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Introduction’

In the past decade, global politics has undergone significant changes manifested by
democratic backsliding, a fragmentation of the international order, and a reversal of
economic globalisation. These trends were associated with the emergence of new
political actors questioning the existing status quo and arguing for significant revision
of the current institutional setting as well as the ideological principles guiding their
functions. Political scientists trying to make sense of these developments came up
with several theoretical frameworks describing the nature of newly emerging political
forces.” This article would like to position itself within the framework of illiberalism
which proved to be particularly useful for encapsulating the article’s main topic -
the ideological positions of conspiracy websites. The concept of illiberalism proved
useful, especially due to its ability to pinpoint positive values that newly emerging
political actors aim to achieve, allowing for their more nuanced and less normatively
biased analysis.

Concurrently, the space in which political debate is held has also changed due
to the transformation of the information space. The public debate has become sig-
nificantly democratised due to the widespread online connection, the emergence
of social media, and the decline of traditional gatekeepers such as the mainstream
media.? This development meant not only a change in the distribution and process-
ing of information but also influenced how political forces get organised in society.
The possibility of creating an online community with similar values and seeking to
achieve the same goals also opened the doors for social forces criticising the existing
liberal democratic system. In the Czech context, the notable actors of such an “uncivil
society” are conspiracy websites which have become one of the crucial topics of the
domestic public debate in the past several years concerning disinformation.*

The article aims to interconnect the topics mentioned above and try to under-
stand the ideological positions of Czech conspiracy websites in the framework of
the concept of illiberalism. Such an approach helps to cover the blind spots of both
areas since, in the Czech context, the term illiberalism was used primarily for political

The data were gathered within the framework of the research project ,Czech Elections in the Era

of Disinformation® (see JONAS SYROVATKA, and KRISTYNA SEFEiKOVA, ,,Ceské volby v éfe dezin-
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parties®, and conspiracy websites were perceived mostly in the context of the Russian
influence operations.® The article will expand upon existing knowledge by providing
a different context for interpreting the ideological position of conspiracy websites
and putting these political actors into the broader context of developments in the
region. The article uses the Czech Parliamentary elections 2021 as the context for
conducting this analysis since conspiracy websites became involved in the debate
about the election, and it was possible to evaluate their ideological position based on
their approach to the political parties.

The article will proceed to present its findings as follows. Firstly, it will describe
the evolvement of the concept of illiberalism, which served as an underlying theoret-
ical framework for the analysis, and highlight its intersection with the dissemination
of conspiracy theories. Secondly, the article elaborates on the definition of conspiracy
websites in the context of the Czech information space, which allows for defining the
units of analysis. The third section deals with the research method and explains the
underlying rationale for selecting particular websites and texts included in the re-
searched dataset. Finally, the article will elaborate on findings about the understand-
ing of Parliamentary elections 2021 by conspiracy websites. The sections focused on
the overall framing of the event, the role of the conspiracy websites in relation to the
electoral process and the depiction of positive and hostile political forces. These steps
will help underline the usefulness of the concept of illiberalism in understanding the
ideological standing of Czech conspiracy websites.

llliberalism, populism and conspiracy theories

The end of the Cold War accelerated the so-called “third wave of democratisation”,
which meant the dismantling of authoritarian regimes all over the world and the
introduction of the norms of liberal democracy.” However, this process varied sig-
nificantly among various countries, and therefore political scientists started to con-
template how to label states in transition which were neither fully democratic nor
authoritarian. The text most relevant for the purposes of this article is Zakaria’s paper
from 1997, in which he suggested that such states which held elections but lacked an
institutional system of checks and balances or disregarded human rights should be
called “illiberal democracies”. While the term itself did not really catch at the time,
his central premise — the separation of democratic processes from the endorsement

5 For example VLASTIMIL HAVLIK and ViT HLOUSEK, ,Differential Illiberalism: Classifying Illiberal
Trends in Central European Party Politics“, In ASTRID LORENZ and Lisa H. ANDERS (eds.), Illib-
eral Trends and Anti-EU Politics in East Central Europe, Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan,
2021, p. 111-136.

¢ For example ,Cesti elfové“ [online], Cesti-elfove.cz, 2022, accessed December 2022, available on-
line at https://cesti-elfove.cz/.

7 SAMUEL P. HUNTINGTON, “Democracy’s third wave.” Journal of Democracy 2 (2, 1991): p. 12-34.



CENTRAL EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF CONTEMPORARY RELIGION 1- 2 (2021) 25-46 28

of liberal values — served as fertile ground for the debate about political movements
that started to emerge around a decade and a half later.?

