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Abstract

The irrationality of the context in the shared content, which is often immediately noticeable,
yet often unprecedented viral character... these are just some of the features that characterize
conspiracy theories, hoaxes, and fake news. What is so "appealing" about them that they
manage to "stay on the scene" and get under the skin of a relatively wide range of recipients?
The paper will deal with the issue of conspiracy theories, hoaxes, and alternative truths. In
particular, the focus is on their linguistic representation, which is often accompanied by
visual elements, and thus, in this case, on the aspect in question. The analysis aims to
pinpoint the linguistic strategies of conspiracy theories, hoaxes, and alternative truths as one
of the effective means to reach the widest possible audience, using the example of specific
content. The analysis focuses on a specific visual and content element, namely the
"Rainforest Alliance logo", and its thematization in conspiracies in German and Slovak-
speaking countries. Thus, at the end of the analysis, it will also be possible to outline possible
differences in the use of linguistic (and visual) resources in the linguistic communities of the
languages mentioned.
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Introduction

Conspiracy theories have been an extremely popular subject of academic research for some
time now. Various aspects have helped to crystallize the main characteristics of conspiracy
theories and to understand them as a current phenomenon. Accordingly, conspiracy theories
as a specific offer of meaning and explanation are characterized by the postulate of the
determinacy of all events and their consequences, which goes hand in hand with the
concealment of the actual plans of the conspiratorial community (cf. Butter, 2023, p. 22-29;
Fuchs, 2022, p. 30f.; Lutter, 2001, p. 24-27). The identification of the conspirator position in
conspiracy theories points to another elementary characteristic, namely the binary worldview
against the background of the friend-foe scheme or perpetrator-victim scheme. The
perpetrator role is played by a conspirator and his henchmen and gullible, and the victim role
is embodied by an enlightener, i.e. the conspiracy theorist and his followers (cf. ibid.). The
profile is rounded off by the complex interweaving of events and extensive contexts — in the
words of Barkun (2003, p. 4): ,,Everything is connected.“ — but also by the lack of scientific
attributes. Conspiracy theories are indeed theories but without the formulation of a question,
a hypothesis, an appropriate investigation procedure, a consistent theory as a result,
verifiability, transparency, etc. (cf. Gotz-Votteler & Hespers, 2019, p. 35ff.; Schmiege et al.,
2023, p. 441).

Although there are now numerous scientific publications, popular articles, educational
videos, and guides with some key messages available to the general public to expose the
(un)truth, conspiracy theories do not simply stop at the initial stage of their spread, but
continue to proliferate across countries. This may be because various human needs can be
satisfied by believing in conspiracy theories. Dougles et al. (2017) speak here of epistemic,
social, and existential needs or motives. As causal explanations, conspiracy theories satisfy
the need for curiosity, especially in the absence of consistent information about events and
their consequences (epistemic motives) (cf. ibid., p. 538). Social motives are primarily about
recognition or confirmation. People who believe in conspiracy theories are often frustrated
and disappointed by the events around them. But the belief helps them to make new contacts
much more quickly and to break out of social isolation by becoming respected members of
the community. This strengthens the inner cohesion of such a community — the followers
belong to the "awakened" or "knowledgeable" — and leads to a collective feeling of
superiority (cf. Butter, 2023, p. 112ff.; Kaindel et al., 2022, p. 12f.; Dougles et al., 2017, p.
540). Rauch (2022) also mentions collective identity as a group-constituting characteristic
and refers to the Aristotelian view of humans: ,,Menschen sind soziale Tiere.“ (Humans are
social animals.) (cf. 2022, p. 51). Communication between them should take place in such a
way that the common belief is constantly strengthened. This refers to the strategic use of
language. The existential motives are linked to the need for control and security. People need
to feel safe in their environment, they need to have a sense of control over themselves and
over what is happening around them. This is why they long for a cause, for an explanation for
everything that is beyond their control. The simpler and more accessible the explanation is,
the more quickly it is accepted (cf. Dougles et al., 2017, p. 539). C. Kay et al. (2009, p. 265f.)
speak of compensatory sources of control in a very narrow context and justify their existence
or strength with the natural human need to perceive the world and its events as non-random,
1.e. ordered, and at the same time the need to feel a certain degree of freedom of choice or
even "power over events". The greater a person's sense of uncertainty, the stronger the
compensatory sources - in this case, conspiracy theories.
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Terms such as "frustrated", "disappointed" and "unsettled" point to an unavoidable part of
dealing with conspiracy theories: emotions. However, they can be viewed from two
perspectives. One perspective refers to already won/potential followers who are in a certain
emotional state at the time (frustration, disappointment, insecurity, anger, fear, etc.) — usually
triggered by a crisis of different character — and react accordingly to the conspiracy theories
being spread (sharing, liking). It can be said that the conspiracy theories help them to cope
with this unpleasant situation.' The second perspective concerns the conspiracy theories
themselves and their power ,,die emotionalen Reaktionen auf bestimmte Ereignisse zu
regulieren® (to regulate emotional reactions to certain events) (cf. Gotz-Votteler & Hespers,
2019, p. 41). Although the authors make this point in line with Wind Meyhoff's assertion that
conspiracy theories can be a constant reaction to unprocessed events or traumas (2009, p. 78;
cf. ibid.), it cannot be denied that (especially more recent) conspiracy theories also contain
strong emotional components, either explicitly or implicitly.

