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Flouting the Truth

A Pragmatic Study of Conspiracy Beliefs at the Time
of COVID-19
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ABSTRACT

Since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in December 2019, a multitude
of conspiracy theories have started floating around which ascribe the origins of
the virus to a range of causes. Against this backdrop, the chapter aims at dem-
onstrating how conspiracy beliefs are linguistically created in news and social
media. For this purpose, adopting an approach which combines Grice’s Coop-
erative Maxims with the principles of Cognitive Linguistics, our study delves
into a set of documents available on free online fact-checking organizations as
well as Tweets, Facebook posts and speeches released by influential voices and
ordinary people. The research demonstrates how unconventional metaphors
and metonymies, unexpected syntactic patterns and dispreferred windowing of
attention, as well as other linguistic devices, contribute to flouting or violating
the Maxims of Quantity, Quality, Relevance and Manner (Grice 1975; 1989)
thus constructing false claims and mis-/dis-information.

Keywords: Cognitive Linguistics; conspiracy theories; COVID-19; Grice’s Coop-
erative Principle; social media.

1. INTRODUCTION

On 30 January 2020, Dr Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, Director-
General of the World Health Organization (WHO) declared “the novel
coronavirus outbreak a public health emergency of international concern
(PHEIC), WHO’s highest level of alarm” (WHO 2020a). Since then,
“the Coronavirus pandemic has been accompanied by an unprecedented
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‘infodemic’” (Jourovd, June 4, 2020), thus causing the propagation of a
huge amount of deliberately constructed myths and conspiracy theories
through Twitter, Facebook, Instagram and other social media platforms
(Kouzy et al. 2020),

The virus of disinformation and fake news has been spreading faster
than the coronavirus itself and, at the time of writing this article (May
2023), many gray areas and unanswered questions still remain concern-
ing the origins of the virus, the timing of its appearance, its mode of
transmission, impact on patients, features, and potentialities in terms of
mutation.

The phenomenon has fueled a multitude of studies in various
research areas. International organizations (e.g., the WHO), fact-check-
ing agencies (e.g. Poynter, FactCheck, Ap News) as well as academics
from various fields have been struggling to debunk the variety of myths
developing around COVID-19, such as 5G, the Wuhan lab and the
microchips conspiracy theories.

As conspiracy theories involve “allegation(s) of conspiracy that may
or may not be true” (Douglas ez al. 2019, 3), the paper aims at demon-
strating how conspiracy beliefs based on ‘false truths’ are discursively
constructed in the news and on social media. For this purpose, we adopt
an approach which combines a Gricean perspective (Grice 1975; 1989)
with cognitive principles (Evans and Green 2006; Kleinke 2010) to delve
into a set of corpora compiled using datasets from free online fact-check-
ing resources (e.g. Poynter, FactCheck.org) as well as Tweets, Facebook
posts and speeches released by influential voices worldwide, in order to
demonstrate how the maxims of quantity, quality, relevance and manner
are flouted or violated (Grice 1975; 1989) to construct false claims and
misinformation.

The chapter is organized as follows. Section 2 reviews the literature
on the misinformation, fake news and conspiracy theories which have
been formulated around the COVID pandemic from January 2020 to
July 2020. Section 3 illustrates the theoretical and methodological back-
ground underlying the research. Sections 4 reports the case studies and
results. Section 5 contains concluding remarks and suggestions for future
research.

1 “From Pandemic to Infodemic”: speech of Vice President Véra Jourov4 on counter-
ing disinformation amid COVID-19.
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2. BACKGROUND LITERATURE ON CONSPIRACY THEORY
AND MIS/DISINFORMATION

Mis-/dis-information, conspiracy theories, fake news and false claims?
have been the object of much research in various fields, including psy-
chology (Swami ez al. 2016; Douglas ez al. 2017), sociology (Grimes
2016), history (Grauman 1987), and linguistics (Klein ez 4/ 2019).
Owing to the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic, the virus of mis-/
dis-information, or Infodemic, to use a term coined by David Rothkopf
in 2003, refers to “an overabundance of information, both online and
offline. It includes deliberate attempts to disseminate wrong information
to undermine the public health response and advance alternative agendas
of groups or individuals” (WHO 2020c).

According to Kott ez al. (2016), people are biased by their ideological
stances in their selection of information, as well as in their perception of
a message: e.g. people with a more conservative ideology tend to be more
sensitive to fear and threats and, consequently, are easier to manipulate.

Feelings of fear and anxiety tend to increase distrust towards politi-
cal and health institutions and authorities, often triggering reactions of
racial and social discrimination, social riots and skepticism (Freckelton
2020). Sentiments of unrest and intolerance are enhanced through social
platforms, even if, oftentimes, Twitter and Facebook might be used by
institutions and governments to promote campaigns against mis-/dis-
information (Alam ez al. 2020; Wicke et /. 2020).

Shahi ez al. 2021 and Ceron ez al. 2021 urge the need to investigate
the identity of Twitter accounts responsible for the spreading of misinfor-
mation, by employing fact-checking and sound scientific methods, such
as the epidemiological model, whereby misinformation is measurable
with the reproduction number Ro (Cinelli ez 2/. 2020), or, the broadcast-
ing model, whereby information is propagated directly from one source
to a large number of individuals, as in re-tweets (Vosoughi ez al. 2020).

Wood er al. (2012) and Douglas e al. (2017) have investigated the
psychological factors that favour the spread of conspiracy theories.

