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‘Constituent Covid-19 Apocalypses: Contagious Conspiracism, 5G, and Viral Vaccinations’ 
 
by Tristan Sturm & Tom Albrecht, Geography, Queen’s University Belfast 

 

Abstract 

The uncertainties and scale of the Covid-19 pandemic has mobilised global anxieties and insecurities, 
and many cultural groups have conjuncturally embedded conspiracy theories within millennial and 
apocalyptic thought to explain and find meaning in the pandemic. The apocalypse lends itself well to 
conspiratorial thinking because conceptually it is flexible enough to reflect any crisis. To this end, the 
global development of Covid-19 conspiracism is what the authors term ‘contagious conspiracism’ 
which is defined as viral global cultural conspiracism. The paper explores how millennialist responses 
to Covid-19 in various media outlets transcend academic categories of analysis and cultural boundaries 
between, say, religious and secular, far-right and radical left. First explored is how the crisis became 
embedded in established (mainly American) contemporary millennial beliefs and prophecies through 
selected far-right, evangelical and radical left narratives. Second, it is shown how these theories have 
been ‘improvised’ to include 5G and also travelled to Europe and taken on geographical significance in 
Belfast and Berlin. Third, the authors illustrate the shared ingredients, motivations, and semiotics 
across apocalyptic conspiratorial Covid-19 narratives, all of which resonate with concerns about 
power, specifically emergent surveillance technologies, governmental abuse of power, and neoliberal 
capital, with divergent truths about who is blame from 5G/vaccine theories to corporate 
technocapitalism. The paper concludes that these shared discourses across apocalyptic and 
conspiratorial Covid-19 narratives mean many of us are conspiracists and/or conspiracy theorists at 
some level and is therefore both revealing of the similarities and has the potential to create democratic 
constituencies. 

 

Introduction 

The crises of health systems and economies facilitated by a new and impalpable threat, the SARS-CoV-
2 virus, induced societal and individual anxieties around the globe. Scientific uncertainties, 
catastrophic images from hospitals, profound changes to our everyday lives and an overflow of 
partially contradictory information by experts and politicians mobilize many people to look for security 
and meaning in millennial/millenarian and apocalyptic explanatory models (van Prooijen and Douglas 
2017). By apocalypse and millennium, the authors mean an abrupt and imminent crisis, the 
apocalypse, that ushers in a new world order via a revelation or revolution, the millennium (Stewart 
and Harding 1999). Such thought reflects contemporary fears, threats, and popular discourses about 
the unknown in an attempt to explain the present and future through causal and teleological 
assumptions (Boyer 1992; O’Leary 1998). Similar reflections can also be found in so-called ‘conspiracy 
theories’, or from a more Foucauldian perspective, counter-hegemonic knowledge claims which 
provide a wider narrative of political resistance (Foucault 1980; Robertson 2016). While the Covid-19 
pandemic will re-define health and medical anthropology research programmes in the years ahead, 
this paper contributes here to emerging inquiry within medical anthropology concerning conspiracies 
around viruses and viral infections (Ali 2020; Durand and Cunha 2020; Manderson and Levine 2020; 
Sams, Desclaux, and Sow 2020). This is what the authors term ‘contagious conspiracism,’ which is 
defined as both viral global cultural conspiracism and, academically, the burgeoning interest in the 
relationship between viruses and conspiracism.  



2 
 

Many conspiracy theories gainsay dominant explanations of the origin, spread and cure of the virus to 
offer alternative knowledge which claims that the pandemic is artificially precipitated to introduce a 
new millennium of suppression, surveillance and control. The apocalypse lends itself well to 
conspiratorial thinking because conceptually, the apocalypse is a plastic narrative, flexible enough to 
reflect and allegedly explain any crisis (Howard 2006). This paper contributes to the theoretical 
conceptualization and framing of the relationship between Covid-19, conspiracism, and 
apocalypticism. Primarily in this paper the authors are interested in the shared ingredients, 
motivations, and semiotics across apocalyptic conspiratorial Covid-19 narratives. The authors are 
particularly interested in the ways in which apocalyptic conspiratorial discourses combine, are 
conjunctural, and resonate across religious and secular, and left and right politics. To this end, what 
can responses to the Covid-19 crisis tell us about the presumed academic categories of analysis and 
cultural boundaries of apocalyptic and millennial thought? It is here that the authors offer in the 
conclusion a call for a democratic constituency. Secondarily, this paper is a theoretically motivated 
exploration, provocation and intervention into the current milieu for researching Covid-19 related 
apocalyptic and conspiratorial logics within medical anthropology and geography. Because of primary 
and secondary purposes, methodologically the authors pull from a broad range of sources, examples, 
and instantiations with the intention to breaking down the three major, and yet in no way 
homogenous, analytical categories: far-right, evangelical, and radical left. 

Towards this framing, this paper finds a ‘bewildering diversity’ (Barkun 2013, 15) of millennialist 
responses to Covid-19 in alternative and religious media outlets or in user-generated content on social 
media platforms which transcend the boundary between what is thought to be religious and secular. 
The paper illustrates below that ‘the presumed dichotomy that separates religious and secular 
millennialists is increasingly undone’ (Wilson 2017, 424). The authors argue that broadly non-religious 
conspiracist millennialism have always borrowed apocalyptic thinking from Christianity (among other 
religions), unintentionally secularizing their teleology (Bull 1996) or where ‘millennial motifs’ provided 
a vehicle for radical or totalitarian movements (Barkun 1974, 8; Cohn 1957). For the authors, 
apocalypticism is not only a religious, conspiracist or spiritual discourse, but also a societal and political 
one which is founded in teleological thinking that assumes that profound change is imminently upon 
us and immanently behind us, ahead of us, and within us (Sturm 2012).  

