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Abstract

Despite their stigma, conspiracy theories are hugely popular today and have pervaded
mainstream culture. Increasingly, such theories expanded into large master schemes
of deceit where ‘everything is connected’. Moving beyond discussions of their
truthfulness, we study in this article how such ‘super conspiracy theories’ are made
plausible. We strategically selected the case study of David Icke — a true celebrity
in conspiracy circles and main proponent of such all-encompassing narratives — to
analyze his discursive strategies of legitimation: How does he support and validate
his extraordinary claims? It is our argument that Icke succeeds by exploiting multiple
sources of epistemic authority; he draws eclectically on ‘experience’, ‘tradition’,
“futuristic imageries’, ‘science’ and ‘social theory’ to convince his audience. In
a Western culture without any full monopoly on truth, and for a people wary of
mainstream authorities, it proves opportune to draw on a wide variety of epistemic
sources when claiming knowledge.
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Introduction

Conspiracy theories about the ‘real truth’ behind the attacks of 9/11, the deaths of JFK or
Bin Laden, or those about the ‘true reasons’ behind vaccination campaigns, are wide-
spread in contemporary Western culture and feature in films like 7he Matrix, bestsellers
like The Da Vinci Code or TV series like The X-Files, 24 or Homeland. While assess-
ments of their current popularity are hard to substantiate, especially from a historical
perspective, it is clear that conspiracy theories do not operate at the margins of society;
they are a mainstream and hugely popular cultural phenomenon and receive much public
attention today (Knight, 2000; Melley, 2000).

In academia, however, conspiracy theories are often refuted as ungrounded and irra-
tional speculation (Aupers, 2012; Harambam, 2017). According to critical scholars, con-
spiracy theorists make ‘the characteristic paranoid leap into fantasy’ — particularly
because they connect many unrelated facts and events (Hofstadter, 1996 [1966]: 11).
They may base their theories on (some) factual claims but go ‘wrong by locating causal
relationships where none exist’ (Pipes, 1997: 31) and hence ‘inhabit a different epistemic
universe, where the usual rules for determining truth and falsity do not apply’ (Barkun,
2006: 187). Conspiracy theorists, then, construct explanatory narratives that our main-
stream epistemic institutions and advocates (most notably science and scientists) regard
as unwarranted (Byford, 2011; Harambam and Aupers, 2015; Keeley, 1999). Today, this
‘unlawful” connecting of seemingly unrelated dots in a meta-narrative is a phenomenon
writ large. Barkun (2006) speaks in this respect of the increasing popularity of ‘super
conspiracies’ or ‘conspiratorial constructs in which multiple conspiracies are believed to
be linked together hierarchically’ (p. 6). Knight (2000) identifies a similar development:
‘over the last decades conspiracy theories have shown signs of increasing complexity
and inclusiveness, as once separate suspicions are welded into Grand Unified Theories
of Everything’ (p. 204).

Moving beyond discussions of their truthfulness, we study from a cultural sociological
perspective how these all-encompassing super conspiracy theories are made plausible.
Drawing everything together is easy, making people believe what you say is more diffi-
cult. And yet millions of people around the world — and many in the Dutch conspiracy
milieu — are attracted by them. One of the main and most popular propagators of such
all-encompassing narratives of deceit is David Icke (Barkun, 2006: 103). He is most
famous — or notorious — for his ‘reptilian thesis’: the idea that ‘reptilian human-alien
hybrids are in covert control of the planet’ (Robertson, 2013: 28). But he is also known
for his ‘synthesis’ of seemingly different or ‘antithetical’ thought: he brings together
New Age teachings with apocalyptic conspiracy theories about a coming totalitarian
New World Order (cf. Barkun, 2006; Ward and Voas, 2011). As Lewis and Kahn (2005)
rightfully note, ‘Icke’s greatest strength is his totalizing ambition to weave numerous
sub-theories into an extraordinary narrative that is both all-inclusive and all-accounting’
(p- 8). More specifically, Robertson (2016) argues that this is the result of ‘an epistemol-
ogy that acknowledges [different] sources of access to knowledge’ (p. 9). Alongside the
common appeals to ‘science’ and ‘tradition’, Robertson (2016) argues, conspiracy theo-
rists like David Icke draw on other less acknowledged ‘epistemic strategies’ as well:
‘appeals to experiential, channeled and synthetic knowledge’ (p. 10).
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Robertson (2016) points here to an important aspect of the epistemic authority of
conspiracy theorists: they can draw on ‘the full range of epistemic strategies’ (p. 25),
while today’s dominant epistemic institutions only allow appeals to ‘science’ (Gieryn,
1999). Robertson (2016) provides a sophisticated and thorough analysis of the lives and
works of several ‘millennial conspiracists’ (such as David Icke) and shows that they
(strategically) draw on various epistemic strategies in order to gain authority in this cul-
tural milieu. Basing ourselves on Icke’s 2011 ‘performance’ in Amsterdam, we take this
lead further and systematically analyze in full empirical detail how David Icke actually
draws on such a multitude of epistemic sources. We focus on his discursive strategies of
legitimation and pose open research questions: How does he support and validate his
extraordinary claims in order to achieve epistemic authority in the conspiracy milieu?
What are the main epistemic strategies he deploys? And what proofs, tropes and meta-
phors underpin each of these analytically distinct epistemic strategies?

