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The Russian international media outlet Russia Today (RT) has been
widely accused in the Western world of producing government propa-
ganda and conspiracy theories. This book explores for the first time the
role that conspiracy theories actually play in the network’s broadcasts.

More than this, it provides the first ever study of how the Russian
government engages with conspiracy theories in the international
arena, with a particular focus on the use of conspiracy theories as an
instrument of public diplomacy. RT was established in 2005 to repre-
sent Russia to the world, and to present a Russian perspective on global
events. Whilst some of RT’s more overtly conspiratorial output has
been taken off the air, the network remains a source of significant con-
cern for governments and intelligence agencies in Europe and North
America. Now, more than ever, policymakers, journalists, academics,
and intelligence services alike seek to understand the role RT plays in
the Russian government’s foreign policy agenda. The authors use RT
as a case study to investigate how global communication technologies
influence the development and dissemination of conspiracy theories,
which are also an important component of the post-Soviet Russian in-
tellectual landscape and Kremlin-sponsored political discourse.

This book will appeal to students and scholars of Politics and Inter-
national Relations, Russian Studies, and Conspiracy Theories.
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self-censorship in today’s media.
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Introduction
The curious case of RT

On 5 July 1881 the unknown author of an editorial in the St. Louis Daily
Globe —a Democrat newspaper in one of the Midwest American states,
published a piece about the assassination of the 20th US President
James Garfield. According to historian Andrew McKenzie-McHarg,
this journalist was the first to use the term ‘conspiracy theory’ to re-
flect upon the myriad of versions of Garfield’s murder that emerged
(McKenzie-McHarg, 2017, p. 75). Since then — and especially since
the German sociologist Karl Popper used the term in the late 1940s
(Butter, 2020), the phenomenon of conspiracy theories has occupied
a totally different space in our lives, reflecting how many humans in-
terpret reality. In fact, reality becomes more mind-blowing than the
starkest conspiratorial fiction. The 1999 film The Matrix depicted the
world as an illusion fed to humans whose bodies are used as batteries
powering the Matrix —an enormous computer run by Al — that keeps
the majority of people unable to perceive reality as it is. This postmod-
ernist criticism of capitalism is perceived differently in 2020 when Al
algorithms underlie the multibillion businesses of big tech, shaping
‘the surveillance capitalism’ (Zuboff, 2019) in which we all live. The
conspiracy of computers against humans doesn’t look as unrealistic
as it once was.

Scholars have recognised that uncertainty and insecurity about the
true nature of the world lie behind belief in conspiracies (Harambam
and Aupers, 2017). As Frederic Jameson (1988) argued, conspiracy
theories are ‘a poor person’s cognitive mapping in the postmodern
age’. Knight and Butter suggest (2020) that Jameson’s perception of
conspiracy theories treats the emergence of conspiracy theories not as
a product of a mentally sick mind, but as an allegory of the overly com-
plicated world. This approach helps identify conspiracy theories as a
symbol of disbalance of power and influence in society. Often conveyed
through populist politics, that divide of the social between the people
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and the power — a characteristic of conspiracy theories — explains why
these ideas have such huge power in politics today (Fenster, 2008).

People, power and politics are the key to understanding the prolifer-
ation of conspiracy theories in the modern world via the media and,
as it stands, the three terms that appear in the subtitle of this book.
We come to a focus on these elements of contemporary international
broadcasting to explore how conspiracy theories are communicated
globally via the means of traditional and new media by (a) claiming to
represent ‘the people’, (b) undermining and relocating power between
political actors and thus, (c) shaping sub-national, national and global
politics.

One may ask: why RT? What made us write a book on the seem-
ingly obscure media outlet whose viewing numbers are almost im-
possible to figure out, but which has gleefully repeated politicians’
accusations that it is a ‘propaganda bullhorn’ in its own advertising
(RT, 2014)? Well, because RT presents a curious case of an inter-
national media organisation that has instrumentalised conspiracy
theories and turned them into a tool of international politics. And
given the rapidity of global communications and how quickly socie-
ties are divided in terms of profits and opinions, it is clear that RT is
not the only media that does, or will continue, to benefit from these
divides.

RT was established in 2005 (as Russia Today) to represent Russia to
the world and to present a Russian perspective on global events. Very
quickly, the network began actively producing and promoting conspir-
acy theories. Whilst some of RT’s more overtly conspiratorial output
has since been taken off the air, the network remains a source of sig-
nificant concern for governments and intelligence agencies, who have
feared its potential to influence public opinion during recent elections,
referenda and hostile state interventions. Now, more than ever, policy-
makers, journalists, academics and intelligence services alike seek to
understand how RT helps to turn obscure ideas and social doubts into
tools of international politics.

This book draws on the fields of International Relations, Politics
and Media Studies, and sets conspiracy theories within this context
as a populist instrument of power relations (Fenster, 2008). In today’s
rapidly globalising world, international broadcasting and public di-
plomacy more broadly, are seen as vital sources of potential influ-
ence on overseas audiences. RT represents an excellent case for the
investigation of how global communication technologies influence
the development and dissemination of conspiracy theories, which are
also an important component of the post-Soviet Russian intellectual
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landscape and Kremlin sponsored political discourse (Yablokov,
2018).

In uniting these two research areas, this book explores how RT’s
engagement with conspiracy theory allows it to articulate a critique of
the policies of the US and Western European governments as if from
within those societies. Far from delivering the external critiques of a
foreign power, RT performs as a vessel for aggrieved parties within its
audiences, who are actively involved in packaging conspiracy theories.
RT’s strategic use of new media feeds into this process by enabling
targeting of outputs to specific audience contingents, thus transform-
ing international broadcasting into a phenomenon of peculiar domes-
tic relevance. With this foregrounding and engagement with different
types of conspiracy theories which have currency amongst the general
public as an interpretative frame of reality, RT’s outputs conform to
what Peter Knight defines as a ‘conspiracy culture’. This allows RT to
infuse the current social and economic inequalities of Western society
with conspiratorial allegations, thereby addressing international audi-
ences with a distinctly anti-elitist message (Knight, 2000).

According to RT, global media heavyweights (like CNN) are in
league with the political establishment. So, RT’s development has to
be situated in relation to both the abundant tradition of populism
in the US, and the rise in populist movements and trends across the
globe. With its slogan encouraging audiences to ‘Question more’, RT
brands itself as a direct challenge to these elites and their visions of
current affairs. Its expansion of broadcast and online service provi-
sion to cover media markets across Western Europe, Latin America
and the Arabic speaking world demonstrates sustained Russian inter-
est in influencing and interacting with public opinion across a range
of global societies. For this reason, it is crucial to explore the ways
in which RT’s programming incorporates, and responds to, the per-
spectives of anti-establishment right-wing and left-wing communities
in the societies where it targets its outputs. To do this comprehensively,
we have focussed our analysis on the English language outputs of RT
and their circulation within the international Anglophone media
space. We don’t engage here with the stories that have been broadcast
in French, German, Spanish or Arabic, nor how these distinct lan-
guage services have interacted in their own respective sections of the
international media.

This interactivity is crucial to understanding how the expression of
populist sentiment adopts new forms in the digital era, as core and
peripheral audiences across multiple platforms co-produce, re-write
and disseminate these ideas. Thus, media actors as varied as RT, the
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platforms upon which it makes its outputs available, its media con-
tributors and audiences all contribute to producing the emotional ar-
guments that stimulate engagement, to influence wider transnational
discussion and enable today’s conspiracy myths to flourish.

The book interrogates these processes of production, evolution and
dissemination of conspiratorial ideas on and around RT. This means
not only tracing the origins of some conspiratorial ideas in the polit-
ical culture of America or particular Western European states, but
also investigating the more dynamic processes of how RT’s outputs
interact with global conspiracy cultures and trigger further conspir-
acy myth making amongst both sub-national and transnational com-
munities. Presenting evidence from a series of recent case studies, the
book investigates the political implications of conspiracy theories on
and around RT - ranging from the network’s overt engagement with
conspiracy theories as a genre, through to their more subtle integra-
tion into the reporting of newsworthy events.

Structure of the book

The first chapter provides a short overview of how the form and dis-
semination of conspiracy theories have been historically intertwined
with the evolution of communication technologies, before taking a
deep dive into the contemporary media environment, and the ways
in which this facilitates the spread of conspiracy theories. Chapter 2
outlines the network’s history, explaining the Kremlin’s motivations
behind its creation, and the reasons that RT developed into a media
outlet focussed specifically on the spread of conspiracy theories. The
subsequent chapters explore the editorial strategies chosen by RT’s
staff, and their intertwinement with conspiratorial narratives. In
Chapter 3, we investigate two programmes — The Truthseeker and The
World According to Jesse Ventura—which serve as examples of how RT
has instrumentalised conspiracy theories from both far right- and left-
wing ideologies, providing both with an arena for expressing dissatis-
faction. Chapters 4 and 5 deal with stories of immense international
political significance to Russia’s political leadership, and in which RT
has played an important mediating role. First, Donald Trump’s unex-
pected victory in the 2016 presidential elections, and second, the 2018
poisoning of former Russian-British double agent, Sergei Skripal and
his daughter in the British city of Salisbury. Together these events fed
into the Kremlin’s reputation as a global ‘bad guy’ prepared to hack
foreign governments and poison civilians to sew chaos and panic. RT’s
reporting, however, adopted conspiracy theories to report them in
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terms of Western governments’ anti-Russian provocations. Our final
chapter, number 6, investigates RT’s outputs over the pandemic period —
bringing to light how inter-related conspiracy theories have perme-
ated coverage of both COVID-19 and the highly contentious 2020 US
Presidential election campaign. Written as the impact of these massive
social and political ruptures continues to be felt across the globe, the
conclusion of the book reflects on the curious place of RT within the
broader context of contemporary conspiracy cultures that are unlikely
to disappear any time soon. It offers a range of recommendations for
addressing how the perennial politics of conspiracy theories perme-
ates our contemporary age.
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1 Conspiracy theories, the
evolution of communication
and the contemporary global
media environment

Conspiracy theories are a recurrent feature of politics, and have
evolved over centuries alongside developments in communication and
political rhetoric. In Ancient Athens, conspiracy accusations were
used to control society, by reminding citizens of the need to be ac-
countable to the republic (Roisman, 2006). In Ancient Rome, conspir-
acy rhetoric was used both to destroy opponents’ reputations and to
help explain political events that were otherwise hard to account for
rationally (Pagan, 2012). Crucially, in both societies, there was some
capacity for political leaders to be challenged by their opponents for
their actions, and conspiracy theories worked as a political tool to help
manage public politics. In the late Middle Ages conspiracy theories
re-emerged as a by-product of early European political developments,
such as how Italian establishment powerbrokers analysed information
from numerous — often anonymous — sources to make decisions about
the security of their states (Zwierlein and de Graaf, 2013). Later, this
style of thinking spread across the European societies that were grad-
ually becoming divided along religious lines. The key to the prolifera-
tion of conspiracy theories in modern Europe, then, for the first time
since Antiquity, was the amount of news communication produced
and received across the European continent (Zwierlein, 2020, p. 546).
Making sense of the political sphere became important to princes,
office holders and intellectuals alike, whilst the threat of censorship
increased the anonymity of this communication.

The Age of Enlightenment turned conspiracy theories into a major
cognitive instrument to comprehend the rapidly changing reality. In
just a couple of years, networks of intellectuals in Britain, Europe,
Russia and the US were vital in spreading the first global conspiracy
theory about an ‘Illuminati’ secret society (Porter, 2005). From the
onset of the American republic, populist movements instrumentalised
anti-Illuminati and later anti-immigrant fears, turning conspiracy
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theories into tools of social mobilisation (Davis, 1960; Hofstadter,
1965). In Europe, conservatives quickly merged anti-Illuminati and
anti-Semitic conspiracy theories, as with the late 19th-century ‘letter
of Simonini” hoax, which claimed that the Jews stood behind the Ma-
sonic lodges and were responsible for the waves of European revolu-
tions (Oberhauser, 2020). Jews became seen as a problematic ‘Other’
whose place amongst the newly forming nations was unstable and even
threatening (Bartal, 2005).

Shortly afterwards, Russian counterintelligence officers produced
a faked document, The Protocols of the Elders of Zion (Hagemeister,
2008). Its premise was that of a secret meeting of Jewish elders from
around the world, scheming to achieve future political and financial
omnipotence. The scale and velocity with which this hoax spread
globally in the first decades of the 20th century — and its enduring
relevance today — reveal much about the frustrations shared in Russia,
Germany and America about rapidly changing life, and the appetite
for scapegoats. Both the narrative and the visual elements of The Pro-
tocols helped channel hatred towards real Jewish communities (Gray,
2010) and even imagined ones (Swami, 2012).

Marshall McLuhan’s famous concept ‘the medium is the message’
(1964) explains how the evolution of the media in their relation to hu-
man senses has impacted upon conspiratorial narratives and their
means of circulation in the last couple of centuries (Aupers et al.,
2020). Where printed stories have helped to make conspiracy a pop-
ular way of explaining reality, visual representations of conspiracy
have captivated mass audiences, especially during political and fi-
nancial crises. Anti-Semitic tropes developed from late 19th-century
Nazi propaganda featuring the eternal Jew, to 20th-century conspir-
atorial cartoons and film, all the way up to early 21st-century memes
and GIFs. On the other hand, the Cold War offered an opportunity
for the conspiracy cultures that had flourished for centuries in the US
(Goldberg, 2001), Europe (Onnerfors and Krouwel, 2021) and Rus-
sia (Yablokov, 2018) to come to the fore as a transnational political
tool. In fact, there are few differences between the nature of Stalinist
propaganda against capitalists and the McCarthyite Red-baiting of
the 1950s. However, the espionage-focussed mentality of the Cold War
turned conspiracy theories into a legitimate style of cultural and polit-
ical story-telling (Thalmann, 2019) that continues to permeate the pol-
itics of the US and Russia to this day (Denvir, 2018; Yablokov, 2018).
Clearly, the visual and narrative culture of conspiracy theories can
adapt to fit the prevailing media context (Caumanns and Onnerfors,
2020). In this respect, the current period is particularly significant,
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because of individuals’ ability to ‘prosume’ (Ritzer and Jurgenson,
2010): to consume and produce their very own conspiratorial readings
of the balance of power underlying world events (Aupers, 2012).

Conspiracy theories and the logics of the contemporary
global media environment

Conspiracy theories spread rapidly in a contemporary global media en-
vironment in which over half of the global population uses the internet,
and in developed countries, regular use is the norm (85% of EU adults;
91% of UK adults) (ITU, 2018; ONS, 2018). News and information can
now be ‘prosumed’ instantaneously, right when trust in established in-
stitutions is seeing a long-term fall and people are more open to trusting
alternative figureheads who better reflect their own personal perspec-
tives (Coleman, 2018, p. 1). All media institutions have had to adapt to
this context, with many attempting to maximise and monetise online
consumption through ‘clickbait’ (Moore, 2018; Chatterje-Doody and
Crilley, 2019a). Such trends also help to explain how marginal actors
and discourse can come to influence the agendas of others — especially
given that conservative news websites are more likely than liberal ones
to propagate fabricated stories, and conservative individuals are more
likely to believe them. Liberal media outlets, on the other hand, are the
ones more likely to change their agenda in response (Vargo et al., 2018).

At the same time, the increased personalisation of news allows me-
dia users to actively curate and contribute to the information they
consume. Production, dissemination and reception of news are now
intimately intertwined (Chadwick, 2017), and users contribute to
feedback loops that shape the media-politics relationship (Zannet-
tou et al., 2017). Just as social media users are more trusting of the
opinions and recommendations of their contacts (Turcotte et al., 2015;
Rosenthal and Brito, 2017, p. 382), so too mainstream news coverage
cites social media commentary and trends as examples of public opin-
ion (Chatterje-Doody and Crilley, 2019a, p. 84). This gives online mi-
norities the opportunity to influence offline news agendas.

With established systems of generating knowledge and trust in crisis,
many people doubt that political elites and the mainstream media repre-
sent their true interests. The current media environment increases their
access to alternative interpretations of current events that ring more
true to them (Davies, 2018). So, truth becomes de-linked from analy-
sis of public records, debate and consensus-building. Instead, credibil-
ity attaches itself to the ‘new type of heroic truth teller’ who is ‘brave
enough to call bullshit on the rest of the establishment’ (Davies, 2018).
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Various political and media actors have positioned themselves
as precisely such heroic truth tellers, often whilst explicitly criticis-
ing the ‘establishment’. They include whistle-blowers like Edward
Snowden, independent publishers like WikiLeaks, alternative news
outlets (whether domestic or international) that promote these kinds
of stories, and individuals who build their profile by commenting on
them. This division of the public space into a noble people set against
a corrupt elite is a classic feature of populist logic. These populist log-
ics of communication work with the dynamics of the contemporary
global media environment in ways that define conspiracy theories in
the present age.

The linked logics of populism and conspiracy theories

Populism has been referred to as a ‘thin-centred ideology’ that polit-
ical actors can map onto any specific ideological concerns they have,
from either end of the political spectrum (Mudde and Kaltwasser,
2017). In practical terms, though, populism often involves exploiting
particular issue politics at times of real or perceived crisis and societal
dissatisfaction (Canovan, 1999). For this reason, several scholars look
at populism in terms of what it actually does —i.e. as ‘a political logic’
(Laclau, 2005), a ‘style’ of performing and thus enacting social rela-
tions (Moffit and Tormey, 2014) or, most recently, as a ‘communication
logic’ which incorporates an actor’s claims, motives and methods of
engagement (Engesser et al., 2017).

Broadly speaking, populist appeals tend to mobilise ‘the people’
against power-holding ‘elites’ who are depicted as corrupt, self-serving
and out of touch with ‘ordinary’ citizens’ problems (Taggart, 2000;
Davies, 2018, p. 220). Dominant cultural norms and styles — like for-
mal dress and language choices — are often rejected in preference to
‘non-elite’ forms, such as MAGA baseball caps, colloquialisms or
obscene language (Canovan, 2004, p. 242; Moffitt and Tormey, 2014,
p- 389; Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017, p. 10). Conspiracy theories are
structured precisely around this crucial opposition between ‘the peo-
ple’ and a scheming ‘elite’. They represent a populist interpretation
of how power works: powerful elites serve their own interests at the
expense of the public (Fenster, 2008; Yablokov, 2018). Indeed, studies
have shown that openness to the populist values of people-centrism
and anti-elitism is associated with openness to conspiracy theories
(Castanho Silva et al., 2017). What is more, belief in any conspiracy
theory increases openness to others, regardless of whether they fit co-
herently together (Goertzel, 1994; Wood et al., 2012).
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Today’s rapid, accessible media environment offers people a veri-
table buffet of populist ideas and conspiracy theories for interpreting
reality: the interaction between different media, host platforms and
market logics means that journalists frequently produce content in-
tended to appeal to the assumed preferences of intended (nonelite) au-
diences. Often this takes on populist characteristics, particularly in the
most commercially motivated media products, and those closely based
upon the vox populi (Mazzoleni et al., 2003; Bos and Brants, 2014).
This is particularly notable with online media, where assumptions
about preferences are not necessary — outputs can be geared towards
the kind of content that audiences actually engage with. As it hap-
pens, online audiences are more likely to share and believe fake news
of a conspiratorial bent (Silverman, 2016; Silverman and Singer-Vine,
2016). What is more, conspiracy beliefs increase where news media en-
vironments foreground stories about conspiracies (Udani et al., 2018;
Weeks, 2018). With the contemporary media environment defined by
circulation between social and other online media (Engesser et al.,
2017, p. 1280), this means that populist and conspiratorial messaging
often ends up being produced through the various interactions be-
tween global media, the journalists who produce it, the platforms it
is produced and circulated on, and the audiences that interact with it.
This cycle gives conspiratorial online content a market advantage, and
it is often packaged to engage audiences’ emotions, rather than just
their reason (Chatterje-Doody and Crilley, 2019b).

In fact, people’s understandings of the world do not rely on reason
alone. Emotions shape ‘the taken-for-granted assumptions’ (Fierke,
2013, p. 209), that structure people’s thought processes, and this
helps explain why conspiracy theories tend to ‘appeal to individuals
who seek accuracy and/or meaning, but perhaps lack the cognitive
tools or experience problems that prevent them from being able to
find accuracy and meaning via other more rational means’ (Douglas
et al, 2019, p. 8). For those individuals seeking to find news commen-
tary that more closely matches their own perception of the world,
the increasingly crowded global media marketplace offers a wealth
of alternative sources on which they can draw, and which instinc-
tively feel as though they offer a more compelling explanation of
current events.

Together with the ubiquity of access to social media platforms, this
makes the spread of conspiracy theories much easier. As the 2016 vi-
ral ‘Pizzagate’ conspiracy theory shows, it might take less than three
months from someone alleging on Facebook that the leaders of the US
Democratic Party are a part of a paedophile sex ring, to real-world



Conspiracy and media evolution 11

violence breaking out in response (Robb, 2017). Similarly, the rapid
spread of QAnon conspiracy theories about Donald Trump’s fight
against a cabal of Democrats and celebrities (LaFrance, 2020) saw ma-
jor social networks ban QAnon communities over fears that their mis-
information and conspiracy theories could affect the outcome of the
2020 US presidential elections (Wong, 2020); their links to the physical
breach of the US Capitol building in early 2021 is the subject of ongo-
ing criminal investigation at the time of writing.