In the empirical study, the focus is placed on one content-related and visual element of
conspiracy theories, namely the Rainforest Alliance (RFA) frog label [cf. URL 1]. This label
still enjoys a relatively high level of popularity, which is undoubtedly due to the digital age
and the online world that is accessible to every user. The focus is on the thematization of this
label in connection with conspiracy theories in German and Slovakian-speaking countries. In
line with the above-mentioned characteristics of conspiracy theories, it is to be expected that
the frog label conceals a network of diverse contexts that are somehow represented
linguistically. These linguistic representations are the focus of attention. The analysis takes
place at the more complex level, i.e. at the sentence level and possibly also at the text level,
because contextual embedding offers a clearer insight into the facts and connections
addressed. It should lead to an outline of the linguistic strategies that were used in the
creation of the conspiracy theories in question to strengthen the beliefs of the followers and to
convince as many new recipients as possible. The inclusion of two different linguistic areas
as empirical sources enables their comparison and the identification of possible differences in
the linguistic thematization of the element in question.

The viral spread of conspiracy theories is almost universally associated with the open digital
world. Posting of controversial content is not always immediately recognizable at the
beginning of the coverage and can therefore reach a very wide audience. The empirical
material base also comes from the digital world. Useful posts (articles, videos, tweets, etc.)
were found through a targeted search’ on YouTube and in social networks such as TikTok,
Twitter, Instagram, Odysee, VKontakte. About the scope of the empirical material base, it
should be noted that it was not a question of quantity. The posts found included public
contributions in the form of images and texts of varying lengths as well as short or longer
videos. In both cases, the posts contain a variety of other elements (especially image and
sound effects) in addition to linguistic means.

' The question of the susceptibility of people with certain personality traits and attitudes to conspiracy theories is
not addressed here. However, reference can be made to certain studies, such as Hochreiter, 2022; Endrass et al,
2021; Hyzen/ Van den Bulck, 2021 and others.

? Initially, the keywords "Frosch, Froschsiegel, Frosch-Siegel, Froschlogo, Frosch-Logo, Rainforest Alliance"
were used to search for posts via the Google search engine. Google referred to posts on the official website of
the respective organisation or to posts from supporting shops and organisations as well as posts on YouTube and
in social networks such as TikTok, Twitter, Instagram, Odysee, VKontakte. These were relevant for this study.
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“Rainforest Alliance” and Its Goals

The frog label can be found on various foods and plants (e.g. coffee, tea, cocoa, bananas,
citrus fruits, flowers, green plants, etc.). Some people notice it and are rather lukewarm about
it, others also notice it but strictly reject such products. And then some don't notice it at all.

