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Chapter 9. 

 

Reason vs. Treason? 

 
In banning the extremes from social platforms are we doing the 
right thing? Alex Connock, of Oxford University, investigates. 

 
IQ µCRURQaYiUXV IQfRZaU: WhaW WeQW WURQg¶ ± published in The Virus and 
the Media (Bite-Sized, June, 2020) ± I posited radical steps against 
dangerous, pervasive disinformation around vaccines. These included even 
deploying counterinsurgency-style intervention into the info-war that was 
unavoidably underway.   
Seven months later, that intervention has not only actually happened ± but it 
has also, as part of a suite of measures, started to work. Its success puts the 
debate around social media freedoms at the heart of both medical public 
safety and wider politics. It also raises a question and a threat. If we had 
acted sooner, could lives have been saved? And will disinformation simply 
go further underground? 
The Edge of Reason 
The Ivanhorod Einsatzgruppen photograph is an horrifically singular image, 
even in the grimly-stocked category of unthinkable Holocaust documents.   
It shows a soldier firing a rifle, barely a few feet away from a woman, who 
is instinctively trying to protect a child with her body. All of this is captured 
in motion, as in the most visceral of 1940s photojournalism. It was taken in 
the Ukraine in 1942. The picture itself ± one assumes not its subjects ± 
eVcaSed Yia Whe WaUVaZ UeViVWaQce aQd a ShRWRgUaSheU¶V chaQce UeVcXe, WR 
become an iconic image and an emblem of the asymmetric, industrialised 
murder of six million Jews.  
In January 2021, the picture was in the media again ± this time as a widely-
circulated Instagram meme. Here it was in a brand new context ± depicting 
the removal of anti-Ya[[eU cRQWeQW b\ VRcial media fiUmV. The caSWiRQ µBIG 
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TECH¶ ZaV added RYeU Whe Na]i VRldieU, aQd µFREE SPEECH¶ RYeU Whe 
victims. 
What is QAnon? What do they believe? 
The kind of desensitisation to the true meaning of words, facts and images 
which such a manipulation exemplifies is a simple case study in how far we 
came in 2020. It also epitomises a persistent undercurrent of clear anti-
semitism in the sprawling oeuvre of QAnon, the cultish anti-vaxx movement 
and its far-right fellow travellers in the pandemic year. Another widely 
circulated Instagram meme, encapsulating the indifference to outside 
opinion of fact which is the hallmark of the movement, presented the 
captiRQ: µYRX aUe QRW cUa]\. YRX aUe aZake iQ aQ iQVaQe ZRUld.¶  IW VhRZed 
a single individual staring in one direction, surrounded by a sea of men 
wearing hats of the kind favoured by Hassidic Jews.   
These are facets in the brick-by-brick construction of a much wider, fully 
alternative value system which is too easily and too often lampooned 
because it is deadly serious. The overarching proposition includes a global 
child abXVe cRQVSiUac\ fRUmed aURXQd µPi]]agaWe¶, and the creation by 
authoritarian players of the pandemic as a pre-programmed, wider scheme 
Rf VRcial iQWeUYeQWiRQ. µThe\ kQRZ ZhR \RX aUe. The\ SlaQ WheVe diVWUacWiRQV 
iQ adYaQce WR Vee ZhR WakeV Whe baiW.¶  
The cultish belief system incorporates metal placed in vaccines to facilitate 
exploitation b\ 5G ShRQe QeWZRUkV (Whe iURQ\ Rf SURSRQeQWV¶ RZQ maVViYe 
mRbile WeleShRQ\ XVage QRWZiWhVWaQdiQg) aQd mXch mRUe. µPeRSle geWWiQg 
Vick fURm 5G UadiaWiRQ cRYeUed XS ZiWh CRYid « 5G iQ VchRRlV caXViQg iW 
to appear that Covid is now increasingly affecting childUeQ.¶ 

TheVe ViQgle SRiQWV Rf µWheRU\¶ haYe fRUmed a WaSeVWU\ Rf SRZeUfXl aQd 
sinister material, protests and demonstrations against the lockdowns and 
vaccination ± which have been as highly effective as they were preposterous. 
(An IPSOS/Mori NHS reforms poll is discredited (by meme) on the basis 
that ipsos mori iV LaWiQ fRU µWhe\ die¶).   

True Believers? 