2 For the sake of brevity, we will employ these terms and expressions as synonyms,
although a semantic distinction would be useful (Karlova and Lee 2011; Jiang and Wilson
2018; Tandoc Jr. 2019). Some authors (Ceron e al. 2021; Shahi ez al. 2021) distinguish
between misinformation, i.e. information which is accidentally false, and disinformation,
i.e. information which is deliberately false. Somehow, this distinction is related respec-
tively to Grice’s notions of violation and flouting of maxims.
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Adherence to conspiracy theories may be connected to the low levels of
education and critical-thinking capacities of individuals, low social status,
ethnicity or income of individuals, or even group identity and political
ideologies (Uscinski and Parent 2014).

Kim and Kim (2020) find that the origins of conspiracy theories
about COVID-19, in the Korean context, can be ascribed to political and
psychological factors, namely authoritarian forms of government, anxi-
ety, blame attribution and health status after recovery from COVID-19.

Recent studies have focused on the linguistic devices used in social
media, which contribute to making people vulnerable to the misinforma-
tion spread by politicians, e.g. the use of swear words (Tiang and Wilson
2018), metonymy (Stephens 2020), storytelling (Tennent and Grattan
2022) and narratives in mainstream vs independent media (Mancosu and
Vegetti 2020).

Two recent volumes are Birchall and Knight’s (2023) and Butter and
Knight’s (2023), which provide and exhaustive account of conspiracy
theories in the time of COVID-19; the authors examine the nature and
origins of the conspiracy theories as they emerged in various countries
and their impact on the social, political and economic contexts.

3. METHODOLOGY
3.1. Grice’s Cooperative Maxims: flouting and violation strategies

In Logic and Conversation (1975), Grice distinguishes between saying
and implicating. Saying implies the conventional meaning of the utter-
ances. But, in saying words speakers also implicate, i.e. suggest, imply,
something else which goes beyond what is said. /mplicature represents
the pragmatic aspect of the utterance.

Implicatures can be conventional or conversational (aka non-conven-
tional). Conversational implicature depends on the contexts or situation
in which it is uttered, i.e. it depends on discourse. In order for conversa-
tional implicatures to work, speakers must observe the Cooperative Prin-
ciple (CP). This consists of four maxims and submaxims: the maxim of
Quantity, the maxim of Quality, the maxim of Relevance and the maxim
of Manner. The category of Quantity refers to the quantity of informa-
tion to be provided to let communication work; it implies two submax-
ims: “be informative” and “do not provide more information than is
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required since over-informativeness may be confusing and mislead hearers
from the core of a communication”. The rationale of the maxim of Qual-
ity is truth, whereby speakers are required not to say what they believe
to be false or that for which they lack adequate evidence. According to
the maxim of Relevance, speakers are required to be relevant, consistent
with the subject of the topic of the information. The maxim of Manner
is concerned with how what is said is to be said rather than what is said.
The maxim consists of different submaxims, mainly requiring speakers to
be perspicuous, but also to avoid obscurity and ambiguity as well as to
be brief and orderly. Maxims are violated when participants deliberately
manipulate them in order to deceive, gull or mislead their hearers; they are
flouted when participants intentionally fail to fulfil a maxim, i.e. they use
implicature, in order to persuade their interlocutors about some hidden
meaning behind what is said. In other words, flouting implies violation
of the maxims in a blatant way; in this case, the hearer is well aware of
the fact that the speaker is violating the maxim(s) on purpose and with
a specific intention on mind; the hearer understands the implied mean-
ing of the speaker’s utterance. In violation, by contrast, hearers do not
know that the speaker is lying or making false claims; they assume that
the speaker is speaking true, they take the speaker’s words at face value,
therefore they are deceived or misled.

Grice’s theory has found manifold applications in the field of com-
munication studies. Hongmei (2014), for instance, adopts Grice’s CP to
investigate negative news and fake news reports. Likewise, Gupta et al.
(2013) exploit Grice’s CP and conversational implicature to develop
their own approach to analyze verbal deception. This consists of various
strategies whereby a speaker (S) wants the hearer come or continue to
believe that something is true, although the speaker knows it is false; or
the speaker wants to stop the hearer or prevent her/him from believing
something that the speaker believes is true.

Although these approaches provide valuable insights into the appli-
cation of pragmatics to the investigation of the language of deception,
they cast no light on how fake news or conspiracy theories are linguisti-
cally instantiated at the textual level.

A significant contribution in this regard comes from Kleinke (2010)
who proposes the adoption of a Cognitive Linguistics perspective to
Grice’s conversational maxims. Her approach underlies the methodology
adopted in the present research.
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3.2. Kleinke’s cognitive approach

In her paper (2010), Kleinke shows how, in communicative interactions,
a speaker uses the morphological, syntactic, and lexical structures, to
observe or infringe the cooperative maxims.

In particular, she draws on the crucial notion of construal in Cogni-
tive Linguistics, i.e. “the way a speaker chooses to ‘package’ and ‘present’
a conceptual representation” (Evans and Green 2006, 467) to evoke
meanings in the mind of the hearer. Different construals are achieved
in language by differentially focusing on a specific aspect of any given
scene (focal adjustment) and by variously “organizing different linguis-
tic expressions or different grammatical constructions to describe that
scene” (Evans and Green 2006, 536).

Levels of categorization, metaphor and metonymy, encyclopedic
background knowledge, frames and event types, windowing of attention
and selection of domains are only some of the cognitive principles and
patterns adopted by Kleinke (2010) to describe how the speaker directs
the hearer’s attention towards the entities that participate in a particular
scene, thus adhering to or deviating from the maxims. In other words,
the instantiation of these cognitive principles causes the flouting or viola-
tion of a given maxim.