Claiming epistemic authority

Many different scholars — from Hofstadter (1996 [1966]: 29) to Knight (2000: 204) and
Barkun (2006: 3) — claim that the adage ‘everything is connected’ is ‘one of the guiding
principles in virtually every conspiracy theory’. While Knight (2000) makes a plea for
the rationality of this adage in a world of global relations (pp. 204-241), the majority of
scholars hold this ‘unifying quality’ of contemporary conspiracy theories to be their
major epistemological flaw (e.g. Barkun, 2006; Byford, 2011; Hofstadter, 1996 [1966];
Keeley, 1999; Popper, 2013 [1945]). They argue that conspiracies may be ‘typical social
phenomena’ (Popper, 2013 [1945]) 307), but ‘these need to be recognized as multiple,
and in most instances unrelated events which cannot be reduced to a single, common
denominator’ (Byford, 2011: 33, original emphasis). To ‘regard a “vast” or “gigantic”
conspiracy as the motive force in historical events’ (Hofstadter, 1996 [1966]: 29) is
therefore simply ludicrous: social life is inextricably more complex (Barkun, 2006: 7).

Yet such ‘grand unified theories of everything” are immensely popular today. They are
present in the ideas of people consuming conspiracy theories, they are visualized in
colorful diagrams that are circulated on conspiracy websites and they form the thought
of major conspiracy theorists, like David Icke. Connecting the dots between loose ends
may, for such scholars, involve the notorious ‘big leap from the undeniable to the unbe-
lievable’ (Hofstadter, 1996 [1966]: 38), but for many people in the conspiracy milieu,
these connections are very plausible and real. What critical scholars of conspiracy theo-
ries seem to gloss over in their dedication to debunk conspiracy theories, then is the fact
that these overarching theories need to be made plausible if such conspiracy theorists are
to have any serious attention. People are not passive or gullible believers; they need to be
actively convinced. Underlying conspiracy theorists’ efforts to connect the seemingly
unrelated is a need for epistemic validation: they want their claims on truth to be believed,
after all. But such ‘grand unified theories of everything’ are not your everyday news:
the world as we know it is often turned upside down and inside out, connecting the
most outlandish ideas to the very ordinary experiences of people. Indeed, it often is the
‘unbelievable’ that is sold here. The question is therefore #ow do conspiracy theorists
convincingly do so?
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To approach this issue, we need to move beyond the positivistic reflex to debunk
conspiracy theories as unfounded and irrational (Barkun, 2006; Byford, 2011; Hofstadter,
1996 [1966]; Keeley, 1999; Popper, 2013 [1945]) and adopt a cultural sociological
approach. From this perspective, there are multiple ways to support truth claims. Max
Weber (2013 [1922]) already pointed out that one can claim authority through charisma,
tradition or, in modern societies, particularly through rationalized procedures like sci-
ence or law. In our Western world, referencing to ‘science’ — its institutions, experts,
epistemologies and methods — is perhaps the most prevalent and powerful way to lend
credibility to the claims one is making (Brown, 2009). ‘If “science” says so, we are more
often than not inclined to believe it or act on it — and prefer it over claims lacking this
epistemic seal of approval’ (Gieryn, 1999: 1). The tremendous epistemic authority ‘sci-
ence’ enjoys today is, however, not uncontested: trust in ‘science’, particularly its institu-
tions and experts, gradually declined over the last decades in most Western countries (cf.
Beck, 1992; Inglehart, 1997) and other forms of knowledge are on the rise. Examples are
alternative and complementary medicine, all kinds of non-science-based nutritional
regimes and New Age philosophies of life (cf. Campbell, 2007; Hammer, 2004; Heelas,
1996). Conspiracy culture is part of this cultural trend turning away from mainstream
epistemic authorities. Not only do conspiracy theorists openly challenge the epistemic
authority of science (Harambam and Aupers, 2015), but like David Icke himself, they
often advance other ways of knowing as more authentic and authoritative (e.g. Robertson,
2016). Icke is therefore not just the archetype of the contemporary ‘super conspiracy
theorist’ (cf. Barkun, 2006: 8; Knight, 2000: 204), but a typical exponent of the broader
cultural movement discontented with mainstream epistemic institutions and their scien-
tific-materialist worldview (e.g. Campbell, 2007; Heelas, 1996; Roszak, 1995). Now,
how does Icke draw on multiple epistemic strategies to make his rather extravagant ideas
seem plausible?