American conspiracism, so far, was less concerned with pandemics and diseases as its focus in recent 
decades was on geopolitics, terror, wars and climate change, although the conspiracist anti-vax 
movement became increasingly popular in the United States (Uscinski 2020). As Humphreys (2002, 
845) reflects on the popular imagination of pandemics: ‘in the US we have largely forgotten what it is 
like to feel that our place is contaminated, diseased, and unsafe… most of us feel that our homes and 
towns are safe from epidemic’. Besides the minor outbreaks of E. Coli, measles, West Nile, salmonella, 
a brief but localized anthrax scares at the turn of the century and later SARS, swine and avian flus (Davis 
2005), such fears, like Ebola, were geographically repressed as ‘over there’. Even in the HIV/AIDS 
epidemics, there was always an outsider: gay men, minority racial categories, intravenous drug users, 
sorcery, or American conspiracy (Palmer 1997; Rödlach 2006). Many conservative evangelicals 
politicised HIV/AIDS and interpreted the ‘the increased visibility of gay and lesbian people as a sign of 
the end of the world’ (Long 2012: 226) rather than the disease itself. Such geosocial distancing of Other 
health crises is reflective of cis-gendered ‘white privilege’ (Manderson and Levine 2020, 368). But of 
course, popular films like Contagion (2011) and 28 Days Later (2002) (which became top downloads 
during lockdown) have, by combining anxiety with entertainment, primed us about the potential for 
an apocalyptic pandemic caused by an ethereal Other: a virus. In an accelerating and globalized world, 
viruses can theoretically reach anywhere in the globe in very little time; they are everywhere and 
visibly nowhere. The ubiquitous global reach of the 2020 Coronavirus pandemic makes it all the more 
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apocalyptic and its invisible omnipresence stimulates what the authors call ‘contagious conspiracism.’ 
Alternative media and the internet are carriers for millennial and conspiracist discourses and they have 
the power to give rise to emotionally loaded street protests, incite the destruction of 
telecommunication technologies, and influence decisions made by state leaders and governments.  

This paper engages with the formation and contagion of millennial and apocalyptic Covid-19 narratives 
which deal with the virus. First, this paper explores how the crisis became embedded in established 
contemporary millennial beliefs and prophecies among  right-wing conspiracist, evangelical, and 
radical left groupings which the paper argues is a testament to the narrative plasticity of such thought, 
rather than the proclaimed inerrant certainty of such prognostications. Second, the authors use 
Barkun’s (2013) concept of ‘improvisational millennialism’ which describes the formation of new 
conspirational narratives independently from any (mainly American) ideological tradition to explain 
the diverse interpretations of the 5G/vaccine Covid theories. The authors then show how these 
theories ‘travelled’ and were locally incorporated into anti-state lockdown protests in the European 
cities of Berlin and Belfast. These newly formed millennial-conspiracist narratives draw, for instance, 
from evangelical millennialism, the anti-vaccine movement, New Age, left wing and right-wing 
conspiracism. In that context, this paper concludes that these cross-constituent responses to the 
pandemic in relation to the coronavirus illustrates that a wide-spread scepticism towards official 
accounts of truth as well as common political goals can bring together distinct millennial and 
conspiracist groups with varying political attitudes into democratic constituencies.  

 

Sustainability of Millennial Narratives – Apocalyptic, Millennial and Conspiracist Responses to the 
Covid-19 Pandemic  

Towards conceptual clarity between conspiracy theory and conspiracism, Uscinski et al (2016, 58) 
define conspiracy theory as ‘a proposed explanation of events that cites as a main causal factor a small 
group of persons (the conspirators) acting in secret for their own benefit, against the common good’. 
Here an individual or group must intentionally conspire for their own benefit. Often the use of the label 
‘conspiracy theory’ can be understood as a dismissive discursive practice and a ‘pejorative putdown’ 
(DeHaven-Smith 2013, 9). Muirhead and Rosenblum (2019) make a distinction here with the term 
conspiracism, which is conspiracy without the theory, or in other words, bare assertions without 
providing explanations (e.g. ‘the virus is not real’). Such utterances sow doubts in what is perceived by 
the mainstream media, knowledge-creating institutions, and political opponent’s accounts of truth. 

Credulity, scepticism, and critical theory are aspects of the paranoid, but the distinction made here is 
summed well by Robins and Post (1997, 4) ‘the paranoid is perfectly normal except for delusions of 
conspiracy and vicitmization.’ As a critical thought process or insight, conspiratorial politics is common 
and evidenced (‘our governments are collecting data about us using our mobile phones’) and anxious 
conspiratorial theories (‘our governments our killing us with mobile technologies’) while often ‘based 
on kernels of truth’ are structured around ultimate politics: ‘most conspiracy theorists view the world 
in similarly Manichaean and apocalyptic terms’ (Bale 2007, 48, 51). It is important to point out that 
conspiracy theories are collective, they are not symptomatic of individual pathologies, rather 
‘conspiracy theories helps people to make sense out of a confusing, inhospitable reality, rationalize 
their present difficulties and partially assuage their feelings of powerlessness’ (Bale 2007, 51). While 
this argument certainly resonates with neoliberalism’s resultant marginalization, deprivation 
(imagined or relative) is not the only reason for conspiratorial or apocalyptic thinking.  