The maxim of Quantity is associated with the levels of categoriza-
tion and abstraction and specificity. The levels of categorization include
(a) basic-level categories; (b) superordinates; and (c) subordinates. The
maxim is observed if basic-level categories are used as they comply with
the principle of cognitive economy, i.e. the largest, efficient amount of
information is provided with the least effort. It is flouted or violated if
subordinates or superordinates are used, as they provide too much or too
little information respectively.

The maxim of Quality is related to three areas of Cognitive Linguis-
tics: encyclopedic background knowledge, frames and scenarios; meta-
phorical reasoning; metonymic reasoning.

The Maxim of Quality is observed if the speaker and the hearer share
the same frames. It is flouted or violated if speakers and hearers do not
share the same background knowledge, i.c. if the speaker deviates from
the hearer’s frame-based expectations, contradicts the hearer’s knowl-
edge, or uses hyperboles.

The Maxim of Quality is also flouted if the speaker uses fresh and/
or non-conventional metaphors and metonymies. Non-conventional
metaphors and metonymies are generally used when the speaker wants
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to achieve a rhetorical or social communicative effect, such as persuading
their audience.

The Maxim of Relevance is flouted if the Speaker (1) structures
event frames asymmetrically; (2) uses distinct or distant or unexpected
domains; or, (3) adopts asymmetrical windowing of attention, i.. the
speaker switches from one topic to another topic that belongs to an
utterly different domain of the speaker’s encyclopedic knowledge; or
the speaker involves interactions between elements that do not provide
coherence or organization to the scene, or the speaker gets the hearer to
focus his or her attention onto some entities rather than others that are
involved in a particular scene.

The Maxim of Manner can be flouted or violated when the speaker
adopts unconventional metonymic reasoning. Peripheral domains and
unexpected profiling entail forms of unanticipated shifting, at the
semantic and grammar level respectively. In both cases, an utterance can
be construed in one way rather than another by foregrounding lexical
and grammatical elements while backgrounding others.

4. RESULTS

Taking the cue from Kleinke’s paper, we will explore how conspiracy
beliefs and fake news about coronavirus are linguistically constructed in
Tweets, Facebook posts and other communication settings. We assume
that (a) flouting or violation occurs as the speaker’s cognitive concepts
deviate from their conventionalized representation, and (b) conspiracy
theories are the result of the speaker’s flouting or violation of the
Maxims. To demonstrate these assumptions, we investigate the use of
fresh metaphors, non-conventional metonymies, dis-preferred window-
ing of attention and unexpected constructional profiling that speakers
employ in order to build mis-/disinformation about the pandemic.

The analysis is carried out on a selective sample of passages taken
from three sets of data.

The first set consists of about 100 articles collected by querying the
platforms of some fact-checking organizations, namely Poynter® and
FactCheck*. The second set of data is represented by a Do-It-Yourself

3 https://www.poynter.org/.
4 https://factcheck.afp.com/.
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(DIY) corpus consisting of 8.8K tweets and 2K Facebook posts released
between January and July 2020. The tweets were collected using the
Twitter Advanced Search option, typing #ChinaVirus# and setting the
time span in the relevant spaces. The Facebook posts were gathered on the
basis of the information obtained from the Tweets. Both the tweets and
the Facebook posts were analyzed using Wordsmith Tools V.7. The third
set of data includes a corpus of the speeches, remarks and tweets (1,100
texts) released by the former President Trump between January and July
2020, as well as tweets (7.4K) and Facebook posts (2.6K) released in the
same period by public voices who endorsed conspiracy theories about the
spread of COVID-19.

4.1. Case study 1: The China virus conspiracy theory

One of the main conspiracy theories that spread in the early months of
the pandemic claimed that the coronavirus had been released from a
laboratory in the city of Wuhan, China. The study of the “China virus”
conspiracy theory was carried out on the second and third set of data.
The corpus of tweets and Facebook posts shows a variety of deroga-
tory, xenophobic and stigmatizing expressions, such as “China virus” or
“Wuhan virus”, or “China Outbreak Virus Identified in 2019”, “China
Originated Virus In December 20197, or “Wuhan Health Organization”,
instead of the real, official extended expression Corona Virus Disease
2019 (World Health Organization — WHO), which started going viral in
social media, as well as in speeches, press releases, and remarks of politi-
cians, scientists and doctors.

This case study shows how Trump pushed conspiracies about
China’s accountability for the spread of COVID-19. We use a corpus of
his speeches and tweets collected from factba.se and from presidential
remarks retrieved from WhiteHouse.gov and, through the analysis of
cognitive principles, we demonstrate how the former US President flouts
or violates the four Maxims of Quantity, Quality, Relevance and Manner.

In his press conference held on March 19, 2020 (see Zext 1), Trump
refers to Coronavirus with the general noun “virus” or with the expres-
sion “Chinese virus”.

Text 1

Thank you all for being here. And we continue our relentless effort to defeat
the Chinese virus. Before I begin, I want to start by announcing that today
we are bringing home another American citizen. It was a big thing. Very big.
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From a cognitive perspective, he uses a basic level category, premodified
by the epithet “Chinese”, thus adhering, from a pragmatic point of view
to the Maxim of Quantity as he gives “enough, but not too much infor-
mation” (Kleinke 2010, 3352).

The speeches (7ab. 1), by contrast, offer significant examples of how
Trump flouts the four Maxims at a blow, testifying to the fact that the
four Maxims are mutually dependent on one another (Grice 1989). All
the Maxims are flouted because of Trump’s use of “China virus” and the
co-textual pattern in which the expression occurs.

First of all, he flouts the maxim of Quantity through subordinate cat-
egorization (Kleinke 2010). By using China as a premodifier of virus, he
employs the subordinate category at the cognitive level since Chzna func-
tions as a classifier’ of virus, thus distinguishing it from other categories
of virus.