The frog label is both an identification mark and a certification seal of the Rainforest Alliance
(RFA) (see Figure 1), an international organisation based in the USA, which aims to protect
forests, biodiversity, and the climate, and to promote the improvement of livelihoods for rural
populations [cf. URL 2]. This label therefore means that a product “contains one or more key
ingredients produced with social, economic, and environmental sustainability” [cf. URL 3].
The social criteria include the prohibition of child and forced labor, appropriate payment (at
least minimum wage or collectively agreed wage), access to drinking water and medical care
for employees, etc. The ecological criteria include the limited use of harmful ingredients
(minimum fertilization, biological pest control methods), the ban on certain ingredients
(genetically modified plants, chemicals such as boric acid, fipronil, etc.) and the economic
pillar focuses on the economic stability of rural communities [cf. URL 3; 4].

The choice of the frog as a label is related to the fact that it is considered a bioindicator.
Where the frog lives, the ecosystem is healthy [cf. ibid]. The efforts of the organisation in
question are in line with this.

Figure 1: The Rainforest Alliance certification label [cf. URL 3]

As already mentioned, opinions on this label differ. As far as the brief description is
concerned, consumers should have a favorable opinion of food and plants bearing the frog
label. Nevertheless, it can be observed that people largely favour shelves with products
labelled frog. What is the reason for this?

An Empirical Study of Language Use in the Thematization of the RFA Logo in
Conspiracy Theories

The long-recognized assertion in semantics that words in linguistic reality are always
embedded in communicative situations and knowledge contexts leads to the assumption that
an analysis at the level of the isolated word and its meanings can at best provide assumptions
about the linguistically represented contexts (cf. Busse, 2012, p. 26-34; Busse, 2009, p. 112f,;
Hanks/Pustejovsky, 2005, p. 63; Wittgenstein, 1958 as cited in Adler, 1976, p. 80).
Nevertheless, the results of the word-level analysis are at least sketched to give an overview.
At the word level, the following main areas were identified, which allow for certain
considerations regarding the thematization of facts in the posts examined:
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Table 1: Typical and interesting word representatives in the posts on
analysed conspiracy theories

As already mentioned, it is necessary to analyse words in their immediate (linguistic)
environment. It is the construction of a sentence that can be embedded in a larger whole, i1.e.
in the text or the utterance in question, and it is these more complex embeddings that are of
greater importance when it comes to reconstructing the common message and applying
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certain strategies in the process. Accordingly, interesting examples are filtered out of the
sample below, which are analysed about the sentence level with overlaps to the text level.
Since the examples are multimodal texts in which different modes are involved in the
construction of meaning, it is also necessary to consider these, especially when reconstructing
a shared message and thus also a strategy used.

The following examples have been chosen:

Figure 2: Excerpt from a post on Twitter.com [URL 5]

The first example (Figure 2) shows several aspects to be addressed. Firstly, one can point to
the frequent beginning of the introduction of the topic in the (discussion) round. Either a
question is deliberately asked about the potential recipients' point of view on the RFA frog
label, or the discussion of the topic also begins with words in the sense of an answer to the
need to address the topic (other examples: What is behind the frog label??? What are the frog
label and Rainforest Alliance all about?; I think you all know this label and if not, what is
your first thought, how does this label affect you?; Did you notice that? Have you read about
it? It's the Rainforest Alliance logo, which is [...] vs. About my previous video, you asked me
to go into more detail on this topic. What does it all mean when there's this frog label on a
food?) This way of introducing a particular topic to the group is a suitable starting point, as
the open question stimulates discussion, brings heterogeneous opinions with useful
information, and steers the discussion in a certain direction thanks to the different opinions. It
is not uncommon for only questions to be asked, with the group of recipients itself being

ISSN: 2186-229X 364



The Asian Conference on Arts & Humanities 2024 Official Conference Proceedings

divided into pro and con groups according to the comments. The author of the post here is
acting as the initiator of the discussion without communicating his own opinion.