This, in short, explains not only the recurring draw of conspiracy
theories over time, but also the ways in which their circulation and
political implications are intimately intertwined with the prevailing
communications environment. The unprecedented rapidity and in-
terconnectivity of the current global marketplace of ideas and trends
in which media organisations such as RT operate shapes the ways in
which they make their appeals, and feeds into the social and political
impact of conspiracy theories today.

Alternative news, conspiracy confirmation bias and RT’s
brand identity

Technological changes since at least the 1990s have vastly altered the
media landscape. Broadcasting (even by public service broadcasters)
has become increasingly consumer-focussed (Blummler and Kava-
nagh, 1999, p. 220) — a trend only exacerbated by the switch online
(Moore, 2018). More partisan outlets also emerged to meet consumer
demand. For example, Fox News in the US was created to ‘appeal di-
rectly to the conservative Everyman’ with figures from Republican
politics brought on board right from the start (Sommerlad, 2018).
The same period saw many states create or expand their international
broadcasting operations in order to communicate via television with
the general public in other countries.! European networks including
the BBC and Deutsche Welle (now DW) were generally building on
longstanding radio operations. Important overseas promotional tools
during the periods of Empire and the Cold War, they often emphasise
their educational merit, as in the DW slogan: ‘made for minds’. Newer
networks founded from outside Europe, however, have presented
themselves as challengers to the dominant perspectives of such West-
ern media institutions. Thus, Al Jazeera seeks to provide a ‘voice for
the voiceless’; TRT World encourages global audiences to ‘see world
events differently’ and RT, as we shall see further, invites its audiences
to ‘Question More’ —not just about global politics itself, but, crucially,
about how the mainstream media represents such politics.”
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Over the same period, mass access to the internet and the low costs
of publishing online enabled the rise of new media players. These in-
cluded special interest news and current affairs roundups, which have
since evolved into influential news organisations (e.g. Drudge Report
(1995), HuffPost (2005), Breitbart (2007)). This choice-focussed envi-
ronment has dented the circulation figures for many established news
providers (Barthel, 2017), prompting various initiatives to make con-
tent more accessible and audience-focussed (Blummler and Kavan-
agh, 1999, p. 220; Chatterje-Doody and Crilley, 2019a, p. 84). For other
news providers, it has opened up opportunities: it simplifies the pro-
duction of low-quality filler content (‘churnalism’), like social media
trend reporting (Ramsay and Robertshaw, 2018); it provides cheap,
global dissemination for many of the new international broadcasters
(al-Nashmi et al., 2017); it has facilitated citizen-journalism via social
media and blog platforms (Allan, 2013) and crucially, it enables digi-
tally empowered citizens to discuss the news in real time.

Each of these differing news types has contrasting claims to legiti-
macy, making the rapid dissemination of falsehoods, or ‘fake news’ very
easy. A range of initiatives has emerged to combat ‘fake news’, includ-
ing fact-checking software (Booth, 2017), and major media organisa-
tions’ own fact-checking and picture/video verification initiatives. The
concerns have also prompted engagement from regulators and social
networks, as demonstrated by Facebook’s third-party fact-checking
partnerships; changes to YouTube’s recommender algorithm (since
2019) and Twitter’s practice of flagging false claims around the 2020 US
Presidential election. Journalist-led ‘slow news’ movements have also
arisen to promote an alternative model in practice (e.g. Tortoise media).

The Russian state has frequently been accused of harnessing this en-
vironment to undermine the institutions and practices of democracy in
the West (Jamieson, 2019). The combination of high consumer choice,
variable public trust and a crowded media marketplace increase the
importance of audiences’ feelings in determining the sources that they
consider reliable. This is key to understanding RT and its relationship
with conspiracy culture. Initially founded as Russia Today in 2005, RT
forms an important pillar of the Russian state’s strategy for communi-
cating with foreign audiences. Yet, the network is also in many ways a
product of the contemporary media environment, and has developed
in ways that suit this context particularly well.

First, RT’s mission and brand identity are a perfect fit with the
current media environment. Similarly to the other newer interna-
tional broadcasters, RT expressly presents itself as an alternative to
a Western-dominated mainstream media establishment. Its Russian
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perspective on world affairs supposedly equips audiences to ‘Question
More’ about the news. The selling point of this perspective, then, is
not that it is Russian, but that it has outsider status. This is central to
understanding how RT markets itself and its brand ethos within an en-
vironment of declining public trust in established institutions: RT po-
sitions itself as precisely the ‘heroic truth-teller’ that can call bullshit
on Western political and mainstream media establishments (Davies,
2018). Indeed, the network’s successive advertising campaigns have
foregrounded this status. For instance, one recent promotional video
sees a variety of RT contributors re-claim the ‘useful idiot’ label that
had been levelled at them as evidence that they had fearlessly spoken
truth to corrupt power (RT, 2017). Tellingly, the opening frame of this
video highlights that the label had initially been conferred on RT con-
tributors by ‘an NGO sponsored by Soros’. The observation appears
intended simultaneously to discredit the organisation (and its claims)
as partisan, as well as to bring to mind the raft of conspiracy theories
that circulate online about the billionaire financier, without needing
to make explicit allegations (Buzzfeed, 2020). RT’s brand identity is
therefore built on its capacity to raise questions, rather than having
to provide any detail or credible answers. This is a practice that RT
has developed over time, in which it makes conspiratorial insinuations
rather than outright allegations. Similar logics are applied when en-
gaging with the topic of ‘fake news’. Just as the investment of George
Soros in developing fact-checking software (Booth, 2017) offers space
for conspiracy theories to claim that fact-checking is a scam by the
‘elite’, so RT calls into doubt similar initiatives and their motives. The
network has launched its own fact-checking page, whose focus is to
debunk what it presents as false claims about RT itself.?

RT’s questioning of conventional wisdom is further reflected in
its preferred topics and analysts. Many RT commentators are regu-
lars either on the network itself, or on its sister radio outlet, Sputnik.
A significant proportion formerly held positions in establishment insti-
tutions, but left as whistle-blowers. Of those commentators remaining
close to political power, the three main groups tend to be represent-
atives of the Russian political elite, or of European fringe left- and
right-wing parties. Various other commentators represent NGOs and
interest groups that document establishment breaches. So, even with-
out needing to intervene editorially in what guests choose to artic-
ulate, RT overwhelmingly represents perspectives from the margins.
This focus on questioning mainstream and ‘establishment’ accounts
creates a strong coherence with conspiracy culture, that need not nec-
essarily make sense overall. In this way, RT benefits from not having to



14 Conspiracy and media evolution

maintain audience trust in its impartiality and balance, in the way that
more established broadcasters like the BBC have to (something which
is becoming increasingly challenging). Rather, RT’s appeal need only
be rather more partial: it draws attention to things that do not feel
quite right, or that don’t add up. Its marketing relies on audiences be-
ing able to accept that something undetermined is missing in the dom-
inant explanations of world news, and RT’s willingness to note this is
a key element of its brand credibility. This credibility, however, does
not demand the ability to offer an alternative coherent explanation. It
is likely that this feature of RT’s output makes it particularly attractive
to people with a pre-existing openness to conspiracy theories, since
research has already shown that ‘[p]eople who overestimate their abil-
ity to understand complex causal phenomena are also prone to con-
spiracy beliefs’ (cited in Douglas et al., 2019, p. 7). What is more, the
network has honed its relationship with conspiracy culture over time,
in ways that consistently take advantage of the features of an evolving
media environment. As the following chapter makes clear, RT’s evo-
lution over time reflects a series of priorities and logics that have long
occupied the attention of Russia’s current ruling elite.

Notes

1 UK’s BBC World (1991); Germany’s DW (1992); EuroNews (1993); China’s
CGTN (2000); Russia’s RT (then Russia Today) and Venezuela’s Telesur
(2005); France’s France24 and Qatar’s Al Jazeera (2006); Iran’s PressTV
(2007); Turkey’s TRTWorld (2015).

2 See the networks’ respective ‘about’ statements at https:/www.aljazeera.com/
aboutus/; https://www.trtworld.com/about and https:/www.rt.com/about-us/

3 For more detail, see https://www.rt.com/facts-vs-fiction/
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2 ‘Question more’? The
Kremlin’s strategy behind RT

On the 31st of December 1999 Vladimir Putin, who had recently been
appointed a Prime Minister, took over the office of President from
the old and highly unpopular first Russian President, Boris Yeltsin.
For many people in Russia this appointment of the young and promis-
ing politician was seen as the start of a new historical period. Yeltsin,
whose popularity as a democratic leader was central to the destruction
of the Soviet Union in 1991, lost support because of his economic re-
forms and an environment of corruption. Putin’s rapid rise to power,
his legalistic rhetoric and successful economic reforms in the early
2000s helped to shape his unquestionable support amongst the pop-
ulation, which allowed him to win the elections for the second time in
2004. On the foreign policy side Putin took a conciliatory approach,
proposing increased strategic cooperation with the EU and providing
practical support post 9/11 for counter-terrorism initiatives and for
George W. Bush’s 2001 military operation against Afghanistan (Hill,
2002). Russia’s economic boom was seen by foreign investors as an
opportunity not to be missed and even the first authoritarian touches
of Putin’s rule were not able to shake that impression (Sakwa, 2014).
Regime changes in the post-Soviet countries, that Moscow still
considered its sphere of influence, however, were equally crucial for
the evolution of Putin’s authoritarianism, as domestic developments.
First, the Georgian president Eduard Shevardnadze had been ousted
by crowds led by the young neoliberal reformer Mikhail Saakashvili
who would later become Russia’s fiercest critic (O Beachain and Polese,
2010). Second, in Ukraine the pro-Kremlin candidate Viktor Yanuk-
ovich lost to the West-oriented and nationalist Viktor Yushchenko in
2004, a strategically significant loss for the Kremlin (Wilson, 2014).
All these developments had one crucial outcome: Putin and his
entourage had to do their best to protect their power in the country
and simultaneously try to sustain reasonably good relations with the
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West. For that purpose, deputy head of the Presidential Administra-
tion, Vladislav Surkov designed the concept of Russia as a sovereign
democracy (Yablokov, 2018).

Russia as a global underdog

The point of Surkov’s concept was to reshape the perception of the West
in Russia by turning it from an enemy to a global competitor. “The people
have attained a new sense of sobriety. The romantic days are gone. We
no longer have the feeling of being surrounded by enemies, but rather
by competitors’, said Surkov in an interview to the German Der Spiegel
in 2005 (Klussmann and Mayr, 2005). That year was crucial for Russia’s
leadership and for setting the agenda for many years to come. At the start
of the year Gleb Pavlovskii, a long-time adviser to the Kremlin, who per-
sonally witnessed the Kremlin’s failure in Kyiv, returned to Moscow ad-
amant that Russia would be the next on the US list of regimes to unseat.
Given the forthcoming presidential elections of 2008, when Putin was
supposed to leave the presidential office, it was crucial to create an ideo-
logical framework that would help to insulate Putin’s entourage from the
external pressure of democratisation. Consequently, Surkov, Pavlovskii
and a team of PR advisers designed the idea of sovereign democracy that
would incorporate populist claims of Putin being a representation of the
‘people’ of Russia. Although it would seem bizarre to perceive the presi-
dent of the nuclear state and a leader of the G8 country a representation of
ordinary people, this had resonated well on the domestic political stage.
As outlined in the previous chapter, populism is a way of uttering all
sorts of conflicts that arise in a given society. The Kremlin channelled
support to Putin by using a populist paradigm to present the conflicts
that shook the collapsed empire and the desperate social inequality
that ensued. The president was presented as a man of ‘the people’,
who came to fulfil the demands of ordinary Russians both within Rus-
sia and abroad. To accomplish that mission, Surkov (2006) helped to
re-format the way that the Russians have traditionally seen the West
after 1917: from an enemy to a (suspect and dangerous) partner in a
global game of politics, where Russia happens to be a weak player.
Pragmatism in actions both within Russia and outside was advocated
as a key to success. That rationalism helped shift the perception of
the West and proved to be essential not only in bringing anti-Western
conspiracy theories in Russia into the mainstream. The discourse of
the West as a competitor opened numerous pathways for expressing
criticism of the West — first and foremost of the US at the domestic
Russian and global levels. Here the populist approach was manifested
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again: ‘the people’, represented by the Russian population and led by
Putin, had to fight for equality on the global political stage where the
hegemony of the US — the ‘Other’ — was portrayed as the key factor
threatening Russia’s global success. In other words, Surkov’s populist
idea of sovereign democracy divided the world between the ‘people’
who strived to become sovereign and the West who deprived them of
this right when they assisted the Soviet collapse of 1991 (see Yablokov,
2018). Surkov thus presented a dualistic division of the world with
Russia as the ‘underdog’ fighting the hegemony of the dangerous state
that would do anything to keep the power (Laclau, 2005).

In the same fashion, the Kremlin’s advisors, who designed the prin-
ciples of sovereign democracy, attributed a global role to Putin him-
self. Amidst the debate around the famous Munich speech where Putin
openly demonstrated the Kremlin’s bid to challenge Western hegem-
ony, Pavlovskii explained the role that Putin should play globally. He
argued that US containment must be ‘Russia’s function’, which would
make the voice of the ‘global people’ heard (Pavlovskii, 2007). After
Pavlovskii was sacked by his Kremlin counterparts, in his numerous
interviews and books he admitted that the Kremlin worked hard to
design a strategy that would place Russia as the leader of developing
countries, a speaker on behalf of the global ‘underdogs’ who would
rise against the ‘New World Order’ (Pavlovskii, 2014).

Soviet roots

The history of RT starts in the same year, 2005, when the Kremlin
launched the campaign to promote the new state ideology. However,
RT’s roots are found deep in the history of the Soviet propaganda ma-
chine. The Bolshevik approach to the press and information saw the
media as key to conveying the revolutionary message to the proletarians
(Kenez, 1985). Once in power, the Bolsheviks, on the one hand, intro-
duced censorship and banned all alternative press; on the other hand,
they mobilised all available sources for agitation and propaganda as a
means of generating social support for their actions. Propaganda was
the crucial instrument of social mobilisation and even making the So-
viet nation (see, Kenez, 1985; Lovell, 2015). In June 1941, just days after
the Second World War began in the USSR, the Central Committee of
the Communist Party of the Soviet Union set up an information office
under the title Sovinformbiuro (Soviet information bureau) to update
the population about the state of affairs on the front line. Essentially,
a propaganda tool of the Soviet government, this bureau monopolised
all information about war-related events (Berkhofft, 2012).
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Sovinformbiuro was turned into the Agency of the Print Press ‘the
News’ (Agenstvo pechati Novosti or APN) in 1961. APN’s mission was
to inform foreign audiences about the policies of the USSR and the life
of the Soviet people. Its motto was ‘Information for the benefit of the
world, for the sake of peace between nations’ (RIA Novosti, 2011). The
agency was a hub of Soviet correspondents who covered foreign af-
fairs; it was the core instrument by which the Soviet government could
provide pro-Soviet information to various audiences across the world.
For the Moscow Olympic Games in 1980, the Soviet government con-
structed a huge building in the centre of Moscow (Zubovskii boule-
vard 4) as APN’s headquarter that hosted all media outlets related to
Soviet foreign outreach activities. Needless to say, APN’s actions were
closely monitored and managed by high-ranking intelligence officers:
APN’s outreach activities were also part and parcel of the USSR’s ide-
ological war with the US during the Cold war (Poltoranin, 2010).

In 1987 Mikhail Gorbachev, the last leader of the Communist Party
of the USSR, announced glasnost’ — liberalisation of the media — for
the sake of the ‘purification’ of Marxism (McNair, 1991). This pol-
icy allowed for an unprecedented freedom of expression, the likes of
which journalists had not experienced since 1917. The Soviet govern-
ment allowed journalists, whose wages it paid, to criticise its actions or
demand opening archives that still held information that was hazard-
ous for the legitimacy of the socialist regime. APN itself tried to push
Gorbachev and perestroika further: according to APN’s last director,
Valentin Falin, the outlet used its facilities to translate and transmit
articles about Soviet liberalisation in the Soviet bloc countries that
local media considered too destabilising to reproduce (Rostova, 2015).
In June 1990 a new Press Law was introduced that effectively ended
the Soviet state monopoly on the press. For many media in the late
USSR that was the start of a difficult time for survival, as state sup-
port slowly evaporated. APN, like other Soviet state-owned media
outlets, was slowly disintegrating.

The post-Soviet U-turns

In 1992 editors-in-chief of leading Russian newspapers came to Bo-
ris Yeltsin to ask for financial support to sustain their printing facil-
ities (Gatov, 2015b). At the same time many journalists and media
managers worked hard to make extra money from hidden adver-
tisement and other paid services beneficial to commercial partners,
oligarchs-owners of their media or the Russian authorities (Schimp-
fossl and Yablokov, 2017b). In 1991 APN was turned into the Russian
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Information Agency ‘“The News’ (RIA Novosti) and in 1998 was merged
with the state-owned broadcaster VGTRK occupying a minor share of
the news making market. The media had to scrap for pennies to sur-
vive in the new capitalist Russia. The building at Zubovsky boulevard
was rented out to various small companies, whilst salaries were often
delayed.

It all changed in 2003 when Vladimir Putin appointed Svetlana
Mironyuk as the head of the RIA Novosti wire service. The new media
manager had spent her childhood in Soviet embassies across the world
because Mironyuk’s father was technical staff of the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs. She was full of ideas and energy and, most importantly,
had the right connections in the Russian government and the Presiden-
tial Administration. After fixing the economic problems of the agency,
she re-launched RIA4 Novosti as a new media platform that in ten years’
time outnumbered all non-television media in terms of brand aware-
ness, audience and influence. RIA4 Novosti was the official Russian me-
dia to cover the Sochi Olympic Games in 2014 and gained popularity
inside Russia for providing fairly objective information about politics
and society. RIA Novosti launched a special news service RAPSI that
covered court cases and streamed live videos from court rooms where
the members of the opposition were on trial. Everyone could see the
state-led injustice online.

That ability to cover what many state-affiliated media were not
able to came because Mironyuk had excellent connections amongst
the Kremlin’s powerbrokers. Russian top media managers must have
first-class connections not only with government executives and the
Kremlin administration, they must also have a set of skills to navi-
gate the murky waters of Russian politics. This system is in some ways
reminiscent of the Soviet nomenklatura connections where access to
limited services — such as top hospitals or foreign goods — provided a
media manager with the reasons to abide by the system and his/her
patrons (Gatov et al., 2017).

In the post-Soviet media, loyalty and access to money flows define
individuals’ places in the hierarchy: one must know exactly how to
act and where to seek support in difficult circumstances. Media man-
agers must sense what are the red lines in covering particular events,
whom to choose as patrons, which financial gains to pursue and how
to split revenues with the political stakeholders that can either protect
them or promote them further on a career ladder (Schimpf&ssl and
Yablokov, 2017a). The higher the position of the media manager in the
state hierarchy, the higher the stakes of losing a career and the better
the sense of appropriateness of what one is allowed to do, which is
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defined as adekvatnost’ (Yablokov and Schimpfossl, 2020). All media
managers in Russia develop the skill of adekvatnost’ that helps them
survive in the system of informal networks, and learn to self-censor
themselves without necessarily diminishing the quality of the end
product (Schimpféssl and Yablokov, 2014). As discussed elsewhere
about Russian journalists,

an outstanding journalist might be daring, flamboyant and quirky,
but, in best traditions of Weberian patrimonial reciprocity, clearly
knows how far to go, as overdoing such things or getting them
wrong would be highly risky in the ever-changing political climate.

(Schimpfossl and Yablokov, 2020)

What happened on the 9th of December 2013 was a showcase of how
unpredictable the career of an excellent top media manager in Russia
could be, should they fail to sense the boundaries of appropriateness
in this system. After a meeting with editors and the minister of press,
Mironyuk received a call from the head of the Presidential Admin-
istration Sergei Ivanov who informed her that she was fired. All top
managers of RIA Novosti, who kept loyalty to Mironyuk, were also
sacked. It turned out that on that day Vladimir Putin signed a de-
cree that transformed RIA Novosti into the International Information
Agency ‘Rossiia Segodnia’ (Russia Today) and appointed Margarita
Simonyan its editor-in-chief and Dmitry Kiselev — a controversial
state television presenter — as its head (Elder, 2013). Simonyan, who
had been the head of RT since 2005, was technically Mironyuk’s em-
ployee. However, it turned out that she had much stronger patrons in
the government and the Presidential Administration than Mironyuk.