Method, data and analysis

The empirical material used for this analysis was collected on the day Icke held his
show — ‘Human Race, Get Off Your Knees. The Lion Sleeps No More’ — in Amsterdam
on 10 December 2011. This event was one of the many places the first author included
in his ‘multi-sited ethnography’ (Falzon, 2009) of the Dutch ‘conspiracy milieu’
(Harambam, 2017). For a period of 20 months, between October 2011 and June 2013,
extensive visits were made to their social gatherings — shows, political manifestations,
conferences and movie screenings — and to their private homes. Besides the traditional
ethnographic methods of participant observation and interviewing, the first author
undertook content analyses of the media (videos, texts, cartoons, etc.) circulated at
these places and on the Internet (their own websites, blogs, Facebook pages, etc.).

In this article, however, we will mostly draw on that particular performance of David
Icke. Given the fact that Icke is exemplary of this new stream of conspiracy culture
(Barkun, 2006; Knight, 2000; Robertson, 2013), the analysis of his performance is a
strategic case study (cf. Flyvbjerg, 2006) to research in empirical detail how the extraor-
dinary claims of super conspiracy theories are made plausible. The first author partici-
pated as one of the many attendees of Icke’s show and observed not only his performance
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but also his audience with whom he spoke during that day and invited for further conver-
sation elsewhere. He made field notes of Icke’s performance — its textual contents and his
manifestations as an artist — and of the (reactions of the) public. Although these field
notes were — as ‘thick descriptions’ (Geertz, 1973) — valuable for the research at large,
they lacked the precision needed to adequately substantiate our claims in this article. We
hence complemented the field notes with an analysis of professional video recordings of
the same show at two different places, respectively, in London’s Wembley Arena show
on 27 October 2012 and London’s Brixton Academy in May 2010. The videos are for
sale on his website, but also feature on YouTube for free. We have therefore chosen to
use these video recordings as the source for the precise quotations used in this article.
The first author has re-examined this show a few times with a theoretical focus on the
rhetorical and epistemological strategies used by Icke to legitimate his truth claims. The
analysis is therefore more textual than ethnographic. Each successive time different
themes were fine-tuned to inductively arrive at a typology (cf. Glaser and Strauss, 1967).
All excerpts are from the YouTube film! and are easily accessed. We have consistently
marked each quote by its time location on the video.

‘The Day That Will Change Your Life’: David Icke in
Amsterdam

David Icke is a true conspiracy celebrity; he holds performances in large venues all over
the world, attracting crowds of thousands.? He is also a writer of more than 20 books,
which are read in 12 different languages, and he owns a popular website with many
videos and interviews, and a rather active discussion platform (more than 100,000 reg-
istered users).? David Icke manages to bring together a diverse range of people (Barkun,
2006; Ward and Voas, 2011). As Lewis and Kahn (2005) argue, ‘Icke appeals equally to
bohemian hipsters and right-wing reactionary fanatics [who] are just as likely to be sit-
ting next to a 60-something UFO buff, a Nuwaubian, a Posadist, a Raélian, or New Age
earth goddess’ (p. 3). His fan base is quite diverse: from new religious movements to
political anarchists and from alternative healers to anti-government militants on the
extreme right. All of them, however, share a discontent with our current societal order,
and more precisely with the way our epistemic institutions (i.e. science, politics, reli-
gion, media, etc.) work.

