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Abstract 
 

The study analyzes the language strategy employed by conspiracy theorists, specifically the 
concept of “mirroring.” This involves adopting the linguistic strategies of their opponents to 
explain events, while usually reversing the key positions. Such attacks serve both as a form of 
counteroffensive and as an attempt to focus attention on the opponent while reinforcing the 
credibility of their own shared content. This linguistic strategy is examined in German and 
Slovak conspiracy discourse, using examples from digital journalistic texts and (multimodal) 
texts disseminated online. The aim is to highlight a strategy that contributes to the growing 
popularity and spread of conspiracy theories, thereby fostering greater polarization in society. 
Methodologically, the study draws on corpus linguistics tools while also integrating a 
contextual approach necessary for understanding the strategy and interpreting its content. 
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Introduction 
 
Conspiracy theories remain a constant danger to society, especially during times of political, 
ethnic, or economic crises. In such moments, they tend to grow stronger, solidify the beliefs of 
their followers, and attract new supporters. The online environment acts as an ideal platform 
for quickly and effectively spreading their content. 
 
The success of conspiracy content relies not only on crises themselves but also on how 
conflictual and sensitive topics are addressed and shaped. The communication strategies used 
are vital for maintaining attention, boosting emotional impact, increasing persuasiveness, and 
delegitimizing opponents. One key strategy is mirroring, which appears in various forms. In 
this study, specific examples will illustrate selected subtypes. 
 
The empirical section combines corpus and contextual analysis. Corpus tools offer an overview 
of how often language units appear and enable observation within a wider context. Contextual 
analysis enhances this by illustrating the interpretive frameworks behind different types of 
mirroring. The data comprises journalistic and multimodal texts from 2023, chosen deliberately 
due to the presence of multiple crises. 
 

Theoretical Framework: Conspiracy Theories 
 
Available publications show that interest in conspiracy theories as a research topic remains 
high, even though most theories share similar basic features. This is because new aspects are 
gradually uncovered, reflecting the dynamic nature of conspiracy theories and their ongoing 
efforts to find new strategies to increase influence. They can also be examined from multiple 
perspectives, helping to create a more detailed understanding of this phenomenon. 
 
This study will examine the main traits of conspiracy theories that help us identify (multimodal) 
texts as containing conspiratorial content. But it’s important to recognize that behind these 
traits, there are often complex tactics designed to enhance the content’s persuasiveness and 
diminish the recipient’s critical evaluation. 
 
Conspiracy theories interpret events and situations based on determinism as a central principle. 
According to this perspective, everything is seen as intentional, and chance, chaos, and 
uncontrollable factors are not considered possible causes. Instead, a conspiracy group is 
believed to secretly control events, manipulating them to achieve hidden goals (e.g., Barkun, 
2003, p. 4; Brotherton, 2013, p. 11; Butter, 2023, pp. 22–29; Butter, 2021; Fuchs, 2022, pp. 30–
31; Lutter, 2001, pp. 24–27). 
 
By identifying the positions of conspirators in conspiracy theories, we highlight another key 
feature: dualism, or a binary view of the world that separates good from evil. Conspirators are 
seen as the ones representing the “evil/enemy/perpetrator/responsible for evil,” while their 
opposites are the “good/friend/victim” side (e.g., Barkun, 2003; Butter, 2023; Fuchs, 2022). 
Conspirators—whether individuals, bureaucracies, national and international institutions, 
organizations, scientists, or others—are perceived as highly competent and discreet regarding 
their secret intentions and plans (e.g., Brotherton, 2013). Opposing them are the so-called truth 
seekers or conspiracy theorists and their supporters, who take on the role of uncovering the real 
truth and revealing the conspirators’ intentions, and are portrayed exclusively in a positive light. 
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From the perspective of key characteristics, it is crucial to pause at the point where conspiracy 
theory and empirical material connect. In the literature, we find valid critiques of the term 
“theory” when linked to “conspiracy,” which highlight the lack of scientific features such as 
formulating a scientific problem, developing hypotheses, describing appropriate research 
methods, creating a consistent theory in the conclusion, verifiability, and more (e.g., Götz-
Votteler & Hespers, 2019, pp. 35–37; Schmiege et al., 2023, p. 441). Based on this, every 
conspiracy theory must be tested for its claims, even though this can be difficult. Pfahl-
Traughber (2019), who uses the term conspiracy ideology, rightly emphasizes one key aspect 
of conspiracy theories stating, “Die Darstellung [eines Ereignisses als Folge einer 
Konspiration] ist […] so gehalten, dass eine Prüfung an der Realität nicht möglich ist. Es gibt 
demnach Argumentationsmuster zur Immunisierung vor Kritik, welche gegenteilige Beweise 
nicht zulassen” (Teil 2/Part 2). Brotherton (2013, p. 12) similarly argues, “Conspiracy theories 
are epistemically self-insulating. Because of their epistemic approach towards new 
information, conspiracy theories are well insulated against questioning or correction.” These 
are explanations of events and situations that serve as alternatives to widely accepted 
explanations. Therefore, while we can identify some characteristics of scientificity in 
conspiracy theories, their strategic purpose is only fulfilled within the context of conspiracy 
theory, not scientificity. For this reason, it is recommended to use the term “narrative” instead 
of “theory.” The conspiracy narrative better reflects the structure and nature of the content it 
carries and is not as heavily burdened with negative connotations. 
 