Simonyan’s patron in the Presidential Administration is Aleksei Gro-
mov, the head of Putin’s media department and the person who person-
ally manages the Kremlin’s connections with the major media (Rubin
et al., 2019). From the late 1990s Gromov’s power over the media grew
steadily: for instance, he organised the so-called Friday agenda plan-
ning meetings in the Kremlin where heads of all major Russian media
were invited to be briefed on the forthcoming events from Putin’s diary
as well as suggestions on how to cover some news.! As Vasily Gatov
notes, Simonyan was invited to these meetings in 2006 as Russia To-
day’s representative and thus joined a loyal group of media managers
grateful to Gromov for the chance to become a part of the media elite
(Gatov, 2015b). Despite the fact that Russia Today’s creation under the
auspices of RIA Novosti was Gromov’s idea, there are reports from
former RIA Novosti employees that describe Gromov’s frequent phone
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calls to Mironyuk, telling her off for the impartial coverage of the ac-
tions of the Russian opposition leaders or Putin’s actions. As Mironyuk
noted later, the number of conflicts was growing to the point where
Gromov had escalated to all-out war against Mironyuk (Taratuta,
2015). The end of that war took place in December 2013, two months
before the Sochi Olympic Games and a few months before Russia’s in-
vasion of Ukraine, when all Kremlin-related media switched to 24 hour
propaganda mode. The Kremlin needed a more reliable manager to
head its outreach activities and guarantee the Kremlin’s strategy was
being implemented bluntly and efficiently (Surganova, 2014).

Simonyan, a 25-year-old journalist in 2005 became RT’s editor-in-
chief thanks to her good relations with Kremlin patrons and for clearly
knowing how to navigate Russian media politics. She was quickly
transferred from the regional state television company in Krasnodar
to Moscow, where in the course of a few months she became a senior
correspondent who covered the terrorist attack in Beslan in 2004. Yet,
the most significant appointment, which most probably started off her
rapid career ascent, was her membership in the team of journalists
that covered Vladimir Putin’s daily routine for the state-owned media
holding VGTRK. That is where she was able to increase her social
capital and get to know both Gromov and Mikhail Lesin, Russia’s
media minister in the 2000s who were responsible for formatting the
Russian media landscape in Kremlin-controlled terrain and worked
hand in hand with Surkov (Gatov, 2015a). It is precisely these two who
stood behind the creation of RT as one of the clear manifestations that
Surkov’s concept could be turned into a foreign policy tool. The lead-
ership of this important Kremlin instrument additionally reinforced
Simonyan’s power inside Russia (Varshavchik, 2005).

‘There is no such thing as objective reporting’

The launch of RT (originally as ‘Russia Today’) in December 2005 was
one of the signs of the ambitions the Russian government had on the
international stage. For their first years on the market, the channel re-
cruited young Russians who were fluent in English and the formatting
of the output allowed for discussion of the news from Russia as well
as its culture or touristic attractions. In its first formative years, then,
Russia Today had been one of the cultural outposts of Russia’s soft
power (Roxburgh, 2012). During the launch of the channel Mironyuk
even stated that it would have a board of trustees that would consist of
Russian and foreign journalists and which would monitor the impar-
tiality of the channel (RIA Novosti, 2005).
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Yet, in 2009 Russia Today was rebranded simply as RT. According
to Simonyan, the change was made to ensure that the news of the chan-
nel would be appealing to a larger audience, beyond those interested
in ‘Russia’, especially given the intention to reach English and Spanish
speaking audiences in their home countries (Von Twickel, 2010). Yet, it
seems plausible to argue that the key to understanding RT’s evolution —
from the media outlet that told stories about Russian culture (with a
country name in its brand) to the aggressive ‘ministry of information
defence’ under the bleak abbreviation — could be found in the August
War in the South Caucasus in 2008 and how Russian actions had been
reported internationally. The invasion of Russian forces — the first
Russian military operation outside of its borders since Afghanistan in
1979 — was seen by many Western media as an act of aggression against
the innocent former Soviet republic of Georgia. Despite RT quoting
the most extreme line from Russia’s domestic television, of Georgia’s
‘genocide’ in South Ossetia, the dominant position of the non-Russian
media was that Russia was at fault in starting that war (Birge and
Chatterje-Doody, 2021). So, the team behind RT’s re-launch had to
find a way of breaking up this news monopoly with an alternative idea.
What better way to create an ideological shield against Western intru-
sion into the Kremlin’s interests than by re-casting the stories being
told about unfolding events?

Simonyan’s argument about why RT was reshaped is focussed on
how dull the content of international channels is and how poorly they
inform their audiences, who crave something different: ‘mainstream
western TV channels... show the same thing ... quite a lot of people in
the world ... don’t think that’s how it should be, so it ... makes sense to
make something for them. Obviously if our audience is [only] Krem-
linologists and Russia watchers, then that’s very few people’ (Seddon,
2016). Her boss, Vladimir Putin, in 2013 put it differently and clearly:
‘We wanted to break the monopoly of the Anglo-Saxon mass media in
the global flow of information’ (Audinet, 2017).

The approach that was followed after 2008 was to mix Surkov’s vi-
sion of Russia as a global underdog and RT’s mission to search for al-
ternative stories, ideally in the ‘backyard’ of its Western counterparts.

Everybody wants to know what is happening in their backyards...
We decided ... to look for stories that are on the one hand ex-
tremely interesting, that can be breath-taking, fascinating for our
audience, and on the other hand that have not been reported or
hugely underreported in the mainstream media.

(Kramer, 2010)
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That combination was supposed to bring a greater audience to the
stories allegedly unreported by the so-called ‘mainstream media’
and that would often be very critical of the US and Western Euro-
pean governments. Moreover, that approach is based on two prem-
ises: first, that ‘people... understand that the whole truth cannot be
told by Anglo-Saxon television channels’ (Gabuev, 2012). And second,
that ‘there is no objectivity: there are as many approximations of the
truth as there are potential voices’ (Audinet, 2017). As the previous
chapter’s discussion of the contradictory trends in public trust, and
the increased market incentives for subjective media content shows,
this operating philosophy is well-suited to the contemporary global
news media environment. What is more, the decision to trade the eth-
ical principles shared by many professional media in the world for the
ability to report anything that would stand the principle of ‘ignored by
the mainstream media’ provides a fruitful basis for all sorts of claims
(including conspiracy theories), used both by the radical left and rad-
ical right.

For the Kremlin that approach would mean that the international
power that presents itself as a global ‘underdog’ would challenge the
hegemony of the US and UK media that are seen as one big threat to
the world. Hence, Russia and RT, in particular, make a claim to repre-
sent everyone who is irritated by the global dominance of the US. As
discussed elsewhere,

[t]he intellectual underpinnings of Surkov’s ideas allowed RT to
avoid marginalisation as a mouthpiece of the Kremlin by deliv-
ering to viewers alternative, but nevertheless meaningful, news.
On the other hand, these ideas helped to carefully shape the news
agenda in such a way that it would challenge the American and the
European governments. A simultaneous adoption of arguments
of left- and right-wing critics of the US gives RT leeway to adapt
its narratives in relation to different audiences, thereby expanding
its global influence.

(Yablokov, 2015)

This is particularly the case, since RT tends to take those critical
voices from within the societies in question (Chatterje-Doody and
Crilley, 2019).

In situations when Russia hits the headlines, some UK and US
politicians indeed overreact by blaming their opponents for working
on behalf of the Kremlin. For instance, in 2015 Jeremy Corbyn was
criticised by British newspapers for appearing on RT (Monkey, 2015).
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Although this was not a major news item, Simonyan carefully picked
up these claims and used them to justify how biased establishment
politicians and the ‘mainstream media’ are towards RT and the Rus-
sian state: ‘In June we interviewed Jeremy Corbyn. And two months
later simultaneously The Times, Independent and Telegraph, and oth-
ers follow their case start writing that Corbyn gave us an interview,
which means he is working for Putin’ (Surganova and Glikin, 2015).
Simonyan’s comments perfectly illustrate the ‘outsider’ element of
RT’s brand identity. She portrays RT as an outside voice that holds the
establishment to account, and is attacked because of this.

The Crimean annexation and the following conflict in Eastern
Ukraine certainly reinforced the role of the ‘underdog’ which Simon-
yan cherishes so much. When RT was criticised for biased coverage of
the Ukraine conflict in 2014, Simonyan wrote the following blog entry:

Every single day... the guys who work for us are told, “You are liars,
you are no journalists, you are the Kremlin propaganda mouth-

piece...’... I can see very clearly why I ... work for a channel that
stands alone (!) ... showing everybody the other side of the story.
(Simonyan, 2014)
Conclusion

The populist approach taken by the Kremlin domestically has showed
itself to be an efficient way of gaining and retaining popular support,
enabling Putin to keep relatively high public approval ratings for more
than 20 years. For approximately a decade Surkov has not been a
presidential adviser, however, his visionary concept of the West as the
competitive Other has spawned a whole generation of intellectuals and
media personalities in Russia who blame the West for double standards
and all sorts of crimes. Simonyan is amongst them: a young and ambi-
tious journalist who quickly built a career as one of the Kremlin’s most
trusted spokespeople. The ideological instruments handed to Simonyan
by Surkov’s sovereign democracy were put into practice quite efficiently.

The 2010s have been a decade full of international crises in which
Moscow often played a key role, causing international scandals, con-
troversies and even wars. The shock experienced by the West from the
annexation of Crimea, the wars in Eastern Ukraine and Syria as well
as the hack of the Democratic party in the US in 2016 and the 2018
poisoning of the former double agent Skripal provided an abundance
of reasons to blame the Kremlin for all sorts of misdeeds. In turn, this
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perfectly played into the hands of the Russian political elites, and RT as
their mediator, that accused Western governments and the ‘mainstream
media’ of Russophobia — a buzz word now often heard both from Putin
and his numerous envoys. They interpret Russophobia as the reaction
of Western elites to Russia’s growing political ambition and its ability
to challenge the hypocrisy and double standards of the West through
such instruments of international politics as RT (RT, 2015).

The consistent evolution of the channel from a minor international
broadcaster in the 2000s into the ‘propaganda bullhorn’ of the mid-
2010s required strategic thinking on the part of the Kremlin and the
channel’s management (LoGiurato, 2014). Following the failure to re-
port the Moscow perspective on the conflict in South Ossetia the chan-
nel very quickly was turned to reveal ‘the skeletons’ in the closet of the
US, the UK and other European powers where RT opened additional
branches throughout the 2010s. The Kremlin has chosen to keep the
pressure on the West with its contrasting readings of contemporary
political conflicts, as demonstrated by the 2008 definition of RT as the
Russian government’s strategic media company and the 2013 restruc-
turing of RIA Novosti as Rossiya Segodnya under the loyal leadership
of Simonyan (RBK, 2008). In replacing Mironyuk with Simonyan, the
Kremlin proved willing to dismiss a media manager who had proved
her efficiency, in exchange for appointing a more loyal one able to
sustain the smokescreen of Russia’s media operations amidst interna-
tional political disasters such as the Crimea annexation or the Syrian
Civil War. However, one of the most important battlefields proved to
be the US market, where RT launched operations in 2010.

Note

1 It is these meetings that often are considered to be the place where the
media outlets receive blacklists of people not be invited or interviewed.
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3 The world according
to the Truthseekers

‘Here is some hard truth’ — says Daniel Bushell at the start and the
end of each episode of ‘“The Truthseeker’. This show, which aired on
a weekly basis from 2013 to summer 2015, cast doubt on numerous
events in the US’s past and on the state’s current policies. In 2015, the
British media regulator, Ofcom, ruled that two episodes of The Truth-
seeker broadcast summer 2014 had breached broadcasting rules. In
the most serious case, the presenter claimed that the BBC had staged
a chemical attack in Syria, thus legitimising the military invasion
into the country. Ofcom ruled that the programme’s coverage of this
story was ‘materially misleading’ — the most significant category of
breach — and ordered the network to broadcast a summary of the reg-
ulator’s findings (Ofcom, 2014). The Truthseeker aired similar claims
with regard to the raging Civil War in the centre of Kyiv, Ukraine,
where protesters clashed with the police and anonymous snipers fa-
tally shot dozens of people (Schwartz, 2018). According to Bushell,
these clashes constituted a ‘typical false flag operation’ by the US gov-
ernment, aimed at overthrowing the Ukrainian government regime of
Viktor Yanukovich. Filled with conspiratorial allegations, The Truth-
seeker represented a clear example of the kind of naked engagement
with conspiracy theories that RT practised in the early 2010s. Since
the conflict was still unfolding at the time (and all facts were not reli-
ably established), Ofcom would not pass judgement on whether RT’s
account here had been materially misleading. However, for failing to
adequately represent the Ukrainian position, Ofcom (2015) found that
RT had breached the requirement for ‘due impartiality’ in reporting
this matter of ongoing political controversy.

The channel quickly responded to finding its programmes under
such strict scrutiny. Prior to Ofcom’s action, RT had already cancelled
The Truthseeker and removed all historical episodes from its website
(Ofcom, 2015, p. 11), which may have contributed to the relatively
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lenient sanctions ultimately imposed for these breaches. Furthermore,
producers of the channel seemed to change their approach. First, RT
gradually moved to a more accurate application of conspiracy theo-
ries, yet regularly sowing doubts about the actions of Russia’s geopo-
litical rival: the US. In September 2017 the channel launched a new
show, The World According to Jesse, hosted by a famous conspiracy
theorist Jesse Ventura, who had previously worked for three seasons
on the show, ‘Conspiracy theories with Jesse Ventura’ on US cable net-
work TruTV. Second, RT employed ‘respected’ speakers and present-
ers to improve the image of the channel. These included former British
politicians Alex Salmond and George Galloway as well as US TV pre-
senter Larry King. Thus, Ventura, a former Minnesota governor and
TV celebrity, became one more famous face to add to RT’s portfolio
of presenters. Despite its slightly different format and length, Ventu-
ra’s show occupied the same niche as The Truthseeker, ranting about
corrupt elites, mainstream media and the militant hawks in Washing-
ton whose guiding principle is to destroy the world and profit from
this catastrophe. Its output displayed one major difference, however: it
avoided open conspiratorial and unverifiable allegations.

The clearly anti-US messages of both programmes, wrapped in con-
spiratorial packaging, are the most overt example of RT’s engagement
with conspiracy theories and offer an illustrative vantage point for ob-
serving how and why the strategy of employing conspiracy theories
changed over time. Both shows clearly demonstrate RT’s skill at tap-
ping into the US conspiratorial environment and skilfully tying it up
with events of contemporary political relevance.

The Truthseeker’s pilot episode dealt with 9/11 conspiracy theories:
it is a discussion of the alternative accounts of the 9/11 terrorist at-
tacks that present the US government as an instigator of this human
tragedy, in order to provide justification for the invasion of Iraq. Bush-
ell’s assumption is that the US potential military intervention of Syria
will be performed in a similar manner. Ventura’s show, launched on
11 September 2017 (emblematic in itself), spent the whole first episode
discussing the US press coverage of the possible collusion between
then-Presidential candidate Donald Trump with representatives of the
Russian state. It was claimed and later partially proven that Trump’s
closest aides had contacts with Russian diplomats and other citizens
that they preferred to keep secret from investigators (American Con-
stitutional Society, 2019), though no collusion was proven on the part
of Trump himself. Ventura’s presentation of the story was one of a plot
between the mainstream media and the ‘corrupt elites’ seeking to un-
dermine the electoral success of a political outsider. Within Ventura’s
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narrative, the constant cycle of US interference in foreign elections
since the Second World War, and the lack of evidence that the Iraqi
government of Saddam Hussein had ever possessed the purported
weapons of mass destruction that were used to justify the 2003 allied
invasion, were both presented as clear examples of the hypocrisy of US
political elites. Hence, as Ventura contended, the anti-Russian stance
was driven by the greed and cynicism of the US government.

The focus on the 9/11 tragedy and the Iraq War thus framed the
reading of US policies as part of a US-led plot to create a unipolar
world under its command. By implication, Russia stands as a part of
the global resistance — a figurehead for those ready to speak the truth
about the dangers of the US-led world order. Opposing Russia is the
US government, that, according to numerous RT reports, stood be-
hind the 9/11 terrorist attacks that opened the way for the US military
to invade countries abroad. In 2010, when RT launched its broadcast-
ing in the US under the name RT America, one of the first stories
published on its website was the article: ‘911 questions to the US gov-
ernment about 9/11° (Yablokov, 2015). It was soon removed from the
website, but as we shall see shortly, this conspiracy theory is important
in shaping RT’s conspiratorial narratives.

‘Seek truth from facts’: undermining the status quo

From its first episode, Bushell’s The Truthseeker takes a pro-active
stance on uncovering the US government’s plots and cover-ups against
the American people. The tag line used by the presenter at the end of
every show (‘seek truth from facts’) is emblematic: the claim that this
programme can uncover government and elite plots against ordinary
Americans helps to sow doubt amongst the audience of the channel.
The categories of ‘truth’ and ‘trust’ are crucial here to understand the
rationale behind the programme’s agenda.

Anthony Giddens defines trust as ‘confidence in the reliability of
a person or a system, regarding a given set of outcomes and events’
(Giddens, 1991). Trust is a product of rationally assessing the conse-
quences of actions of various social agents. People who ‘trust’ other
people or institutions do so because they perceive their actions as re-
liable. Any risk they take is well calculated and can be checked by
objective methods. When it comes to the discussion of whether, e.g.
the government can be trusted, history provides manifold examples
of failures or cover-ups that reinforce suspicion of the good faith of
governmental institutions (see Lewis, 2008). Even if these institutions
aim at achieving transparency and better ways of operating, people
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will still assess them based on images and concepts that have long his-
torical pedigrees and which promote a suspicious relationship towards
power (Sanders and West, 2003). In the case of the US, this historical
pedigree is rich and provides a lot of precedent for challenging the
government’s possible good intentions.

From the onset of the American republic, the balance of power in
the country depended on suspicion of what the ruling elite was trying
to achieve. Indeed, fears about corruption and cover-ups stretch all the
way back to contemporaneous suggestions that George Washington
had autocratic ambitions. This generates a fruitful ground for con-
stant suspicions and various enthusiasts often share the ‘truth’ about
the government’s plot to strip the nation of sovereignty, curtail peo-
ple’s rights and shift the power from the people to the heart of this
sinister conspiracy (like Washington or Wall Street). This search for
truth is central to conspiracy theorists’ actions: uncovering plots or-
ganised by the all-powerful agencies is the core of their activity. This
‘truth’ is supposed to illuminate the ‘real” workings of power in society
and also, as psychologists note, each version of truth offers a way to
comprehend what is behind the belief in conspiracy theories (Raab
et al., 2013).

For partisan politicians it is essential to speak truth to conspiracy,
even when the conspiratorial version of events is just one (and not the
main) plausible option (Muirhead and Rosenblum, 2016). Yet, when
elected politicians or other state actors are caught lying, this dramat-
ically reduces their credibility to debunk conspiracy theories or make
people believe less in the conspiratorial option. The secrets, half-truths
and blatant lies that often accompany the political process, create a
toxic atmosphere of distrust and increase the popularity of conspir-
acy theories. It is precisely this atmosphere that The Truthseeker so
skilfully uses, and the first episode of the show encapsulates all of the
strategies that RT applies to handle conspiracy theories.

The array of conspiracy theories accusing the government, big
corporations and mainstream media of stripping Americans of their
rights and waging an unseen war against individuals creates an al-
ternative ‘regime of truth’ in the Foucaldian sense (Weir, 2008). The
starting topic of the series of these programmes — the 9/11 conspiracy —
is also indicative: Bushell taps into the abundant culture of the Tru-
thers movement — the group of believers that 9/11 was an inside job
perpetrated by the US government in order to spread US hegemony to
the Middle East and across the world (Kay, 2011).

The narrative of the Truthers community that sprang up and blos-
somed from the mid-2000s challenges every bit of the official version
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of the events of 9/11, suggesting a series of secret operations to ex-
plode the buildings and present what happened as a terrorist attack.
There were no terrorists, no planes, no conspiracy of radical Islamist
terrorists and even no Bin Laden: all that happened was a carefully
planned and orchestrated operation by the US government ruled by
the neoconservatives and the military-industrial complex. The further
attempt to provide an investigation into the 9/11 events was a part of
the big lie to cover the truth (Griffin, 2005).

The pilot episode (00) of The Truthseeker begins with a story about
a billboard at Times Square in New York that asked: ‘Did you know
a third tower fell on September 112’ ! The advert posted by the group
‘Architects and Engineers for 9/11 Truth’ called the public to question
the validity of the official version of 9/11 (Merlan, 2013). The Truth-
seeker endorsed several scientists who were activists in the 9/11 Tru-
ther movement, stressing their leading character in the investigation
and the academic status of authors of alternative accounts. Bushell
and his guests noted that the official account of events had already
changed under pressure and referred to the report on the reasons for
WTC7’s collapse.

The next block of the episode gave the floor to accounts of ordinary
passers-by who allegedly witnessed the explosions in the WTC, which
the media never reported on. Then, the presenter switched to criticism
of the US media celebrity Rachel Maddow. She had publicly branded
the 9/11 truthers as conspiracy theorists, including Bob Mcllvaine,
whose son died in the terrorist attack (Steele, 2013). Mcllvaine, in an
interview with Bushell that started with the question: ‘How do you feel
first losing a son and now being portrayed as the bad guy’ claimed that
the US mainstream media would never allow the truth of 9/11 to be
released, accusing media owners of hiding the truth from the people.
Mcllvaine essentially argued that a 9/11 cover-up had led to the Iraqi
and Syrian war campaigns of the US government, causing the grief
of innocent people around the world. The events of September 2001
and the current global agenda of the US military have been closely
tied together underpinning the US global imperialist ambitions as a
source of global conflicts that opened space for various conspiracy
allegations.