This counts for his 2011 Amsterdam performance in the auditorium of the RAI con-
vention center as well. David Icke has attracted a 1500 plus crowd who have paid for a
€69 ticket to see him speak today. It is a full day’s program: from 10:00 in the morning
until 7:00 in the evening, David Icke will ‘put all the puzzles pieces together’ (13.30).
The show opens when we see on the huge video screen on stage a chain of connected iron
links passing while we hear a gloomy and grim music increasing in intensity. The links
are chained around the earth and have texts on them: ‘New World Order’, ‘Rothschild
Zionism’, ‘Child Abuse’, ‘Babylonian Brotherhood’, ‘Bilderbergers’, ‘Aspartame’,
‘Religion’, ‘Club of Rome’, ‘Chemtrails’, ‘Fluoride’, ‘HAARP’, ‘Satanism’, ‘Trilateral
Commission’, ‘Mainstream Media’, ‘Fabian Society’, ‘Intelligence agencies’, ‘IMF”’,
‘World Army’, ‘Police State’, ‘Global Politics’, ‘Big Pharma’, ‘War on Terror’,
“Vaccines’, ‘Tavistock’, ‘Military/Industrial Complex’, ‘War on Drugs’, ‘Mind Control’.



Harambam and Aupers 995

They make up one large interconnecting chain. And as the music turns more and more
ominous, we see a lion — with the image of the earth projected on its skin — bound in
chains. The music reaches its dramatic climax as the lion breaks out of his bondage and
while he growls loudly, we see the links flying over the screen. The message is clear: the
lion sleeps no more, the world liberates itself. And the audience is ready to receive David
Icke with an overwhelming applause: the conspiracy rock star is finally here.

In the next 9 hours, David Icke elaborates passionately about ‘the multi-levelled
conspiracy to enslave humanity in a global concentration camp’ (15:30). In general,
Icke distinguishes between ‘the five-sense level of this conspiracy’ and those levels
that transcend the here and now. The former is mostly about the corruption and dog-
matism of our modern institutions — media, science, politics, religion and so on — and
how they manipulate us and ‘program our minds’ into acquiescence (19:00-25:00).
Icke integrates all these institutions in one pyramid. At the top of this pyramid, we
find a network of secret societies and powerful families, sometimes captured under
the header of the ‘Illuminati bloodlines’ and at other times called ‘Rothschild Zionists’.
But, as Icke explains, ‘there is this other-dimensional, non-human, level to look at’
(1:41:00). We now get to the ‘reptilian thesis’ through which Icke gained his fame and
notoriety (Barkun, 2006: 105). Icke explains that his super conspiracy theory ‘involves
non-human entities that take a reptilian form [which] manipulate this reality through
interbreeding bloodlines’ (1:44:00). These are the Illuminati-hybrid family networks
that rule the world. However normal they may look to us — Barack Obama, Hillary
Clinton, Queen Elizabeth — they are in fact ‘shapeshifting’ reptilians ‘hiding behind
human form’ (2:07:00). Icke sketches a pristine image of a forgotten past when people
still lived in harmony with the natural world and were connected to higher levels of
consciousness, but argues that ‘the road to tyranny began when these reptilians arrived
here’ (2:23:00). Part of ‘this reptilian intervention’ was to change our DNA so that we
can no longer access the world beyond our five senses: ‘they want to lock humanity
in that prison’ (3:27:30).

And that, Icke concludes, is ‘the bottom line of this conspiracy: controlling our per-
ception of what is real’ (3:18:00). Our institutions — media, science, politics, religion —
play an important part in making these ‘prisons for our minds’ (19:00-25:00), but Icke
points to another method of mind control: ‘the moon-matrix’. He argues that the moon is
actually a hollowed-out planetoid brought here by these reptilian entities that emits a
frequency that distorts our interpretation of reality (2:30:00-3:08:00). However, change
is coming, Icke ends optimistically: ‘a new epoch of enlightenment and expansion, of
love, harmony and respect is moving into human experience’ (5:12:00). But ‘to go down
this road of freedom, we first need to free our minds from the programming of a lifetime’
(22:00); we need ‘to remove the barriers of belief and perception that keep us from
enlightenment’ (5:27:00). ‘Enough!’, Icke shouts loudly while he ends the show, ‘it is
time to fly! It is time to fly . . .” (6:42:00). And given the massive applause Icke receives,
his audience seems ready for it.