Empirical Part 
 
Observed Aspects 
 
In analysing empirical data, the focus is on the communication strategy of mirroring. This 
appears in several subtypes, not all of which must be present in every piece of conspiratorial 
content. Common subtypes include mirroring accusations, adopting the opponent’s terms and 
reinterpreting their use (such as irony or delegitimization), reversing strategies of 
overestimation and belittlement within the friend-enemy framework, mirroring victims’ 
discourse, reframing roles, and mimicking claims of scientific authority. An interesting 
example is the adoption of the label “conspiracy theorist/conspirator,” which is often 
deliberately used in an ironic tone to diminish its legitimacy. 
 
Observing these subtypes requires viewing the text as a whole, where various signs and codes 
are used. Although the analysis mainly focuses on the linguistic level, it also considers visual 
elements that help better understand the intentions of the author or sharer of the text 
(e.g., Stanková, 2020). 
 
Empirical Material 
 
The analysis focuses on empirical material from digital sources, specifically journalistic texts 
and posts of various lengths from social networks in 2023. The German-language journalistic 
texts are from the digital magazine Rubikon,1 particularly from the sections 
Fassadendemokratie & Tiefer Staat and Krieg & Frieden. Slovak language sources include the 
portals Zem a Vek, Bádateľ, and Christianitas. All these sources are classified as portals that 

 
1 Rubikon magazine published articles on its website until 1 April 2023, when it was replaced by the digital 
magazine Manova. However, Manova does not preserve the original section divisions entirely. Efforts are 
currently underway to revive Rubikon magazine, but without access to the article archive. All of the samples 
shown here come from a database created earlier. 
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share disinformation and conspiracy content (e.g., Holland-Letz, 2020; Müller et al., 2023; 
Konšpirátori.sk). It should be noted that not all texts are purely conspiratorial; many critique 
national or international regulations without explicit links to conspiracy theories, though their 
implicit framing may resemble or support such theories. Posts from social media were searched 
using keywords such as Corona, Covid-19, mainstream media, chemtrails, elites, among others. 
Since not all social media accounts are publicly accessible, the study focused only on available 
content. Some posts were analyzed individually, while others involved collections of posts 
from an “open” account within a specific time frame. When selecting the empirical material, 
the focus was not on quantity but on quality, specifically, the ability to accurately illustrate the 
mirroring strategies employed.  
 

Analysis 
 
The Use of Corpus Linguistics Tools 
 
The empirical base outlined above includes texts of different lengths. Sometimes, German 
journalistic texts exceed ten pages. To work more efficiently, we also utilize corpus linguistics 
tools in our analysis, specifically automatic evaluation with the Sketch Engine corpus manager. 
 
For this purpose, German texts were grouped into a German corpus and Slovak texts into a 
Slovak corpus. From the Sketch Engine functions, we mainly used the Keywords and 
Concordance tools. The Keywords tool (single-word units) helps us identify typical language 
units that signal a relevant content element, topic, or reference object. The Concordance tool 
allows us to search for a specific lemma, word, phrase, tag, document type, and other items. 
The results are presented in context, which is effective for analysis, as it helps us at least outline 
the interpretation direction of the searched unit and relate it to the relevant thematic framework. 
For a better illustration, we present an evaluation of units from the German and Slovak corpora 
using the Keywords tool: 
 
Table 1 
The 50 Most Frequent Single-Word Keywords in the German Corpus 
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Table 2 
The 50 Most Frequent Single-Word Keywords in the Slovak Corpus 

 
 
Contextual Analysis of Mirroring Strategy  
 
The keywords identified through corpus analysis are not only typical for the given corpus but 
also highlight shared content trends. They can be categorized into patterns characteristic of 
conspiracy discourse. In contextual analysis, these findings guide targeted searches for specific 
units, enabling their contextual framing to be extracted from the entire corpus. These units then 
serve as a starting point for identifying a potential mirroring strategy or some of its subtypes. 
The selected frames also demonstrate the strategy in question. 
 