Within just the first few minutes of the pilot The Truthseeker epi-
sode all the key elements of RT’s agenda have been demonstrated: the
corrupt US government that covers up its crimes, mainstream media
that will not report the truth because of their owners’ will, the US as
a source of suffering of people across the world and the handpicked
expert knowledge that serves to endorse necessary allegations without
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subverting the presenter’s line. The stress on alternative voices that
are called ‘conspiracy theorists’ by the mainstream media falls within
RT’s claim to grant a platform to the dissident voices willing to speak
the truth, regardless of the consequences.

The US government as a ruthless killer

The criticism of US domestic and foreign policies is one of three sides
of the triangle of RT’s core content. In order to convince audiences
that the US government is corrupt, untrustworthy and capable of
committing any possible crime, The Truthseeker unashamedly takes
one side, then picks up and mashes together all corroborating evi-
dence and conspiratorial allusions. This strategy creates the necessary
background to planting doubts which will then provide legitimacy
for conspiracy theories and provoke criticism of Russia’s geopolitical
opponent.

The subsequent episodes (01 and 02) of the programme are devoted
to lobbyism, the corrupt Obama administration and the US govern-
ment drone programme that is a threat to ordinary Americans. Una-
ble to interview Obama himself, Bushell projects a possible interview
with the re-elected president onto a Lego game where ‘Darth Obama’
is impersonated by Darth Vader, the villain from the Star Wars tril-
ogy. He admits that the US bombs foreign countries, its soldiers die
and that Guantanamo will continue, despite the promise to shut it
down immediately after being elected. The presenter accuses Obama
of running a drone programme that kills Americans and foreigners
daily, which is also at the root of violence and racism in the US (The
Truthseeker, 2016b).

These drone scares, popular amongst US government critics, are
very similar to the conspiracy theories of the New World Order that
appeared in the 1990s in the US. Back then black helicopters had been
interpreted as evidence of the omnipotent power of the New World
Order conspirators to observe any actions of dissent. The American
conspiracy culture of the 1990s had numerous references to the black
helicopters that fly over the US and represented evil forces ready to take
over the country (Keith, 1994). These fears of black helicopters have
been advantageous to illustrate the existence of a government con-
spiracy because, on the one hand, helicopters are real, unlike UFOs,
and the government does have a lot of these machines. On the other
hand, they are elusive as they have no numbers to trace ownership.
Thus, ‘the believer or viewer can project onto them whatever manner
of villainy seems most suitable, making them an all-purpose object for
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fears and anxieties’ (Barkun, 2003, p. 71). The drone scares seem likely
to resonate with the same people who shared the fears of the black
helicopters 20 years ago. In 2012, in conversation with the conspiracy
theorist Alex Jones, another far-right activist, Joseph Farah, referred
to the drones that allegedly watched his property, thus extending the
monitoring of dissent onto private space. According to Jones, it was
proof of ‘an outside globalist takeover’ and another step in the govern-
mental programme of population control (Nelson, 2012).

The Truthseeker continued this logic in Episode 08 by showing how
drones — an instrument of US military domination — came to punish
the American people (The Truthseeker, 2016¢). Drones allegedly mon-
itor Americans’ private property, thus demonstrating the ‘police state
mentality’ of the US government. Jason Leopold, an author at the
conspiracy theories website Truthout, alleged that the US is already
a police state and that everyone claiming this is labelled a conspiracy
theorist by the mainstream media. Amidst the scandal around Ed-
ward Snowden’s whistleblowing, which took place same year, these al-
legations appeared more plausible (Greenwald et al., 2013). The rest of
the guests, civil activists or journalists, confirmed that the government
breaches the Constitution and breaks basic human rights by interven-
ing into private life. Civil activist Kade Crockford of the American
Civil Liberties Union described how the police and other private com-
panies can abuse their clearance to access private data and can follow
innocent citizens. ‘In the USSA the TV is watching you’ — Bushell con-
cludes the programme (The Truthseeker, 2016c).

The ‘imperialist’ dimension of US policies is another way of show-
ing how crooked and dictatorial the US government is. Episode 07 dis-
cusses Hillary Clinton and her ‘cold-blooded policies’ that killed the
US ambassador and several other Americans in 2011 as well as trig-
gered violence in Libya (The Truthseeker, 2016e). Her laughter over
the deaths in Libya, recorded on camera during the interview, shows
how merciless the Secretary of State is (The Truthseeker, 2016d).
We are told that the government is preparing to invade Iran, using
CIA-controlled Hollywood companies to prepare the population for
this attack. Scenes from ‘Argo’ and ‘the Night of the Dead’ are used to
demonstrate how Hollywood prepares Americans for mass murders of
Iranians: they should be seen as zombies not human beings, which will
allow the US to commit war crimes (The Truthseeker, 2016f). Alleg-
edly, the US has done this across Syria, Egypt and Thailand, sending
snipers to help replace incumbents with puppets (The Truthseeker,
2016h). Those who uncover the war crimes become dissidents and are
severely punished by the state (The Truthseeker, 2016g).
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To make the argument about US imperialism even more relevant to
US audiences, Kevin Barrett suggests, in a conspiratorial way, that the
US ‘colonialist policies” are funded from the taxpayer’s pockets:

It’s the military-industrial complex who is colonising the Amer-
ican people, draining its economic resources and stealing from
it, looting it!. ... these policies are imposed by ... the military-
industrial complex, or [by]... banksters: the Rothschilds and the
Rockefellers... who try to build the New World Order and the
global government.

(The Truthseeker, 2016h)

Who controls America?

The sinister centre of conspiracy against the Americans is (unsurpris-
ingly) found at Wall Street and the Federal Reserve Commission where
‘faceless’ bankers and big corporations together with the corrupt fed-
eral government do anything to enslave Americans. In a particularly
conspiratorial fashion the programme engaged with the utterly mil-
lennial conspiracy theories that demonise big business and the gov-
ernment that protects it: the references to the 2008 economic crisis
that hit several generations of Americans hard provide a necessary
background to legitimise conspiracy theories and will likely resonate
with young viewers of the channel, who still remember the crisis.

At the onset of Episode 01 the show discussed the impact of genet-
ically modified organisms (GMO) and the role of Monsanto corpora-
tion in spreading its production across the world using US diplomatic
resources. The Monsanto conspiracy theories are abundant and al-
lege of a plot to spread hazardous genetically modified food across
the world (Norwood et al., 2014). It is also a good starting point to
address various audiences across the US political spectrum: in the end
everyone depends on the food they eat. Showing a map that illustrates
the spread of Monsanto’s products, the presenter notes that almost
all countries, except Russia, have planted genetically modified seeds.
Bushell contends that Monsanto ‘dodges’ GMO checks and pays poli-
ticians to prevent any bans on GMO. In episode 17, entitled ‘Eugenics
now’, we learn that the global financial elite, represented by Bill Gates,
has a plan to ‘cut the world’s population’ by spreading GM food in the
poorest areas of the world, thus targeting and slowly killing the most
socially deprived people. In a style of moral panic, the presenter sug-
gests that Monsanto stands behind a conspiracy to control 100% of the
food produced in the world, which the government does not plan to
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prevent (The Truthseeker, 2016i). This is related, according to the host,
to the lobbying potential of big business, which financially controls the
political elite in the US.

One of the ways that RT engages with the booming conspiracy cul-
ture in the US is by strongly linking to ‘New World Order’ related
conspiracy theories, which claim that the global elite is plotting to
destroy excessive population (Rae, 2014). Raising the issue of the pos-
sibly modified and hazardous food is a way of addressing audiences
who can potentially be having a moral panic about that issue. Conse-
quently, for them RT can become a reliable source of information and
an outlet that speaks truth against all odds. Another way is to bring
up traditional conspiratorial allegations — such as the conspiracy of
bankers — that have a long pedigree and are established in the imag-
ination of the US public. And yet, after the 2008 financial crisis, it
became even more pronounced and built upon solid evidence (Crosth-
waite et al., 2014). The fact that very few people bore responsibility for
the global economic crisis provided enough evidence to claim a secret
agreement between the government and the Wall Street bankers (see,
for instance, Sorkin, 2010).

Such figures as the Rothschilds and the Rockefellers — central to the
New World Order conspiracy theories — are rarely mentioned by the
programme’s host or their experts. Instead, any discussion of the US fi-
nancial industry includes references to Wall Street, big banks but most
importantly has no references to concrete people. This anonymity not
only protects the channel from legal action but helps authors to blur
the line between the actual allegations and allusions to conspiracies
and create the fear or the total suspicion of who can be a plotter. Ulti-
mately, the threat that the government poses to ordinary Americans is
driven by the unlimited greed of corporations and banks. Referring to
a timeline showing financial crises in the past, Bushell and his guests
contend that the banks are at the root of social problems and that the
control of US banks over political systems across the world is unlim-
ited. Apart from getting profit from Americans — dead or alive — and
creating an enormous national debt, the banks have always plotted
against ordinary Americans (The Truthseeker, 2016;).

Another way to address social problems in the US — such as school
shootings, obesity or low education — is by blaming big corporations
for plotting against American youth. “The junk-food conspiracy’ is dis-
cussed in the third episode of The Truthseeker where Bushell explained
how big corporations poison the nation by selling high-fructose, cheap
food to millions of Americans. It is a matter of historical record that
during 1950s, US public debate about healthy eating suggested that
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sugar was less dangerous than salt (Leslie, 2016). Yet, Bushell uses that
fact to build a theory that big food brands use adverts to make the na-
tion addicted to toxic foods, whilst the elites, like the New York Mayor
Michael Bloomberg, help to promote these policies (The Truthseeker,
2016k). In a fashion which bears clear similarities to Soviet anti-US
propaganda, Bushell argues in episode 29 that the 50% of the US state
budget is allocated to military spending, and only 6% to education
(The Truthseeker, 20161). This results in the high price of US educa-
tion, prostitution amongst young Americans who need to pay for col-
lege and, what is more dangerous, reliance on pharmaceuticals that
affect brain activity.

In episode 6, Bushell argues that school shootings in the last decade
could be caused by the drugs prescribed by doctors. The government
wages ‘Pharmageddon’ on American children, claims Bushell: whilst
the government approved the use of hard pharmaceuticals to children,
‘Big Pharma’ hid the deaths the medication caused. ‘No regime in the
history of this world has ever tried such a deadly mass drug experi-
ment on its own people. The full effect will be seen on today’s children
in fifty years’ time when our current leaders are not around to face
the consequences’, concludes Bushell at the end of the episode (The
Truthseeker, 2016m).

The twist of the causes of the school shootings is notable: if RT took
a clear stance to ban fire arms in the US that would make it look like
the mainstream US liberal media — a step unacceptable for the un-
derdog broadcaster that constantly accuses mainstream media of all
possible crimes. Instead, the programme took an unconventional step
and focussed on the corporate plot against the children, thus avoiding
the criticism of the far-right, who could be a potential audience of the
channel and, at the same time sounding plausible to the far-left.

The so called ‘mainstream media’ is undoubtedly RT’s central tar-
get. Several programmes criticise mainstream media as the root cause
of the US’s domestic and international problems. For The Truth-
seeker the so called ‘mainstream media’ is the crucial element of the
anti-American conspiracy of the elites. Americans can never receive
objective information, because the elites control the information flow
(The Truthseeker, 2016n, 20160). Episode 10, tellingly entitled ‘Pressti-
tutes’, opens with the statement that the media are in ‘bed with those
they are supposed to be grilling’ (The Truthseeker, 2016n). Joe Fa-
rah, the contributor who had alluded that government drones were
conspiring against him, contends that all big media are ‘eating out of
Obama’s hand’ and will change their editorial direction at ‘the snap of
his’ fingers. Based on the reports that Rupert Murdock’s journalists
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illegally hacked phones, Bushell contends that Murdock is up to push
for the monopoly on news (Sabbagh, 2018). The Federal Communica-
tion Commission, according to the presenter, has allowed Murdoch
to own various types of media in the same communities and thus con-
trol how Americans see the world. ‘Murdoch’s friends in power try to
complete his grip’ on all US press whilst the current media control
already diverts Americans’ attention away from the news that should
most concern them (The Truthseeker, 2016n).

Where is Russia?

The most pronounced criticism of the ‘crooked media’ surfaces in ep-
isodes covering Russia-related news. However, RT also addresses the
US domestic agenda, depicting evil government policies and the biases
of the media against tackling what really bothers ordinary Americans.
Some guests refer to RT as the only source of independent informa-
tion in the country that challenges the monopoly of the ‘mainstream
media’. Episode 22 tells the story of the dead bees that have allegedly
been poisoned by corporate chemicals in Florida — a fact the main-
stream media has allegedly covered up. The host interviewed Anthony
Gucciardi, a journalist, who contended that even though these US
corporate crimes could have led to World War 3 and caused a massive
economic collapse, it is left to states outside of the US to report upon
the truth of the situation (The Truthseeker, 2016p). This implicit refer-
ence to the work RT does to uncover un-American plots is key in un-
derstanding the role that Russia is positioned to play in that context.

Along the lines of Surkov’s ideological framework outlined in the
previous chapter, Russia is depicted as the only power able to illumi-
nate the atrocities that US-led powers commit across the world. Yet,
the careful analysis of The Truthseeker reveals that Russia’s presence
in coverage of the events in the US is implicit. Presenters may rant for
hours about the US government, the corporate media and big busi-
ness, yet, the choice of speakers and topics from domestic and foreign
policies do not point towards Russia as a beneficiary of this news. It is
only when something big happens in Russia or a Russia-related sphere
of politics, that The Truthseeker overtly positions itself as Russia’s de-
fence shield.

For instance, over the period of the 2014 Sochi Olympic Games,
which were broadcast internationally by RT, significant international
media attention was paid to the anti-LGBT laws recently passed by
the Russian government (Friedman, 2014). The Truthseeker’s response
was to deflect attention from Russia’s internal problems by alleging a
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conspiracy of the mainstream media to silence reports of homophobia
at home, whilst repeatedly soliciting criticisms of Russia’s allegedly
anti-gay environment from local LGBT activists (The Truthseeker,
2016q).

In a more bizarre way, The Truthseeker engaged with far-right
American conspiracy theories when a terrorist attack was committed
during the Boston marathon in April 2013 by two men of Chechen
origin. In the emergency situation in Massachusetts that followed, the
government used the national guard to search for the fugitives. At the
same time, the posse comitatus law — which allows US citizens to cre-
ate armed groups to protect themselves — was temporarily suspended.
In discussing these developments, Bushell reproduced conspiracy
theories of the posse comitatus movement of the US far right, which
claim that the government seeks to strip US patriots of the power to
protect themselves (The Truthseeker, 2016r). This movement lies be-
hind the formation of militias in the second half of the 20th century,
and has a history of both anti-Semitism and violent conflict with law-
enforcement services (Corcoran, 1990). One of Bushell’s guests, Kevin
Barrett, explained that the ‘rulers of America’ use the media to create
situations where US citizens would get involved in conflicts with each
other. The US establishment, according to Barrett, creates conflicts —
such as terrorist attacks — and uses them as a pretext to strip Ameri-
cans of their rights. Straight after these words, Bushell anxiously notes
that for the first time in history

the Pentagon suspended the posse comitatus law that banned
federal government from using the military for domestic policies.
‘Tanks for the first time on the streets of America, Black hawks
with laser-guided missiles on lawns, citizens forced out of their
homes by soldiers.

(The Truthseeker, 2016r)

The creators of The Truthseeker depicted the Boston attack as a classic
US intelligence false flag operation of the US government aimed at
curtailing the rights of US citizens and moreover, serving as a pretext
to invade the Chechen republic. The focus on the false flag operations
is a particular element of RT’s agenda and extremely helpful in provid-
ing additional legitimacy to conspiratorial notions. For RT’s present-
ers, the recorded false flag operations of the past serve as an important
evidence of the US government’s historic crimes. This reinforces the
narrative that the allegations of RT’s guests are historically founded,
not necessarily paranoid.



The world according to the Truthseekers 45

The false flag operations of the US government in the past are used
by The Truthseeker as the basis to claim that what happens in Syria,
Iraq and Ukraine nowadays is also a false flag operation. The blatantly
pro-Russian approach of RT has been illustrated by how The Truth-
seeker’s producers constructed the narrative of the programmes dur-
ing the Ukraine crisis 2014-2015. Starting from episode 31, in which
Bushell accused the CIA of attempting regime change, The Truth-
seeker devoted in total seven episodes to the situation in Ukraine. The
overarching argument was that the US government has a long history
of government overthrows and has an elaborate set of instruments to
sow chaos and violence in countries that resist Washington’s global
agenda (The Truthseeker, 2016s). Bushell draws a shocking picture of
NGOs, intelligence services and mainstream media working hand in
hand to promote US interests across the world.

All pro-Ukrainian news in the global media are portrayed as ‘US
State Department created hoaxes’, produced to make a path to power
for US-backed fascists (The Truthseeker, 2016t). The presenter leaves
no room for doubt that it was the US that stirred the conflict and pro-
voked violent clashes to force Yanukovich to flee the country. The rea-
sons for the plot are manifold: from expanding the area of US control
to the pro-Russian state, to increasing public support of the country’s
leaders (The Truthseeker, 2016a). The historical links to the relations
between US banks and the Nazi government also help The Truthseeker
to extend the argument and claim that NATO supports neo-Nazis in
Ukraine to wipe out any pro-Russian opposition (The Truthseeker,
2016u). Moreover, the final episode of the show aired before its cancel-
lation was titled as brutally as possible: ‘Genocide in Ukraine’ (The
Truthseeker, 2016v).

Jesse Ventura uncovers it all!

In July 2014 RT took The Truthseeker off the air following intense reg-
ulatory scrutiny, but in 2017 its niche was filled by another show: The
World According to Jesse. Formerly a marine, WWF wrestler, gover-
nor of Minnesota and host of Conspiracy Theory on TruTV, presenter
Jesse Ventura had previously accused the US government of conspira-
cies on several RT programmes.

Ventura’s show more subtly repeats the narratives of The Truth-
seeker. Keeping the main subjects of conspiratorial criticism — big busi-
ness, corrupt and imperialist government and crooked mainstream
media — Ventura sets the scene of the show as a conversation about
the corrupt US political system and constant governmental cover-ups.
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Ventura’s notable standing in US conspiracy culture, thanks to his
previous show, is a great way of bringing this culture and the audience
of his show to RT. One of the first episodes was devoted to the declas-
sified documents in the JFK case — another major conspiracy theory,
and cornerstone of US conspiracy culture. Ventura’s approach de-
scribes JFK as a man who wanted to end the Cold War, but the global
military-industrial complex together with the mob removed him and
later removed Nikita Khrushchev, as both leaders were against large
military spending (The World According to Jesse, 2017a). The show’s
guest, co-founder of the ‘Coalition on political assassinations’, insisted
that the lack of some documents in the declassified files suggests that
Trump was ‘intimidated’ by the same people who killed JFK.

The pragmatic usage of conspiracy theories by Ventura is evident
from the way he engages with more extravagant conspiracy theories
about aliens. The take on the alien conspiracy theories is again an
anti-elitist one: according to Ventura and his guests the government
keeps extra-terrestrial technologies secret because these would destroy
the oil and gas business and power of the corporations (The World Ac-
cording to Jesse, 2018a). The same idea that politics is controlled by a
small and secret cabal of power brokers, Ventura’s show depicts the
US president as unaware of the secret programmes. He basically refers
to the idea of the Deep State — the bureaucracy that wields real power
in the country and whose main principle is keeping secrets from those
unaware of the real mechanisms of running the country.

On most of the topics picked up by producers of the show Ventura
is able to provide a personal perspective — Ventura’s multiple occupa-
tions in the past allow him to speak as an expert, what Joe Kennedy
described as authentocracy, the tactic to wield power by referring to an
authenticity (Kennedy, 2018). The starting point of discussions about
the US military is Ventura’s six-year-long service as a marine in Vi-
etnam. Ventura speaks as a soldier and a patriot of the country who
served in the war and who is against the government sending young
soldiers to die. He continues talking about the large and unofficial
military spending of the US addressing ‘the common folk’ assumed
to watch the show, repeating ideas that the US army only drafts poor,
middle class and black Americans, whilst ‘rich boys’ always stay at
home (The World According to Jesse, 2017b). The populist criticism of
the elite is thus clear and potentially appealing to large groups of the
population.

Social problems, such as poor environment and health problems,
are a good cause for Ventura to demonstrate his governmental expe-
rience as the governor of Minnesota. This former status is repeatedly
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highlighted by the show’s producer Brigida Santos in her address to
the presenter: ‘Governor’. Ventura’s status presents the possibility of
the fair and good politician who can be trusted by people if he/she
keeps distance from big corporations and crooked media (The World
According to Jesse, 2017c¢).