Table 1

We call it the “China virus”. We call it the “invisible enemy”. We call it many
different names. It’s got many different names, ...

... because of the coronavirus or the China virus, whatever you want to call it. Now
we’re up to 21 different names.

Nobody’s blaming me for the fact that the - call it whatever you want, the China
virus, as you know there’s 20 names for it. You have your pick of names, right? I call
it - [Yes.] — generally the China virus. Came out of China.

... or the China virus, the China plague - call it whatever you want; got a lot of
different names.

There’s 15 different names. There’s 22 different names for this thing. Ilike best
“China virus” because it’s the most accurate.

... it’s the China virus, not the coronavirus. Corona sounds like a place in Italy, a
beautiful place. It’s corona. No, it’s the China virus.

You know how many names? We have like 22 different names. I call it the China virus.

He also flouts the maxim of Quantity as he makes unspecific reference to
the quantity parameter or domain in his instantiation of the schematic
reference to “virus names”. This lack of specificity can be inferred from
the fact that the “number of names” for the virus constantly changes
across his speeches, remarks and tweets. Unspecificity and abstraction are
also cognitively conveyed by the intentional vagueness in the linguistic

5 To put this in terms of Systemic Functional Grammar, we might say that “Chi-
nese” functions as epithet, whereas “China” functions as classifier thus bestowing an
ideological meaning to the expression.
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expression “call it whatever you want / whatever you want to call it” and
the general noun “thing” that he uses to refer to the virus.

Secondly, using the term “China virus” Trump flouts the Maxim of
Quality as he uses unconventional frames that are inconsistent, in terms
of agents, causes, results, quantities, with his audience’s encyclopedic
background knowledge. In the expression “China virus” or “China
plague”, the word China is inappropriately used as a metonymy: China,
which works as the vehicle entity, is unconventionally employed to iden-
tify the vzrus, which works as the target vehicle.

Thirdly, Trump’s flouting of the Maxim of Relevance is testified
by his switching of topic to an utterly different area of the encyclopedic
background knowledge or his distancing from the topic he is sharing
with his hearers. This occurs through asymmetrical windowing of atten-
tion, which affects the attentional system in Trump’s speeches (see Texts 2
and 3):

Text 2

I can call it the “plague.” I call it the “China plague.” A lot of dif-
ferent names. But we always call it the “invisible enemy.” But the invisible
enemy has been very tough on Mexico, and we have areas along the border
where we’re in great shape because right there, because of that, that we’re
in great shape. (Remarks: Donald Trump Discusses the Border Wall in
Alamo, Texas - January 12, 2021)

Text 3

[...] That’s another. I mean, think of it. That’s never been done before.
And while foreign nations are in a free fall, and you see that. And we don’t
want that, but you see what’s going on is COVID or the China virus
or the China plague, there’s about 21 different names. We’re creating
the world’s greatest economic powerhouse, and next year will be one of
the greatest years, maybe the best year that we’ve ever had, based on what’s
happening [...]. (Speech: Donald Trump Holds a Campaign Rally in Mon-
toursville, Pennsylvania - October 31, 2020)

Once again, the crucial role is played by the pattern consisting of “China
virus” and “different names”, which help Trump deviate his hearers’
attention from the main topic of his speeches: the Border Wall in 7exr 2
and the American economy in Text 3.

Text 4 is another example of how Trump flouts the maxim of Rel-
evance through the issue of “China virus” as he deviates from the main
topic. The unexpected, positive connotation of the term “corona”, which
Trump willfully associates with Italian beauties, as opposed to “China”
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which, by contrast, he uses to categorize the “virus”, determines a dispre-
ferred windowing of attention in the encyclopedic framework knowledge
of his hearers. In fact, not only is the Maxim of Relevance flouted but the
Maxim of Manner is also violated, as the shifting of the topic is enhanced
by syntactic discontinuity: he interrupts his argumentation about social,
health or political issues, to foreground the “China virus” topic out of

the blue.

Text 4

We built the greatest economy in the history of the world and right now,
we’re doing it again. You know it’s — I see all these hats, make America great
again. And now I’'m going to say this, make America great again, again.
Make America great again, again. We saved 1.4 million jobs in Pennsylva-
nia alone.

And to fight the China virus, it’s the China virus, not the coronavi-
rus. Corona sounds like a place in Italy, a beautiful place, it’s corona.
No, it’s the China virus. They don’t want to say it. You know the radical
left, they don’t want to say it. Do you ever notice they’re always going after
Russia? Look, nobody’s, been tougher on Russia than me, but they say,
Russia, Russia, Russia. (Speech: Donald Trump Holds a Campaign Rally
in Moon Township, Pennsylvania - September 22, 2020)

4.2. Case stucy 2: The “microchips” conspiracy theory

In this section, we will see how the “microchips” conspiracy theory is
linguistically constructed. According to this conspiracy theory, Bill Gates
was plotting to use COVID-19 testing and future vaccines to track people
with microchips. The case study is carried out on the second corpus of
tweets and Facebook posts and on data obtained from the querying of
the fact-checking organizations.

The first set of tweets belongs to Emerald Robinson, White House
correspondent for the conservative website Newsmax. The tweets date
back to April, 6 to 8 2020. The analysis of cognitive principles shows
how Robinson violates all the Maxims, with the exception of the Maxim
of Manner, thus building false claims about Bill Gates.

In Text 6 below, she violates the Maxim of Quantity by achieving
a high degree of specificity in all her tweets. For example, in her instan-
tiation of the schema “nanotechnology”, notwithstanding Twitter’s
280-character limit, Robinson provides a huge amount of details to elab-
orate the schematic meaning of nanotechnology: she introduces a subor-
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dinate category, i.e. “quantum dot-tattoo”, providing the parameters of
SHAPE, POSITION, MANNER OF ARRANGEMENT, and ORIGIN.