Interestingly, the term was not rediscovered by academics, but Prime Minister
Viktor Orbén used it in a speech in 2015 when he labelled the regime he would like to
establish in Hungary as an illiberal democracy. Some researchers utilised this trend to
describe the changes in countries’ governmental practices and institutional settings,
namely in Central and Eastern Europe.’ For others, this term was not as interesting as
a tool for describing the political regime but for defining the ideology that emerged
globally as an alternative against the dominating liberalism. Szelényi and Csillag
defined illiberalism as a “post-communist neo-conservative ideology” which “em-
phasises the value of patriotism, religion and traditional family values.” While they
derived their conclusion primarily from the Hungarian case, they also noted that this
thinking strongly resembles the opinions of socially conservative neoconservatives in
the USA." Therefore, it is unsurprising that this concept also proliferated in the US
when it was developed, particularly by Marlen Laurelle. She further contextualised
it by placing the emergence of illiberalism into a specific moment of crisis of liberal
democracy in the second decade of the 21st century. In Laruelle’s opinion, this fluid
ideology develops as an alternative to the dominating liberalism in countries which
experienced failure when applying its recipes for the development of society. The
alternative approach championed by proponents of illiberalism advocates for the ma-
joritarian principles in politics, a respect for traditional hierarchies, and a nation-cen-
tric and sovereign state. An important feature of this ideology - which is different
from traditional conservatism - is its radicality since it advocates for a shift from the
current liberal political order and a return to the past."

Laruelle’s active mapping of existing research initiatives operating with the term
illiberalism also allows us to see trending research themes in this field.”* Some re-
searchers focusing on Central Europe also took into account the impact of changing
political situation on the information space.” However, a link with another trending
research topic was missing - the emergence of conspiracy theories in the online in-
formation space. This is quite surprising, given that illiberal politicians often use con-
spiracy theories in their communication. Orban endorsing the conspiracy theories

8 FAREED ZAKARIA, “The Rise of Illiberal Democracy”, Foreign Affairs 76 (6, 1997): p. 22-43.

? YASCHA MOUNK, The People vs. Democracy, Cambridge, USA: Harvard University Press 2018,
393 p.

1 IvAN SzELENYI, and ToMAs CSILLAG, “Drifting from Liberal Democracy: Neo-Conservative
Ideology of Managed Illiberal Democratic Capitalism in Post-communist Europe”, Intersections 1
(1,2015): 18-48.

"' MARLENE LARUELLE, ,llliberalism: aconceptual introduction”, East European Politics 38
(2,2022): p. 303-327.

2 MARLENE LARUELLE (ed.), Conversations on Illiberalism: Interviews with 50 Scholars, Washing-
ton, D. C.: The George Washington University 2022, 289 p.

13 VAcLAV STETKA, JAROMIR MAZAK and LENKA VOCHOCOVA, “Nobody Tells us what to Write
about: The Disinformation Media Ecosystem and its Consumers in the Czech Republic”, Javnost -
The Public 28 (1, 2021): p. 90-109.
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about the influence of Jewish billionaire George Soros is a case in point.* However, it
is possible to step aside and take advantage of another term that emerged to describe
new political forces — populism. While currently, this term is discarded by most sci-
entists as overly vague, in the past was used to describe mostly the same political
actors as illiberalism does.” Moreover, since scholars studying populism also focused
on conspiracy theories, using their findings to draw hypotheses about the relation
between this phenomenon and illiberalism is beneficial.'®

In fact, the trope of populist rhetoric - a conflict between good people and the
corrupted elite - is similar to the assumptions of conspiracy theories about hidden
conspirators running various evil schemes. Therefore, it is hardly surprising that so-
called populist politicians and their supporters often tend to promote conspiracy the-
ories to achieve various objectives. " Since illiberalism also operates with the notion
of majoritarian support and presents itself as a radical alternative against the current
elite — which is not understood not only as political but also cultural and intellectu-
al - it is reasonable to assume that the tendency for endorsing conspiracy theories
will be similar. The article supports this concept by providing a case study of Czech
conspiracy websites, which can combine both themes in their content when talking
about political developments.

Conspiracy websites, uncivil society and Czech politics

In the past several years, Czech expert — and partly also public — debate dedicated
significant attention to disinformation. Research in this area generated a list of web-
sites spreading falsehoods, anti-system narratives, and pro-Russian messages. This
segment of the Czech information space — consisting of roughly 50 websites and as-
sociated profiles and groups on social media - turned into an interconnected ecosys-
tem whose readers, content, and adherence to journalistic standards are significant-
ly distinct from the consumers of mainstream media. *® In research, these platforms
were labelled differently depending on the broader topic - over the years, the same

'Y PETER PLENTA, “Conspiracy theories as a political instrument: utilisation of anti-Soros narratives
in Central Europe”, Contemporary Politics 26 (5, 2020): p. 512-530.

!> LARUELLE, “Illiberalism: a conceptual introduction”, p. 303-327.

!¢ BRUNO C. SiLvA, FEDERICO VEGETTI and LEVENTE L1TTVAY, “The Elite Is up to Something: Ex-
ploring the Relation between Populism and Belief in Conspiracy Theories”, Swiss Political Science
Review 23 (4,2017): p. 423-43.

'7 EIRIKUR BERGMANN, The Politics of Misinformation, Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan
2018, 152 p.

8 JONAS SYROVATKA, JULIE VINKLOVA, LINDSAY W0JTULA and ALENA ZIKMUNDOVA, “Dezinfor-
mace jako byznys”, [online], Prague Security Studies Institute, March 2020, accessed March 2022,
available online at https://www.pssi.cz/download//docs/8207_751-dezinformace-jako-byznys
.pdf.
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platforms were called anti-system', pro-Russian®, disinformation®, or conspiracy
websites??. While all these terms reflect certain features of their natures, none can
fully grasp their positioning towards Czech politics. For the purpose of the article, the
author decided to use the term “conspiracy websites” to label the analysed platforms
since this term seemed like the most logical choice given the nature of the journal’s fo-
cus and not as problematic and controversial as other alternatives.??

