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Background

The proliferation of conspiracy theories in digital spaces has been widely studied within
the English speaking digital context and spaces (Bracewell, 2021; Forberg, 2021;
Hannah, 2021). Attention has been paid to the emergence of dark platforms (Zeng &
Schafer, 2021) and their role in the proliferation of disinformation and conspiracy
narratives, the role they play in the global media ecosystem as well as to the effectivity
and tools meant to prevent the spread of false or conspiracy content (Cobbe, 2020).
Research has also focused on the role of influencers and digital opinion leaders in the
proliferation of conspiracy narratives on social media (Lewis, 2018). Authors such as
Remski (2020) and Baker (2022) focused on the overlap of lifestyle, spiritual and domestic
content on Instagram with far-right political narratives and conspiracies within the U.S.
and English-speaking influencer culture. The papers builds on the aforementioned
research and focuses on how influencers and digital opinion leaders engage in spreading
conspiracy theories in Czech and Slovak speaking online spaces. It builds on a case of
study of the proliferation of QAnon-related content among Czech and Slovak influencers
on Instagram and TikTok and analyses how this type of content moves from a) English
speaking spaces to local communities of Czech/Slovak influencers and their audiences
and b) how the content moves across platforms and gets mainstreamed in the process.

Methodology

The paper employs a mixed-method approach. It is informed by an ongoing digital
ethnography (Pink at al, 2016; Kozinets, 2020) of political radicalization among
influencers (participant and non-participant observation, semi-structured interviews).
Furthermore, the content created by the influencers was analysed using ethnographic
content analysis (Altheide&Schneider, 2013).

Analysis
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The analysis focuses on two selected narratives that are shared among Czech and
Slovak influencers and their audiences: a) the narrative that explains the COVID-19
pandemic as an orchestrated political event that serves the hidden elites (namely people
like Bill Gates and George Soros) as a tool to control the world population and b) the
narrative that anti-covid vaccines are poisoning the blood of vaccinated people, especially
children. These narratives became prominently visible in the Czech and Slovak discourse
and their origins can in many cases be traced back to U.S. based QAnon adjacent
websites such as for example GreeMedInfo.com or Questioningcovid.com. At the same
time, the influencers and their audiences employ various discursive practices to
recontextualize these narratives within the local political and societal context and framed
by symbolic references to authoritarian past of Central and Easter Europe (CEE) and
explains the intentions of world elites such as (Hungarian) George Soros as an attempt
to return to the past.

The paper proposes a structure for tracing the journey of conspiracy narratives from
English to Czech/Slovak speaking digital spaces: 1) the emergence of the narrative on a
website such as GreenMedInfo.com, in English 2) the posting of the narratives on a
platform that within the CEE spaces could be consider fringe (Bail 2012) such as Reddit,
8chan, Telegram or local web fora and discussion groups, were the content is translated
into a local language 3) the reposting of memes, banners or posts based on these
narratives in both English and Czech/Slovak within semi-closed communities such as
Facebook groups or parts of TikTok — | propose the term niche platforms to describe the
function of these platforms within the local context 4) the reposting by mainstream and
major influencers and in groups on mainstream platforms such as Facebook, Instagram
and parts of TikTok where the context of the original post with local narratives about
authoritarianism blurs and merges together and finally 5) following backlash from
mainstream publics and attempts at content moderation, the content moves to dark
platforms (Zeng & Schafer, 2021), within the Czech and Slovak speaking context now
mostly represented by Telegram.

The analysis presents a case study of the involvement of influencers and digital opinion
leaders in proliferating conspiracy content and traces the movement of content from one
platform to another via influencers and their audiences.

Significance

Since the movement of conspiracy narratives from U.S. / English-speaking environment
to smaller and more closed spaces such as the Czech/Slovak speaking online
communities is so far understudied, the proposed structure is meant as hypothesis that
describes how the content moves from fringe to mainstream spaces withing different local
contexts and what role do individual actors, such as influencers play in the process.
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