Text 6

Most people are not aware such nanotechnology exists. What’s a quantum
dot-tattoo? It’s a tag that comes with your vaccine shot. It embeds “just
under the skin, where they become something like a bar-code tattoo.” It’s
invisible & tracked by smartphone. (Tweet, April 6, 2020)

Robison repeatedly tweets about Gates with reference to another
debunked conspiracy theory, Event 201, an exercise jointly run by The
Johns Hopkins Center for Health Security, World Economic Forum, and
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, which “simulated a series of dramatic,
scenario-based facilitated discussions, confronting difficult, true-to-life
dilemmas associated with response to a hypothetical, but scientifically
plausible, pandemic” (www.centerforhealthsecurity.org/event201).

In Text 7, using rhetorical questions, Robinson flouts the maxim of
Manner as she eludes the regular question-answer adjacency pair (Schle-
goft and Sacks 1973) implied by Tweets, whereby speaker A produces a
question and speaker B responds to this question. In this case, not only
does speaker A, i.e. Robinson, produce the initial (rhetorical) question
but she also provides the answer, which conveys the intended implica-
ture, thus precluding retweets from anyone.

Text 7

The more you study this virus, the more you find the same name: Bill
Gates. He’s the 2nd largest funder of WHO. He’s building 7 vaccine labs.
Fauci. Tedros. Event 201. ID2020. He basically controls global health
policy. What’s the plan? Using vaccines to track people. (April 6, 2020)

Bill Gates is very interested in one area of medicine: vaccines. Why?
Because govts can mandate that people get them. And if vaccines include
microchips then you have worldwide surveillance. (April 6,2020)

The maxim of Quality is generally violated or flouted through viola-
tion of frames. The microchip conspiracy theory, for example, is often
constructed by representing an unconventional schematization of
experience at the conceptual level, thus violating or flouting the maxim
of Quality through violation of frames. Knowledge is structured by
associating elements and entities with unusual scenes, situations or
events from human experience. Linguistically, conspiracy frames include
attributes and relations between attributes belonging to different, asym-
metrical domains.
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One asymmetrical frame, which contributes to violating the maxim
of Quality, is represented by the use of the expression “Bill Gates micro-
chips” or “Bill Gates’ microchips” in tweets and Facebook posts (see
Texts 8 and 9):

Text 8
They secretly planting bill gates micro chips in the body through the nose

[.].

Text 9
There’s no pandemic! What we’re really doing is implanting Bill Gates’
microchip. The Gates Foundation is paying $25k per implanted chip, [...].

Moreover, the analysis of the corpus of tweets and Facebook posts dem-
onstrates the close relatedness that exists among different conspiracy
theories, as if they were parts of a single plot devised by higher orders of
power. For examples, the microchip conspiracy theory intertwines with
the 5G conspiracy theory (see Texts 10 and 11):

Text 10

It claims that “people like Bill Gates” plan to secretly inject microchips
during vaccination, allowing 5G mobile phone owners to make calls,
transfer money and travel internationally without passports. It warns the
microchips can “read your mind” and could be used to control people.

Text 11

With a 5G phonelyou don’t need to move around with your Phone, You
just keep it at home. But a MicroChip will be implanted under your skin!
[szc]

4.3. Case study 3: The “SG” conspiracy theory

As the vast majority of the 5G-based false claims have been removed
from social platforms, we use the documents stored by the fact-checking
organization Fact Check (factcheck.afp.com) to analyze how the cogni-
tive processes that cause flouting or violation of the maxims construct
this conspiracy theory. Fact Check allows users to read Tweets, Facebook
posts, and Instagrams from public and private conspiratorial voices.

The case of 5G testifies to how viral and poisonous a false claim
can become in no time at all. On July 20, 2020, a paper entitled “5G
Technology and Induction of Coronavirus in Skin Cells”, authored by
a team of scientists from Italy, USA and Russia, was published in the
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scientific journal Biolife and later added to Pubmed.gov, which is part
of the National Institutes of Health (NIH). The study, which claimed
that 5G can lead to the proliferation of Coronavirus in human cells, was
soon retracted. Unfortunately, the false claim had already started circu-
lating on the social platforms setting the stage for the divulgation of the
relevant conspiracy theory.

In April, 2020, a misleading post (see 7ext 12) appeared on Facebook,
which falsely claimed that the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic was
linked to 5G technology.

Text 12

In 1918 telecommunications radio waves were deployed. (Spanish flu.)
1940s radar technology was deployed. (Influenza epidemic.)

2003 3G was deployed. (SARS epidemic.)

2009 4G was deployed. (HIN1 epidemic.)

2019 5G being deployed. (COVID 19 epidemic.)

Besides displaying cognitive features that suggest that the Maxims of
Quantity and of Quality are flouted, the majority of the claims analyzed
prove to be false as they also flout the Maxim of Manner. They show an
unexpected constructional profiling that is mainly characterized by the
use of questions in marked positions (see Text 13):

Text 13

Look this means we were right, again... SG activates the smart dust in the
system to create Covid symptoms. Other groups talking about Flat Earth
instead of actually digging for stuff like this, their groups don’t get shadow
banned ours does. Why? (July 23, 2020)

or the adoption of rhetorical questions (see 7exts 14 to 18), where the
speakers seem to mock an entire dialogue as they ask the question and
they either provide the answer (see Texzs 14 and 15):

Text 14

More detailed then I could say.

