address specific 
narratives rather than solely focusing on the “root cause” such as mistrust in institutions – which 
not always go hand in hand with conspiracy theorizing. Furthermore, building trust in official 
sources may worsen the problem in contexts where mainstream media spreads conspiracy 
theories. Thus, a nuanced, context-sensitive communication approach is essential in combating 
conspiracy theories effectively. 



Lili Turza (University of Tübingen) 
 
“‘He Who Pays the Piper Calls the Tune’: Conspiracy Theories of War and Peace in Viktor 
Orbán’s Hungary amidst the Russian Invasion of Ukraine” 
 
Viktor Orbán’s frequent use of catchy metaphors, idioms, neologisms, and proverbs will 
arguably provide inspiration for spin doctors and rich research material for rhetoric departments 
and political communication experts in the years to come. However, in addition, the Hungarian 
Prime Minister’s figures of speech often become central pieces of the conspiracy narratives 
that his government produces and spreads. Hungary’s rather contentious position with regards 
to the war in Ukraine and incentive to sabotage Western action against Moscow have been 
making headlines since the outbreak of the war in 2022. Orbán, as the self-proclaimed illiberal 
prophet of peace, rarely misses the chance to thoroughly explain his position to the Hungarian 
public: dangerous plots are unfolding on the international scene and the country’s utmost 
priority must be to “avoid being a pawn in someone else’s game”. As the theory goes, Brussels 
and the Hungarian opposition parties are dancing to the tune of George Soros’ whistle, favoring 
the interests of warmongers – who are determined to send military and financial support to 
Ukraine – instead of representing the people and striving for peace. In the meantime, the 
Hungarian government’s reluctance to show solidarity towards Ukraine gave ground to the 
theory among Orbán’s critics that he is in fact a puppet himself, acting on Russia’s behalf – 
Putin’s Trojan horse in the Western alliance. Building on ethnographic data, the paper provides 
an inquiry into the dominant conspiracy theories and narratives surrounding the war in Ukraine, 
reflecting on the wider societal and political consequences of Hungary’s rich conspiracy theory 
landscape and its impact on public discourse, knowledge production as well as language use. 
 
 
Lili Turza is a Ph.D. candidate at the Institute of Political Science at the University of Tübingen 
and part of the “PACT: Populism and Conspiracy Theory” research project. 



Nebojša Blanuša and Vedran Jerbić (University of Zagreb) 

“Conspiracy Theories on the Ukraine War in the ‘Balkan Triangle’: Comparative Analysis of 
Social Networks in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, and Serbia 

 

This paper studies the content and level of polarization of conspiratorial narratives in B&H, 
Croatia, and Serbia regarding the war in Ukraine. We name these three countries as the “Balkan 
triangle” because of their recent history of mutual wars and polarizations in the post-Yugoslav 
period. 

Immediately after the start of the Russian invasion, the mainstream media and political 
establishment in respective countries began applying frames of interpretation previously 
developed in wars they experienced in 1990s, together with nationally dominant geopolitical 
affiliations. In that sense, to position themselves towards the new international conflict, these 
carriers of influence invoked narratives of national traumas from the recent past, activating by 
that nationalistic sentiments and collective sense of threat. 

The dominant discourse in Croatia openly compared the position of Ukraine to its own from 
the early 1990s, describing it as an innocent victim attacked by more powerful aggressor, while 
the Russia was considered as the same as Serbia in the 1990s. This Manichean discourse 
remained stable until today, except for the Croatian President, who consistently opposed the 
policy of the current center-right government. He views the war in Ukraine as a proxy war 
between the USA and Russia which go over the Ukrainian back, sometimes expressing it in a 
conspiratorial way. On the contrary, the prime minister and several other government ministers 
often named the president as a “Russian player”. 

In contrast, the Serbian mainstream discourse was pro-Russian, especially among tabloids, 
which claimed at the very beginning of the war that Ukraine attacked Russia. Such an attitude 
is mostly informed by anti-Western and anti-NATO sentiment built through the Serbian 
experience of sanctions during the 1990s and NATO bombing in 1999, due to its active role in 
post-Yugoslav wars, especially the war in Kosovo. Another reason for the pro-Russian stance 
in Serbia is its historical allegiances with Russia, perceived as a big Slavic-Orthodox protector 
of Serbian political interests in the Balkans. Such an attitude is still present in some Serbian 
media and among extreme right-wing groups. However, the Serbian mainstream political 
discourse on the war in Ukraine was gradually redefined in terms of Russian aggression with 
mild sympathy for Ukraine, but without the imposition of sanctions on Russia. This change can 
be interpreted as an expression of Serbian political establishment’s delicate attitude towards EU 
integration, and worries about the status of Kosovo, still considered an integral part of Serbia. 
Furthermore, the president of Serbia compared the status of Kosovo as occupied in the same 
way as Ukraine’s regions, in order to support his stance and aggressive politics toward Kosovo, 
which further escalated after the breakup of the Ukraine war. On the other hand, Serbian politics 
and armed incidents on the north of Kosovo were interpreted in the region as a replica of 
Russian politics toward Ukraine, and part of wider Serbian plan in collusion with Russia to 
spread the conflicts in the Balkans in order to distract and weaken NATO and the EU. 
Moreover, such tendencies were also seen in the region as the renewal of Serbian territorial 
pretensions from the 1990s. Concerns about such pretensions were expressed in the Western 
Balkans even before the war in Ukraine, in 2021, as a response to the new political narrative of 