David Icke brings together different conspiracy theories into one dazzling, yet cohe-
sive narrative which captures his audience for hours. In the following section, we will
show on which sources of epistemic authority he draws to make his conspiracy theory of
everything plausible.
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“‘Just Following the Clues’: appealing to experience

One of the ways Icke lends legitimacy to his super conspiracy is by reference to his own
personal experience, or life course. Virtually, the first thing he does when opening his
show is giving a snapshot of ‘the chain of events that had led to now’ (6:30). He explains,

when I look back, I can see very clearly in my life, what happens to all of us, you go through a
series of experiences and they seem to be random, they don’t seem to be connected. But when
you look back, you see it’s a journey of connected synchronistic experiences that are leading us
in a certain direction. (06:00)

Like the opening scene of the chained lion, David Icke makes it clear that ‘everything is
connected’ on a personal level as well. He tells us how he was a professional soccer
player having to deal with rheumatoid arthritis, how he went into television: ‘what that
did was show me the inside of media: shite’, and that he got into (green party) politics:
‘and I saw politics from the inside: how it’s just a game’ (08:00). When he claims that the
global elites are actually shapeshifting reptilians, he supports that with his own experi-
ence of meeting former UK Prime Minister Ted Heath in television studio years ago. And
‘as I looked into his eyes it was like looking into two black holes, it was like looking
through him into this other dimension where he is really controlled from’ (2:06:30). Icke
supports his personal experiences with those of others, friends, family or just people he
has met: ‘so I met this lady in Canada some years ago, a very power-dressing business
women, [who] had this experience and she was shaking when she told me the story’
(3:05:00). Basically, she told Icke how she had a boyfriend who one night while having
sex turned ‘totally reptilian and then morphed back to human. And these bizarre stories,
have been told by people from all over the world, people from all walks of life’ (3:07:00).

But there is another, more supernatural, type of experience on which Icke draws. He
explains how his life changed dramatically after seeing a psychic to have hands on heal-
ing for his arthritis. She channels him visions of how he ‘was going out on a world stage
to reveal great secrets, that there was a shadow over the world to be lifted, there was a
story that had to be told’ (09:30). And although ‘this sounded like complete bloody crazi-
ness’ to Icke, his ‘life started to change’ after going to a mountain in Peru where he had
‘extraordinary experiences’ (10:00). This changed everything:

suddenly concepts, information, perceptions, were pouring into my mind. I was seeing the
world in a different way, and I was asking the big questions: who are we? where are we? and
why is the world as it is? And from that time the puzzle pieces started to be handed to me in
amazingly synchronistic ways. (12.00)

Like a true prophet, Icke receives the wisdom he wrote down in his books from the gods
above or from a metaphysical master plan: ‘the path is already mapped out, you only have
to follow the clues’ (12:30). And that is what Icke has done: ‘all the information was coming
to me in incredible synchronicity, of meeting people, seeing documents, coming across
information, having experiences. [. . .] just following the clues, I came across this reptilian
connection to the families that are running our reality’ (17:00). This Jungian concept of
synchronicity or ‘meaningful coincidences’ is prevalent in Icke’s explanations of how he has
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gained his spiritual wisdom during his life course. By actively ‘putting the puzzle pieces
together’ (13.30) or ‘connecting the dots’ (15:00) between seemingly unrelated experiences,
he accumulated knowledge about the real reality underneath the surface of everyday life.
Such ‘revelatory experiences in which spokespersons claim to have gained privileged
insight into those spiritual truths they present in their texts’ (Hammer, 2004: 369) have
been an important source of epistemic authority in various historical religious traditions,
but are also used by contemporary ‘prophets’ in today’s market of New Age spiritualities
(Heelas, 1996). Icke blends mundane and supernatural experiences together and actively
synthesizes that into a larger narrative which obtains a deeper meaning. Whereas
Robertson (2016) differentiates ‘channeling’ from the epistemic strategy of ‘experience’,
we argue, as we have shown here, that they are intimately connected (pp. 49-53). Icke’s
appeal to the epistemic authority of ‘experience’, then, resonates with a broader cultural
trend in which the ‘inner’ self and personal experience is the most trustworthy source of
knowledge (e.g. Aupers and Houtman, 2006; Heelas, 1996; Van Zoonen, 2012).