Remember when the #coronavirus outbreak first hit in #Wuhan, #China?
Remember that Wuhan, China had just rolled out #5G technology around
the same time? Remember the theory postulated that 5G might have some-
thing to do with the outbreak of coronavirus? If you do, you will be pleased
to know that Dr. Anthony S. Fauci’s National Institute of Health (NIH)
just released the findings of a study that indicates SG technology can pro-
duce coronavirus in human cells. (Facebook post, July 25, 2020)
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Text 15

What’s more disturbing: that the NIH had a study on its official website
claiming 5G creates coronaviruses, or the fact it was removed after becom-
ing exposed?

or leave the questions unanswered (see Texts 16 to 18):

Text 16
They are saying that the Con V will peak in Australia in July [...] how do
they know this? because July is when Sg will be fully rolled out and amped
up here.

Text 17

SG millimeter waves can also send nanotechnology into the human body.
So even if we don’t want to be vaccinated... it doesn’t look like we can’t go
anywhere to be safe! Maybe join the other Aliens living underground? Or
plan out an action plan to take swift action. We are concerned now about
the vaccine genetically modifying us... imagine what SG nanotechnology
cando?

Text 18
This is not science fiction anymore! It’s already happening. Why do you
think they were burning SG towers in the UK?

As Kleinke (2010) remarks, unexpected profiling is a technique that is
often used in Internet discussions where speakers tend to give too much
information in order to be perceived as experts and knowledgeable.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The paper has approached the issue of conspiracy theory in the age of
COVID-19 by adopting a methodology that combines Grice’s Coopera-
tive Principle and the framework of Cognitive Linguistics. Notably, we
have investigated how false claims and fake news about the pandemics are
created in social media by both public and private voices. By elaborating
the four Maxims on the cognitive principles of unconventional meta-
phorical and metonymic reasoning, dispreferred windowing of attention,
unexpected constructional profiling and rhetorical questions, it has been
shown how speakers fuel prejudice, skepticism and myths about the
virus by flouting or violating the maxims and, consequently, encourage
the hearer to acquire their truth — or falsehood - about the origins of the
pandemic. Specifically, flouting or violation of the maxims is instanti-
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ated linguistically by providing more or less information than required,
for example by using subordinates or superordinates to describe agents,
event frames or schemas. This device tends to drive the hearers’ focus of
attention on unexpected topics that belong to domains unrelated to or
distant from the referent domain in question. False information is also
the result of the speakers’ use of unconventional metaphorical or meto-
nymical expressions and unexpected organization of syntax, in order to
achieve specific rhetorical effects. Often, these devices do not work in
isolation but coexist in one single act. Our future work will aim at iden-
tifying forms of collaboration with other areas of research, besides Prag-
matics and Cognitive Linguistics, which may help to hone our approach
to debunk conspiracy theories.

REFERENCES

Alam, Firoji, Shaden Shaar, Fahim Dalvi, Hassan Sajjad, Alex Nikolov, Hamdy
Mubarak, Giovanni Da San Martino, Ahmed Abdelali, Nadir Durrani,
Kareem Darwish, Abdulaziz Al-Homaid, Wajdi Zaghouani, Tommaso
Caselli, Gijs Danoe, Friso Stolk, Britt Bruntink, and Preslav Nakov. 2020.
“Fighting the COVID-19 Infodemic: Modeling the Perspective of Journal-
ists, Fact-Checkers, Social Media Platforms, Policy Makers, and the Society”.
Computer Science: 611-649. doi: 10.18653/v1/2021.findings-emnlp.56.

Birchall, Clare, and Peter Knight. 2023. Conspiracy Theories in the Time of COVID-
19. London - New York: Routledge.

Butter, Michael, and Peter Knight, eds. 2023. Covid Conspiracy Theories in Global
Perspective. London - New York: Routledge.

Cinelli, Matteo, Walter Quattrociocchi, Alessandro Galeazzi, Carlo Michele Valen-
sise, Emanuele Brugnoli, Ana Lucia Schmidt, Paola Zola, Fabiana Zollo, and
Antonio Scala. 2020. “The COVID-19 Social Media Infodemic”. Scientific
Reports 10 (16598): 1-10. doi: https://doi.org/lo.1038/541598—020-73510-5.

Douglas, Karen M., Robbie M. Sutton, and Aleksandra Cichocka. 2017. “The Psy-
chology of Conspiracy Theories”. Current Directions in Psychological Science
26 (6): 538-542. doi: https://doi.org/l().1177/0963721417718261.

Douglas, Karen M., Joseph E. Uscinski, Robbie M. Sutton, Aleksandra Cichocka,
Turkay Nefes, Chee Siang Ang, and Farzin Deravi. 2019. “Understanding
Conspiracy Theories”. In Advances in Political Psychology. Wiley Online
Library, Volume 40, Issue S1: 3-35. doi: https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12568.

Evans, Vyvyan, and Melanie Green. 2006. Cognitive Linguistics: An Introduction.
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.

Lingue Culture Mediazioni/ Languages Cultures Mediation — 10 (2023) 2
https://www.ledonline.it/LCM-Journal/ - Online ISSN 2421-0293 - Print ISSN 2284-1881

170


https://www.ledonline.it/index.php/LCM-Journal

A Pragmatic Study of Conspiracy Beliefs at the Time of COVID-19

Freckelton, Tan QC. 2020. “COVID-19: Fear, Quackery, False Representations
and the Law”. International Journal of Law and Psychiatry. 72: 1-11. doi:
10.1016/.ijlp.2020.101611.

Grice, Herbert Paul. 1975. “Logic and Conversation”. In Syntax and Semantics,
edited by Peter Cole and Jerry Morgan, 41-58. New York: Academic Press.