Conspiracy websites, however, should be perceived in a more nuanced way than
only as actors of information space - “alternative media” — producing content con-
trarian to the mainstream media. This perception is one-dimensional and ignores the
fact that most authors publishing on these platforms are highly politically engaged
and have the ambition not only to comment on ongoing events but actively shape
them through their actions. However, they do not intend to do so primarily by en-
tering into the political competition — with the notable exception of editor-in-chief
of Nova Republika Ivan David, who ran on the ballot of the far-right Freedom and
Direct Democracy (SPD) party in the European elections of 2019 and eventually was
elected into the European Parliament® - but by actively promoting particular ideas
in the information space.

A notable example is the so-called lithium affair that occurred in 2017 during the
campaign before the Parliamentary elections. The website Aeronet published the
article claiming that the Social Democratic Party (CSSD) was plotting with an Aus-
tralian mining company to steal the Czech lithium stock. The article framed this situ-
ation as a repetition of the corrupt privatisation of the 1990s and the precious metal
as the ultimate solution for all the troubles of the Czech economy.” The opponents of
CSSD then picked up the story — mainly the populist movement ANO - and used it

! ROBERT MALECKY, “Mapa Ceskych webovych médii. Hlavni proud, bulvar, investigace, dezin-
formatori a ti druzi” [online], Hlidaci Pes, November 2018, accessed December 2022, available
online at https://hlidacipes.org/mapa-ceskych-webovych-medii-hlavni-proud-bulvar-investigac
e-dezinformatori-a-ti-druzi/.

PATRIK URBAN, “Dezinformacim se v Cesku dafi. Proruské internetové zpravodajstvi ovlada par
hract, dohromady se vyrovnaji nejvétsim serverim v zemi” [online], Hospoddiské noviny, Feb-
ruary 2019, accessed December 2022, available online at https://domaci.hn.cz/c1-66477660
-dezinformacim-se-v-cesku-dari-proruske-internetove-zpravodajstvi-ovlada-par-hracu
-dohromady-se-vyrovnaji-nejvetsim-serverum-v-zemi.

“Vyroc¢ni zprava o stavu ¢eské dezinformacni scény pro rok 2021” [online], Bezpecnostni centrum
Evropské hodnoty, June 2022, accessed December 2022, available online at https://europeanvalues
.cz/cs/annual-report-on-the-state-of-the-czech-disinformation-scene-for-2021/.

»Atlas konspiraci“ [online], Altaskonspiraci.cz, 2022, accessed March 2022, available online at
https://atlaskonspiraci.cz/Hlavn%C3%AD_strana.

Terminological debate in detail in JONAS SYROVATKA, “Dezinformacni Babylon II. — jak (ne)nazy-
vat Sifitele dezinformaci?” [online], Aktudiné, July 2019, accessed December 2022, available online
at https://blog.aktualne.cz/blogy/jonas-syrovatka.php?itemid=34417.

“Autori: MUDr. Ivan David, CSc.” [online], Novd Republika, 2022, accessed December 2022, avail-
able online at https://www.novarepublika.online/author/david.

MARTIN EHL, ,,Stfed Evropy Martina Ehla: Aféra lithium - z proruskych servert az do snémovny*
[online], Hospoddrské noviny, November 2017, accessed March 2022, available online at https://
archiv.hn.cz/c1-65955890-stred-evropy-martina-ehla-afera-lithium-se-zrodila-na-konspiracnim
-proruskem-serveru-pres-babise-se-dostala-do-snemovny-a-zrejme-ovlivnila-volby.
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to boost their election campaign and attract potential voters of the Social Democrats.*®
Aeronet continued to be actively involved in politics and expressed support primarily
for the SPD. However, something happened in 2019, and the websites started to be
very critical towards the SPD chairman Tomio Okamura.”” The situation escalated
further before the European elections in 2019 when Aeronet launched a negative
campaign against several candidates on the SPD ballot. On the other hand, the web-
site expressed support for Hynek Blasko — who was also running for SPD - which
probably helped him get enough preferential votes to enter the European Parliament
despite being on the bottom of the candidate list.* The approach of other conspiracy
websites towards political events was definitely less expressive than in the case of
Aeronet, but they also provided voting recommendations and regularly commented
on current events.*

These examples illustrate that the authors publishing on conspiracy websites per-
ceived themselves as public intellectuals challenging the existing status quo and ad-
vocating for specific political agendas. To better understand the multifaceted nature
of conspiracy websites, it is useful to revisit the concept of uncivil society, which was
introduced in the early 2000s. This concept aimed to address the fact that freedom to
organise in a democratic society also opens this possibility for forces hostile to the lib-
eral political system, such as neo-Nazi movements.** Czech conspiracy websites were
also considered in this conceptual framework since Guasti mentioned the website
Protiproud in his account of movements protesting against migration from Muslim
countries in 2015.* The similarity with the underlining assumption of illiberalism -
mainly a challenge to the existing political system and its ideological framework is
obvious. However, as far as the author is aware, in the context of Central and Eastern
Europe, the research on illiberalism was mostly limited to political parties and did
not investigate its proponents in a broader social and intellectual milieu yet.** The

% KATERINA SAFARIKOVA, ,Posledni vahajici voli¢e vehnalo do naruce ano lithium*“ [online], Re-
spekt, October 2017, accessed March 2022, available online at https://www.respekt.cz/politika
/posledni-vahajici-volice-vehnalo-do-naruce-ano-lithium.