Following this procedure, we have identified the following subtypes of the mirroring strategy: 

a. Reflecting historical or historical-legal context (shifting historical contextual 
framework to current situations; usually involves role reversal); 

b. Mirroring accusations (reversing the role in the accusation pattern); 
c. Mirroring the victims’ discourse; 
d. Reversal of the strategy of overestimating and underestimating within the friend-enemy 

personnel scheme (deliberate reversal often linked with ironic overestimation and 
condemnatory underestimation); 

e. Mirroring of attributes related to conspiracy theories. 
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Reflecting Historical or Historical-Legal Context  
 

Example 1: Thematic Framework—The Russia-Ukraine Conflict. 
 

(Gysi, 2023) 
 

The first example comes from the article “Defensive Invasion,” the title of which hints at mirror 
imaging and role reversal. It illustrates the clear transfer of the historical colonial framework 
to the current military conflict between Russia and Ukraine. It begins with a historical narrative 
from the United States, which is mirrored to shift focus onto the opponent (in other texts, the 
conflict is seen as a dispute between Russia and the US, with Ukraine acting as a proxy, known 
as a proxy war/ Stellvertreterkrieg). The reversal of roles (Die neuen Wilden, die neuen 
Indianer sind die Russen. Sie müssen besiegt, also vernichtet werden.) justifies violence and 
dehumanization, portraying the original aggressor as a victim forced to defend itself. When 
reflecting on the colonial framework, the narrative employs familiar language, such as Leben 
in Reservaten, nach der Umerziehung, müssen besiegt, vernichtet werden; military terms are 
also used (e.g., Krieg, modernste Waffen, Angriffskrieger), which sometimes overlap with 
colonial vocabulary. 
 

Example 2: Thematic Framework—The Covid-19 Pandemic. 
 

(Badatel.net, 2023) 
 
Similar to the German sample, we identified examples in the Slovak corpus that reflect the 
historical context but are not related to war conflict; instead, they pertain to the Covid-19 
pandemic. Example 2 references the historical framework of the Nuremberg trials (e.g., Drábik, 
2024), specifically its legal dimension as a criminal tribunal, which is applied to the Slovak 
government and health officials during the pandemic. The accusations of crimes against 
humanity are not presented as historical but gain significance through their reflection of 
relevant events in a legal context. Additionally, strongly negative vocabulary is used here, 
especially in the second example, which employs the term genocide. This term itself evokes 
the severity of past crimes and transfers that gravity to current circumstances. 
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Mirroring Accusations 
 

Example 3: Thematic Framework—The Russia-Ukraine Conflict. 
 

(Behla, 2023) 
 

Example 4: Thematic Framework—The Russia-Ukraine Conflict. 

(Weinert, 2023) 
 

Example 5: Thematic Framework—The Russia-Ukraine Conflict. 
 

(Štubňa, 2023) 
 

One subtype of the mirroring strategy involves adopting a blame pattern linked to role reversal. 
This is shown through examples 3–5. All of these follow the aggressor-victim pattern, where 
the conspiratorial discourse reverses the usual positions compared to the common explanation 
of events, which states that Russia is the aggressor and Ukraine is the victim. Russia is depicted 
as the victim, a point also visible in the linear arrangement of the participants within the pattern. 
From a linguistic perspective, the words used not only show the direction of the action from X 
to Y, but the preposition gegen/against explicitly frames this direction as a conflict. In the 
analyzed texts, Ukraine is mostly portrayed as the site of the conflict, but in other sources, it is 
also discussed as the aggressor or an active participant in the war between Russia and Ukraine. 
Part of this strategy often involves reframing Russian aggression, which can also be seen in the 
headlines of the texts. A prime example is the title of the text from which the first example is 
taken, “Defensive Invasion” (see above), which clearly demonstrates the reinterpretation of the 
term “aggressor” in this context. 
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Mirroring the Victims’ Discourse 
 

Example 6: Thematic Framework—The Media/Political Manipulation. 
 

 
(Štubňa, 2023) 

 
Example 7: Thematic Framework—The Russia-Ukraine Conflict. 

 

 
(Riedl, 2023) 

 
Figure 1 
Thematic Framework: Media Manipulation 

 
Source: post on Facebook (Egel, 2023) 
 
Figure 2 
Thematic Framework: Political Manipulation 

 
Source: Post on Facebook (Clos, 2023) 
  
The analyzed samples reflect the discourse of victims. The initial idea that the public is 
manipulated and deceived by disinformation is challenged: the recipients of the messages are 
portrayed as victims of mainstream media, political elites, or “powers that be.” This framework 
is used across various contexts—from criticizing news reporting and political figures (example 
6) to discussing war conflicts and their media coverage (example 7), and to the visual and 
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verbal depiction of victims of political decisions during the pandemic (figures 1 and 2). A 
common feature is framing the audience as defenceless victims of manipulation, fear, and 
oppression, with mainstream platforms identified as the perpetrators. 
 