‘All Across the Ancient World’: appealing to tradition

Another important part of David Icke’s argumentation is based on the (allegedly) perennial
wisdom of ancient cultures. Icke supports his claims throughout his show by referring to
the myths of African tribes, the sagas of Asian emperors, the dreams of Native-American
shamans and the more familiar Abrahamic narratives. The best example is Icke’s reptilian
thesis. He starts by showing an excerpt from the Old Testament (Genesis, 6:4) but argues
that “that’s just the biblical version, all across the ancient world you see similar stories and
accounts of this interbreeding’ (1:48:30). The most prominent symbolization of this reptil-
ian interbreeding is visible, Icke argues, in the worship of ‘the serpent gods’ which happens
all across the world, in all cultures, and in all religions. He starts off by saying that ‘the
oldest form of religious worship in the world has been taken back 70.000years, to an area
of the Kalahari desert in South Africa and it is the worship of the serpent or worship of the
snake’ (2:07:30). He gives many more examples: ‘Chinese emperors used to claim the right
to be emperor because of their genetic connection to the serpent gods. And this is a theme
all across the world between the serpent gods and royalty’ (1:58:00). He continues with
myths of the old Mesopotamia, the Egyptians (‘who have their pharaohs represented as an
cobra’), in Japan and Asia (‘the dragon is the most dominant symbol of that world’), in
central and south America (‘the Mayan “Kukulkan” and “Quetzalcoatl” of the Aztecs’), the
old druids, ‘folklore is full of serpents, and the Zulu Chitauri’ — their mythical ‘children of
the serpent’ (2:07:00-2:10:00). But symbols of the serpent gods are also prominent in con-
temporary life, Icke tells us: in our myths, fairytales, the emblems of the aristocracy, the
logos of car companies: ‘it’s amazing how many times you see the symbols of reptiles and
humans, or part human, part reptile, overseeing the palaces, castles and churches of this
elite’ (2:17:00). His conclusion is clear: ‘all worship the serpent gods’ (2:10:00).
However, ‘something else goes parallel with the reptilian story’, Icke tells us:

Again not just in the bible with the Garden of Eden, but all across the ancient accounts is the
reptilian connection and the Fall of Men. And this is universal. The ancient accounts all talk
about a time when humans were so unbelievably different to how we are today. (1:48:30)
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He starts off by saying that ‘the energetic schism’ was

of course symbolized by Noah and the great flood. And Noah is simply a biblical version of
much older stories that tell exactly the same story of how the earth turned over, how there were
great geological catastrophes and how humans lost their power of the connection they had to
higher levels of consciousness. (2:24:30)

In his legitimation of the Fall of Men through reptilians, Icke jumps from religious books,
to popular myth, to fiction. As to the latter, he quotes large pieces of the book of Carlos
Castaneda — a famous, but fictitious anthropological study — which supports virtually his
whole thesis of how ‘predators from the depths of the cosmos took over the rule of our
lives’ (3:10:00).

Throughout his show, then, Icke appeals to the knowledge and wisdom of the ‘ancient
world’ to support and validate his own theories: if ‘they’ have been saying it for thou-
sands of years, it must be true. In a (counter)culture wary of modern institutions and the
knowledge they produce, this makes good sense: these old traditions represent after all a
more authentic and pure base of wisdom than the cold rationality of modern science
(Heelas, 1996; Roszak, 1995). Icke’s appeal to the ancient cultures is what Hammer
(2004) identifies as the epistemological strategy of ‘tradition’: basing one’s truth claims
in the source of non-European (spiritual) lore. Such appeals are by no means references
to ‘actual’ practices, customs and beliefs of ‘ancient cultures’, but construct a radically
‘modern’ reinterpretation of non-European tales and traditions (Hammer, 2004: 23). Icke
similarly takes such (fictional) legends then as (containing) factual truths. Whether these
are ‘really’ true or not may be less relevant for him and his audience: such ancient cul-
tures simply ‘possessed a vast wisdom, a spirituality lost to us’ (Hammer, 2004: 136).
David Icke conveniently draws on this more widely felt sentiment of modern cultural
discontent and his appeal to ‘tradition’ falls on fertile ground in the conspiracy milieu.