Millennial and conspiracist narratives can act as sustainable and powerful political resources for 
decades as long as they are constantly adjusted to reflect contemporary discourses, fears and crises. 
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To highlight that sustainability, this paper draws attention to the historian Richard Hofstadter’s 1964 
essay, ‘American Paranoid Style’. This political paranoia is based on the belief that outsiders want to 
damage a community or nation: a societal phenomenon which describes ‘heated exaggeration, 
suspiciousness and conspiratorial fantasy’ in political discourses (Hofstadter 1964, 77; Barkun 2013). 
Distrust in federal governance as well as scepticism towards leftist politics, communism and foreign 
forces were identified by Hofstadter as superordinate themes of the American paranoid style which 
contributed to a resurgence of conservatism and the rightward takeover of the Republican Party in the 
1960s. A popular paranoid belief during the Cold War was that the federal government was infiltrated 
by communist foreigners to ‘paralyse the resistance of loyal Americans’ (Hofstadter 1964, 81-82). 
Adherents of the paranoid style thought they were on the right side of history in a ‘spiritual wrestling 
match between good and evil’ in American politics and frequently predicted the overall downfall of 
the American society through apocalyptic events (ibid. 85). Therefore, Hofstadter ascertained 
interdependencies between Christian millennialism and conspiracists of the American Right. In the 
following decades this paranoid style has been researched inside and outside the US in relation to 
religious and secular apocalypticism (see Werly 1977; Boyer 1992; Hofmann 2001; Sturm and Dittmer 
2010; Wilson 2017; O’Donnell 2020). 

Today, this apocalyptic paranoid style is alive and well, and probably more influential than ever before. 
Similar to adherents of the paranoid style of the 1960s, today’s conspiracists see themselves on the 
right side of an apocalyptic battle when they support, for example, Donald Trump in his supposed fight 
against an evil ‘deep state’ (QAnon). In particular, while the internet has not created such narratives 
which previously circulated in different analogical ways, it provides a space for conspiracist and 
millennial narratives—publicly unabashed anti-scientific determinism—that knows no regional 
restrictions or state boundaries (Fraser 2020).  

 

Covid-19 in far-right apocalyptic conspiracism  

In 2020, many apocalyptic visionaries in conservative and right-wing cultural milieus started to believe 
that they must defend the American nation and their individual bodies from a global conspiracy 
surrounding Covid-19. Soon after the outbreak in the United States and Europe, Western far-right 
conspiracy theorists have argued, for example, that the current crisis will lead to the collapse of the 
capitalist world system which will be followed by a millennial establishment of what is thought to be 
the real catastrophe: the emergence of communism and globalism. In March 2020, Infowars’ Alex 
Jones (2020) proclaimed that the Corona crisis is a ‘globalist scheme’ to introduce a communist One-
World-Government. Infowars is a popular conspiracy theory website which Robertson (2015) describes 
as an example of millennial conspiracism. Jones disseminates prophetic millennial discourse about the 
alleged imminent collapse of the American culture which is supposedly ‘engineered by a shadowy cabal 
of Satan-worshiping socialists’ (Robertson 2015, 85). While Jones states that the virus is real, he 
propagates that the crisis is exaggerated to spread panic which would ease the public into accepting 
an authoritarian New World Order as the solution to the crisis. By portraying the United Nations and 
China as the forces responsible for the crisis, Alex Jones attempts to reconfirm depictions of the evil 
which are established in conservative and far-right milieus of the United States. While in recent years 
climate change was portrayed by many American conspiracists, Jones included, as the global crisis 
manufactured by the United Nations and China to establish socialism and destroy American freedoms, 
the focus is now the Covid-19 pandemic. And resonating, and possibly potentiating these claims, 
President Donald Trump has repeatedly referred to Covid-19 as the ‘Chinese virus’ and the ‘plague 
from China’. Prior to Covid-19, Trump had already made viral a conspiratorial discourse around China’s 
tech industry, specifically ‘backdoor’ access in Huawei’s 5G hardware for potential Communist China 
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infiltration. Jeffery Sachs recently stated that this emerging US/China cold war was a ‘bigger global 
threat than virus’ itself (Vaswani 2020). These concerns may have a kernel of truth, but they are 
nevertheless paranoid in that they motivate anxiety to build contagious conspiracy consensus for a 
China sceptic foreign policy.  

Strikingly, many themes of the Covid-19 conspiracy theories of the American Right are based on 
subordinate themes which Hofstadter (1964) identified decades ago, in particular foreign attacks by 
leftist/Socialist/communist power. Today, many conspiracists of the American right believe in a 
Chinese communist attack by using a virus which was allegedly created in a laboratory to unsettle 
American society. But even Soviet communism seems relevant for today’s right-wing conspiracists in 
their perception of the Covid-19 pandemic. In May 2020, Infowars.com embedded an illustration 
(Branco 2020) on their front page, showing Democratic Governor Gretchen Whitmer as a Stalinist who 
utilizes the crisis to introduce communism. While Whitmer only acts as representative democratic 
mayors or governors, the cartoon implies that the Democratic Party uses a crisis to implement 
communism in the United States. Thereby, Infowars draws from a more than 80-year-old narrative. 
Adherents of the paranoid style thought that the New Deal by President Roosevelt following the Great 
Depression was designed to undermine American capitalism and to introduce socialism and 
communism (Hofstadter 1964, 81-82). More recently, the pandemic has led some conspiracists to 
assume that President Obama’s Affordable Care Act (‘Obamacare’) will mandate forced ‘socialist’ 
vaccination programmes (Martin 2020). 