“Serbian world” (the Balkan version of “Russian world”), expressed by high officials in Serbia. 
Political elites and media in neighboring countries considered such rhetoric as the renewal of 
the Greater Serbia political plan, which produced political turmoil in Montenegro, as well as 
secessionist tendencies in the Republic of Srpska, the part of Bosnia and Herzegovina (B&H). 
Such secessionism was further amplified with the start of the war in Ukraine, often recognized 
by representatives of Bosniaks and Croats in B&H as the warmongering of the Russian 
“marionettes”, and the threat of spillover of the Ukraine war to the Western Balkans. 
Furthermore, in Sarajevo public protest against the war in Ukraine, slogans such as "Learn from 
Sarajevo - save Kiev!", “#Sarajevo ’92, #KИIВ ''22“, “Sarajevo understands“, etc. show 
empathy with Ukraine’s side based on its own war experience. 

All mentioned turbulences and reverberations of the Ukraine war has reactivated the bipolar 
opposition between territorial integrity of the state versus autonomy of its constitutive parts and 
their further merging with the so-called home country in the mainstream politics, media and the 
public in B&H, Croatia, and Serbia. The question is can we expect even bigger polarization in 
terms of circulating conspiracy theories in the social media of respective countries? Previous 
social network analysis (Brautović, 2023) of the regional disinformation ecosystem about the 
war in Ukraine - comprising B&H, Croatia, Montenegro, Serbia, and Slovenia - has revealed 
the existence of 21 interconnected clusters of Facebook pages and groups, dominated by 
Serbian pseudo and some mainstream media as the main purveyors of disinformation. Our study 
will be based on separate social network analysis, focused on conspiracy theories as a specific 
form of disinformation, conducted as a part of REDACT project. Furthermore, we shall perform 
qualitative analysis focused on questions: (1) whether regional conspiratorial discourses just 
reproduce, amplify or diverge from dominant political interpretations in B&H, Croatia and 
Serbia; (2) whether (and how) they refer to the mainstream discourses in developing conspiracy 
theories; (3) are there clear national differences in this regard, or some intra- and supra-national 
differences or antagonisms, including elements of a populist style of communication; and (4) 
whether by that social-network conspiracist actors contribute to even stronger polarization 
among their users in this region. 



Constanze Jeitler (University of Munich) 

“The Austrian Far Right and Russia from a Historical Perspective” 

This paper analyzes the FPÖ’s/far right’s discourse on the Russian attack on Ukraine, 
conspiracy theories and disinformation from a historical perspective: When, how and why did 
the position of the Austrian far right on Russia transform after 1989 (from foe to friend)? My 
hunch would be that it is linked to the re-emergence of the idea of “the decline of the west” 
(Untergang des Abendlandes, etc) when the party returned to its extremist ideological roots in 
the first decade of the new millennium. 

 



“By God, we shall drive them out!”: Conspiracy theories and illiberal politics of victimhood and 
revenge 

Abstract 

This paper focuses on how conspiracy narratives have been used to articulate a successful illiberal 
political offer in Slovakia. In recent years, Slovak politics have been marked by political volatility, 
personalization of politics, and increased polarization which have further undermined the trust in 
political institutions and procedures. Early 2020 saw the election of a broad right-wing coalition 
campaigning on a populist anti-corruption platform. However, the coalition’s fractious and erratic 
behavior, failure to deliver on their anti-corruption promises, and their unsuccessful pandemic 
management have provided a context in which conspiracy narratives have thrived. Ousted from 
power in 2020, Robert Fico’s social democrats (SMER-SD) pivoted towards the far right, cooperating 
with nationalist and fascist forces. Their communication in opposition focused on anti-vaccine 
disinformation, accusations of American influence and control over Slovak political leaders, pro-
Russian propaganda, attacks on civil society and independent media, and accusations of conspiracy 
to criminalize, silence, and even murder the functionaries of the previous government. This 
communication has been amplified by the broader conspiracy media ecosystem, which positioned 
their claims along superconspiracy narratives positing Slovakia as a unique victim of Covid tyranny, 
harmful western ideological imposition, pro-Ukrainian policies, and American control. Drawing on 
media content analysis and qualitative discourse analysis this paper will show how these conspiracy 
narratives have been utilized to construct multiple victimhoods requiring the political representation 
of revenge. 
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