As far as the formal structure is concerned, attention should be drawn to the last two
sentences. They begin with a finite verb as a predicate, a position of the predicate that is
characteristic of sentence types other than declarative sentences, or one that is typical in
spoken language but more common in informal speech. The latter feature is also supported by
the elided subject in the sentence constructions in question. In terms of content, the sentence
level is particularly important because of the syntagmatic connections between the words,
which could only be surmised in the previous section as they were considered in isolation.
Linguistically interesting are connections such as the frog label has changed (change - no
longer positive?); Bill Gates has his hands in the game (responsibility); reduce humanity by
all means (reason/goal); be manipulated; there active substances that are prohibited
elsewhere (manner). Except for the first connection, all the others are directly negatively
charged and gradually lead more and more into causal relationships. A more complex
linguistic level makes it possible to confirm the conclusions assumed at the word level about
conspiracy theories in connection with the RFA frog label. Direct or indirect references in the
analysed post and everywhere in the posts found point to Bill Gates and the conspiracy
theories associated with his name, be it forced vaccination in the context of the coronavirus
pandemic, be it the implantation of a microchip to control humanity, be it the reduction of the
world population and, last but not least, membership of the secret elite ~ the Deep State.

The end of the article is also worth mentioning. It is a complex sentence that begins with the
main clause Must each draw his conclusion [...] and ends with the second main clause / can
only pass on my knowledge. At first glance, perhaps meaningless sentence constructions
allow conclusions to be drawn about the linguistic behavior of the person answering. In the
conclusion, the answerer assumes an alibi position by, on the one hand, asking the potential
recipient of the shared content to form their own opinion about it and, on the other hand,
justifying their position as a sharer of content such as this, which is actually their own and is
shared freely. At the same time, the responder puts himself in the position of a knower, as he
can pass on his knowledge.

Another type of post can be seen in Figure 3. It is a post on the TikTok platform, which
influences its nature, namely a short video. It consists of an image accompanied by a musical
component over ten seconds. The post contains a wide range of means to convey the content
shared, including a variety of visual and verbal means that complement each other and
multiply their impact. In principle, the post can be divided into two fields, a white field
dominated by visual means and a black field with verbal means as a central component.

The dominant visual device is the RFA label in the centre of the image, which is directly
linked to two non-linguistic reality objects in a white field. In one case it is Gates (marked in
red), in the other case it is the vaccine manufacturer Pfizer (marked in blue). Although these
two words are at the edge of the field, they are not in the shadow of the label due to their
visual representation. Although the article contains little detailed information about the
connections between the verbal means in the white field, the use of the keywords Gates and
Pfizer at least roughly conveys them. The intention of vaccination, formulated in conspiracy
theories, to equip people with microchips and thus control them or reduce their numbers
through vaccination, is shifted in the post to the cultivation and production of food with the
frog seal as an RFA certification label. The black background field "communicates" with the
white field of the post. Two syntactically incorrect sentences with different typographical
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designs complement the visually communicated content. As in the previous example, the
sentences lack punctuation. In addition, the subject is missing in the second sentence,
although it is more than obvious from the previous sentence. The verbal elements that are
crucial to the writing are capitalised and in a different colour. Compared to the previous post,
the RFA frog label is explicitly linked to the coronavirus pandemic by the words mRNA-
IMP(F)STOFF (mRNA-vaccine) and Pfizer. Foods with the RFA certification label take the
position of the vaccine in the post and take over the baton, so to speak, in the conspiracy
against humanity. The previous support of RFA by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation
establishes a direct link to this person. A similar connection is also made in the Facebook
post as well as in the video on YouTube, as can be seen in Figures 4 and 5.