Such narratives are exemplary for many conspiracy theories which emerged after the global outbreak 
of Covid-19. To keep apocalyptic narratives of anti-communism, science scepticism, anti-globalism and 
American nationalism relevant, they required Covid-19 be co-opted into previous narratives. Such 
theories illustrate the ‘narrative sustainability’ (Howard 2006) of the cultural milieu of American 
apocalyptic conspiracism in which current world crises are consistently embedded into pre-existing 
End-Times ideologies.  

 

Evangelical responses to Covid-19 

Not only do (post)secular millennialists believe in religiously inspired explanatory models for the Covid-
19 pandemic, many forms of American evangelical millennialism are fuelled by rather secular 
conservative political discourses which reject mainstream scientifically informed positions on issues 
such as Covid-19 (Barkun 2013). Wilson (2017, 424) explains that ‘the fusion of the secular with the 
religious and the commingling of faith, nation and conspiracy’ are increasingly present in millennial 
narratives of the American right. This fusion can be observed on evangelical End-Times blogs such as 
raptureready.com which argue in relation to the Covid-19 pandemic that the United Nations (which in 
the religious version of this narrative are controlled by the Anti-Christ) manufactured the global crises 
to introduce a socialist and globalist New World Order (Ungurean 2020). Knowles (2013) engagement 
with raptureready.com illustrates that evangelicals utilize the internet to gain political power in the 
evangelical community by establishing themselves as epistemic authorities on the world’s events while 
suppressing more liberal and less politically extreme evangelical interpretations. In particular, 
narratives of the Anti-Christ’s global reign in relation to the United Nations became increasingly 
prominent after the end of the Cold War (Barkun 2010) and claimed that communism and globalism 
were prophesied in Scripture (Daniel 2: 31-33) as indicators of the biblical apocalypse. Therefore, 
international crises which require global governance are frequently denoted as global conspiracies 
which pave the way for the rise of the Anti-Christ. For instance, the same evangelical End-Times blog 
had already used this established apocalyptic belief to distribute a similar narrative in 2016 in which 
climate change was charged to be a global crisis manufactured by the United Nations to introduce 
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globalism and thereby, the Anti-Christ’s New World Order (Ungurean 2016). With regard to the Covid-
19 pandemic, religious apocalyptic conspiracists ‘can assimilate this new information into their 
worldview without confronting any challenges to the narrative structure in which they exist’ and 
borrow from secular apocalyptic narratives to re-enforce a belief in the maliciousness of the United 
Nations (Howard 2006, 30).  

The pandemic itself as a biblical plague is often not at centre of the attention of evangelical prophecy 
writers even though there are 109 references to ‘plague’ in the Bible. Rather, religious prophecy 
writers such as Hal Lindsey, but also preachers on YouTube or End-Times blogs, interpret the global 
turmoil as a sign of the biblical End-Times (specifically in relation to the Pale Horse, which represents 
plague, in Revelation 6). But this is not the feeling among all evangelicals of course, they are 
multiplicitous in their interpretations. Even among self-described apocalypse seers, Covid-19 is not the 
promised End (Zauzmer and Pulliam-Bailey 2020). Nevertheless, more than 50% of white American 
evangelical Christians believe in the imminent Return of Christ which is indicated by a series of 
apocalyptic events (Pew 2010). While there is disagreement within American evangelical communities 
regarding the course of events which constitute the Biblical End-Times, evangelical millennial beliefs 
are a popular and powerful prism from which to interpret the current pandemic from apocalyptic and 
conspiracist to millennial and sanguine and more. For example, pastor David Jeremiah, an informal 
advisor to Donald Trump, declared the pandemic ‘the most apocalyptic thing that has ever happened 
to us’, and other evangelicals are seeing this as a ‘divine reset’, in other words, a millennium (Dias 
2020). For those evangelicals, the pandemic could turn history for the better as it could signal the 
desired ‘Second Coming’ of Christ (Klett 2020).  

With regard to adherents of apocalyptic conspiracist interpretations, Ed Stetzer’s (2017) now much 
forwarded paper in Christianity Today lambasted evangelicals for their uncritical support of Trump and 
his ‘alternative facts’. Observing that many of his fellow believers fall for conspirational Covid-19 
narratives, Stetzer (2020) reminds evangelicals not to bear false witness with spreading conspiracism. 
Stetzer also argues that (evangelical) Christians have a predisposition to conspiracy theories, an 
observation the authors think requires further analytical development. First, and as Stetzer suggests, 
American evangelicals, especially those who proclaim an uncritical literal reading of the Bible, are more 
likely to believe in conspiracy theories (Keeley 2007). Their belief in being elect or having special 
revelation endows a belief to the exceptional knowledge that is understood only by chosen people is 
inherent in conspiracies. Second, the deep partisanism of American politics where overwhelmingly 
evangelicals support the Republican Party, has become a form of religious nationalism for the ‘sacred 
will of the Republican Party’ (Sturm 2018, 14), of which 38 percent of Republican voters are 
evangelicals (Pew 2015). The Republican leader, President Trump, often hints at the validity of 
conspiracies, promotes them or invents them, from inauguration crowd sizes to now the deadliness of 
Covid-19 and curing it by ingesting disinfectant (Uscinski 2020, 111-19). And third, many evangelicals 
believe that evil is ubiquitous and always plotting in grand orchestrated ways toward a teleological 
finale (Wagner-Egger, et al 2018).  