Grice, Herbert Paul. 1989. Studies in the Way of Words. Cambridge (MA): Harvard
University Press.

Grimes, David Robert. 2016. “On the Viability of Conspiratorial Beliefs”. PLoS One
11 (3): €0147905. doi: https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0151003.

Gupta, Swati, Kayo Sakamoto, and Andrew Ortony. 2013. “Telling It Like It Isn’t: A
Comprehensive Approach to Analyzing Verbal Deception”. In The Goals of
Cognition: Essays in Honor of Cristiano Castelfranchi, edited by Fabio Paglieri,
Luca Tummolini, Rino Falcone, and Maria Miceli, 1-39. London: College
Publications.

Hongmei, Tang. 2014. “A Pragmatic Study of the Reporting of Negative News”.
BTAIT10(23): 14038-14044.
https://www.tsijournals.com/articles/a-pragmatic-study-of-the-reporting-of-
negative-news.pdf

Jiang, Shian, and Christo Wilson. 2018. “Linguistic Signals under Misinformation
and Fact-Checking: Evidence from User Comments on Social Media”. Pro-
ceedings of the ACM on Human-Computer Interaction 2 (CSCW, Art. 82):
1-23. doi: https://doi.org/10.1145/3274351.

Karlova, Natascha A., and Jin Ha Lee. 2011. “Notes from the Underground City
of Disinformation: A Conceptual Investigation”. Annual Meeting of The
American Society for Information Science and Technology — ASIST 2011: 1-9.

Kim, Seoyong, and Sunhee Kim. 2020. “Searching for General Model of Conspiracy
Theories and Its Implication for Public Health Policy: Analysis of the Impacts
of Political, Psychological, Structural Factors on Conspiracy Beliefs about the
COVID-19 Pandemic”. International Journal of Environmental Research
and Public Health 18 (266): 1-28. doi: 10.3390/ijerph18010266.

Klein, Colin, Peter Clutton, and Adam G. Dunn. 2019. “Pathways to Conspiracy:
The Social and Linguistic Precursors of Involvement in Reddit’s Conspiracy
Theory Forum”. PLoS One 14 (11): €0225098. doi: https://doi.org/10.1371/
journal.pone.0225098.

Kleinke, Sonja. 2010. “Speaker Activity and Grice’s Maxims of Conversation at the
Interface of Pragmatics and Cognitive Linguistics”. Journal of Pragmatics 42
3345-3366. doi: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2010.05.008.

Kott, Anne, and Rupali J. Limaye. 2016. “Delivering Risk Information in a Dynamic
Information Environment: Framing and Authoritative Voice in Centers for
Disease Control (CDC) and Primetime Broadcast News Media Communi-
cations during the 2014 Ebola Outbreak”. Social Science & Medicine 169:
42-49. doi: 10.1016/j.socscimed.2016.09.029.

Lingue Culture Mediazioni/ Languages Cultures Mediation — 10 (2023) 2
https://www.ledonline.it/LCM-Journal/ - Online ISSN 2421-0293 - Print ISSN 2284-1881

171


https://www.tsijournals.com/articles/a-pragmatic-study-of-the-reporting-of-negative-news.pdf 
https://www.tsijournals.com/articles/a-pragmatic-study-of-the-reporting-of-negative-news.pdf 
https://doi.org/10.1145/3274351
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0225098
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0225098
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2010.05.008
https://www.ledonline.it/index.php/LCM-Journal

Gacetano Falco

Kouzy Ramez, Joseph Abi Jaoude, Afif Kraitem, Molly B. El Alam, Basil Karam, Elio
Adib, Jabra Zarka, Cindy Traboulsi, Elie W. Akl, and Khalil Baddour. 2020.
“Coronavirus Goes Viral: Quantifying the COVID-19 Misinformation Epi-
demic on Twitter”. Curens 12 (3): 1-9. doi: 10.7759/cureus.7255.

John Hopkins Coronavirus Resource Center. 2021.
https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html

Mancosu, Moreno, and Federico Vegetti. 2020. “‘Is it the message or the messenger?’:
Conspiracy Endorsement and Media Sources”. Social Science Computer
Review 10 (X): 1-15. doi: 10.1177/0894439320965107.

Rothkopf, David J. 2003. “When the Buzz Bites Back”. The Washington Post, May 11.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/opinions/2003/05/11/when-the-
buzz-bites-back/bc8cd84f-cab6-4648-bf58-0277261af6cd/

Shahi, Gautam Kishore, Anne Dirkson, and Tim A. Majchrzak. 2021. “An Explora-
tory Study of COVID-19 Misinformation on Twitter”. Online Social Networks
and Media 22: 1-16. doi: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.0snem.2020.100104.

Stephens, Monica. 2020. “A Geospatial Infodemic: Mapping Twitter Conspiracy
Theories of COVID-19”. Dialogues in Human Geography 10 (2): 276-281.
doi: https://doi.org/10.1177/2043820620935683.

Swami, Viren, Adrian Furnham, Nina Smyth, Laura Weis, Alixe Lay, and Angela
Clow. 2016. Putting the Stress on Conspiracy Theories: Examining Asso-
ciations between Psychological Stress, Anxiety, and Belief in Conspiracy
Theories. Personality and Individual Differences 99: 72-76. doi: https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.paid.2016.04.084.

Tandoc Jr., Edson C. 2019. “The Facts of Fake News: A Research Review”. Sociology
Compass 13 (9): 1-9. doi: hteps://doi.org/10.1111/s0c4.12724.

Uscinski, Joseph, and Joseph M. Parent. 2014. American Conspiracy Theories. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Vosoughi, Soroush, Deb Roy, and Sinan Aral. 2018. “The Spread of True and False
News Online”. Science 359: 1146-1151. doi: 10.1126/science.aap9559.