¥ JONAS SYROVATKA, ,Aeronet, SPD a konec jednoho pratelstvi“ [online], Aktudlné.cz, March 2019,
accessed March 2022, available online at https://blog.aktualne.cz/blogy/jonas-syrovatka.php?
itemid=33684.

% JONAS SYROVATKA, FILIP LUKAS and Nikos STEPANEK, ,Ceské volby v éfe dezinformaci: Ev-

ropské volby 2019“ [online], Prague Security Studies Institute, June 2001, accesed March 2022,

available online at https://www.pssi.cz/download//docs/8412_705-evropske-volby-2019-analyza

.pdf.

Compare JoNA§ SYROVATKA and JarosLAv HRrocH, ,Ceské volby v éfe dezinformaci: Prezi-

dentské volby 2018 [online], Prague Security Studies Institute, February 2018, accesed December

2022, available online at https://www.pssi.cz/publications/32-czech-presidential-election-2018.

% SiMoNE CHAMBERS and JEFFREY KoPSTEIN, “Bad Civil Society”, Political Theory 29 (6, 2001):
p. 837-865.

3 PETRA GUASTI, “Same Same, but Different: Domestic Conditions of Illiberal Backlash Against
Universal Rights in the Czech Republic and Slovakia”, in ASTRID LORENZ and LisA H. ANDERS
(eds.), Illiberal Trends and Anti-EU Politics in East Central Europe, Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave
Macmillan 2021, p. 179-206.

3 For overview of the field see LARUELLE, “Conversations on Illiberalism”, 289 p.
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article aims to bridge this gap and argues that Czech conspiracy websites are one of
the actors of an uncivil society guided by this ideological framework.

Research approach

While analysing the manifestations of illiberalism on conspiracy websites, the arti-
cle used the dataset collected within the framework of the Parliamentary Elections
2021 in the Era of Disinformation project conducted by the think-tank Prague Secu-
rity Studies Institute. The project aimed to map the content of articles published by
Czech conspiracy websites related to political developments four weeks before the
Parliamentary elections held on October 7th 2021. The dataset consisted of articles
mentioning political parties participating in the elections published on selected con-
spiracy websites whose wider reach allowed them to shape the discussion in certain
segments of the Czech information space.” The article utilises the part of the dataset
- excluding the Russian propagandistic outlet Sputnik CZ due to its different na-
ture — and focuses on eight websites run by Czech citizens - AC24, Aeronet, CZ24
News, Cesko aktuilné, Novi Republika, New World Order Opposition (NWOO),
Pravy prostor, and Protiproud. These websites are also notorious for their ambition
to comment on or even shape the Czech public debate, and therefore it was natural to
expect that they would try to play an active role before the Parliamentary elections.

In total, the analysed websites published 343 articles mentioning political parties
participating in the elections. Upon reading them closely, one could identify the con-
spiracy websites’ position towards specific parties and better understand their overall
interpretation of politics. The analysis was informed by the conceptual framework
of illiberalism as described above. Therefore, the main themes represented in the
observed texts were the interpretation of the nature of the elections and the position
of this event in relation to politics in general and the portrayal of negatively and pos-
itively perceived political forces, such as Czech political parties or other actors influ-
encing the elections. Focusing on this area allows constructing the ideological map of
the analysed conspiracy websites’ attitudes. Importantly the article does not attempt
to present the position of each of the websites individually but understands them as
a coherent opinion group. At first glance, this approach might be problematic since it
means that it groups quasi-media mimicking regular news outlets (like AC24 or CZ24
News) and opinionated websites with one dominating author (such as Aeronet) or
multiple authors (for example Pravy prostor) together.* This diversity, however, does
not mean that conspiracy websites promote radically different opinions, as will be
demonstrated in the next chapter.

3 SYROVATKA and SEFGIKOVA, ,Ceské volby v ére dezinformaci, https://www.pssi.cz/download
//docs/9417_parliamentary-elections-2021-analysis.pdf.

¥ For more nuanced view on identity of conspiracy websites see SYROVATKA et al., “Dezinformace
jako byznys”, https://www.pssi.cz/download//docs/8207_751-dezinformace-jako-byznys.pdf.
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Moreover, it is possible to identify a certain sense of community in some of the
articles on all conspiracy websites. For instance, Lubomir Man, in an article pub-
lished on the website NWOO, claimed that the Czech media space is divided into two
worlds that formed along the lines of the supporters of the opposing candidates in the
Presidential elections 2018. However, in his mind, the world of Jiti Draho$ support-
ers controls the majority of the mainstream media, which means that the voices of
supporters of Milo§ Zeman remain underrepresented. Man claimed that alternative
media — despite their limited financial and human resources - have to play the role of
spokesmen of the silent majority and contribute to “awakening” society.* Recurring
comments as such justify treating the selected group of conspiracy websites as the
unit of analysis.