All of this is dressed up with the righteous and dismissive certainty of the 
belieYeU. AQRWheU µaZakeQiQg¶ meme UeadV µNEVER WORRY abRXW ZhR 
will be offended if you speak the TRUTH. Worry about who will be misled, 
deceiYed aQd deVWUR\ed if \RX dRQ¶W.¶ IW¶V a ShilRVRSh\ dUiYeQ b\ aSRSheQia 
± the tendency to perceive a connection or meaningful pattern between 
unrelated or random things, such as objects or ideaV. µQAnon grows on the 
Zild miViQWeUSUeWaWiRQ Rf UaQdRm daWa,¶ ZURWe game deVigQeU Reed 
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Berkowitz in an excellent Medium article about its similarity with role-
playing video games.  
That wider value system of nonsensical misunderstandings of reality, with 
QAnon merging into the far-right movement which eventually saw the 
invasion of the US Capitol and an imminent, seditious threat to American 
democracy, was the context of the struggle around pandemic disinformation. 
Because of their wilful self-exclusion from the mainstream media, their 
proselytising articulacy and the facility of social media distribution, anti-
vaxxers and their confederates were all but immune to conversion by 
reasoned argument alone around coronavirus.    
Anti-Vaxxers Get Their Message Through? 

As we observed in the June 2020 book The Pandemic and the Virus, by May 
2020, almost half the British population believed in Covid-19 aV a µmaQ-
made cUeaWiRQ¶. King's College London research then showed 30 per cent 
thought coronavirus was lab-created, an increase from 25 per cent in April 
as the peak virus moment was reached.  

The Centre for Countering Digital Hate published a survey, quoted in the 
Lancet1in October 2020, setting out in stark terms the effectiveness of anti-
vaxx campaigns. Some 29 per cent of US adults probably or definitely would 
not take a coronavirus vaccine once it was available. A further 17 per cent 
did not know what they would do, combining to a total of 46 per cent of the 
US SRSXlaWiRQ ZhR ZeUe µYacciQe heViWaQW¶, XS fURm 41 SeU ceQW jXVW WhUee 
months earlier. The figures were worse amongst minorities: 58 per cent of 
African Americans were vaccine-hesitant.ii This was part of a disinformation 
environment: around a third of people in a Reuters Institute survey said they 
had VeeQ µa lRW RU a gUeaW deal Rf falVe RU miVleadiQg¶ iQfRUmaWiRQ abRXW 
Covid in the previous week.iii 
How to debunk? 

Responsible myth-debunking sites ± like the BBC ± were simply not in the 
frame of reference of true-believers or their acolytes. Even a US government 
economic relief programme unwittingly helped five anti-vaccine 
organisations with loans totalling $850,000, according to the Washington 
Post. iv 

And there was a substantial bias amongst believers of disinformation 
towards historic Trump voting (55 per cent) vs Clinton (29 per cent).  Mary 
McCord, a former federal prosecutor now at Georgetown University, told 
National Public Radio on 15 December 2020 that the widespread embrace 
Rf cRQVSiUac\ aQd diViQfRUmaWiRQ amRXQWV WR a µmaVV UadicaliVaWiRQ¶. 
PUeVideQW TUXmS¶V 272 WZeeWV RQ cRURQaYiUXV b\ 1 Ma\ 2020 ± described by 
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Brian Ott and Greg Dickinson in Political Science Quarterly aV µQaUciVViVm, 
QaVWiQeVV aQd deceSWiRQ¶v ± added fuel to a raging fire.   
Treason in the Air 
So what is the solution to all of this?  It became clear in the last six months 
that factual arguments have not damaged the traction of anti-vaxxer lies 
during the pandemic year 2020 anywhere near as successfully as simply 
taking down their accounts and shutting down their network access.  
I suggested in our mid-2020 book that a tightening by social media 
platforms, thanks to commercial pressure, was likely to have a noticeable 
effect on the traction of falsehoods in the social market place.  
Herd Immunity against Conspiracy Theories? 

As we said then, the struggle against a virus, the information war against 
conspiracy theories and any real war against a guerrilla insurgency are all 
won by the same process: a form of herd immunity. Convince the majority 
of the population to take your side and they will represent what the Atlantic 
vi called a µfiUeZall¶ agaiQVW cRQVSiUac\ WheRUieV, a QaWXUal limiW. Reaching 
that limit will be critical to the future protection of public health. 
The final few months of 2020 and, in particular, January 2021, saw a 
dramatic sea-change in the combating of disinformation. The process began 
in June 2020, with Facebook, a distributor (if unwitting) of posts and memes 
by virtue of its additional ownership of Instagram and WhatsApp, being hit 
by a temporary but PR-damaging ban by major brands including Unilever, 
Diageo, Starbucks and Levis who withdrew advertising, citing 
dissatisfaction with adjacency to unknown content. (Some of them 
specifically cited Facebook, but others did not, and expressed concerns with 
digital advertising placement in general.) Facebook made some adjustment 
to the coding, and its diversified client base (some 3 million advertisers) 
protected it from economic loss.  