WHO. 2020a. WHO Timeline and COVID-19.
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/
interactive-timeline#!

WHO. 2020b. Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19) Advice for the Public: Mythbusters.
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/advice-
for-public/myth-busters

WHO. 2020c. Managing the COVID-19 Infodemic: Promoting Healthy Bebaviours
and Mitigating the Harm from Misinformation and Disinformation. Joint
Statement by WHO, UN, UNICEF, UNDP, UNESCO, UNAIDS, ITU, UN
Global Pulse, and IFRC.
https://www.who.int/news/item/23-09-2020-managing-the-covid-19-
infodemic-promoting-healthy-behaviours-and-mitigating-the-harm-from-
misinformation-and-disinformation

Lingue Culture Mediazioni/ Languages Cultures Mediation — 10 (2023) 2
https://www.ledonline.it/LCM-Journal/ - Online ISSN 2421-0293 - Print ISSN 2284-1881

172


https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/opinions/2003/05/11/when-the-buzz-bites-back/bc8cd84f-cab6-46
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/opinions/2003/05/11/when-the-buzz-bites-back/bc8cd84f-cab6-46
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.osnem.2020.100104
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2016.04.084
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2016.04.084
https://doi.org/10.1111/soc4.12724
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/interactive-timeline#!
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/interactive-timeline#!
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/advice-for-public/myth-busters
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/advice-for-public/myth-busters
https://www.who.int/news/item/23-09-2020-managing-the-covid-19-infodemic-promoting-healthy-behaviour
https://www.who.int/news/item/23-09-2020-managing-the-covid-19-infodemic-promoting-healthy-behaviour
https://www.who.int/news/item/23-09-2020-managing-the-covid-19-infodemic-promoting-healthy-behaviour
https://www.ledonline.it/index.php/LCM-Journal

A Pragmatic Study of Conspiracy Beliefs at the Time of COVID-19

Wicke, Philipp, and Marianna M. Bolognesi. 2020. “Framing COVID-19: How We
Conceptualize and Discuss the Pandemic on Twitter”. PLoS One 15 (9): 1-24.
doi: https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0240010.

Wood, Michael J., Karen M. Douglas, and Robbie M. Sutton. 2012. “Dead and Alive:
Beliefs in Contradictory Conspiracy Theories”. Social Psychological and Person-
ality Science 3 (6): 767-773. doi: https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550611434786.

Copyright (©) 2023 Gaetano Falco
Editorial format and graphical layout: copyright (©) LED Edizioni Universitarie

@@@@ This work is licensed under a Creative Commons
Sy Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives — 4.0 International License

How to cite this paper:

Falco, Gaetano. 2023. “Flouting the Truth: A Pragmatic Study of Conspiracy Beliefs at
the Time of COVID-19”. Lingue Culture Mediazioni / Languages Cultures Mediation —
LCM 10(2): 155-173. por: https://doi.org/10.7358/1cm—2023—002—falg

Lingue Culture Mediazioni/ Languages Cultures Mediation — 10 (2023) 2
https://www.ledonline.it/LCM-Journal/ - Online ISSN 2421-0293 - Print ISSN 2284-1881

173


https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550611434786
https://doi.org/-10.7358/lcm-2023-002-falg
https://www.ledonline.it/index.php/LCM-Journal

	LCM_2023-10-2_00b_Sommario.pdf
	Editorial
	How Linguistic Analysis Helps Us Understand the COVID-19 Pandemic
	Laura R. Olson 1, Stefania M. Maci 2, and Denise Milizia 3

	COVID-19 Crisis Management
in Newspaper Articles
	A Diachronic Analysis
	Olga Denti

	A Micro-Diachronic Corpus Investigation of Violence-Related Metaphors Used
to Frame China during the COVID-19 Pandemic
	Ilaria Iori

	Navigating Uncertainty
	Social Media Narratives of Tourism
during COVID-19
	Maria Cristina Gatti, Cecilia Lazzeretti,
and Francesca Vitali

	Netlore, Memes and the Pandemic: 
Adjusting Virtually to the New Normal
	Michela Giordano and Maria Antonietta Marongiu *

	Get a Jab or Grab a Glass (of Wine)
	A Sentiment and Corpus-Assisted Discourse Analysis of Reader Comments on News Story
in the Daily Mail
	Francesco Nacchia

	Boosting Booster Trust:
Negotiating a Jungle of Misinformation
	Marina Bondi and Jessica Jane Nocella

	Flouting the Truth
	A Pragmatic Study of Conspiracy Beliefs at the Time of COVID-19
	Gaetano Falco

	Internet Usage, YouTube,
and Conspiracy-Mindedness
in the United States
	Laura R. Olson

	“A Pandemic within the Pandemic”
	A CDA of Social Media Comments
on Domestic Violence during COVID-19
	Antonella Napolitano

	A Corpus-Based CDA
of Populist Politicians’ Strategies
	and Public Response on Twitter
during the COVID-19 Pandemic
	Andrea Cifalinò, Ester Di Silvestro, and Marco Venuti

	The Gender-Differentiated Impacts
of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Health
and Social Inequalities in the UK
	An Exploration of Gendered Themes
within Private and Public Discourse
and Policy Implications
	Marion Ellison

	Mimesis of the Zoom World
	How TV Series Mirrored the 2020 Pandemic
and Its Languages
	Carlotta Susca

	Sense-Making/Giving
during the COVID-19 Crisis
	A Multi-Method Study of Health Podcasting
in Australia and the U.S.
	Rosita Belinda Maglie and Matthew Josef Groicher *

	Authors