Similar to The Truthseeker, Ventura lambasts the media that ‘are
controlled by the people on whom they must keep their eyes’ (The
World According to Jesse, 2017d). RT’s show is thus presented as an op-
portunity for Ventura to speak freely in a country where big business
and the government are in control of the media (The World According
to Jesse, 2017¢). ‘RT never tells me what to do’ screams Ventura, and
argues that Americans are duped by the corporate media who realise
the secret plan to keep US citizens ‘in dark’ and thus under control
(The World According to Jesse, 2017f). By skilfully presenting inves-
tigative reporting of genuine CIA clandestine operations (Bernstein,
2007), Ventura extends these studies to the whole media landscape
by arguing that the US media are in control of US intelligence (The
World According to Jesse, 2018b).

This conspiratorial picture serves as a great way of channelling
anti-US attitudes in the midst of the biggest US-Russia scandal over
the alleged Putin-Trump collusion. The very first episode is devoted
to Ventura’s criticism of the US-Russia collusion story, which he ex-
plains as a symptom of US elites’ desire to increase military spending —
which requires a bogeyman (The World According to Jesse, 2017¢e). The
presenters allow for the fact of possible intrusion into the elections,
but counterweigh it with statistics about US interventions in foreign
elections. This line is then continued in several episodes where Ven-
tura depicts Putin and Russia as the US’s potential partners that ‘cry
out for friendship’ (The World According to Jesse, 2017d). The accusa-
tions that Russian hackers and bots could be behind the Black Lives
Matter campaign are laughed at by Ventura as a hypocritical way of
remaining blind to the real socio-economic issues (The World Accord-
ing to Jesse, 2018c). Here, the history of false flag operations — such
as COINTELPRO, a FBI-operated programme that surveilled various
American political movements in the 1950s—1970s (Churchill and Wall,
1990) — helps Ventura articulate legitimate criticism of US intelligence
operations. ‘Every problem we have in America, we blame on Russians.
Isn’t that convenient?’ (The World According to Jesse, 2018c¢).

The questionable actions of big business often serve for RT’s pre-
senters as a trigger for anti-US criticism and a way to show that the
Russian government is at least no better. The news that Google cor-
poration has developed a censored search engine for China caused
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Ventura’s criticism of the US media coverage of Russiagate (Sheehan,
2018). The main threat to the US, according to Ventura, is in the big
businesses that control elections and politicians (The World Accord-
ing to Jesse, 2018d). The news that Russia-affiliated actors spent 100
thousand dollars on Facebook advertisements to influence the elec-
tions opens the way for the presenter to argue how far from ideal the
US electoral system is (Shane and Goel, 2017). ‘People who don’t fol-
low the Constitution, they want to take our country. It happens inter-
nally, not externally’ (The World According to Jesse, 2018d).

Conclusion

Tech giants that spy on US citizens, big media corporations that hide
the truth, food chains that poison Americans, banks that steal from
the common people and never bear responsibility for their crimes.
These topics are a necessary background to put in question US policies
and, they provide a breeding ground for mistrust that helps promote
anti-US conspiracy theories. By examining these two conspiracy-
focussed RT shows we are able to see how the rich tradition of con-
spiracy mythmaking in the US supported the network’s production
of the shows. Both ‘The Truthseeker’ and ‘The World According to
Jesse’ operate in an environment that is rich with conspiratorial con-
tent and speakers — both from the Left and from the Right of the po-
litical spectrum — eager to engage in the conversation that is aimed at
criticising the US government policies or the corporate world.

RT’s most overtly conspiratorial outputs are conditioned to some
extent by the nature of concerns and priorities already existing within
conspiratorial public discourse. It is also, however, responsive to the
broader media, regulatory and political environment. This is evi-
denced by the evolution in the approach between The Truthseeker and
The World According to Jesse, and also in the way in which both are
able to put aside their core topics of concern when the evolving news
agenda demands it. What is notable is that despite this responsive-
ness to the changing news issues of the day, core populist tropes about
corrupt government, corporations and mainstream media recur. This
recurrence of core themes in the face of a changing news agenda is par-
ticularly evident in times of significant political crisis, as the following
chapters demonstrate.

Note

1 The very first episode, as well as several others, has been deleted both from
RT’s website and from other video platforms.
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4 Conspiracy and democracy

Election meddling and
#TrumpRussia

The 2016 Presidential elections in the US were beset with allegations
of Russian meddling that subsequently evolved into a full-blown
political scandal and the 2019 impeachment of the victor, President
Donald Trump. Federal intelligence agencies rapidly investigated the
allegations, and on 7 October 2016, the Department of Homeland
Security (DHS) and Office of the Director of National Intelligence
(ODNI) jointly stated that hacks directed from the highest levels
of the Russian government were responsible for accessing the com-
promising emails from the Democratic National Committee (DNC)
that had subsequently been released via WikiLeaks and DCLeaks.
com (DHS, 2016). This operation, it was concluded, was ‘consistent
with the methods and motivations of Russian-directed efforts’ (Hall
Jamieson, 2018, p. 3).

By January 2017, the US Intelligence Agencies (CIA, FBI and
NSA) jointly underlined their agreement that ‘Putin and the Russian
Government’ attempted to influence the election (ODNI, 2017). The
hacker, Guccifer 2.0, was exposed as a GRU (Russian military in-
telligence) front organisation. Later that year, Russia’s international
broadcasters, RT and Sputnik, were both obliged to register as foreign
agents under the US FARA scheme (RFE/RL, 2018).

Public interest in the allegations continued throughout the sub-
sequent investigation of Special Counsel Robert Mueller, which, in
February 2018, resulted in the indictment of 13 Russians, allegedly
responsible for electoral meddling via social media. The charges in-
cluded ‘conspiracy to defraud the United States’, in order to subvert
the lawful functioning of US political and electoral processes during
the 2016 Presidential election, undermine public confidence in democ-
racy and to favour the campaign of candidate Trump to the detriment
of that of candidate Clinton (Hall Jamieson, 2018, pp. 4-5).
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As Hall Jamieson noted in her 2018 examination of the meddling
processes around the 2016 elections, the operations of the hackers and
trolls involved were dependent on interactions between them: hackers
linked to the Russian military intelligence stole compromising content
and leaked it to actors including WikiLeaks for public dissemination.
Bots then ensured that this content was amplified online, and went on
to set agendas on online message boards and other social media plat-
forms. These ultimately set the broader news agenda in battleground
states (Hall Jamieson, 2018, pp. 6-7).

RT operates within this system. It is also implicated in the ampli-
fication of such stories leading-up to the 2016 Presidential elections,
but also subsequently, in covering the ensuing scandal. This chapter
examines how RT reported the Trump-Russia story across a variety
of its outputs. Its main focus is on outputs giving in-depth analysis
and engagement with stories being reported: two regular 30-minute
discussion shows, and the website’s op-ed section.

The first of the discussion programmes analysed is CrossTulk (CT),
‘RT’s flagship program’, which appears intended for a broadly inter-
national audience and takes the form of an ostensible debate between
two or three guests, moderated by a host, Peter Lavelle. The show does
not subscribe to the standard conventions of a debate show, however,
since the host does not act as an impartial Chair of the discussion.
Instead, he takes up a significant proportion of airtime giving his own
opinions on the topics discussed. Furthermore, in an average episode,
guests tend to articulate a range of perspectives on the same general
opinion orientation, rather than genuinely opposing views.

The second of the programmes is Watching the Hawks (WTH),
aimed predominantly at a US audience, and focussed on issues within
the US rather than globally. This being the case, even the coverage of
the Russian meddling story is framed not so much about Russia as
about the negative aspects of US domestic politics and the inadequa-
cies of the mainstream media. In this series, a primary host, Tyrell
Ventura (the son of Jesse Ventura), discusses ‘media, politics and pop
culture’ with several other regular presenters and various guests.

Often the voices contributing to the Russiagate discussions appear
to be pre-curated in ways that rendered their contributions somewhat
more predictable. For instance, guests on both Watching the Hawks
and CrossTalk included presenters of other RT shows, like Jesse Ven-
tura and Alexey Yaroshevsky; or Sputnik employees like Lee Strana-
han and Dmitri Babich. Both programmes also used a large number
of ‘network friends’ as repeat guests: those who regularly contribute to
RT or Sputnik. This trend was particularly pronounced on CrossTalk,



Conspiracy and democracy: #TrumpRussia 55

where the same line-up of guests (Dmitri Babich, Mark Sleboda,
Adam Garrie) was repeated with at most minor alterations, over the
course of the Russiagate news cycle. Furthermore, almost every guest
invited onto that programme over the period under analysis was male.
The closeness of the guests to the network is, in some cases, presented
as a factor that should boost their credibility with audiences. As Cross-
Talk’s host, Peter Lavelle, states: ‘I know you know something... and I
agree with you because you’ve been on the programme before’ (Cross-
Talk, 2017a).

RT’s reporting of the Trump-Russia meddling story emphasised
five key tropes that undermined the allegations: (a) the ‘establishment’
actors making the allegations could not be trusted; (b) there were ul-
terior motives for blaming Russia; (¢) there was no good evidence to
substantiate the allegations against Russia; (d) the key accusations lev-
elled at Russia actually applied to the US and finally, (¢) that genuine
prior conspiracies provided evidence that the latest allegations were
themselves part of a conspiracy. These assertions undermined allega-
tions of Russia’s involvement, even as they were being reported.

You can’t trust the establishment

RT consistently claimed that only corrupt representatives of the estab-
lishment accused Russia of meddling in the 2016. Presenters suggest
that the CIA’s claims cannot be trusted due to its own historical over-
seas meddling, and that PR companies and the Democrat party have
boosted the agency’s Russian meddling narrative for their own pur-
poses (Watching the Hawks, 2016a). Hosts and commentators question
whether the intelligence community has real evidence for its allega-
tions (CrossTalk, 2016a) and suggest that the CIA is suspiciously close
to the media (RT, 2016a). RT also uses its well-honed tactic of using
mocking dismissals to avoid dealing substantively with uncomforta-
ble allegations (Crilley and Chatterje-Doody, 2020; Tolz et al., 2020).
There are mocking comments about RT itself being a threat to US
democracy (Watching the Hawks, 2017a), and about a Russian ‘bogey-
man’ (CrossTalk, 2017b, 20170) being used to hide the divisiveness of
Hillary Clinton’s own candidacy. In various cases, mocking of suppos-
edly hysterical attitudes to Russia was repurposed as Twitter content.!

The intelligence agencies responsible for making allegations of Rus-
sian meddling in the election are presented as unreliable, staffed with
enemies of President Trump (CrossTalk, 2016a, 2017c) and politicised
and/or untrustworthy (CrossTalk, 2017n). They are also portrayed as
supportive of radicals including ISIS, in the Middle East (CrossTalk,
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2017d), a practice that it is indicated Trump would resist (CrossTalk,
2017e). In Watching the Hawks (2017b) the hosts allege that the FBI is
not checking the available evidence surrounding claims that Ukraine
was ultimately implicated in the hacking of the DNC, and a guest ex-
plains this in terms of a high-level conspiracy involving a cyber security
company, intelligence agencies and a leading think tank. In this most
explicit example of conspiracy theorising on this show, the conspiracy
theory is articulated not by one of the hosts, but by the guest, Alexey
Yaroshevsky. However, this guest is himself a staff member of RT.

The political and professional reliability of the intelligence agen-
cies is consistently called into question over the evolution of the
Trump-Russia story. It is alleged that the NSA is itself not confident in
the conclusion of Russian hacking, and that the FBI cannot be trusted
(CrossTalk, 2017¢). The intelligence services are portrayed as politi-
cally subservient to an Obama White House, producing reports to po-
litical orders (CrossTalk, 2017f), or as being in league with the DNC
(CrossTalk, 2017g). At the very least, the intelligence services are por-
trayed as being out of control over the alleged wiretapping of Trump.
At the worst, the intelligence agencies are alleged by the host of seek-
ing to prematurely end Trump’s Presidency (CrossTalk, 2017¢c). Indeed,
several programmes suggest that the investigators should themselves
be investigated (CrossTalk, 2017g, 2017n).

Political parties, and the Democratic party in particular, are por-
trayed as hostages to their powerful corporate backers, including
Saudi financiers, the ‘media-industrial complex’ and the ‘military-
industrial complex’ (CrossTalk, 2016b, 2017¢). Indeed, this line about a
fundamentally corrupt Democratic party is rearticulated in the 2020
US presidential campaign, with mocking Tweets noting Clinton’s re-
newed accusations of meddling ‘because it worked so well in 2016%>
reporters making equivalent claims are similarly mocked.?

Similar arguments are applied after the publication of the Mueller
report. It is painted as propaganda exercise to support a CIA psycho-
logical operation to oblige Trump to keep forces in the Middle East
(Watching the Hawks, 2018). Non-governmental organisations are
also treated with scepticism, as powerful actors pursuing their own
agenda (CrossTalk, 2017h), and as unaccountable, politically parti-
san bodies that meddle in the affairs of other states, such as Ukraine
(CrossTalk, 2017p).

The mainstream media’s reporting of the meddling saga is fre-
quently drawn into question (CrossTalk, 20171). As well as outright ac-
cusations of corporate corruption and disinterest in truthful reporting
(CrossTalk, 2017c), the ‘fail stream media’ is accused of dehumanising
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behaviour towards Russia, as well as a tendency to throw accusations
at RT itself (Watching the Hawks, 2017c). The mainstream media is
also portrayed as having a blatant preference for Clinton (CrossTalk,
2016¢) and — in conjunction with the Democrat party — treating me-
dia consumers as idiots who will believe whatever they are told, re-
gardless of evidence (Watching the Hawks, 2017d). In some cases, it is
alleged outright that mainstream media outlets like MSNBC may be
working for government agencies like the Pentagon or CIA (Watch-
ing the Hawks, 2017¢), and that mainstream media deliberately plants
false stories with approval (Watching the Hawks, 2017f). The power
of the mainstream supposedly dwarfs any meddling potential Russia
could have. In such an environment, it is DC policymakers that re-
main under-informed, according to RT. They are locked within a neo-
Conservative echo chamber that makes any idea of rapprochement
with Russia unthinkable. This, the host suggests, is because stereo-
types, not facts, influence policymakers (CrossTalk, 2016d).

Ulterior motives

One of the recurring themes in RT’s coverage of the meddling saga was
that the allegations were motivated by Russophobia, which is a recur-
ring theme on RT, evoked by hosts and guests alike. Guests represent
Russophobia as a tale as old as time (CrossTalk, 20171); liken it to the
20th-century scapegoating of Jews (CrossTalk, 2016e) and draw histor-
ical parallels to McCarthyism (CrossTalk, 2017k). An entire episode
of Watching the Hawks (2017i) is dedicated to discussion of a book by
Dan Kovalik, which interrogates a historical tradition of demonising
Russia in order to justify US invasion. Using the supposedly histori-
cal context of Russophobia, the hosts advocate close scrutiny of the
intelligence agencies’ narratives of Russian meddling given historical
provocations of the US government and CIA overseas.

This leads into RT’s claims that Russophobia is being employed
for practical aims: to boost the economic interests of the military-
industrial complex (CrossTalk, 2017h; Watching the Hawks, 2017)); to
neutralise Russian competition in the cyber security industry (Watch-
ing the Hawks, 2017k); to squeeze RT out of the mediaspace (Cross-
Talk, 2016a); to distract from politicians’ own failings (CrossTalk
2017n), or from serious domestic issues (CrossTalk, 20171); to allow the
deep state to impose tyranny in the US (Watching the Hawks, 20171)
and to resist Russia’s obstruction of globalist ideology (CrossTalk,
2017k). In this regard, the Democratic party, and Hillary Clinton per-
sonally, are portrayed as terroristic puppet masters (CrossTalk, 2017m)
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leaking information to support a narrative of Russian hackers to sup-
port their own political ends.

Even under Trump, the White House is portrayed as conspiring
against the President to damage relations with Russia (CrossTalk,
20171) and the theme of a ‘deep state’ anti-Trump coup plot between
intelligence agencies and liberal media organisations often comes up
(CrossTalk, 2017d; see also CrossTalk, 2016a). Indeed, President Putin
himself made a similar claim in some detail, drawing parallels to his
own interpretation of a manufactured Maidan protest (Machon, 2016;
RT, 2017). This coverage therefore replicates narratives favoured both
by the Russian side and by Trump that the deep state is seeking to
undermine and depose him, including his claims about wiretapping
under the Obama administration (Baker et al, 2019; CrossTalk, 2017b).
Indeed one of CrossTalk’s chyrons states explicitly: ‘Critics: political
elites intend to cripple Trump, plan impeachment’ (CrossTalk, 2017c),
and one guest suggests that the intelligence agencies’ interest in possi-
ble collusion is a direct response to Trump’s willingness to talk openly
about the operations of the ‘deep state’ (CrossTalk, 2017j).

This ‘deep state’ conspiracy theory idea had been used throughout
the 20th century in Turkey to delegitimise political opponents (Nefes,
2018), and spread rapidly throughout US politics in the 2010s, where it
was used by the conservatives and the far-right to accuse opponents of
destroying America from inside. Donald Trump, and his former ideo-
logical aide Steven Bannon, were central in spreading these conspira-
cies across society (Rohde, 2020). RT’s appropriation of Trump’s ‘deep
state’ conspiracy language to defend Russia’s international position
illustrates the globality of conspiracy cultures in the 21st century and
the rapidity with which RT’s staff reacts to emerging issues. Its dis-
cussions of the ‘deep state’ insinuated that the concept had gone from
being thought of in the realm of conspiracy theories, to an accepted
phenomenon whose extent and implications were being analysed and
measured (CrossTalk, 2017h).

Actors as varied as the Henry Jackson society and the businessman
Jeff Bezos are identified as having links to the ‘deep state’ (CrossTalk,
2017¢c). In a telling moment, when one guest, Matthew Sheffield, dis-
putes that the work of an elite conspiracy is at play, the show’s host
immediately breaks the air for a commercial break (CrossTalk, 2017h).
Following the break, the discussion continues under the chyron
‘Trending: observers concerned intel agencies become overly politi-
cised’. Here, discussion ranges from one guest’s explicitly conspir-
atorial rendering of a US deep state and global conspiracy, visually
endorsed by the host’s nodding, to the more sceptical guest’s carefully
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chosen words interpreting the deep state primarily as the unelected
people who shape policies behind the scenes (CrossTalk, 2017h). This
particular theme is the dominant one on CrossTulk’s coverage for ap-
proximately three weeks from 17 March 2017, when almost every show
is about Russiagate and all the stories relate to Trump vs Deep State.

Where’s the evidence?

RT reported several angles on a popular conspiracy theory that the
DNC emails were not leaked, but hacked by a concerned insider. Be-
ginning on pro-Trump message boards, these theories gained traction
when high profile political and media commentators amplified them,
and when WikiLeaks offered a substantial reward for information
leading to the conviction of the killer of a DNC staffer falsely iden-
tified as the source (Hall Jamieson, 2018, p. 25). In some cases, the
wording of RT’s Chyrons insinuated that the ‘leak’ was fact rather
than theory: ‘Critics: Clinton, DNC, Podesta not hacked. Source was
internal leak’; ‘Foreign policy establishment & top members of GOP
against better ties’ (CrossTalk, 2016e). In its web reporting, RT am-
plified former intelligence whistle-blowers’ claims that no genuine
hack could have occurred undetected by the NSA (RT, 2016b). One of
the claimants (formerly of the CIA, and an RT network regular, Ray
McGovern) appeared the following day on CrossTalk repeating the
same argument. Other guests and the hosts allege that someone inside
the ‘establishment’ produced the Russia hack story and that it formed
part of a conspiracy between the CIA and mainstream media to sub-
vert the constitutional order, delegitimise Trump and undermine the
will of voters (CrossTalk, 2017f). The same day, a second online report
appeared on RT with the same allegation, this time attributed to a
‘WikiLeaks envoy’, a former UK Ambassador-turned whistle-blower
and RT regular, Craig Murray (RT, 2016c¢).

A later CrossTalk guest (on a programme in which McGovern also
appears) doubted the NSA’s confidence in the conclusion of Russian
hacking (CrossTalk, 2017¢). The same cycle of guests repeatedly raised
issues with the forensic evidence for an external hack, citing dispari-
ties in time stamp data and suggesting that the story was more likely a
deliberate distraction from scandals internal to the Democratic party
(CrossTalk, 2017f; Watching the Hawks, 2017m, 20170). The falsifica-
tion of this time stamp evidence by Guccifer 2.0, and the identity of
Guccifer 2.0 as a GRU front were subsequently clearly established
(Campbell, 2018), but some two years later, RT was still repurposing
and pushing as Tweets packages that disputed the forensic evidence.
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Indeed, RT’s standard line is to emphasise a lack of evidence for
allegations in its serial reporting. So, an RT News segment (RT News,
2016) dedicated to anticipated US retaliatory sanctions for Russian
election meddling presents a montage of US media referring to ‘hack-
ing’ and ‘meddling’, with RT’s anchor’s own commentary consistently
noting that these actions are merely ‘alleged’, and that ‘no concrete
proof has been presented on Moscow’s involvement’. This idea fre-
quently recurs that intelligence agencies and mainstream media have
made allegations without evidence (CrossTalk, 2017b, 20171), and con-
trasts with RT’s willingness to suggest, without evidence, that the
DNC or other powers more likely guilty of collusion, or at least of
conspiracy against Trump (CrossTalk, 2017a, 2017n). It is a guest’s
assertion of this nature, that prompts a comment from the host that
sums up the whole approach of CrossTalk to what counts as reliable
evidence: ‘I know you know something, and I agree with you because
you’ve been on this programme before’ (CrossTalk, 2017a).