The selection of the period before the Parliamentary elections 2021 was rather
pragmatic since this event was central to Czech political life, which means conspir-
acy websites focused on this specific topic. They also got the opportunity to clearly
manifest their viewpoints while commenting on individual political parties partici-
pating in the elections. This fact was even more important since the political dynamic
before the election suggested that it would be possible to observe a struggle over the
leading position in the far-right part of the political spectrum as the dominant SPD
was challenged by the newly established parties Tricolour and Volny blok.*® As the
next section shall explain, this competition was far less fierce than initially anticipat-
ed. However, its interpretation by conspiracy websites demonstrated that they were
careful to get involved only with individual political actors and try to act as media-
tors and bridges between political actors. Such positioning reaffirms the notion that
conspiracy websites are not solely information sources but seek to shape political
development actively, and therefore it is logical to perceive them through the lens of
uncivil society.

Parliamentary elections 2021 through the lens of conspiracy websites

The Czech parliamentary elections of 2021 can be perceived along several main con-
flicting lines. On one level, they represented a contest between the populist party
ANO, led by billionaire and former Prime Minister Andrej Babis, and his opponents
gathered into two coalitions - the right-wing SPOLU (composed of the Civic Demo-
crats (ODS), Christian Democrats, and TOP 09) and the centrist coalition of the Pi-
rate Party and the Mayors and Independents. The conflict between these two camps

% LuBoMiR MAN, “Jsme pred volbami. A kdo jediny to do néas husti?” [online], Parlamentni listy,
September 2021, accessed March 2022, available online at https://www.parlamentnilisty.cz/arena
/nazory-a-petice/Lubomir-Man-Jsme-pred-volbami-A-kdo-jediny-to-do-nas-husti-678381.

¥ MICHAELA RAMBOUSKOVA, “Volny blok jde do voleb s Délnickou stranou. Okamura kandiduje
sam” [online], Seznam Zprdvy, June 2021, accessed December 2022, available online athttps: //www
.seznamzpravy.cz/clanek/volny-blok-jde-do-voleb-s-delnickou-stranou-okamura-kandiduje
-sam-167843.
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was fierce. Babi$ was depicted in the campaigns of both coalitions as the ultimate
threat to Czech democracy, which might even endanger its affiliation with Western
institutions such as the European Union (EU).” On the contrary, the party ANO
launched a smear campaign against the Pirate Party, claiming that its representatives
wanted to open the Czech Republic to migration from Muslim countries.*® In the
end, the coalition SPOLU won the elections by a very close margin and formed the
government with the Pirate Party and the Mayors and Independents.”

As mentioned in the previous chapter, another conflict defining the 2021 Parlia-
mentary elections concerned the representation of anti-system voters. In the pre-
vious electoral cycle, this group was represented by the Communist Party and the
SPD. However, before the elections, several parties competing for the same voters
emerged - Tricolour, formed by former members of the ODS and presenting itself
as the defender of conservative values; Prisaha led by a former policeman who be-
came famous due to his investigation of high-profile corruption cases; and Volny blok
formed around the anti-vaccination movement.*’ For a while, it seemed that it would
be possible to see a significant reshaping of the parties representing the anti-system
sentiments in the Czech Parliament. In the end, skilful political campaigner and SPD
chairman Okamura managed to maintain the SPD’s position as the strongest anti-sys-
tem party by gaining almost 10% of all votes. Other political subjects did significantly
worse since none exceeded the 5% threshold for entering the Parliament. Therefore
around 650 000 voters favouring anti-system parties did not get representation in
the Parliament, which may have further exacerbated their frustrations with the dem-
ocratic system.* Both anti-system parties and conspiracy websites can significantly
benefit from this situation.

Elections as a component of a global ideological struggle

Conspiracy websites suggested yet another way of interpreting the elections. For
them, the key development did not occur in the Czech Republic - instead, local elec-
tions were merely a minor component of the ongoing global ideological struggle. This
Manichean fight took place between two forces - the evil globalists and the good
patriots. The globalist forces aimed to undermine the independence of national states

3

N

“SPOLU odstartujeme velkou zménou” [online] ODS, September 2021, accessed December 2022,
availableonlineathttps://m.facebook.com/ods.cz/photos/a.398294272699/10159671934712700/.
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and transfer all decision-making to the international level, to unelected bureaucratic
structures — for instance, into the hands of the EU. Another goal was imposing their
neo-Marxist cultural and ideological values on nations in Central and Eastern Europe,
as they had already successfully done in the West. Against them stood patriotic forces
championing national sovereignty, maintaining traditional values, building a strong
and populous nation, and preventing migration from countries with different cultural
values — meaning primarily Muslim ones. These points apparently resonate with the
illiberal ideology’s perception of a political struggle.** This overarching framework
defined the perception of individual political parties participating in the elections.
Conspiracy websites formulated their approach to them based on assessing which
side of the struggle between globalists and patriots they took. However, as demon-
strated further, the websites were not entirely bound by this worldview and could
also use their endorsement pragmatically based on how the political situation devel-
oped.