Reversal of the Overestimating and Underestimating Strategy Within the Friend-Enemy 
Personnel Scheme  
 

Example 8: Thematic Framework—The Russia-Ukraine Conflict. 
 

(Mies, 2023) 
 

Example 9: Thematic Framework—The Russia-Ukraine Conflict. 
 

(Gysi, 2023) 
 

Example 10: Thematic Framework—The Russia-Ukraine Conflict. 
 

(Angerer, 2023) 
 

Example 11: Thematic Framework—The European Union; Migration; Russia-Ukraine 
Conflict. 

 

(ZEM&VEK, 2023) 
 

Example 12: Thematic Framework—Media Conflict (Mainstream vs. Disinformation 
Portal). 

 

(Rostas, 2023) 
 
Overestimating or exaggerating the opponent, or belittling a representative from one’s own 
side, is not common in the analyzed corpus. However, several examples of this strategy type 
can still be identified. Usually, overestimation is an ironic tactic, indicated by quotation marks 
or expressive vocabulary, which shifts the originally positive tone into ridicule (examples 8, 9, 
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and 12). Conversely, belittling is often used in a context that softens its negative connotation 
and redefines it as a value accepted within one’s own camp (examples 10 and 11). This 
approach ensures that the intended message aligns with the communicator’s (author or content 
sharer) position. 
 
Mirroring of Attributes Related to Conspiracy Theories 
 

Example 13: Thematic Framework—Truth/Lie. 

(Rostas, 2023) 
 

Example 14: Thematic Framework—Objectivity and Quality of Shared Content. 

(Schuhmacher, 2023) 
 

Example 15: Thematic Framework—Requirement for Scientific Rigour, 
Expertise, Authority/Authorities. 

(Rostas, 2023) 
 

Example 16: Thematic Framework—Requirement for Scientific Rigour, 
Expertise, Authority/Authorities. 

(Angerer, 2023) 
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Example 17: Thematic Framework—Requirement for Scientific Rigour, 
Expertise, Authority/Authorities. 

(Rostas, 2023) 
 
Figure 3 
Thematic Framework—Questioning Scientificity, Expertise, and Presence of 
Authority/Authorities 

  
Source: Post on Facebook (Egel, 2023) 
 
Figure 4 
Thematic Framework—Questioning Scientificity, Expertise, and Presence of 
Authority/Authorities 

 
Source: Post on Facebook (Egel, 2023) 
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Figure 5 
Thematic Framework—Questioning Scientificity, Expertise, and Presence of 
Authority/Authorities 
 

 
Source: Post on Facebook (Henseler, 2023) 
 

Example 18: Thematic Framework—Cluster for Assessing Group as an 
Authoritarian Cult. 

(Eggert, 2023) 
 
Figure 6 
Thematic Framework—Deliberately Adopting the Label “Conspiracy Theorist” and 
Delegitimizing It 

 
Source: Post on Facebook (Egel, 2023) 
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Figure 7  
Thematic Framework—Deliberately Adopting the Label “Conspiracy Theorist” and 
Delegitimizing It 

 
Source: Post on Facebook (Frühauf, 2023) 
 
Examples 13–18 and figures 3–7 are grouped under the strategy of mirroring attributes related 
to the profile of conspiracy theories, which is further organized according to thematic 
frameworks. These are typically responses to characteristics of conspiracy theories recognized 
from professional literature or public discussion. In texts and posts of a conspiratorial nature, 
these attributes are addressed with an extremely critical, aggressive tone aimed at turning 
negative evaluations against the opponent. The construction of a dualistic view of the world 
(good vs. evil) occurs against the backdrop of shared content and is easily recognizable to the 
audience. 
 
Example 13 highlights the clash between truth and lies by framing conspiracy theories in favor 
of alternative media. Meanwhile, their opponents – elites, politicians, mainstream media, and 
others – are discredited. This is especially clear in efforts to damage the credibility of opponents 
through sarcastic statements (Redaktorka sa drží svojich závideniahodných argumentačných 
zručností...; odhaľuje svoju komplexnú gramotnosť a divákov poúča…). By flipping the 
attribute of conspiracy and adding suitable contextual links, the position of alternative media 
becomes more legitimate and stronger. 
 