A recent poll by the Joshua Fund found that 44% of Americans polled thought the Covid-19 pandemic 
was a sign of Christ’s ‘coming judgment’ or a ‘call to faith’ or ‘both’ (Rosenberg 2020). The Joshua Fund 
is led by Joel Rosenberg, a messianic Jew (a Christian who claims Jewish ethnicity) whose many books, 
including the New York Times non-fiction best seller Epicenter (2006), have geopolitically 
prognosticated an extramundane future for Christians. But more than the apocalyptic narrative, 
Rosenberg’s latter choice of poll question—a ‘call to faith’—reflects Christian responses to the Black 
Plague: as God’s punishment and the only way to end it was repentance and renewed faith (Cantor 
2015). The TruNews broadcaster and pastor, Rick Wiles, amalgamized these findings into apocalyptic 
repentance: ‘the Death Angel may be moving right now across the planet. This is the time to get right 
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with God’ (Mantyla 2020). But evangelicals and neo-charismatics are not a monolithic group and the 
variety of Covid-19 narratives should make this clear. Moreover, their interpretations are not hermetic 
or strictly hermeneutic, they too enchant the social, political, and biological world by borrowing from 
secular apocalyptic narratives to confirm their own eschatological presuppositions.  

 

The radical left 

The radical left often have at their theoretical foundations apocalypticism and millennialism, 
sometimes overtly borrowing from and disenchanting Christian theology (Goldstein 2001). The Book 
of Revelation was a symbolic and metaphorical textual resistance to empire (Megoran 2012). For 
example, the evangelical theologian, Keller (1999, 57-58), writes in relation to apocalyptic visions: 
‘Apocalypse means unveiling, disclosure. So we had better tease its contemporary incarnations out of 
their bitter sense of closure, toward their own dis/closive potential. Counter/apocalypse allows us to 
strengthen the relation of the apocalyptic unconditional to the relativizing, relational conditionals of 
the larger biblical tradition… in the process perhaps emergency gives way to emergence, and 
uncertainty to adventure.’ The late radical thinker, Joel Kovel (2007, 5), summarizes these voices as 
illustrating the re-politicization and emancipatory potential of the apocalypse, ‘how can the 
environmental changes ahead that will preserve and even enhance life be conceived unless we recover 
the imaginative power of apocalypse?’ (cf. Hulme 2009). 

With climate change being one of the most dominant apocalyptic crises of the last decade, an 
interpretation of the Covid-19 pandemic in the light of an environmentalist narrative was to be 
expected. The UN’s environment chief, Inger Andersen, stated that Covid-19 is a ‘warning shot’ to 
reduce pressure on the natural world by a vengeful and omnipresent ‘nature’ (Carrington 2020). The 
radical environmentalist movement Extinction Rebellion even had to distance itself from campaigns 
which portrayed the virus as a cure to climate change (BBC 2020). Some already existent 
environmental millennial narratives—like Earth First! (Lee 1995)—depict the Earth’s ecosystems as a 
conscious entity – a knowing agent which ultimately revolts through natural disasters, which is in its 
most severe interpretation an environmental apocalypse to cleanse the planet from the disease of 
humanity. Indeed, James Lovelock’s (2001) Gaia hypothesis postulated humanity as ‘the people 
plague’. 

But even without assuming a conscious and vengeful planet, activists of the political left see a 
transformative potential to climate change and the pandemic – in a sense of replacing the exploitative 
capitalist system with a more social and sustainable one. In that context, Naomi Klein (2020a) states 
that an abrupt crisis, like the economic crisis caused by the pandemic, can ‘catalyze a kind of 
evolutionary leap’. As American and European governments already introduced governmental aid to 
support vulnerable groups, and celebrities like ‘comrade Britney Spears’ rather unexpectedly called for 
a redistribution of wealth, the corona crisis spawns hope of the fulfilments of communist or socialist 
prophecies, whatever the political theological preference (Snapes 2020; Landis 2011, 288-352). But, as 
Klein has made clear elsewhere, such ruptures in the system can also open-up opportunism for 
‘disaster capitalism’: that moment in crisis when the capitalist class benefits from apocalyptic rupture 
(Klein 2007). 

A raft of left thinkers have proclaimed the opening of a back door to various forms of revolution as 
Covid-19 emerged, from Bruno Latour (Van Overstraeten 2020) to Slavoj Žižek who published a book, 
Pandemic! Covid-19 Shakes the World (2020), a few months after Covid-19 emerged in Europe. Žižek 
opens with Christ’s post-resurrection response to Mary Magdalene ‘touch me not’ (John 20:17), a 
phrase for our time in solidarity across constituencies, but also an analogy for a new socio-economic 
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order, not a resurrection so much as a revolution toward communism-lite. Still others like Geogio 
Agamben (2020) have, following the theoretical boundaries of Carl Schmitt, come very close to 
mirroring the response of more right-ward conspiracy thinkers as a new state of exception:  

The disproportionate reaction to what according to the CNR is something not too different from 
the normal flus that affect us every year is quite blatant. It is almost as if with terrorism 
exhausted as a cause for exceptional measures, the invention of an epidemic offered the ideal 
pretext for scaling them up beyond any limitation. 