Conspiracy websites did not perceive themselves as impartial observers but open-
ly declared that they were supporters of the patriotic forces. This acknowledged bias
informed their understanding of the legitimacy of information sources which was
associated with their ability to represent the interest of a particular social group. The
most transparent definition of this position was demonstrated by the already men-
tioned Lubomir Man, who defined the conspiracy sources as the representatives of
Milo§ Zeman’s voters.** This view also formed the perception of other actors in the
information space, who - according to the conspiracy websites — could not stay neu-
tral within the ongoing ideological struggle. The criticism directed at mainstream
media - particularly the Czech Television — was motivated not only by their alleged
subordination to globalists but also by their dishonesty since they did not admit this
ideological position. Conspiracy websites claimed to uncover this trick and called
the Czech Television out as one of the interest groups trying to gain more power in
the political arena.** As mentioned previously, conspiracy websites felt overwhelmed
due to a lack of resources and the domination of mainstream media in the informa-
tion space. In their view, they were in the defensive position and under the attack of
various arms of globalist forces.

However, this position of dissidents seemed to motivate them to persist, although
it was sometimes possible to detect their frustration with the political developments.

e

2 VLASTIMIL PODRACKY, “Cerné totalita za¢ina 17i” [online], Parlamentni listy, September 2021,
accessed March 2022, available online at https://www.parlamentnilisty.cz/arena/nazory-a-petice
/Vlastimil-Podracky-Cerna-totalita-zacina-lzi-678341 (‘The article was published at Pravy prostor).
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This feeling was widespread after the announcement of the election results since the
coalition government of SPOLU, the Pirate Party, and the Mayors and Independents
was the worst possible outcome for conspiracy websites. Since these parties were per-
ceived as globalist puppets, the websites predicted that the new government would
pursue their agenda and try to introduce all these terrible things we can see in West-
ern Europe into the Czech Republic.* In order to overcome their frustration from the
election results, conspiracy websites claimed that this event was only one - and not
very significant — part of the long-term struggle between globalists and patriots. One
battle might be lost, but the war was far from over, and the websites could look into
the future with a certain optimism. They pointed out that a new government consist-
ing of five parties would be fragile and have to deal with various economic challenges.

On the other hand, patriotic forces would have time to consolidate and — with the
help of conspiracy websites — reach out to disappointed citizens and offer them an
alternative to the current government.* Interestingly, conspiracy websites still oper-
ated within the framework of democratic institutions and did not call for a revolution
but planned to wait for the next elections. This attitude shows that their anti-system
nature was quite moderate, probably because they believed that they had the major-
ity of the population on their side and their main task was to help them awaken. This
self-confidence led to bold predictions according to which, after a catastrophic rule
of the current government, patriotic forces would triumph, and the “Prague coffee
house (nickname for a liberal segment of Czech politics and elite) will finally die out.
For good”.”

Fifth column at home and plotting enemies abroad

Conspiracy websites expressed strong negative sentiments about both coalitions.
For the most part, they did not distinguish between individual parties and perceived
them as a united front under the control of globalists. This approach was quite dif-
ferent from the nuanced analysis of patriotic forces, which will be described in the
next section. The most negatively perceived political force was the Pirate Party which
was depicted as a shameless representative of a neo-Marxist ideology and the key
tool of the globalist conspiracy against Czech interests. This represents a shift in the
perception since, in the previous Parliamentary elections in 2017, this position was

# “Sociolog Hampl: Ted prijdou hrizy. Babi§ mél zakrocit!”, [online], CZ24 News, September 2021,
accessed December 2022, available online at https://cz24.news/sociolog-hampl-ted-prijdou
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December 2022, available online at http://www.nwoo.org/2021/10/15/ctyri-roky-trapeni-za
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occupied by the liberal TOP 09.*® However, the decline of this party and the increas-
ing popularity of the Pirates — who, at one point, hoped they would be able to win
the elections - changed the perspective of conspiracy websites. This development is
interesting since it shows that these platforms can adapt their underlying story about
the conflict between globalists and patriots to fit current political realities. Another
distinct stream of criticism was aimed at the ODS, which was — especially due to the
chairmanship of Petr Fiala — perceived as a party that had betrayed its conservative
principles and submitted to globalist forces.* However, as was already mentioned,
these individual narratives were not crucial and conspiracy websites perceived all
parties of both coalitions with the same contempt.

This negative sentiment was also caused by the fact that these political parties were
not independent actors but instead served as the puppets of their globalist masters.
In the context of the political competition, they did not represent the interests of
a certain segment of the Czech population but the fifth column, thus betraying the
nation. Conspiracy websites had quite a clear idea about the goals of globalist forces,
such as limiting the sovereignty of the Czech state, promoting neo-Marxist ideology,
and supporting migration from Muslim countries. However, the nature of globalists
was not specified much. The general consensus was that they were a power operating
outside the Czech Republic and, despite its global nature, vaguely associated with the
West. In their further specification, individual websites and authors diverged and of-
fered various interpretations with varying degrees of specificity and complexity. This
elusive portrayal of the enemy seems beneficial since it allows creating coalitions of
different actors and adjusting the story to changing political developments.