Figure 4: Extract from a video on YouTube.com
[0:11] [URL 7]

Figure 3: Post on TikTok.com
[URL 6]

Figure 5: Post on Facebook.com [URL 8]

In the Slovakian-speaking scene, the situation is no different. In the posts, the RFA frog label
is first associated with Bill Gates and then wrapped in negative labels associated with this
person. In Figure 6, this is linguistically realised in the form of indirect speech that refers
directly to the "culprit": Of course, that's why Gates said that anyone who didn't "volunteer to
be injected with an experimental vaccine 'will get it in the food"...This statement is
linguistically very expressive and seems to have the following intentions: reference to
vaccination as a forced act (not to be voluntarily injected — get the "vaccine" in food), to the
illogical behavior of some people (voluntarily engaging in something during the experimental
phase) and to the division of the recipient group into those who voluntarily allow themselves
to be vaccinated and those who do not. This fact is clarified by the continuation of the post:
normal people get it explicitly expressed.
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As far as the linguistic level is concerned, it is again the sentence level that is decisive, which
opens up the connecting lines between the units of extra-linguistic reality represented by the
words. As far as grammar is concerned, errors in comma placement can be observed within
the sentence structure; in addition, the non-standardised pejorative verb opichat (prick with a
vaccine) occurs in the contribution, and the farewell phrase Tof vsio!/, which is mainly used in
spoken language and informal linguistic communication and, in the sense of "that's all",
confidently concludes the contribution with a sufficient amount of facts in the background,
also deserves attention.

The visual tool, a coffee bag with the RFA frog label, is mainly used to disseminate the other
article about the issue under discussion and to defend the views presented.

Figure 6: Post on Facebook.com [URL 9]

Figure 7 below illustrates a common means for visual contributions, a self-shot video in a
grocery shop. A person walks through the shop and films the shelves with price tags showing
the frog label. Above the video is the article itself. Even the title hints at the author's
creativity by associating the LIDL grocery chain with the pejorative ZABURINA (meaning
swamp, marsh), as a reflection of the strong presence of food with the RFA frog label. The
pejorative reference to these products is reinforced by the participle 1 kvdkajuca (croaking).
Both the article and the video are about ice cream products that are considered GMO
products. What is striking here, however, is the linguistic rendering of the presumed
relationship between these products and their "manufacturer" (due to the relationship X
comes from Y), which includes the author's opinion. The combination of the English word
kill and the personal name Bill expresses this very clearly and also indirectly refers to the
conspiracy theory related to this person about the intention to reduce humanity (kill — fewer
people — reduction).

In terms of language, the capitalisation of thematically important words is striking, as is the
detailed description of the situation in the grocery shop, including a lively account of the
conversation with the shop assistant, which is supplemented by a series of emoticons. In
connection with the course of the conversation described and the emoticons used, this
passage of the article can be seen through the eyes of the author as a kind of confession of her
point of view.
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Figure 7: Post on Facebook.com [0:10] [URL 10]

Finally, Figure 8, which shows the most comprehensive linguistic and content-related
representation of the connections between the RAF frog label and the associated conspiracy
theories, should be discussed. It is a YouTube video that is mainly monologued by one
person and is accompanied by several images during the speech. The title of the video
suggests that the author wants to place the frog label of the RFA in close connection with Bill
Gates at the centre in an explanatory manner (GREEN FROG ON FOODR Bill Gates is
behind it! What does this mean for us? RAINFOREST ALLIANCE). The most important
passages from the 15-minute video have been filtered out to illustrate the intertwining of the
elements of the conspiracy line.