Of course there is cause for concern in relation to state surveillance with Covid-19 apps (Farries 2020), 
and the normalization of exceptional circumstances, but the crude death rate is clear: this is much 
worse than the seasonal flu, to say otherwise is conspiratorial millennial thinking, ie, a counter-
hegemonic knowledge claim, that a coordinated global effort is being orchestrated toward a state of 
exception.  

 

The Improvised Millennial Narratives - The 5G Virus? 

While many existing millennial narratives were slightly adjusted to accommodate the Covid-19 
pandemic, the authors also observed rising prominence of ‘wholly new creations out of bits and pieces 
acquired from astonishingly diverse and unrelated sources’ (Barkun 2013, 22). Such new creations 
define much of our pandemic counter-hegemonic episteme on an international scale and they are 
illustrative of improvisational millennialism because they are an amalgam of elements from different 
millennial and conspiracist narratives, from the ‘plandemic’ to 5G. The specific composition of those 
improvisational millennialist narratives depend on cultural geographies and established beliefs of the 
cultural milieus in which they circulate, but they frequently draw from the Anti-Vaxx movement, 
scepticism towards computer chips and technology which was popular for evangelicals in the 90s/00s 
as Mark(s) of the Beast, and general distrust in government power and global institutions such as the 
UN/WHO. 

In relation to conspiracies around 5G, this paper presents three dominant improvisational strands of 
apocalyptic Covid-19 narratives: (1) Covid-19 is a government conspiracy to install 5G towers while we 
are in lockdown. Once installed, the lockdown will be lifted and the wireless networks will control or 
even kill citizens; (2) 5G spreads the virus. In this iteration, it is thought Bill Gates invented and spread 
the virus through 5G towers so he could sell a vaccine within which is a microchip to control the human 
population of the planet. An evangelical iteration of this theory is that the microchip has a patent 
060606, which will be come to be known as the Mark of the Beast from the Book of Revelation (13:17); 
and (3) the virus doesn’t exist, rather 5G creates Covid-19 like symptoms, but governments introduce 
strict control measures under the pretext of a health threat. 

Tracing an accurate genealogy of these cross-constituent and improvisational millennial theories is 
difficult, but it seems the most influential medium comes from a 20th January ‘special report’ video by 
Greg Reese (2020) posted to InfoWars (whose prophetic tagline is ‘tomorrow’s news today’). In it, 
Reese argues for all three of the above theories without acknowledgement of contradiction (which is 
a common characteristic of improvised millennial thought, see Barkun 2013). Reese begins linking Bill 
Gates to the development of not only the ‘coronavirus’ in 2015 but also its vaccine in 2017. In the 
middle of the video there is a moment of self-reflection when Reese’s narration over the video reads 
the large bolded print on the screen: ‘It’s weird, right? Or am I just a conspiracy theorist?’ Reese then 
concludes by flashing a 2018 article stating the first 5G infrastructure was first built in Wuhan and was 
to be turned on in October of 2019. He then states that his research found that 5G creates ‘flu-like 
symptoms.’ The video continues to connect disparate evidence. Compounding the suspicion, Reese 
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suggests that Facebook is part of the conspiracy because it won’t let him share some of the evidence, 
where big tech has become a target for InfoWars since Youtube removed their videos. Suggesting his 
theory is insider knowledge, the video concludes reminding the viewers, ‘we are in an information war. 
Our objective is to destroy the false narrative by reminding as many people as possible to think for 
themselves and question everything… We must push through to victory.’ This is a counter-hegemonic 
ressentiment—a reassignment of feelings of powerlessness and victimhood to those perceived in 
control or responsible—where conspiracism is empowering as resistance to those who feel oppressed, 
victimized, or dominated by official expert knowledge (Connolly 2005). In a subsequent video, Reese 
(2020b) makes clear, borrowing from evangelical apocalypticism, that the Gates’ chip is the Mark of 
the Beast from Revelation. He states: ‘you may be an atheist, and you may not believe in holy scripture 
but that does not change the fact that the Mark of the Beast is upon us.’ Specifically, a ‘quantum dot 
tattoo that can be monitored by a cell phone.’ This Mark of the Beast will be ubiquitous, and 
channelling shared radical left concerns around technocapitalism, he quotes Eric Schmidt, former CEO 
of Google, ‘you won’t even sense it, it will be part of your presence all of the time.’  

 

Geographies of contagious conspiracism – European mutations of American conspiracism  

Improvisational Covid-19 millennialism quickly spread around the globe in mostly digital counter-
knowledge networks. As all forms of knowledge claims, as they contagiously travel across spaces, they 
become modified to local cultural geographies (Livingstone 2003). Or to make another comparison to 
virology, conspiracism mutates to survive in different cultural environments just like SARS-CoV-2 
mutates to survive in a variety of hosts and environments around the globe. While the paper so far 
emphasised American contexts, it will now illustrate selected regional European ‘mutations’ the 
authors personally experienced to illustrate wider non-American geographies of Covid-19 
conspiracism.   