RT often used humour to rebut the most outlandish allegations
against Russia, insinuating that all allegations were equally implau-
sible. For instance, episodes of Watching the Hawks on 9 and 14 Sep-
tember 2017 present the Washington Post’s suggestions that Russia
may have poisoned Hillary Clinton as a laughable testament to the
inadequacy of the mainstream media (Watching the Hawks, 2016b,
2016¢). Dmitry Babich, a Sputnik employee and frequent CrossTalk
guest, jokes about how surprising it is that Hillary Clinton has not
accused Russia of driving immigrants into the US (CrossTalk, 2017m).
An entire episode of CrossTalk (CrossTalk, 20170), ‘Evidence-free’
questions the evidence for various types of allegation against Russia,
with one guest dismissing the documented Russian troll factories as an
invented image. Similarly, one CrossTulk guest objects to the WikiLe-
aks releases being reported alongside news of Russian hacking, as this
suggests that they were connected (CrossTalk, 2016b).

The substance of the intelligence agencies’ findings is represented by
one guest as ‘opinions’ that should be fact-checked (CrossTalk, 2016c¢),
given the notion that their activities are politicised (CrossTalk, 2017j).
When RT News broke the news of the post-Muller report indictment
of Russian nationals for election meddling, it stressed the conclusions
that their ‘supposed actions actually had no impact on the outcome’
(RT News, 2018a,c). Together with the continual questioning of the
evidence base for meddling allegations, RT’s coverage suggests that
the general public does not believe in the allegations against Russia
(Watching the Hawks, 2018b).
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The US is the guilty party, not Russia!

One of RT’s consistently favoured themes is that of Western hypocrisy,
and its Russiagate coverage made clear the US democracy was already
fundamentally defective. It is not the people, but corporations, PR
companies, intelligence organisations and government departments
that run US politics (Watching the Hawks, 2016b, 2016d, 2016e, 2016f).
In its most developed form, the narrative implies that the US is no
more than a two-party dictatorship (Watching the Hawks, 2017e).

RT’s coverage also mirrors or deflects many of the specific accu-
sations levelled at Russia. At some times, RT has presented the real
‘meddling threat’ as coming not from Russia, but from China — as
when its Twitter feed amplified Vice President Mike Pence’s claims to
this effect.” At other times, domestic forces are portrayed as the real
source of meddling, whether this is the corrupt federal intelligence
services (CrossTalk, 2016a) or the domestic mainstream media, that
a Columbia University research report concludes were ‘indirectly
involved in meddling themselves’ due to automated content am-
plification (RT News, 2018b). Allegations against Russia are thus
presented as hypocritical: when the host of CrossTalk suggests that
Clinton herself ran a ‘troll factory’ (CrossTalk, 2016a); when guests
on CrossTalk (CrossTalk, 2017p) allege that a taxpayer-funded Or-
wellian surveillance state is monitoring media consumers’ engage-
ment with RT and Sputnik and when Watching the Hawks co-host
Tabitha Wallace accuses CNN of producing conspiracy theories
about a Kremlin-Trump campaign plot against it (Watching the
Hawks, 2017n).

These mirroring and deflection techniques recurred throughout
reporting of the Russiagate scandal. According to RT, the US, not
Russia, is the real cyberwarfare aggressor: it blocked WikiLeaks to
stop access to the DNC emails and to demonstrate its own cyberwar-
fare capacity to the Russian side (Watching the Hawks, 2016g); and
it planned to conduct cyberwar against Russia in retaliation for ‘un-
proven election meddling’.® The post-Muller report indictments were,
in RT’s telling, a ‘case of pot calling the kettle black’.” Similarly, during
the 2020 election campaign, when a draft report from the Department
of Homeland Security alleged that Russia would raise questions about
candidates’ physical and mental fitness to meddle in those elections,
RT News responded with a montage demonstrating how US main-
stream television networks made precisely that kind of speculation
(RT News, 2020).
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Conspiracy reporting and the democratic process

RT’s coverage of the allegations of Russian meddling in the US Pres-
idential elections often amplified conspiratorial allegations that had
come out of the Trump administration itself, and suggested that the
‘establishment’ actors making the allegations could not be trusted;
there were ulterior motives for the allegations; the evidence for the al-
legations was missing or faulty or that the accusations levelled at Rus-
sia actually applied to the US. Historical examples were often cited as
evidence that the contemporary allegations themselves formed part
of a conspiracy. RT’s News coverage of Russian meddling in the 2016
US Presidential elections emphasised that allegations being reported
were unproven and frequently cited overblown US media reports as
evidence that ‘Russophobia’ lay behind the allegations. What is more,
where greater analysis of the Russiagate news item was offered, this
selectively included reputable research that supported RT’s line — as in
the low overall impact of meddling activities, or the unknowing con-
tribution of mainstream media to the process.

A ‘parallel commentariat’ of experts frequently found on RT and
Sputnik, but who rarely feature on other international media (Ramsay
and Robertshaw, 2018, p. 6) produced much of RT’s analysis. Many
of these are ‘network friends’ who contribute to both broadcasters as
presenters, invited guests and by penning op-eds. This can be viewed
as a form of pre-curation of the network’s content, in as much as the
perspectives and views of these guests are not only well-known, but
reliably close to one another in perspective. Guests tended to provide
variations on similar perspectives on the issues under discussion,
rather than vastly diverging views. What is more, when genuine dis-
sent appeared on discussion programmes, it was talked over or shut
down.

In RT’s conspiratorial reading of the Trump-Russia story, the main
villains were not always clearly and consistently articulated but con-
formed to certain patterns. They included the members and structures
of formally recognised institutions of social power, including the in-
telligence agencies, the DNC, the mainstream media, the military-
industrial complex and the media-industrial complex. As these latter
combined categories make clear, cooperation between the respective
villains was generally implied, and in many cases this took the form of
outright allegations against the ‘deep state’. In questioning the trust-
worthiness of these key actors, it was implied that history showed how
they had their own ulterior motives for levelling allegations at Russia
— ranging from base Russophobia, through commercial motivations,
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to hopes for a full-blown anti-democratic coup. Where RT engaged
directly with the concept of conspiracy theories, it was to accuse other
parties, or to allege that once-dismissed theories had now become es-
tablished facts that its coverage was analysing in detail. This probably
accurately reflects the perspective of most of the pre-curated contrib-
utor pool, who tended to take for granted the conspiratorial framing
through which the meddling allegations were reported.

As well as casting doubt on the legitimacy of all of the major sources
of information about the progression of the Trump-Russia enquiry,
RT’s coverage called into question the evidence that these agencies
and actors reported, and by extension, the facts of the case themselves.
In such practices, the network was not acting alone, but rather was
actively engaged with conspiracy theories already in circulation in the
global media environment, whether these came from the Russian or
American political elite; mainstream media commentators; or parti-
san online message boards.

RT served as one of the actors unapologetically operating in an on-
line ecosystem which routinely undermines formerly reliable sources
of information, as well as the specific facts that they report. In the
wider context of the global media such practices call into question the
basis for how we understand and accept what is fact — the nature of so-
cial knowledge itself. Furthermore, in calling into question established
sources of legitimacy, whilst insinuating that expert analysis and
minority-held opinions are no different from one another, conspirato-
rial coverage of the Trump-Russia phenomenon cast a long shadow. As
the following chapter makes clear, many of these trends were reflected
in reporting of the 2018 Skripal poisonings in the UK, and were later
thrown into sharp relief during the subsequent COVID-19 pandemic —
a topic that we return to in the concluding chapter.

Notes

1 @RT_com Tweet on meddling hysteria, November 6th, 2018, available at:
https://twitter.com/RT_com/status/1059826490026553346. See also tweet
of the asking ‘How many Russian octopuses do you know?’, September 4th,
2019, available at: https:/twitter.com/rt_com/status/1169158154724216834

2 @RT_com, February 21st, 2020, available at: https:/twitter.com/RT_com/
status/1230962417200435200

3 @RT_com, August 10th, 2020, available at: https:/twitter.com/RT_com/
status/1292717315415515136

4 ‘No forensics. Why? There was no hacking in the first place: Fmr CIA
officer on ‘Russian meddling’ @RT_com, 11th January, 2019, available at:
https://twitter.com/RT_com/status/1083800717771575296
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5 @RT_com Tweet, 4th October, 2018, available at: https://twitter.com/
RT_com/status/1047704401891287041

6 @RT_com, 29th December, 2019, available at: https:/twitter.com/rt_com/
status/1211186144861446144

7 @RT_com, February 20th, 2018, available at: https://twitter.com/rt_com/
status/965876176899190785
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5 Conspiracy and crisis

Narrative holes and the
Skripal affair

Russia’s current political leadership has become adept at employing
the media as a tool of regime legitimation (Petrov et al., 2014; Tolz
and Teper, 2018; Chatterje-Doody and Tolz, 2020. There is a temp-
tation to view such instrumental uses of the media as part of a com-
plex top-down strategy of political media management. Yet, Kremlin
control over the media has developed in a chaotic fashion, and the
global real-time media environment makes any effective top-down
management of media narratives difficult. Nowhere is this clearer than
during ‘disruptive media events’ (Katz and Liebes, 2007; Dayan, 2009;
Figenschou and Thorbjernsrud, 2016) — unwelcome and unantici-
pated occurrences which the political establishment cannot control.
Often these events have a national security component and they tend
to lead to a rapid circulation of contrasting opinions from multiple
actors to global audiences through various digital media platforms
(Hoskins and O’Loughlin, 2010; Tufekci, 2017). At these times, jour-
nalists at state-funded international broadcasters might be expected
to doggedly follow their sponsor state’s preferred narrative. In real-
ity, though, they and their political masters have to react rapidly to
evolving developments. Rapidly changing reports and reactions often
ensue, based on minimal factual information and with no overall co-
herence. Such a situation makes it well-nigh impossible for any state to
exert effective narrative control; it is also ripe for the development of
conspiracy theories.

The March 2018 poisonings in the UK city of Salisbury provide the
perfect example of this phenomenon. On 5 March, the local police
force in Wiltshire declared a major incident, and London’s Metropol-
itan Police announced shortly thereafter that a ‘nerve agent’ had been
used against a male and female victim, later identified as the former
Russian-British double agent Sergei Skripal and his daughter, Yulia.
Just over a week later, British Prime Minister Theresa May announced
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in Parliament that it was ‘highly likely that Russia was responsible’
for ‘attempted murder using a weapons-grade nerve agent... [in] an
indiscriminate and reckless act against the United Kingdom’ (CNN,
2018). The situation rapidly evolved into a full-scale diplomatic in-
cident. Russia’s Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov likened the ‘highly
likely” attribution of blame to the reasoning of Lewis Carrol’s Queen
of Hearts in Alice in Wonderland (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2018).
Nonetheless, before the month was out, the UK and allies had coordi-
nated the largest ever mass expulsion of Russian diplomats — allegedly
intelligence officers —in history (Dewan et al., 2018). Russia responded
with expulsions of its own.

The Skripal saga continued throughout 2018, with each succes-
sive development in the case generating rafts of media coverage and
speculation.! In early April, Russian state domestic television aired
audio recordings of a telephone conversation between Yulia Skripal,
still in hospital, and her cousin Viktoria, back in Russia, shortly be-
fore Yulia, and later Sergei, was quietly released from hospital. On
12 April, the Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons
(OPCW) publicly released their summary report of findings following
testing of the substance used, which ‘confirm[ed] the findings of the
United Kingdom relating to the identity of the toxic chemical that was
used in Salisbury’ (OPCW, 2018, article 10), with the name and struc-
ture of the chemical being included in the classified full report released
to state members of the OPCW. All the while, there was significant
public speculation in both the UK and Russia about the secrecy over
the Skripals’ release from hospital. Senior Russian government figures
complained that they had been denied consular access to the pair and
Yulia Skripal released a video statement via Reuters in late May. In it,
she had visibly lost weight, and bore an apparent tracheotomy scar on
her neck. She discussed how difficult the poisoning and recovery had
been for her and her father, declined Russian consular assistance and
asked for the Skripals’ privacy to be respected (Faulconbridge, 2018).
The following month, further poisonings were reported in neighbour-
ing Amesbury. These ultimately led to the death of a local woman,
Dawn Sturgess, who — as it later transpired — had sprayed herself with
a perfume bottle containing a Novichok nerve agent (Morris and
Rawlison, 2018).

In early September, British police charged two suspects with com-
mitting the poisonings, releasing their CCTV images and aliases:
Ruslan Boshirov and Alexander Petrov. President Vladimir Putin
stated unequivocally on 12 September that ‘“We know who they are, we
found them’, that the two men were civilians, and that he hoped that
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they would choose to tell their story (quoted in Luhn and Boyle, 2018).
Just 24 hours later, the two men appeared in an exclusive interview
with RT, which was both broadcast and released for online audiences
on YouTube simultaneously in Russian and with English subtitles. Ex-
tracts were later broadcast on domestic channel Rossiia news, and with
English dubbing on RT news. In the interview, RT’s Editor-in-Chief,
Margarita Simonyan, quizzed the suspects about their short trip to
Salisbury, from which so many CCTYV pictures had been released. The
network’s official explanation for the interview was that the men had
voluntarily approached Simonyan via her callout on social media, and
that RT was simply the broadcaster fortunate enough to bring this
‘exclusive’ to the public (Ruptly, 2018).

The men’s story was that they were nutritional supplements’ sales-
men who had taken a sightseeing trip to Salisbury cathedral on the
advice of friends, but whose plans had been derailed by inclement
weather. Being caught up in the subsequent spy scandal was a night-
mare that had ruined their lives. Online audiences were overwhelm-
ingly disbelieving of their claims (Chatterje-Doody and Crilley, 2018;
Tolzet al., 2020), and sure enough, in late September and early October,
the open source investigative journalism outfit, Bellingcat, released the
results of their collaborative investigations with the Russian investi-
gative journalists of The Insider (Tolz, 2018). These revealed the true
identities of ‘Boshirov’ and ‘Petrov’ as the decorated GRU (Russian
military intelligence) agents Colonel Anatoly Chepiga and Dr Alex-
ander Mishkin.

New developments in the case arose as part of an almost constant
cycle, which served to sustain public interest. Yet, much of the crucial
information was either sensitive or classified, and the UK and Rus-
sian governments made directly contradictory representations about
the case and its aftermath. Together, RT and Sputnik promulgated a
vast array of ‘competing and often contradictory narratives’ (Ramsay
and Robertshaw, 2018, p. 6) about the poisoning and many conspir-
acy theories subsequently arose. They were often grounded in the of-
ficial statements of either side, but did not necessarily hang coherently
together.

In reporting developments in the Skripal case, RT often presented
gaps in information (which were frequent given that it was classified)
as evidence of an elite cover-up. As we have seen in previous chapters,
the network’s standard approach to such ideas is not usually by explic-
itly alleging that official accounts were fabricated, but by featuring
guest commentators who raise sufficient questions as to imply that of-
ficial accounts are problematic; RT’s sister outlet, Sputnik, was often
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more blatant in its insinuations (Birge and Chatterje-Doody, 2021).
In putting together its coverage, RT drew upon social media content
produced by members of the public and wove together grassroots vox
populi commentary; perspectives from British institutional margins;
speculation from online analytical sources; social media comments
and the bombastic contributions of noted conspiracy theorists. The
sheer volume of conspiratorial readings featured within RT’s cover-
age of the Skripal affair makes it impractical to comprehensively trace
them all: there are many overlaps in the conspiracy logics that they
display, yet there is rarely a logical coherence between them. Nonethe-
less, the remainder of the chapter outlines in more detail three broad
strands of conspiracy logic that recurred in RT’s coverage: the UK was
complicit in the case for domestic political reasons; the key actors in
the case are not what they seem and there has been an internationally
co-ordinated cover-up.

UK complicity

At various points, RT’s coverage suggested that the UK was directly
involved in the poisonings. In the early stages of breaking the poison-
ing story, RT relied extensively for its expert commentary on ‘former
intelligence officers and diplomats turned whistle-blower’ (Birge and
Chatterje-Doody, 2021) whose own prior experiences afforded them
a particularly negative vision of UK security institutions. Elements
of the British government explanation were consistently questioned,
implying official accounts could not be trusted (RT, 2018c, 2018d).
Often, the impetus for these suggestions came directly from the
Russian political establishment. For instance, on 10 April, follow-
ing Yulia’s discharge from hospital, the Russian Embassy in the UK
tweeted to congratulate her on her recovery. It also requested ‘urgent
proof that what is being done to her is being done on her own free
will’, and accused the UK of ‘destroying important and valuable ev-
idence’ by destroying the Skripals’ pets and the bench on which they
had initially been taken ill (Grierson, 2018). Political bloggers subse-
quently engaged in considerable conspiracy theorising about the brief
statement released at her discharge. One of the commentators making
this suggestion was Craig Murray, a former UK Ambassador and fre-
quent RT guest (Murray, 2018). Other political bloggers speculated on
the reasons for the Skripals’ public silence (Moon of Alabama, 2018a).
This kind of conspiratorial speculation was amplified following the
release of Yulia Skripal’s 23 May video statement via Reuters, with
some labelling it a ‘hostage video’ (Moon of Alabama, 2018b). Craig
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Murray explicitly reiterated his allegation that she was held under du-
ress in another blog post that formed the central source for an RT web
report the following day (RT, 2018p).

At other times, RT simply reported the explicitly conspiratorial al-
legations made by senior politicians. These included comments from
Foreign Minister, Sergei Lavrov, that the substance used in the attack
was not Novichok, but BZ — more commonly used by the US and UK
(RT, 2018j) and from the Russian Foreign Ministry spokesperson, Ma-
ria Zakharova, that the poisonings were a ‘false-flag incident... ben-
eficial for, or perhaps organized by, the British intelligence services
in order to mar Russia and its political leadership’ (RT, 2018m).2 RT
took a similar line in reporting the comments of Russia’s permanent
representative to the OPCW, when he alleged that the UK has system-
atically lied about various aspects of the case (RT, 2018n).

The centrality of external sources for these conspiracy theories is
crucial to understand how RT reported these case developments, es-
pecially given that the network was at this point being extensively in-
vestigated by the British regulator, Ofcom, as had been announced
on 18 April (Ofcom, 2018a). Much of RT’s reporting, therefore, was
structured around accurate reports of the fears and allegations that
had been expressed elsewhere, rather than as allegations made from
the editorial voice (RT, 2018p). However, as part of this pattern, entire
articles were often constructed around extensive quotes from singu-
lar sources (RT, 2018r). In other cases, reporting was bulked out with
social media users’ conspiratorial readings of the situation, giving the
impression that there was public consensus around their reported feel-
ings that ‘This is a hostage video’ or simply that ‘Something doesn’t
add up!” (RT, 2018q).

Some of RT’s extended broadcast programmes took a similar
approach to discussing the case. Guests on RT UK’s political dis-
cussion show, ‘Going Underground’ raised questions about official
reports through a debate in which the British presenter played a ‘dev-
il’s advocate’ position of ostensibly supporting the British position.
At other times, however, conspiracy theories were liberally and ex-
tensively explored. One of the most notable examples of this was in
an episode of CrossTulk provocatively entitled ‘Publicity Murder?’
(RT, 2018e). In its usual fashion, the show brought together a series of
guests with almost identical perspectives on the case, together with
a clearly biased presenter, who delivered many impassioned mono-
logues straight to camera. The programme mooted various theories,
including the idea that Novichok could be made relatively widely and
easily (including, by implication, in the UK); that Skripal had no
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remaining strategic value to Russia, which therefore had no motive
and that the timing of the poisoning — before Russia’s Presidential
elections and hosting of the FIFA World Cup — cast suspicion on
those negatively disposed to the country.

Despite these cyclical insinuations of UK complicity in the case,
the network nonetheless published a striking ‘double bluff’ courtesy
of Putin himself, who stated his own belief that it was unlikely that
the British government committed the crime (RT, 2019d). On the one
hand, this story can be seen as part of a performance to dispel accu-
sations of conspiracy theorising; on the other hand, it is worth noting
that news consumers are more likely to believe false claims the more
often they are exposed to them, even if the repetition comes as part of
a retraction (Swire et al., 2017; Pennycook et al 2018a). A denial such
as this then could easily strengthen the narrative of UK complicity,
which RT was periodically returning to fully two years after the case
(RT, 2019b; Rite, 2020).

The key actors are not what they seem

Over the course of RT’s Skripal coverage, the credibility and plausibil-
ity of political actors and their accounts was undermined within a re-
curring idea that actors and organisations assumed to be independent
or authoritative commentators on the case were actually motivated by
their own interlinked interests. RT dismissed the many leaks from un-
verifiable anonymous ‘intelligence sources’ about the case as evidence
of widespread Russophobia and poor journalistic standards in the
Western mainstream media (Rite, 2019). Similarly conspiratorial alle-
gations were reported by RT about the off-duty nurse who treated the
Skripals at the scene, and who turned out to be the chief nursing officer
in the British Army — a fact described by RT as ‘unlikely’ (RT, 2018f).