ISSN: 2186-229X 368



The Asian Conference on Arts & Humanities 2024 Official Conference Proceedings

ISSN: 2186-229X 369



The Asian Conference on Arts & Humanities 2024 Official Conference Proceedings

Figure 8: Excerpts from a video on YouTube.com and their translation [URL 11]
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Using the filtered passages from the video, it is possible to observe how the author slowly
introduces the potential recipients to the story of the conspiracy. With positive introductory
words about RFA and its label, the author establishes a connection to Bill Gates as a person,
from where she can bounce straight to his "secret plans." The following diagram shows the
key moments of the storyline:

From a linguistic point of view, the video shows typical characteristics of spoken
communication. It is obvious that the author has not memorised the text, but is speaking it
freely, so to speak. The frequent repetition of words, the presence of correction phenomena,
the relatively frequent use of the pause element ah/ahm, the incorrect positioning of sentence
elements, and the ellipses of some sentence elements create an impression of authenticity.
The recipient can quickly identify with the author.

At the vocabulary level, a variable repertoire is used in the video. Neutral words are used,
technical terms from the field of laboratory examinations/tests that support the facts presented
in the video, and finally many negatively charged words that sometimes appear aggressive
when embedded in sentence structures. They usually refer to the presented intentions of the
main actor in the video, Bill Gates, such as: basically, he wanted to prick a needle into all of
humanity; he wants to get rid of people; they are now looking for various other means to sort
of like how to hit ah this human body; the food that destroys us, kills us; in that substance, in
that cocktail of death. The entire account is complemented by the accompanying stories about
other people, which is undoubtedly a strong element in confirming the information presented
and influencing opinion. However, these are stories in the sense of "I heard that ... XY
happened to a certain person", etc., without naming the source or the actors. Similarly, the
video often presents factual claims without any explanation or elaboration.

Conclusions
The following conclusions can be drawn from the analysis:

* The inclusion of the RFA frog label in the conspiracy theory(ies) in the posts was only
based on previous contacts between the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the
Rainforest Alliance, i.e. without any respective scientific evidence or deeper insight into
the messages shared. The RFA's frog label was thus demonised by the retrospective
transfer of Bill Gates' intentions as stated in other conspiracy theories. The following
topics were discussed: the responsibility for the coronavirus pandemic and the financial
support for the development of (mRNA) vaccines to control or reduce the number of
people, and the transfer of the function of vaccines to Rainforest Alliance-certified food
with the same intention. Paradoxically, the posts not infrequently began by referring to
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the (once) positive opinion of the RFA organisation, but then moved into the "offensive"
phase by sharing the secret plans associated with the RFA organisation. The frequent
termination of posts is also striking. At the end of the post, the post author often
personalises the shared facts as their own opinions, which may not be accepted by the
surrounding community, or divides the potential recipients into believers and non-
believers (knowers and unknowers). On the side of the believers or the knowledgeable,
the author defends his/her position and that of the knowledgeable. At the same time,
he/she shows that anyone - like him/her - can change his/her view and become a believer
or a knower.

* The presentation of the thematised facts and contexts was carried out using variable
means which, depending on the form of presentation, showed either a predominance of
verbal means or a balanced relationship between verbal and visual/acoustic means. The
multimodal nature of the posts thus allows the different modes to participate in the
construction of the message. As far as the investigation at the linguistic level is
concerned, it should be noted that the linguistic representation of the Rainforest Alliance
label in posts in the digital world had a comparable starting point in both languages.
These were the above-mentioned conspiracy theories or conspiracy theories centred
around Bill Gates, which were disseminated in a more or less modified form. A rather
heterogeneous selection of words was used for their linguistic presentation, including
both neutral and expressive units. When comparing the two languages, it was found that
the vocabulary in the Slovakian-language posts was more expressive and, in some cases,
showed signs of verbal aggression. The aim seemed to be to arouse negative emotions
such as fear and indignation in potential recipients. Conversely, several creative
expressions were observed in both languages that contributed to the attractiveness of the
message communicated. Possibly to make the posts stand out, deviations in grammar
were observed almost everywhere, which mainly included the absence of punctuation or
the omission of relevant parts of sentences, presumably to convey the thematised facts as
concisely and predictably as possible. Surprisingly, the visuals played a rather
subordinate role, and the author relied more on various acoustic effects.
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