In the most specific narrative, globalist forces were associated with the EU, which
was acting as their main instrument in the destruction of European states’ sover-
eignty. The European Commission - specifically Commissioner Véra Jourova — was
criticised for comments about the dynamic of the elections, which were perceived as
interference in domestic political processes. The Commissioner’s statement was set
in a broader context of alleged efforts to undermine the sovereignty of the Czech Re-
public.*® Conspiracy websites did not feel the need to elaborate on their criticism of
the EU and explain why it is a malicious actor in detail. All of them accepted this situ-
ation as a fact, and anyone who supported this institution or was not fully committed
to the idea of Czexit was automatically considered a globalist agent. This perception

“ For comparison see JONAS SYROVATKA, “Ceské volby v éfe dezinformaci: Parlamentni volby
2017” [online], Prague Security Studies Institute, October 2017, accessed March 2022, available on-
line at https://www.pssi.cz/download//docs/8399_500-parlamentni-volby-2017-analyza.pdf.
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proved to be fertile ground for the development of conspiracy theories - for instance,
Jindrich Kulhavy, in his article in Pravy Prostor, claimed that the EU was in charge of
a planned depopulation within the framework of the Great Reset."

Other depictions of globalist forces were even vaguer and more adjusted to the
worldview of the individual author. According to Petr Hajek, editor-in-chief of the
Protiproud website, the EU was only a tool in the hands of other hidden nefarious
actors. Aside from an anti-German slant warning against the establishment of the
Fourth Reich,** he warned against a mysterious “THEM” trying to get control over
Czech politics. These malicious outside forces — also called “holders of keys” — were
Jewish bankers and multinational corporations (including the powerful pharma-
ceutical industry) controlling the Brussels bureaucracy, which was trying to limit
the sovereignty of European states.>® Other authors associated globalist forces with
a pre-existing conspiracy theory about the New World Order (NWO), a plot of elites
trying to destroy national states and establish an authoritarian global government.
Radek Pokorny, in his article on Protiproud, suggested that the SPOLU coalition was
one of the components of the NWO conspiracy since it was associated with billion-
aire George Soros who was part of the plotting globalist elite.** An author nicknamed
Myspule published an article on the website CZ24 News describing in great detail
the depopulation of the planet due to malnutrition that was supposed to be part of
the NWO conspiracy. This text also appealed to supporters of Andrej Babis, who was
presumed to be part of the globalist circles planning this genocide.*® And finally, Jaro-
slav Tichy at the website NWOO criticised political parties advocating pro-Western

! JINDRICH KULHAVY, “Pro¢ nevolit neomarxistické liberdly?” [onlinel, inadhled,cz, Septem-
ber 2021, accessed March 2022, available at https://www.inadhled.cz/uvaha-dne/proc-nevolit
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foreign policy and argued that cooperation between Slavic nations could help to stop
the realisation of the NWO plans in Central Europe.>®

While the definition of globalists differed, all conspiracy websites agreed that they
were attacking state sovereignty, traditional values, and the ethnic homogeneity of
society. The intersection with illiberalism is apparent since political actors associat-
ed with this ideology understand the goals of their opponents in a similar manner.
Moreover, proponents of illiberalism claim that they are fighting not only domes-
tic political forces but a broader coalition of intellectual elite and media inspired by
foreign models. The only difference - reflective of the conspiratorial thinking of the
studied websites lies in the semantics. While illiberalism represents a negative atti-
tude towards liberal values, conspiracy websites claim that they are against globalists
promoting neo-Marxism. However, a closer look shows that despite the difference in
vocabulary, the understanding of the political struggle is the same.

Realistic evaluation of the patriotic camp and pragmatic alliances

Since conspiracy websites perceived the parties of both coalitions as puppets of for-
eign interest, they did not pay much attention to ideological differences among them,
nor were they focused on a nuanced analysis of their actions. Their attitudes towards
the patriotic parties — SPD, Tricolour and Volny blok — were completely opposite
since they were perceived as independent political actors with their own agenda.
They also were keen on supporting their political campaigns, for instance, by pro-
viding the space for publishing op-eds and statements of candidates of these parties.
A special case was Nova Republic which is, through its editor-in-chief Ivan David,
closely related to SPD and, therefore, before the election, turned into one of the in-
struments of the campaign of this party. Even though, on a general level, conspiracy
websites saw them positively since they were part of the same ideological camp, this
did not mean automatic and full endorsement.

On the contrary, conspiracy websites were closely — and quite objectively — eval-
uating the situation in the patriotic camp, and they were not afraid to criticise things
perceived negatively. The overarching theme was criticising the inability of patriot-
ic forces to form a coalition, which caused a split of the votes and - as conspiracy
websites foresaw — meant that a significant portion of non-systemic voters remained
unrepresented. They were also very open in criticism of individual parties. Conspir-
acy websites, for instance, questioned the genuine commitment of SPD chairman
Tomio Okamura to the goals of patriotic forces and contemplated whether he was
not using its rhetoric to attract voters.”” The campaign of Volny blok was criticised
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for an overly narrow focus on the topic of vaccination and an aggressive tone likely to
antagonise voters.*® Despite these critical remarks showing that conspiracy websites
tried to approach the political situation with an analytical detachment, they usually
recommended voting for parties of the patriotic camp to their readers. However, it
is noteworthy that this decision was not based on passionate commitment but led by
the voice of reason.