In several cases, RT used conspiracy theories to discredit the key
institutions tasked with establishing the facts around the case. For in-
stance, early on, it reported claims from the Russian Foreign Ministry
that the UK government had pressured the Metropolitan police dur-
ing the investigation (RT, 2018x). When the Metropolitan police made
clear that it would be extremely difficult to establish a chain of evi-
dence sufficient to prove that the order for the attack had come from
the top of the Russian political establishment, RT framed this as a
general admission of a lack of evidence in the case (RT, 2019f).

The UK government’s testing facility at Porton Down —described as
‘the chief British chemical and bioweapons laboratory’ (RT, 2019b) —
and the OPCW, whose investigation processes had supported Porton
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Down’s findings, were both discredited in RT’s reporting. RT con-
structed a whole web report around claims by Russia’s Ambassador
to the UK that the OPCW’s verification of Porton Down’s findings
was controlled by Britain, conducted suspiciously quickly, was not
transparent and breached the parameters of the Chemical Weapons
Convention (CWC) (RT, 20180). RT further reported suggestions by
both Russia’s Embassy to the UK, and a former FSB Chief, that a
leak from Porton Down might be responsible for the Salisbury and
Amesbury poisonings (RT, 2018v, 2018w). By suggesting a conspiracy
between the official institutions involved in investigating the case, RT’s
reporting also opened up space to question the key facts that had been
established. A series of web reports in mid-April quoted senior Rus-
sian politicians’ suggestions that the substance used in the attack was
not Novickok, but BZ — a substance whose use was more associated
with the US and UK than with Russia (RT, 2018j, 2018k, 20181). The
following year, an RT op-ed speculated whether the substance used
had been fentanyl (Clark, 2019).

The same conspiracy lenses were applied when, Russia’s The Insider
and their UK-based collaborators, Bellingcat used open sources, leaked
information and old-fashioned investigative journalism, to identify
‘Petrov’ and ‘Boshirov’ as military intelligence operatives, later re-
vealing their names as Colonel Chepiga and Dr Mishkin (Tolz, 2018).
Despite the saturation coverage that RT had given to the suspects’
initial interview, its coverage of The Insider/Bellingcat reveal was fairly
minimal, and the role of independent investigative journalists at The
Insider was ignored: they would have been difficult to discredit given
the privilege that RT generally affords to independent and freelance
investigative journalists over establishment mainstream media repre-
sentatives. RT’s scant coverage of this development noted that the ‘au-
thenticity and veracity of the documents’ used by Bellingcat ‘could not
be immediately verified’ (RT, 2018z), with subsequent articles suggest-
ing that funding from actors including the ‘US government-funded’
National Endowment for Democracy; ‘British intelligence agencies’
and the ‘pro-NATO Atlantic Council think tank’ dictated Belling-
cat’s investigative priorities and conclusions (RT, 2018za). There have
been subsequent suggestions that Bellingcat contributors are sullied
by association with the UK government-backed Integrity Initiative,
described by RT as ‘a clandestine propaganda outlet’ (RT, 2019a). In
its follow-up reporting of the Skripal case, RT (2020a) continued to
cast doubt on Bellingcat’s professionalism and — by implication — the
validity of its findings about the suspects, referring to Bellingcat as a
‘controversial internet sleuth shop’.
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Russia as the West’s scapegoat

One of the key recurring themes on RT when covering any stories that
involve international criticisms of Russia is that they are motivated by
Russophobic prejudice. In the very early days after the Skripal poison-
ing story, RT reported the connection in precisely this way, with early
headlines declaring ‘Blame precedes evidence’ (RT, 2018a; see also RT
2018b). Similar insinuations were repeated in a variety of ways as the
story progressed. These included direct allegations that political fig-
ures were invested in the poisoning furore as a way to sabotage Russia’s
hosting of the 2018 World Cup (RT, 2018e, 2018f). There were also var-
ious allusions to the similarities between the Skripal case and fictional
spy stories (Birge and Chatterje-Doody, 2021). Citing both classic ex-
amples and those from more recent television history, the most favour-
able implication of these allusions was that of a lack of imagination on
the part of key Western powers; the least favourable was that these sim-
ilarities suggested suspicious activity (see RT News, 2018). With Rus-
sophobia being one of RT’s recurring editorial lines, it is unsurprising
that this theme continued to recur throughout the case.

The coordinated international expulsions of alleged Russian intelli-
gence operatives that followed the poisonings were interpreted as part
of a globally coordinated attempt to smear Russia, with one commen-
tator suggesting they revealed the hand of the ‘deep state’ in helping a
corrupt elite to hold on power (RT, 2018h). Where RT’s own presenter,
George Galloway (RT, 2018g) referred to the expulsions acts of ‘vassal
states’ (Europe) or acts of war (US), external commentators painted
the case as providing a ‘pretext’ for a hypocritical group of Western
powers to pursue a ‘new Cold War... more dangerous than the old
Cold War’ (RT, 2018i). RT itself became a subject of these discussions
of rampant Russophobia, after British politicians suggested stricter
media regulation of the channel, and an appearance boycott. The net-
work insinuated that this could be a step towards consideration of a
ban (RT, 2018zb, 2018zc).

Some of RT’s contributors relied on far more extreme conspiracy
theories, based on assumptions of premeditation and deceit. By the end
of May 2018, a regular contributor to both RT and Sputnik, Neil Clark
was raising questions about whether the poisoning had even taken
place. His speculation was prompted by the revelation that a Russian
journalist thought murdered in Ukraine by Kremlin operatives was
alive and well. Making a surprise appearance at a press conference
called to discuss his murder, Arkadii Babchenko announced that he
had collaborated with Ukrainian security services to stage his death



Conspiracy and crisis: the Skripal affair 77

in order to foil a genuine plot on his life. In an op-ed for Sputnik, Clark
used the exposure of this genuine conspiracy as evidence that allega-
tions against Russia in the Skripal case were driven by conspirators:
‘the faking of Babchenko’s death should make us wonder what else has
been fabricated in pursuance of the neocons’ anti-Russian geopolitical
agenda’ (Clark, 2018). RT’s own coverage used the Babchenko case to
highlight unethical methods in targeted action against Russia, as well
as to cast doubt on the trustworthiness of intelligence services and
journalists alike (RT, 2018s, 2018t, 2018u).

Conclusion

In reporting this most intriguing of cases, RT’s coverage insinuated
conspiracies of many types, centred around governments, journalists,
professional scientists and international organisations. Many of these
conspiracy theories were inconsistent with one another, and changed
vastly over time. Yet, their key function appeared not so much to estab-
lish a coherent alternative narrative for how and why the Salisbury poi-
sonings took place, nor who was responsible. Rather, these conspiracy
theories worked together to chip away at the credibility of the official
accounts that had been released to the public about the poisonings.

However, many of the conspiracy theories alluded to on RT did
not arise in the first place on the network. Rather, due to the security
implications of disruptive media events such as the poisoning of the
Skripals, high public interest is stymied by low public information.
Speculation becomes rife, and RT is particularly adept at trading in
this. RT showed a conscious effort to clearly attribute controversial
claims to sources outside of the network itself, but gave them dispro-
portionate coverage in expanded stories generated out of these often
small and specific interventions.

With this in mind, it is worth noting that such conspiracy theories
can come both from the political blogosphere, and via direct quotation
of senior Russian politicians. Key Ministry and Embassy officials and
social media accounts habitually articulated conspiracy theories in re-
spect of the Skripal case, which RT subsequently reported faithfully as
newsworthy comments. Even though appropriate journalistic stand-
ards of accuracy may be applied in the strictest sense, such practices
nonetheless work to spread conspiracy theories. What is more, in some
cases, these perspectives and allegations were presented as balancing
the official UK line. As the ruling of the UK media regulator, Of-
com’s (2018b) investigation into RT emphasised, however — reiterating
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conclusions from its 2016 investigation of CrossTulk — such techniques
may not necessarily provide sufficient balance on a case of such high
controversy. Ofcom therefore ruled against RT in respect of seven pro-
grammes, and imposed a substantial fine (Hutchings et al, 2018). How-
ever, RT has responded by pursuing a judicial review on the grounds
that the relevant guidelines were not sufficiently clear or reliable.
Given that Ofcom’s stipulated sanctions fell short of a licence revo-
cation, RT’s pursuit of this review demonstrates that the maintenance
of the broadcast licence is not its only concern in the UK. It also seeks
to maintain some level of reputation whilst questioning Ofcom’s own
impartiality and reliability — thus shielding RT from some of its criti-
cisms. Indeed, this issue recurred in the aftermath of the 2020 release
of the Russia report by the UK’s Intelligence and Security Select Com-
mittee, with RT reporting scathingly on MPs’ calls for Ofcom to review
RT’s broadcast licence as an example of improper political interference
in the media (RT, 2020b). In this way, conspiracy theories about Russo-
phobia and corruption amongst interlinked political and media elites
recurs throughout RT’s reporting, even as the news cycle moves on.

Notes

1 For a comprehensive analysis of Russian journalists’ responses to the
Skripal poisoning domestically and internationally, see Tolz et al. (2020);
and for analysis of how Russian international broadcasters presented it
for international audiences, see Birge and Chatterje-Doody (2021).

2 This accusation was repeated the following year, e.g. https://www.rt.com/
news/452946-skripal-anniversary-truth-novichok/ Salisbury poisoning:
One year on, still no evidence of Novichok nerve agent use disclosed to
public, 4 March 2019.
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6 RT in the post-pandemic
world

The year 2020 was a difficult year for the planet. The COVID-19 pan-
demic, the unfolding economic crisis, race riots in the US as well as the
Presidential elections in November —all are issues that perfectly fit RT’s
list of preferred themes: global economic control by the super-rich; the
corrupt political system of the US and the mainstream’s media failure
to report fairly on important news. It is at times like those of a pan-
demic or terrorist attack like 9/11, according to RT’s hosts, that no one
is watching what politicians are doing, enabling them to push forward
all sorts of antidemocratic and anti-constitutional laws that increase
the establishment’s power (Watching the Hawks, 2020a). Yet, it is pre-
cisely these two main global events of 2020 that demonstrate the evo-
lution that RT has undergone in the 15 years since its establishment.

Case 1: COVID-19 pandemic

For the sake of comparability with earlier chapters, we analysed the
relevant broadcasts of the shows Watching the Hawks, CrossTalk and
The World According to Jesse as well as news broadcasts and op-eds in
the period from February to December 2020. COVID-19 was a central
topic on all shows through late February—early May. The coverage of
the stories directly related to the COVID-19 pandemic was largely in
line with factual information from other US and European broadcast-
ers. In their broadcasts RT’s hosts focussed on the issues of social ine-
quality, poor handling of the health crisis by authorities, Big Pharma
lobbyism and the global establishment’s ambitions to gain more
power. The usual elite bashing by RT’s hosts was mixed with stories
critical of the various conspiracy theorists who saw the ‘stay at home’
rule as the federal government’s conspiracy to lock down the popula-
tion. Watching the Hawks hosts emphasised that Americans protesting
against lockdown rules were not smart. The ‘stay at home policy is not
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about liberty, it is about taking care of people’ (Watching the Hawks,
2020b). This trend of coverage shows RT actively trying to maintain a
reputation as a serious international media outlet, whilst still carefully
leaving room for unrestrained conspiratorial rhetoric.

The Russian roots of the channel were very hard to identify in the
post-pandemic coverage. As Tolz and Hutchings noted in their analysis,
the Russian factor is crucial in finding conspiracy theories and misin-
formation in RT’s broadcasts and becomes evident in times of interna-
tional crises: ‘During periods when Russian actions are not under the
international spotlight, RT’s coverage is more factually accurate and
biases are less strongly pronounced than when it covers issues specif-
ically related to Russia’s policies’ (Tolz and Hutchings, 2020). This is
clearly seen in the first three months of the pandemic when COVID-19
was a top story across all media. Yet, when conspiracy theories regard-
ing Russia’s anti-COVID policies popped up accusing the Russian gov-
ernment of hiding the real counts of sick and dead people, RT reacted
immediately. ‘Russia is not hiding any cases of COVID, despite conspir-
acy theories spread in the western press’, said the correspondent, refer-
encing the interview of the WHO Russia representative. The message
of the report was that the Russian government was handling the crisis
perfectly well, whilst foreign governments that failed to protect their
own citizens tried to destroy Russia’s image (RT, 2020a). A similar tone
was taken when the Western media questioned the efficiency of the Rus-
sian Sputnik vaccine that was the first registered COVID vaccine in the
world (BBC News, 2020). RT’s commentators first questioned Big Phar-
ma’s actions and accused these companies of bribing medics (Frawley,
2020), then accused Big Pharma of paying the media for unashamedly
bashing Russia’s pioneering and effective drug (Ferrada de Noli, 2020).

However, the central element of RT’s agenda — the blame game
against ‘mainstream media’ — put it in a difficult position. Whilst most
of the major media in the US were very cautious of COVID 19 from
the start of the year and emphasised how dangerous the disease could
be for humans, RT’s take on this put some hosts into a problematic
situation. On 29 February at the start of the outbreak, RT’s hosts
pushed the idea that mainstream media were overreacting. ‘Media
love stories like that’ (The World According to Jesse, 2020a). Jimmy
Dore — a co-host of Jesse Ventura’s show — advocated not reacting,
and not buying what the media is selling. Lavelle in CrossTalk opined
that the coronavirus was used by Western governments and media as
a weapon of global information war against China and Russia (Cross-
Talk, 2020a). Around the same time, Lavelle’s guests accused Western
corporate elites of running a coup against public safety. One of his
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guests accused the media in the UK and the US of being the main
beneficiaries of the coronavirus: they should have reported the whole
danger of the virus, but waited until the pandemic reached the global
size to enjoy increased audience interest (CrossTalk, 2020b).

On 7 March, as the pandemic was developing, Jesse Ventura’s show
hosts made a small correction following the WHO that the number of
cases globally was rising. Hosts made the point that information was
coming from China, which controls its media. They diverted the conver-
sation to the regular suspects: governments who cannot be trusted when
it comes to delivering information; they will put us —concerned citizens —
in a situation where we can be fooled (The World According to Jesse,
2020b). On 21 March Jesse Ventura’s co-host Brigida Santos announced
that the number of people in the studio had been massively decreased to
follow government recommendations and the tone of the programmes
became more careful (The World According to Jesse, 2020c).

One of the central topics of RT’s coverage of the COVID 19 pan-
demic is how big business and the federal government have profited
from it. ‘Profits over people’ was a tag line for many shows (Watching
the Hawks, 2020c). Tyrel Ventura’s opening speeches in ‘Watching the
Hawks’ were often focussed on how corrupt and manipulative the US
establishment revealed itself to be during the pandemic. Stories dis-
cussed in RT’s shows at the time constantly focussed on social polari-
sation and pushed the populist criticism of the pandemic social divide
(The World According to Jesse, 2020d). The US health system was also
presented as a part of a big business plan to rip off the population:
RT’s Lee Camp explained the long-term goal of the national health
system to focus on treatment that brings money, rather than on pills
that make people healthy (The World According to Jesse, 2020c).

RT’s hosts were cherry picking stories that would help highlight the
cynicism of the ruling elite. One of Ventura’s shows discussed a possi-
ble military intervention in Yemen amidst the pandemic (The World
According to Jesse, 2020e). Another discussed the media criticism of
Tesla’s founder Elon Musk for delivering a different kind of ventilator
to California hospitals (Passantino, 2020). Ventura’s response to the
story boiled down to the traditional mantra of the big oil lobby in
control of the media that used every opportunity to challenge Musk’s
electro cars. “The oil business hates him’ — concluded Ventura (The
World According to Jesse, 2020f).

As opposed to broadcasts, the op-ed section became a source of un-
restrained conspiratorial rhetoric and a showcase of RT’s ability to at-
tract diverse voices from all ideological walks (see, RT, 2020b). Analysis
of the op-ed section demonstrates that it was incredibly welcoming for
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all sorts of COVID-dissidents, anti-vaxxers and government-critical
extreme libertarians. For instance, Peter Andrews called for an end to
the lockdown, on the grounds that the protocols for testing for corona-
virus were flawed and meaningless. Although Andrews did not accuse
anyone of being directly responsible for the mistakes in testing proto-
cols and the political decisions made on their basis, he hinted at ‘dark
ruminations’ generated by the fatal political and medical mistakes
made during the pandemic (Andrews, 2020).

The op-ed section regularly raised concerns that the pandemic was
a plot to suppress freedom of speech. Some argued that legitimate
worries about the efficiency of anti-COVID measures were being por-
trayed as wacky conspiracy theories by scientists and the media, in ways
reminiscent of communist-era psychological treatment of ideological
opponents (Buyinski, 2020a). Some writers even urged politicians
to listen to conspiracy theorists as they might vocalise some impor-
tant issues that affect the societies where they arise (Wilson, 2020).
At times, these radical expressions of conspiracy theories extended to
the broadcast shows, but that was fairly rare. A London-based au-
thor, Lewis Olden, accused the UK government of running a cyber-
censorship military operation that would ban alternative views and
conspiracy theories about the lockdown rules:

those who legitimately are sceptical about the circumstances in
which a vaccine has been produced are being denied the right to
voice their fears... they should always retain the right to speak
their mind without fear of retribution, so long as they are not do-
ing so in a threatening manner.

(Olden, 2020)

The only conspiratorial allusion in which RT’s content producers en-
gaged openly is the notion of the COVID-pandemic as one of the ways
to create world government, under the name ‘the Great Reset’. RT’s
op-ed contributor Helen Buyinski described the New World Order-like
plans of the World Economic Forum to introduce human screening
and mandatory vaccinations as a form of control in the post-pandemic
world (Buyinski, 2020b). Neil Clark (2020), a regular guest on RT
shows, predicted a dystopian global order ruled by the billionaire who
will abolish cash, restrict travel to those without vaccines and strip in-
dividuals of private property described in another piece as digital slav-
ery. Another regular contributor, writer and technology consultant
Norman Lewis (2020a), accused the global elite of creating conditions
for the global pandemic and brainwashing progressive politicians to
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restructure their societies in the way the globalists wanted it. In or-
der to visualise this global elite plot for the post-pandemic world, RT
produced a striking three-minute video to illustrate how every aspect
of human relations would be under the control of the financial and
corporate elite (RT, 2020c).

The COVID global crisis proved to be an ideal opportunity to high-
light Western governments’ failures to provide fair treatment and sup-
port for ordinary people. The chaos unleashed by the rapid lockdowns
and the panic caused by the disease provided a fruitful ground for all
sorts of conspiratorial speculations. People’s willingness to trade lib-
erty for security became key to showing the beneficiaries (and possible
authors) of the global pandemic — the state and security establishment.
Yet, for the US context, the additional prospect of sharing conspiracy
narratives was provided by the polarising US Presidential elections. ‘If
the globalists can convince healthy people to quarantine because they
are somehow spreading infections they do not have, they can easily ma-
nipulate the entire election process using communist-inspired election
software’ — concluded RT’s op-ed contributor Wayne Dupree (2020a).

Case 2: RT coverage of the US elections

The 2020 US Presidential elections were a major news story globally,
producing near-saturation coverage across a wide range of interna-
tional outlets. Our analysis over the month prior to and after the elec-
tions reveals that RT produced a continuum of critical content. At
one end of the spectrum were in-depth analytical discussions of the
pathologies of US democracy, which remained responsive to changing
evidence, but were nonetheless situated within conspiratorial fram-
ings of US politics described above. At the other end of the spectrum
were overt and evidence-free conspiracy theories about the election
campaign and its core protagonists, which — as with the treatment of
COVID-19 - tended to be concentrated in the op-ed section. Here,
RT applied its blanket disclaimer of disassociation from the network.
Such op-eds were aggressively promoted via RT’s Facebook and Twit-
ter accounts, whilst RT’s Instagram feed took a mocking tone about
both sides in the election. Overall, RT’s social media channels ‘fore-
grounded the narrative portraying a US democracy in disarray’ (Tolz
and Kazakov, 2020), and the general picture that emerged from elec-
tion coverage across platforms and genres was one of a fundamentally
flawed — not to mention corrupt — democratic system in the US.

Much of RT’s analysis prior to the election outlined the patholo-
gies of a dysfunctional political system (Watching the Hawks, 2020e).
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Various programmes questioned whether this could be a ‘Free and fair
election?” given inadequate COVID provisions and an Electoral College
system that distorts the people’s will (The World According to Jesse,
2020g; Watching the Hawks, 2020f). Concerns about election meddling
were presented as hypocritical given the state’s alleged involvement as
far afield as Bolivia and Ukraine (Watching the Hawks, 2020e).

The post-election period saw further focus on the pathologies of
the US democratic system in which elites subvert the people’s will:
‘whereas the will of the people is expressed, it’s the will of the few
that is exercised’ (Kazbek, 2020). In RT’s accounts, systemic factors
like gerrymandering and the Electoral College system ‘make sure the
American vote doesn’t count the way it should’ (Malagurski, 2020).
Notably, this charge comes from an op-ed author described primarily
as ‘a Serbian Canadian documentary film director’ — there is no men-
tion that he fronted a short online video series for RT.!