What changed the balance of power was the removal of disinformation from 
VRcial chaQQelV. IQ m\ JXQe 2020 aUWicle I VXggeVWed WhaW Whe aUm\¶V 
counterinsurgency warfare manual was a relevant document for the strategy. 
IQ NRYembeU 2020, Whe aUm\¶V 77th Brigade information unit was actually 
called into help Whitehall officials identify the worst foreign-originated anti-
vaxx propaganda and manage it through national security methodologies.vii 
The Anti-vaxx Message Fades? 

By the period 22 December 2020 to 3 January 2021 there was a tangible 
increase in those in the UK who felt themselves likely or highly likely to 
have a vaccine, at 85 per cent viii, compared with 78 per cent just two weeks 
before, and much lower figures in the summer (see above).  But it was still 



 

93 

a problem. A shocking Oxford Internet Institute report ix spoke of Facebook 
aQd TZiWWeU WakiQg VWeSV WR cRmbaW µc\beU WURRSV¶ aQd SUiYaWe VecWRU fiUmV 
working with state actors to disseminate inaccurate information which was 
up 15 per cent in one year and visible in 81 surveyed countries. Some 
317,000 accounts had beeQ WakeQ dRZQ iQ RQe \eaU. The UeSRUW¶V aXWhRU, DU 
Samantha Bradshaw, said: µC\beU WURRS acWiYiW\ caQ lRRk diffeUeQW iQ 
democracies compared to authoritarian regimes. Electoral authorities need 
to consider the broader ecosystem of disinformation and computational 
propaganda, including private firms and paid influencers, who are 
iQcUeaViQgl\ SURmiQeQW acWRUV iQ WhiV VSace.¶ 
Removal from Social Platforms 

TheQ ZhaW Ueall\ WXUQed Whe Wide ZaVQ¶W XQdeU-the-surface tweaks ± even as 
factual and effective as the BBC¶V µCRYid: The WUXWh behiQd YideRV Rf 
³empty´ hRVSiWalV¶ on 11 January 2021.x It was the flat removal of accounts 
and the crackdown by Facebook and Twitter on anti-vaxx groups and 
memes.   
That, of course, culminated with Trump himself being removed from Twitter 
after the storming of the Capitol on 6 January 2021, which Thierry Breton 
memRUabl\ called µWhe 9/11 mRmeQW Rf VRcial media¶ iQ Politico.xi    
MiViQfRUmaWiRQ SlXmmeWed ZheQ TUXmS¶V accRXQW ZaV WakeQ dRZQ,xii 
according to a key Zignal Labs report quoted in the Washington Post (and 
elsewhere). There was a 73 per cent drop in online mis-information around 
electoral fraud, for instance. µTRgeWheU, WhRVe acWiRQV Zill likel\ VigQificaQWl\ 
UedXce Whe amRXQW Rf RQliQe miViQfRUmaWiRQ iQ Whe QeaU WeUm,¶ said Kate 
SWaUbiUd, diViQfRUmaWiRQ UeVeaUcheU aW Whe UQiYeUViW\ Rf WaVhiQgWRQ. µWhaW 
haSSeQV iQ Whe lRQg WeUm iV VWill XS iQ Whe aiU.¶xiii 
Going Dark 
µBRWWRm liQe iV WhaW de-platforming, especially at the scale that occurred last 
week, rapidly curbs momentum aQd abiliW\ WR Ueach QeZ aXdieQceV,¶ GUaham 
Brookie, diUecWRU Rf Whe AWlaQWic CRXQcil¶s Digital Forensic Research Lab, 
which tracks misinformation, told the Stanford Advocate.  
Going Underground 
But the problem is that once you send the misinformation underground, it 
may have two unforeseen effects. Firstly, it invites you to intervene 
everywhere. µWheQ I VaZ ZhaW Whe SlaWfRUmV did ZiWh TUXmS, I WhRXghW: 
³You should have done this before, and you should do this consistently in 
RWheU cRXQWUieV aURXQd Whe ZRUld,´¶ JaYieU PalleUR, SRlic\ diUecWRU aW AcceVV 
Now (a human rights group) told The New York Times.xiv  
Secondly, disinformation becomes still harder to track. Twitter and 
WhatsApp users are shifting to the more heavily encrypted Telegram 
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platform. Parler, seen by some as an unfettered home to anti-vaxx and other 
conspiracy material, having been de-platformed by Amazon Web Services, 
looks at the time of writing (January 2021) as if it may return with a Russian 
hosting solution.xv Anti-vaxxer propagandists decoupled themselves and a 
wide slice of society from fact-based reality. By decoupling them from the 
public internet we may only be storing up a new problem for the future.   
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