The realistic assessment of the situation in the patriotic camp led conspiracy web-
sites not only to limit their expectations concerning election results but also moti-
vated them to look for new allies. They found one in the populist party ANO. It is
important to stress that this assessment was far from inevitable since its leader Andrej
Babis is a billionaire, which might make him one of the obvious members of the glo-
balist conspiracy. Precisely for this reason, an author writing under the pseudonym
Slovanka labelled his party a “chameleon”, an instrument of the globalist conspiracy
mimicking the rhetoric of patriotic forces to manipulate voters. She argued that Babis$
might use tough words at home, but on the level of the EU, he usually supported glo-
balist agenda.”” However, conspiracy websites changed their views of ANO after the
Pandora Papers revelations. Around the week before the elections, investigative jour-
nalists reported that Babis belonged to a group of wealthy people who used offshore
companies to avoid taxation. This scandal significantly undermined the final stage of
Babis’s electoral campaign, but in the mind of conspiracy websites, this revelation
had to be part of a nefarious plan of hidden forces. The question remained: who was
to benefit? While the specific stories published on conspiracy websites differed, their
underlying assumption was that Babis had gotten out of the globalist forces’ control
and now represented a threat and therefore had to be eliminated. This situation made
him a logical partner for the patriotic camp. Billionaire George Soros featured prom-
inently in these stories as the main antagonist.*®® Given this development, conspiracy
websites recommended that their readers consider voting for ANO. In this context,
the website Aeronet underlined a difference between voting with one’s heart for pa-
triotic parties and voting with the head for Babis, who represented the strongest op-
ponents of the globalists. The article argued that only “conceptual” voters who “took
the pill” and could see the true nature of the fight between globalists and patriots
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could understand why it was important to support Babis at that moment.* Moreover,
the alliance with Babi§ was not perceived as limited to the 2021 elections but as one
that should be cultivated further since the coalition of ANO and patriotic parties was
supposed to replace the current government after its expected failure. In this context,
it would be especially interesting to observe how conspiracy websites will interpret
the Czech Presidential election in 2023, in which Babis will also be running.

Since conspiracy websites felt part of a patriotic camp, they were more invested in
the performance of its representatives — parties promoting traditional values and de-
fending the country against foreign influences. Once again, these are qualities that il-
liberal political actors tend to attribute to themselves. This personal investment in the
struggle made the websites more critical towards the performance of these parties,
and they demonstrated their independent nature by suggesting alternative alliances
for the patriotic camp - particularly with the populist party ANO. When this step is
considered within the framework of illiberalism, it is not surprising since Babi$ and
conspiracy websites — both in their own ways - subscribe to this ideology.®

Conclusions

The short period of one month before the 2021 Parliamentary elections revealed
the ideological position of Czech conspiracy websites to a great extent. This article
demonstrated that they connected domestic political events with the broader frame-
work of an ideological struggle between globalists and patriots. While using different
vocabulary, illiberal ideology suggests a similar interpretation of political events and
therefore proves useful for analysing conspiracy websites. Significantly, the imagined
conflict is not only political but has cultural and ideological dimensions as well. The
community’s power and identity are at stake as patriots defend their countries against
the disruptive ideology of neo-Marxism pursued by globalists. This framing clearly
allows for a militant interpretation of political life and might easily provoke radicali-
sation and leads to violence.

Czech conspiracy websites do not seem to be radicalised yet. Instead, they respect-
ed existing political institutions and felt the need to get actively involved in shaping
politics. It seems they believe that it is possible to generate the energy for the change
of the liberal democratic system through its own mechanisms since most of the pop-
ulation agrees subconsciously with their arguments. The role of conspiracy websites
lies in trying to awaken society which will lead to a systemic transformation. How-
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ever, while facing defeats such as the one in the 2021 Parliamentary elections, con-
spiracy websites prepared for a long-term struggle, which they entered in a disadvan-
tageous position since their opponents had almost unlimited means at their disposal.

In order to persist in this struggle, conspiracy websites defined their goal in the
long term and took advantage of the vagueness of their ideology, which allowed them
to react flexibly to ongoing political events. The level of flexibility was such that they
could redefine who their enemies and allies were. A case in point is Andrej Babis,
who turned from a member of the plotting globalist elite into a powerful ally of the
patriotic camp. It will be interesting to observe where conspiracy websites will look
next for potential candidates for integration into the patriotic camp. The framework
of illiberalism can be useful in answering this question since it demonstrates that
the intersection of values might be found in surprising places - for example, with
more conservative members of the ODS or the Christian Democrats. However, this
remains to be seen.

Their flexibility will allow conspiracy websites to adapt to changes in the Czech
political debate and interpret them within their vague framework of a struggle be-
tween patriots and globalists. Given their long-term perspective, it is unlikely they
will depart from the scene soon. On the contrary, social and economic problems on
the horizon can bring them new readers and reinforce their position in Czech uncivil
society. Therefore, even established political parties appealing to anti-system voters
would have to consider them in their calculations. This might easily help them enter
into the mainstream public debate. Such a development might be expected, espe-
cially if illiberal ideology becomes more established and pronounced in the Czech
political mainstream.
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