Furthermore, despite the discussions of systemic problems prior to
the election, many programmes disputed the post-election charges of
the Trump administration, or claimed that any bias would actually
benefit him. For example, after underlining that fraudulent ballots
were highly unlikely to be successfully cast by mail, one guest noted
‘a con job to knock out the ballots’ in 2016 as evidence that mail-in
voters could be illegally removed from election lists (The World Ac-
cording to Jesse, 2020h). As time passed and the Trump adminis-
tration pursued its challenges to the election results, Jesse Ventura
became more uncompromising: Trump was a ‘little baby’ whose
claims looked ‘utterly ridiculous’, and he should stop his vexatious
challenges, as they made ‘people doubt our elections’ (The World ac-
cording to Jesse, 20201).

Despite similar points being raised occasionally in the op-ed sec-
tion, this heavily pro-Trump portion of RT’s content was also a place
where extreme conspiracy theories were articulated: Wayne Dupree
regurgitated Trump campaign claims that ‘with every passing day ev-
idence of widespread fraud is mounting’, and that the Democrats had
delivered ‘a rigged election’ (Dupree, 2020b). The Presidential debates,
for instance, were described as a ‘chaotic car crash’, in which ‘two pow-
erhouses of the two party corporate dictatorship’ reproduced the kind
of spin, non-answers and outright lies that people have come to expect
from their political leaders (Watching the Hawks, 2020d, 2020h). The
Commission for Presidential Debates was represented as a bipartisan
scam intended to keep third-party candidates out, that only succeeds
due to ‘media complicity’, as only ‘acceptable’ participants and ques-
tions are included (Watching the Hawks, 2020h). A key irony here is
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the extent to which RT itself relies upon a streamlined pool of repeat
participants and partisan moderators in its own discussions.

One of the most important features of RT’s discussion of such sys-
temic inadequacies is the charge that they only remain possible due
to the ‘dirtbag hypocrites’ of the political elites who choose not to fix
bugs that ‘they can get around it if they have to” when it favours them
(The World According to Jesse, 2020j, CrossTalk, 2020c). In RT’s ac-
counts, both of the main political parties are implicated in this kind
of hijacking of the democratic process, and the sentiment recurs in
no uncertain terms throughout RT’s op-eds, even those not about the
election. There is the idea that those in ‘the elite’ or ‘the Establish-
ment’ ‘believe democracy has gone too far’, and have ‘little genuine
love for democracy’ when it brings to power those with populist views
with which they do not sympathise (Furedi, 2020). For the most part,
both candidates are represented as interchangeable defenders of a
militaristic and persistent status quo, past their prime and driven by
similar corporatist and fascistic tendencies, whose parties represent
neither the interests of voters, nor the US as a whole (see Zizek, 2020a,
2020b; Buyinski, 2020c). Articles sympathetic to Trump paint him as
the victim of an all-encompassing establishment resistance.

The Democratic Party is portrayed as being corrupt and danger-
ous (Chang, 2020). It is represented as a divided party with a victim
culture that is ‘complicit in rape.... [and] empowers perpetrators’
(Reade, 2020). Leading Democrats are subject to character assassi-
nation, and many of RT’s op-ed’s cover conspiracy theories related to
Hunter Biden and his business dealings, even repeating Trump’s words
in referring unironically (and without inverted commas) to ‘the Biden
crime family’ (Fellerstein, 2020). As late as 9 November, op-eds were
referring in delegitimising tones to the ‘apparent victory’ of Biden,
as merely a return to the establishment’s warmongering business as
usual, the ‘Great Reset’ of global capitalism and the ‘new patholo-
gized totalitarianism’ (Hopkins, 2020).

It is not just the two main parties that tend to be portrayed either as
in league, or equivalent, within RT’s coverage. Scientists are informed
by ‘a technocratic elitist view’ (Lewis, 2020b); leaders of the Black
community have traded ‘their subservience to the white political lead-
ership of the Democratic Party’ for influence (Ritter, 2020a); Holly-
wood celebrities are part of a McCarthyite anti-Trump movement
(Leeman, 2020) and the mainstream media and social media com-
panies are simply ‘establishment propagandists’ (Buyinski, 2020d).
Major tech giants are criticised for their ‘outsized influence over com-
merce, speech, media and advertising’ (The World According to Jesse,
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2020g), including through their attempts to police the spread of con-
spiracy theories online. Such attempts are represented as an attack
on free speech that suppresses genuine concerns about the electoral
process, because the industry ‘took Hillary Clinton’s loss hard and
wasn’t going to let a rogue candidate win again’ (Cox, 2020a). Despite
some more analytically balanced outliers, the op-ed section tends to
give such arguments a pro-Trump spin: allegations of pro-Democrat,
anti-Trump bias abound, often coupled with the argument that this is
essentially fear-mongering motivated by profit. The mainstream me-
dia is itself often accused of conspiracy theorising around the idea of
potential Russian meddling in the election (CrossTalk, 2020d, 2020e).
RT’s Tweets dismissed reporters’ allegations of election meddling? and
mocked Clinton’s renewed accusations of Russian meddling in the
elections, which ‘worked so well in 2016”3

RT’s coverage engaged in many instances not just with specific con-
spiracy theories, but also with the concept of conspiracy theories. These
tended to be perceived in the activities of the mainstream media and
political elites; or as a label that was an ‘occupational hazard’ for the
critical thinker. In the former category lies the accusation that politi-
cal elites rely on conspiracy theories to delegitimise their opponents —
so that if Biden wins, Russiagate conspiracy theories will simply be
replaced by Chinagate ones (Johnstone, 2020). In the latter category
is an opening monologue from CrossTalk’s Lavelle, who declares that
disagreeing with official narratives is what gains one the label of ‘con-
spiracy theorist’ despite what he presents as the fact that many official
narratives are actually debunked conspiracy theories — particularly
those relating to Putin and Russia (CrossTalk, 2020e, 2020f). Post-
election programmes and op-eds similarly portrayed a range of issues —
including ‘Russiagate’, climate change and suggestions that Trump
would try to instigate a coup to stay in power, as establishment-backed
conspiracy theories or hoaxes (Ritter, 2020b; CrossTalk, 2020g).

Nonetheless, RT’s outputs did engage not just with a conspiratorial
worldview, but also with the most extreme partisan conspiracy theo-
ries. Prior to the election itself, these tended to be focussed squarely
within the op-ed section. Anti-Trump Republicans were deemed ‘trai-
torous’, whilst one writer referred to a proposed commission to govern
the usurpation of Presidential powers as instituting ‘a “Deep State”-
like cabal, including former officials, to gate-keep the White House’
(Malic, 2020a). What is more, on RT’s news app, stories presenting
relatively uncritical coverage of Trump’s claims about the election
dominated the feed, increasing the prevalence of allegations of fraud
and electoral illegitimacy (Tolz and Kazakov, 2020). After the election,
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however, broadcast programmes increasingly engaged with conspiracy
theories — though often dispelling those that came from the Trump
camp. Thus, various immediate post-election programmes emphasised
the lack of evidence of election manipulation on either side (Watching
the Hawks, 2020g; The World According to Jesse, 2020k), and contin-
ued dispelling the Trump administration’s allegations and conspiracy
theories about the election as time progressed: ‘If it was fixed for the
democrats, why did the republicans do so well?” (The World According
to Jesse, 20201). Nonetheless, they retained a conspiratorial framing of
US politics as a whole, as being dominated by corrupt parties in league
with the defence and other industries, as well as the mainstream media.

CrossTalk significantly ramped up its explicit engagement with con-
spiracy theories following the elections. One episode was dedicated
entirely to analysing the ‘unaccountable deep state’, which the pre-
senter argued ‘took capture of an entire administration and they are
unapologetic about it’; his guest later asserted that ‘Joe Biden is one
of ‘em’. This episode had already been viewed over 10,600 times in the
first two weeks after its upload to YouTube (CrossTalk, 2020h). A sub-
sequent episode interrogated the idea of the Great Reset, with Lavelle
and guests agreeing that the Trump administration represented the
biggest break in a cycle of foreign policy continuity between Presiden-
tial administrations (CrossTalk, 2020g).

Again, however, it was in the op-ed section that such conspiracy
theories were expressed at their most extreme, with repeated refer-
ences made to the nefarious activities of the ‘deep state’. Intelligence
officials’ joint statement asserting that the Kremlin was behind the
Hunter Biden story was portrayed as an example of when ‘the Deep
State provided cover’ (Cox, 2020a). Despite Trump’s best efforts, his
Presidency ultimately confirmed that it is ‘entrenched political inter-
ests that really run Washington’ (Buyinski, 2020¢). Ultimately, the
Biden victory is presented not just as a return to business as usual,
but as a victory for the entrenched interests of ‘the big capital and
deep state apparatus, from Google and Microsoft to the FBI and the
National Security Agency’ (Zizek, 2020b).

Global shocks and business as usual

RT’s reporting of the COVID-19 pandemic and the 2020 US Presi-
dential election campaign show how adept the network has become
at applying the core features of its approach to newsmaking — and the
integration of conspiracy theories within that — to both unanticipated
and entirely predictable political crises. As discussed in relation to the
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Skripal case in Chapter 5, RT’s reliance on counter-mainstream per-
spectives and voices from the margins gives it a peculiar advantage in
reporting stories defined by a lack of concrete information. This same
tendency was evident in its reporting of COVID-19. At every stage of
the story’s development, RT foregrounded questions and speculation,
whilst slotting these neatly within RT’s preferred world view of a fun-
damentally corrupt environment of media, political and corporate
collaborations. Where opportunities arose to make allegations of in-
stitutional Russophobia — as with the criticisms of the Sputnik vaccine
approval process — RT enthusiastically took these up, insinuating that
criticisms were nothing more than Western institutions’ Russophobic
reactions to a medical success. This reliance on standard conspirato-
rial tropes was even more evident in RT’s coverage of the 2020 election
campaign. Whilst broadcast coverage tended to restrict its conspira-
torial allegations to the nature of the system and the fundamentally
flawed democratic process in the US, RT’s op-ed section platformed
all manner of extreme and explicit conspiracy theories about the pro-
cess, the parties and the individuals involved in the election. Once
again, this did not involve the production of outrageous claims by RT
itself: the network effectively capitalised on the rich seam of partisan
conspiracy theorising around the elections, and slotted these within its
broader preferred editorial line of systemic failure and corruption. The
network’s engagements with these claims and commentators mirrored
the patterns of their broader interactions online. As our concluding
chapter demonstrates, this speaks to the effectiveness with which RT
has evolved over the course of its existence to best fit its operations to
the realities of the overarching political and media environment.

Notes

1 Playlist available here: https:/www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLBRLK
mBip431UBIYPEOvjSNwDLXrjidML

2 @RT_com, August 10th, 2020, available at: https:/twitter.com/RT_com/
status/1292717315415515136

3 @RT_com, February 21st, 2020, available at: https:/twitter.com/RT_com/
status/1230962417200435200
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Conclusion

In the 15 years of its existence, RT has learnt how to creatively deal
with conspiracy theories to rhetorically undermine the positions of
the Kremlin’s opponents. The two main milestones important for RT’s
evolution discussed in this book — the war in Georgia in 2008 and the
Crimea annexation in 2014 — helped the network to fine tune its ap-
proach not only to conspiracy theories but also to coverage of Euro-
pean and American politics, as well as to projecting Russia’s role in
the world.

As we are writing these lines, the Kremlin is facing the fallout of yet
another massive political challenge in which politics, evidence, con-
spiracy and representation collide: Bellingcat in collaboration with
CNN, The Insider and Der Spiegel released an investigation into how
the Kremlin approved the poisoning of Russia’s lead oppositional pol-
itician, Alexei Navalny in August 2020. Investigators obtained leaked
GPS data from within Russia’s corrupt law enforcement system, show-
ing the FSB following and poisoning Navalny (Lister et al., 2020). The
shock of the investigation was so big that the Kremlin kept silence for
three days (Putin’s spokesperson Dmitry Peskov even cancelled a daily
presser). RT was one of the few state outlets to offer prompt coverage
of the story, reporting some of Bellingcat’s key allegations which none
of the domestic Russian media dared to report.

What is notable in RT’s report is the way in which it uses the pre-
sented facts to distort and undermine the findings of ‘the mainstream
media’ that threaten the Kremlin’s image. First, the article makes hu-
morous dismissals of the story, so that both the crime and human trag-
edy seem less serious (i.e. calling it a ‘novichoktail’). Second, the piece
highlights potential inconsistencies in the story and reiterates its fre-
quent disparagement of Bellingcat for possible connections with intel-
ligence agencies, as well as unclear sources of funding. It asks whether
the findings of Bellingcat can be trusted given concerns regarding the
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outfit’s professionalism: are they amateurs or are they professionals?
Third, true to form, it ignores other collaborators — like the investiga-
tive reporters of The Insider — that aren’t so easily disparaged. Finally,
the report uses historical examples as evidence for why intelligence
agencies’ pronouncements on this case cannot be trusted. All of these
clues and conspiratorial allegations are made to provide RT’s hosts
and guests with a pre-curated menu of dismissals, as well as to muddy
the waters in the search for the real beneficiaries of Navalny’s poison-
ing. Whether this tactic is effective for foreign audiences or not is a
question that is not easy to answer, but RT’s traditional agenda and the
major international crises of the decade have prepared it well to set up
its coverage of even such a controversial — and potentially damaging —
news item. RT’s rather scant reporting on Navalny after his return
to Russia and subsequent arrest has repurposed such dismissals and
disparagement.

RT has long positioned itself within the comfortable niche of the
underdog-truthteller that can take on any government, media outlet
or transnational corporation. The first thing that an attentive viewer
pays attention to watching RT’s broadcasts is a recurrence of popu-
list utterances: big business, corrupt government, the imperialism and
military expansion of the US, and the lavish lifestyles of American
elites on both sides of the political divide. These topics are so regularly
pushed by RT that some seasons of shows effectively merge into one
super long episode. By posing as an alternative to ‘mainstream media’,
RT not only brands itself to attract potential viewers and followers of
such content, it also seeks to show that the traditional media is dead
and the road is open for all sorts of non-conventional approaches to
news and current affairs.

RT co-opts issues from both the right and the left side of the politi-
cal spectrum, giving the network a unique opportunity to platform all
sorts of guests: from no name bloggers/freelance journalists to main-
stream politicians or reputable presenters. RT’s programmes very of-
ten rely on the same set of speakers, a notable proportion of whom are
directly affiliated either with the channel, or its sister outlet, Sputnik.
Their role as guests is not just to share an (often predictable) point of
view: they also serve to vocalise the most extreme points, offering the
network a level of plausible distance from those points and an aura of
journalistic integrity. It is worth pointing out that RT’s dispassionate
contributors are very clear that their interests are in bringing a diversity
of points to RT’s audience. Nevertheless, our analysis shows that RT
pre-curates the perspectives that it includes within its coverage of key
issues and will continue to do so. Not only is this a pragmatic approach
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in a political and media environment in which RT is viewed with suspi-
cion by many who might otherwise have served as guests, but also the
reliance on ‘network friends’ gives some baseline predictability as to
how they will comment on even unanticipated future crises and events.

It is very easy to caricature RT as merely a ‘Russian propaganda’
brand — as many have done in the aftermath of the Crimean annex-
ation and successive Russian meddling scandals. But in fact, RT is a
product of, and a savvy player in, a broader global media environ-
ment. This context for RT’s evolution is vital as in today’s world com-
munication is not a one-way process. On the contrary, news coverage
is a product of the interactions of journalists, host platforms and au-
diences with that content. All of these elements contribute to the ways
in which populist messages are constructed and developed. Together,
they work to give conspiratorial online content a comparative cir-
culatory advantage. Positioning itself as an outside voice, RT chose
conspiracy theories as its key content. They have become, in a way, a
part of RT’s identity.

What is important to note is that RT’s staff seems to take on board
the idea of conspiracy theories as a peculiar way to discuss the com-
plicated reality around us. They realise the potential of conspiracy
theories both to enlighten audiences about the genuine injustices
of existing societal institutions, and to undermine the legitimacy of
political actors. RT’s presenters, who have less freedom to speculate
without providing evidence, regularly opt for the principle: “You can
call me a conspiracy theorist, but I do my own research and just ask
questions!’ that relieves them from responsibility and opens up to fur-
ther guesswork from reliable guests and op-ed contributors. RT pro-
vides the floor for those who spread conspiracy theories — claiming to
be champions in the freedom of speech. However, across the range of
RT’s news stories, videos and op-eds posted online, these are expressed
along a continuum of conspiracy. This ranges from pseudo-rational
logics intended to appeal to self-styled critical thinkers, all the way
through to the wildest of speculations that fit within RT’s anti-elite/
anti-Western agenda.

Our analysis highlights how RT has accomplished an evolutionary
process of engaging with conspiracy theories that now helps the chan-
nel to engage very creatively with that type of content. The launch of RT
America in 2010 demonstrated just how well some of RT’s conspirato-
rial programmes and web articles play in the US market. The Crimean
watershed as well as Ofcom’s investigations in the UK has laid bare for
RT just how fine the line is between marketable engagement with con-
spiracy theories, and reputational damage. RT’s evolution has led to a
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situation in which, on the one hand, news that does not directly affect
Russian interests is carefully reported (though according to RT’s pre-
ferred framing and reporting values), whilst conspiracy theories stand
as a crucial element of that reporting outsourced to guests or op-ed
authors. On the other hand, once Russia’s interests are involved, RT
can engage fiercely in the battle with the ‘mainstream media’ using
conspiracy theories as a primary tool for delegitimising opponents,
whilst spotting ‘Russophobia’ — anti-Russian plots — everywhere. The
involvement of loyal speakers and even high-ranking politicians is a
central part of this process.

On the practical side, RT’s evolution as both product and navi-
gator of the contemporary media system has a fundamental impact
on how we can go about addressing the phenomenon. First, the rel-
ative success of Ofcom in the UK and the Macron administration in
France at curbing the worst excesses in RT’s coverage both suggest
that comprehensive media oversight is relatively effective at stemming
the flow of outright media falsehoods — certainly when it comes to
traditional platform output. Such regulation, however, must encom-
pass statutory duties of broadcast media and social media platforms,
a clarification of the responsibilities of content producers versus hosts,
and cross-sector collaboration, plus transnational intergovernmental
coordination of penalties for non-compliance. The market incentives
for clickable content mean that policy responses must be addressed
towards the whole (multiplatform) environment, rather than focussed
on one actor within it. What is crucial here is that regulation is consist-
ently applied, and RT is treated no differently than other outlets: this
simply supports their own brand identity, feeds their conspiratorial
narratives about threats to freedom of speech, and brings their con-
tent to the attention of those least likely to assess it critically.

Second, more complex in the case of RT is how conspiracy theories
allow audiences to connect their own dots, whilst the network walks
the tightrope of defensible journalistic practice. In fact, RT is just
one of many alternative media outlets that positions itself as a free-
thinker’s best friend, presenting conspiracy theories as pseudo-logical
arguments. Since experimental research has shown that these kinds of
arguments tend to resonate most with those who consistently overes-
timate their critical thinking abilities (Douglas et al., 2017), compre-
hensive media literacy education is indispensable to disrupt this tactic
both for RT and other fringe media (COMPACT, 2020). However,
given the prevalence of conspiracy theorising amongst middle-aged
and older demographic groups, education must reach beyond young
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digital natives. Such programmes need to be supported by adequate
investment, which could derive in part from a social media levy. Cru-
cially, though, any initiatives focussed on improved media literacy and
critical thinking skills cannot be used to shift the responsibility for
confronting conspiratorial media practices onto individuals. As our
analysis has consistently shown, the propagation of conspiracy theo-
ries in today’s integrated media environment is facilitated by the na-
ture of that environment itself. Any effective solution must begin with
genuinely systemic interventions.

Third, RT’s engagement with conspiracy theories is contingent on
their pre-existing popularity in the societies in which it operates. This,
in turn, is related to longer term trends of decreasing trust in estab-
lished political and media institutions, which are by no means easy to
reverse. What is clear is that inconsistencies and hypocrisies around
established social norms are conducive to the spread of conspiracy
theories, especially when infringements are committed by political
elites and within established institutions. Political actors must avoid
undermining democracy’s core values for short-term political gains.
To make sure that such a commitment is not entirely contingent on po-
litical convention or will, transparent institutional safeguards are vi-
tal. In effect this means better holding politicians to account for their
words and actions at the professional, rather than purely social, level —
with binding codes of conduct and clear and consistent penalties for
breaching them.

Events of 2020 have demonstrated not only that conspiracy theo-
ries are likely to remain an important part of the current political and
media environment, but also that they can arise seemingly out of no-
where, and that they take on a particular potency at times of political
crisis. RT, for its part, has perfectly evolved to capitalise on such in-
stances of political crisis, when levels of verified information are low
or in flux, and levels of institutional mistrust are high. Yet, it is not
the network itself that is the source of many of these conspiracy the-
ories, nor the underlying social schisms that cause their resonance.
It functions as part of a broader political and media environment.
Conspiracy theories will likely continue playing an important role
in this context, so it is vital to set aside reactionary responses to RT
and outlets like it, and instead focus on long-term, rational steps that
will ensure both the integrity and transparency of political and me-
dia institutions, citizens’ capacity to productively engage with them,
and the comprehensive systemic safeguards necessary to keep these
factors in balance.
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