In Germany, where one of the author lives, some Corona-sceptic celebrities as well as conspiracy 
theorists began to translate and adjust the 5G/Bill Gates theory in a variety of ways to incorporate 
elements of the German conspiracist milieu. The diverse German ramifications of this counter-
hegemonic narrative which can be observed on social media platforms such as Facebook, YouTube and 
Telegram illustrate that improvisational millennialism, often still influenced by American narratives, 
exists outside of the United States. For instance, Corona conspiracism is frequently melded with the 
popular conspiracist far-right discourse of the missing sovereignty of the Federal Republic of Germany 
(which was purportedly established as an American and/or Russian puppet state after WW2, see 
Rathje 2018). Furthermore, the alleged globalist ‘anti-German’ politics of the Merkel government in 
relation to the 2015 European migrant crisis established a right-wing belief in a war by Merkel against 
the German people.  

On the fertile grounds of such beliefs, German conspiracy theorists can claim that governmental Covid-
19 mitigation measures and modern communication technologies are instrumental in making Germans 
complaint with the regulations of an evil puppet government. Furthermore, the call by many leaders 
of the German conspiracist milieu—including the rechtsesoterisch (right-esoteric) and New Age 
‘conspirituality’ (Ward and Voas 2011), such as the vegan cookbook author, Attila Hildmann—to gather 
in Berlin for protests is of geographical and eschatological relevance. Hildmann argues that due to the 
historic and political significance of the capital, Berlin is the place to finally unchain German people 
from the suppression of the alleged satanic German government and the United States and/or Russia. 
Subsequently, protesters in Berlin in August 2020 attacked the Russian embassy and attempted to 
storm the Reichstag (Jordans 2020) show that such conspiracist narratives have the power to mobilize 
thousands of people against the German government. Similar to American narratives, political 
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measures in relation to the pandemic are interpreted as part of a global apocalyptic conspiracy of 
surveillance and control. However, the conspiracism of groups of the German far-right is just one 
mutation of Corona conspiracism. In less politically extreme variations of Corona conspiracism which 
are popular among different political groups, German protestors drew from the Gates conspiracy and 
created stickers/t-shirts which are designed in the same layout as a popular anti-HIV/AIDS campaign 
by the German government. The stickers state ‘Gib Gates keine Chance’ (Don’t give Gates a chance) 
which is a rhyming modification of the original phrase ‘Gib Aids keine Chance’ (Don’t give AIDS a 
chance), a pun for the presumed Gates forced vaccination theory. In Germany, right-wing conspiracists 
are frequently joined by more moderate protestors with different backgrounds including the political 
left, occultist, New Age, and other alternative movements. While the cross-political protestors are 
likely unified by counter-elite attitudes and governmental sceptical beliefs (Bennhold 2020), the 
complexities of the German Corona-sceptic movement and the emerging rechtsesoterisch and New 
Age resonant thought require in-depth and historically contextual academic engagement (cf. Kurlander 
2017). 

In the modestly sized city of Belfast, where the other author lives, rallies promoting Corona/5G 
conspiracy theories were witnessed. On an inordinately sunny spell in Belfast, the Victorian-styled 
Ormeau park was a site for the UK Freedom Movement on 16 May 2020 where 20 protestors gathered. 
The rally held across the UK was billed as ‘the largest mass gathering since lockdown’ although it was 
reported to be a flop in most cities. London’s Hyde park rally was said to have 30-40 protestors which 
included Piers Corbyn, a climate change denier, former Labour Party councillor, and brother of Jeremy 
Corbyn, who, before being arrested, announced to the crowd: ‘vaccination is not necessary… 5G 
towers will be installed everywhere’ and ‘5G enhances anyone who’s got illness from Covid, so they 
work together’ (Parveen 2020). While the official reason for the rally was ‘we say no to the coronavirus 
bill, no to mandatory vaccines, no to the new normal and no to the unlawful lockdown,’ the rally in 
Belfast was about more than the virus, illustrating conspiratorial narrative plasticity. A disparate raft 
of false flag narratives were directed toward a small group of police officers and reporters that began 
with ‘you should be asking more questions’, and was followed by seemingly incongruent concerns 
including ‘Epstein is alive’, ‘5G is killing my husband’, and there was even a cheer for the ‘flat earth 
society’. A woman with a South African accent questioned the safety of viral vaccinations: ‘what about 
the report from America, with Bobby Jr. Kennedy that those vaccines have now come out that there 
have been no trials over fifty years. No safety trials. They won’t make my children take the corona 
vaccine.’ Others spoke of Anthony Fauci funding a Wuhan lab that created the virus which spurred on 
one man to critically question the WHO: ‘who’s to say we are being told the truth, these guidelines are 
coming down from the WHO’. The voices from Belfast were far from representative of the original 
5G/Gates/Wuhan conspiracies, however the cultural circulation of the diversity of ideas were loosely 
held together by concerns of governmental overreach in relation to Covid-19 being an ‘unlawful 
lockdown’ and a coordinated global false flag operation. This concern is widely held in the UK, a May 
2020 Oxford Survey (OCEANS 2020) found that 40% of respondents believed ‘to some extent the 
spread of the virus is a deliberate attempt by powerful people to gain control.’ Here, Connolly’s (2005) 
use of Nietzsche’s ressentiment ‘resonates’ with and between Covid and pre-existing apocalyptic 
contagious conspiratorial narratives, whether technological, geopolitical, or biological. Such 
apocalyptic thought, as is argued below, is shared across the political and cultural spectrum.  