Another interesting example is example 14, which uses the technical term cognitive dissonance 
in connection with mainstream media (...In den Mainstream-Medien, die sich in einem 
kolossalen Akt der kognitiven Dissonanz als “Qualitätsjournalisten” unverzichtbar wähnen, 
...). This is a term that is also used in connection with the tendency to believe in conspiracy 
theories and refers to a situation in which a person rejects other, contradictory explanations of 
an event in order not to disrupt accepted or expected interpretative frameworks and avoid a 
state of epistemic uncertainty (e.g., Binder & Kaltseis, 2023). In example 14, this term is used 
to discredit an opponent and emphasize their one-sidedness. Although cognitive dissonance 
usually refers to an internal conflict between contradictory beliefs, in this context it is 
understood more as a manifestation of the ideological closed-mindedness and inconsistency of 
the mainstream media, which nevertheless present themselves as “indispensable quality 
journalists.” 
 
The following examples 15–17 and figures 3–5 are grouped under the framework of 
scientificity, expertise, and the presence of authority or authorities. Within this framework, two 
subtypes can be distinguished: the requirement for professional qualifications and the criticism 
or denigration of expertise. In professional discussions, conspiracy theories are often criticized 
for rejecting the opinions of scientific authorities, experts, and specialists. In example 15, we 
see a counterargument accompanied by an argument about the participation of experts from 
various fields in the creation of content in the periodical Zem & Vek (Hanzelová ... “kádruje 
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nielen odbornosť sudkyne ale aj periodikum,” ktorého redakciu už dekádu tvoria vysokoškolskí 
pedagógovia, výnimoční odborníci, lekári, ekonómovia, docenti, právnici a profesori ...). The 
legitimization of the alternative media is achieved by referring to the professional qualifications 
of the editorial team, thus reflecting the discourse of expertise. In contrast, mainstream experts 
(example 16) are presented as “selected” (ihre ausgesuchten “Experten”) and “like-minded” 
(ihre gleichgeschalteten Mainstream-Medien), thereby undermining their independence and 
expertise. The strategy of ridicule is applied in example 17, where the framework of scientific 
authority is transformed into a caricature symbolized by the image of Bill with a syringe in his 
hand. Direct criticism and even denigration of science are demonstrated by the posts in figures 
3-5. Accusations of selling out science or having a limited view of events by fact-checkers 
clearly signal their rejection and simultaneous undermining of their position. 
 
Example 18 attempts to depict the opponent as an “authoritarian sect” (eine autoritäre Sekte). 
This indirectly replicates how the conspirators themselves are often portrayed. A closer look at 
specific aspects also indicates that certain traits are reflected, such as ideas of blind obedience 
to authority, ideological closed-mindedness, and the related inability to think critically. It is 
also noteworthy that the source of the cluster or profile is a German association of 
psychologists, as this lends an air of professionalism to the conspiratorial text (e.g., Gross, 
1996). 
  
Figures 6–7 demonstrate the explicit adoption of labels used by opponents. Negative labels are 
ironically adopted and then framed positively, thus weakening their stigmatizing effect. The 
protagonists express their own understanding of the terms conspiracy theorist 
(Verschwörungstheoretiker) and alternative thinker (Querdenker) and elevate them to 
“superlatives.” In spoken language or informal chat communication, these labels may also 
appear alone, with appropriate intonation or punctuation. The addressee infers the meaning of 
their use from the implicit levels of communication. 
 

Conclusion 
 
The paper focused on analysing the mirroring strategy and its subtypes in German- and Slovak-
language conspiracy discourse, represented by journalistic texts and multimodal social media 
posts from 2023. The results of the partial analyses show that the mirroring strategy is used in 
both language areas, and we can conclude that similar and, in some cases, identical frameworks 
are employed. Regarding the individual subtypes of mirroring, a relatively broad spectrum has 
been applied (see contextual analysis), and it should also be noted that in several cases, multiple 
subtypes overlap within the text. We did not highlight this in the analysis due to their overlap. 
 
Summarizing the findings of the analyses, we can conclude that mirroring is a highly 
discrediting strategy used in conspiratorial discourse. Traits often associated with 
conspiratorial thinking are mirrored in this discourse and shifted to the “other side.” Alternative 
media and social networks of this type and their supporters explicitly or implicitly present 
themselves as carriers of truth, expertise, and independent thinking, while elites, the scientific 
community, and mainstream institutions are portrayed as sources of lies, manipulation, and 
dogmatic behaviour. The strategy thus legitimizes its own position while stigmatizing 
opponents, creating a stark contrast between “ordinary seekers of truth” and “dogmatic sects.” 
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