This paper has only captured a small sub-set of Covid-19 conspiracy theory formation in a limited 
temporal and spatial window, but as has been shown across Germany, the USA, and the UK, these 5G 
corona contagious conspiracies have global improvisational and cross-constituent resonance. An 
Oxford survey found that 20% of the UK believe Covid-19 is a hoax (OCEANS 2020), as much as one-
third of Americans believe the virus was a Wuhan Laboratory experiment (Noor 2020), and German 
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Youtube channels with conspiracist content gained tens of thousands of new subscribers in April and 
May 2020 (Kallsch and Stotz 2020). 

 

End Time: An Opportunity for Apocalyptic Cross-Cultural Constituencies? 

Protests against the lockdown are fuelled by different conspiracist narratives, unified against what is 
believed to be corporate and government overreach. These narratives of contagious conspiracism 
have also unified conservative, radical, and religious groupings across conspiracist milieus. 

As this paper has illustrated above, the radical left, evangelicals, and conservative/alt right groups 
share many concerns with each other. Indeed, many of the same ingredients are used for different 
recipes for the apocalypse or millennium. There is significant resonant overlap, where radical 
evangelicals call for a millennial socialist revolution while conservatives fear a socialist apocalypse, and 
even leftward and rightward voices question how the virus will empower state and corporate actors 
with malicious intent to limit rights, and capture political and monetary capital. For example, Naomi 
Klein’s recent pieces on ‘coronavirus capitalism’ have much the same concern (Klein 2020a). Klein 
(2002b) is concerned (as are the authors in partial self-reflective disclosure of our own apocalyptic 
conspiracy theory positionality) with the power grab among big tech, specifically how Google and 
Microsoft are drawing up plans to revolutionize healthcare provision, surveillance, and education post-
pandemic via a humanless and touchless hi-tech ‘dystopia’. Klein’s concerns are comparable to Reece’s 
above and the outcomes are broadly generalizable as apocalyptic: ‘tech-enabling infrastructure such 
as 5G’, ‘high-tech surveillance’, ‘democracy-threatening wealth and power accumulation’, Bill Gates 
being hailed as a ‘visionary’ by Governor Andrew Cuomo, ‘unprecedented collaborations between 
government and tech giants’, and ‘China’s appetite for surveillance are causing it to pull ahead of the 
US in a number of fields, including “AI for medical diagnosis”’. In sum: 5G, we are being watched, 
secretive corporate power, Bill Gates, government corruption, and China’s global influence. There is 
also a narrative plasticity for these tech companies for which the pre-pandemic apocalypse for them 
was being ‘outcompeted by China’ because they were limited by oversight and civil rights, the same 
ends now justify different means: lift oversight for ‘more telehealth, more 5G, more digital commerce… 
All in the name of fighting the virus’ (Klein 2002b). What analytically distinguishes the radical left and 
rightward apocalypticism is the latter’s tendency to take these ingredients—that is the identification 
of causes—as coordinated conspiracy rather than contingent opportunism for capital accumulation.  

While the ingredients are more-or-less the same so too are the basic motivations and the patterns of 
semiotic connections being drawn. Here the authors argue there is an opening for contestatory 
apocalyptic politics to serve not only as tools to possibly achieve some immediately progressive gains 
to destabilize such coronavirus capitalism but also for a cultivation of constituencies for change across 
evangelical, leftward, and rightward positionalities towards forming an ‘impossible political alliance’ 
(Žižek 2009, 209). With some claiming the pandemic heralds an apocalyptic end of neoliberalism, 
within this contestatory opening Arundhati Roy (2020) reminds readers in millennial optimism that 
‘historically, pandemics have forced humans to break with the past and imagine their world anew. This 
one is no different. It is a portal, a gateway between one world and the next’. Whether culturally 
permissible or not, then, these ingredients, motivations, and semiotics make us all conspiracists and/or 
conspiracy theorists at some level and in so doing is both revealing of similarities and the possible 
political and cultural constituencies, coalesced around the imminent/immanent redemption and 
empowerment that apocalypticism/millennialism implies, that can contingently and improvisationally 
result. In sum, framing Covid-19 as an apocalypse contains transformative potential. Its deployment is 
a powerful strategy, and the constituencies offered through the recognition of the similarities between 
contagious conspiracisms is a tactic of empowerment (de Certeau 1984).  
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While the nuances between the groups this paper has constructed above are analytically useful, the 
implication for our theoretical framings of apocalyptic contagious conspiracism is that such thought is 
not simply the purview of the far ends of groupness, whether radical left/far right or Christian/secular; 
these are categories of analysis that can never capture the messiness of the categories of cultural 
practice (Brubaker 2013). Covid-19 conspiracism and teleological apocalyptic thinking is pervasive and 
ubiquitous, more than many of us would like to admit. Haven’t many of us contemplated who gains 
from this pandemic and also the possible end of our world(s)? Such self-reflection has political 
implications not only for contagious conspiracism as cultural phenomena, but also scholarly 
implications for this developing field of inquiry. 
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