‘Living in the Cosmic Internet’: appealing to futuristic
imageries

In contrast to supporting one’s claims by appealing the wisdom of our ‘ancient cultures’,
Icke also looks to the ‘future’ as a source of authority when he invokes the imageries
brought to life by science fiction and digital technologies. To begin with the latter, Icke
speaks, for example, about our bodies as computers: ‘our DNA is like a universal soft-
ware code’, ‘just like computers, we have a phenomenal anti-virus system we call the
human immune system’, and ‘what we call cultures are different sub-softwares of the
human software’ (1:10:00—1:12:30). These analogies should all add plausibility to Icke’s
argument that our bodies decode a universal energy field (the metaphysical universe) and
herewith bring the reality we experience every day into being. Icke: ‘it is just like the
wireless internet, where you get a computer and pull the whole world wide web, a whole
collection of reality, out of the unseen, to appear on a screen, anywhere in the world’
(36:30). And there are more of such references to digital technologies that should support
his ideas. For example, when Icke explains why our reality feels and appears ‘real’, it is
‘because we are living in a virtual reality universe. A fantastically advanced version of a



Harambam and Aupers 999

gigantic computer game’ (32:30). Or he points to the new digital technologies that have
made moving three-dimensional (3D) holographs possible, like news readers in a televi-
sion show or Michael Jackson appearing on stage long after his death: ‘some of these
digital holograms look so solid’, Icke explains, that ‘people are afraid to walk through
them. And that’s what this is, digital holograms is the reality we’re experiencing’
(1:24:30). These examples of the ‘realness’ of virtual realities are deployed by Icke to
convince us of his understanding that ‘we live in a very advanced equivalent of the holo-
graphic internet, we live in the cosmic internet’ (40:30).

The futuristic imageries developed in science fiction provide another source for Icke
to tap into when supporting his super conspiracy theory. He particularly refers to The
Matrix throughout his show (e.g. 42:00/47:00/2:59:00). The main idea put forward in
that movie — that we all live, without really knowing it, in an artificial non-existent simu-
lated world — resonates quite well with Icke’s worldview. It is a powerful metaphor to
convince his audience. When he speaks about how reality is an illusion created inside our
heads, he brings us to ‘this scene from The Matrix — which is absolutely right — where the
Neo character says, “but this isn’t real!” And Morpheus says ‘well, what is real? How do
you define real? If you’re talking about what you can feel, what you can smell, taste and
see, then “real” is simply electronic signals interpreted by your brain’. That’s all it is’,
Icke affirms. But the appeal to science fiction goes further than The Matrix. Icke sup-
ports, for example, his claim that the moon is an alien instrument of mind control by
referencing to Star Wars — ‘in a galaxy far far away. . . I don’t think so. This is much
closer at home’ (2:48:00) — and John Carpenter’s They Live — ‘I thought it was symboli-
cally accurate when I first saw it, but now I know it’s unbelievably accurate’ (3:02:00).
Whereas the former movie features the Death Star ‘in the same bloody way as [ am talk-
ing about the moon’ (2:49:00), the latter boasts a TV tower transmitting a frequency —
like the moon-matrix — ‘which is preventing the population from seeing what they would
normally see [the truth]’ (3:05:00). Both movies confirm what Icke is saying all along.

What was science fiction yesterday is often science faction today. And vice versa,
newly introduced technologies feed the social imagination about its ‘magical possibili-
ties’. The introduction of the telegraph in the 19th century, for instance, motivated the
public discourse on ‘spirit communication’ and supported the plausibility and popularity
of Spiritism (Stolov, 2008). In his performance, Icke plays with this social imagination
about digital technologies to convince the audience. He argues, ‘so much of science fic-
tion ain’t fiction at all, they’re getting it from facts’ (2:51:00) and, consequentially, that
much more ‘unbelievable’ stuff has potential reality. Barkun (2006) states that this ‘fact-
fiction reversal’ is common: ‘conspiracy literature is replete with instances in which
fictional products are asserted to be accurate factual representations of reality’ (p. 29). In
a society where people are exposed to technologically real, yet virtual ‘miracles’ on a
daily basis — from games to virtual reality (VR) and artificial intelligence (AI) — Icke’s
outlandish notion of the cosmic Internet gains in plausibility.

‘What Scientists Are Saying’: appealing to science

In a time and place dominated by the scientific worldview like ours, anyone trying to legiti-
mize their claims on reality would do well to base it in ‘science’ (cf. Gieryn, 1999). It is
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therefore no surprise that David Icke does abundantly so. The first time Icke alludes to
‘science’ is by using it as ‘building blocks’ of his own theories. When he is arguing, for
example, that the moon is actually a hollowed-out planetoid from outer space, he quotes
many different scientists to support his claim. He begins with scientists who question the
common understandings of the moon as our earth’s satellite: ‘Isaac Asimov, a Russian
professor of Biochemistry’ and ‘Irwin Shapiro from the Harvard-Smithsonian Center for
Astrophysics’ both argue that given its size and position, the moon cannot be there (2:36:00).
He continues with scientists from NASA who concluded after seismic experiments that
‘the moon is more like a hollow than a homogenous sphere’ (2:36:30) — findings that were
supported by ‘Dr. Frank Press and Dr. Sean Solomon from MIT’ (2:37:00). To argue that
the moon is a construct from outer space, Icke extensively quotes ‘two scientists from the
Russian Academy of Science’— Michael Vahsin and Alexander Shcherbakov — who “wrote
an article in Sputnik Magazine titled: “Is the moon the creation of alien intelligence?””
(2:38:00). After presenting their findings, Icke advances their marvelous conclusion:

they say it’s a hollowed out planetoid! ‘What we have here is a very ancient spaceship, the
interior of which was filled with [. . .] everything necessary to enable this caravel of the
universe to serve as Noah’s ark of intelligence’. (2:40:00)

Icke’s efforts here should give his audience the impression that his theory of the moon as
a hollowed-out planetoid is not just something he is imagining, it is actually supported
by real scientists.

But David Icke also alludes to ‘science’ as ‘stepping stones’ to reach his own more
extravagant ideas. He starts in such cases from a position of scientific quandary and then
advances his own rather extraordinary thoughts where science leaves matters unex-
plained. For example, when Icke explains that our ‘body-computer’ can no longer reach
higher levels of consciousness, he turns to unresolved matters in astronomy and goes
from there:

the range of frequencies our body-computer can decode is extraordinarily tiny. We are virtually
blind, in terms of [seeing] what exist. The vast majority of this universe is what scientists call
dark energy or dark matter and they call it dark not because it’s pitch black, but because we
cannot decode it. Therefore it’s not within our realm of experience. We have to work it out by
its impact on things we can see. (59:00)

In such cases, ‘science’ is the base camp from which Icke ventures into the unexplored
territories ‘science’ dares not to enter. They may point in the right direction, Icke says,
but because ‘they’re focusing on their own discipline, their own individual dots, and they
don’t connect the dots, they can’t see the picture!” (1:26:00).

Icke finally draws on ‘science’ for its rich repertoire of cultural imageries to make his
thoughts clear and intelligible. So when he is talking about how ‘ethereal reptilian enti-
ties’ are actually controlling people like Obama and Queen Elisabeth, Icke turns to the
image of the sterile laboratory:

and this is a good analogy, you know, when these scientists in a laboratory are working with
something they can’t touch because it’s too dangerous. What they are working with will be in a
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tank, and they’ll put gloves on, which allows them to be outside the tank, but to manipulate
inside the tank. Well, that is a very good symbol of what I am talking about, these illuminati
bloodlines, these hybrid bloodlines operate like with those gloves, operating inside this reality.
(1:56:00)

Or somewhat later in his show when Icke is talking about how the ‘control system’ has
trained us into acquiescence and obedience, he puts forward the image of a classical
conditioning experiment:

it is a mind game. More and more fine details of our life are being dictated. It is to turn us into
a version of this [we see picture of a mouse in the middle of a maze]. When you put shock
equipment down different channels [the mouse learns where not to go]. And what they are
doing is [the same]: giving us punishments for doing this, punishments for doing that, so we
become subservient to the system, never challenge it. (5:00:00)

‘Science’, to conclude, is an important part of our cultural imaginary, and Icke draws
effortlessly from it to make his ideas intelligible.

Despite the critique on the institution of science, appeals to its epistemic authority
remain highly effective to lend credibility to knowledge (e.g. Gieryn, 1999). Even
‘spokespersons for religious outlooks’ need to position themselves in one way or another
to the dominant scientific worldview (Hammer, 2004: 202). Icke taps extensively on
‘science’ to legitimize his claims. On one hand, it functions as his positive Other when
he argues that ‘scientists are saying the same’. But ‘science’ also functions in Icke’s
thought as its negative Other — when it is the signpost of limitation (as in its inability to
provide answers to the mysteries of black holes, dark matter and junk DNA), ‘look, I
dare to go further’. Just like religious spokespersons in the esoteric tradition (Hammer,
2004: 201-206; Robertson, 2016: 48—49), Icke uses the authority of ‘science’ pragmati-
cally in the legitimization of his ideas.

‘The Incessant Centralization of Power’: appealing to
(critical) social theory

When Icke comes back from exploring the multidimensional level of his super conspir-
acy to explain ‘how it all plays out in this five sense reality’ (3:27:00); he mostly draws
on notions developed in the social sciences. His main question ‘how do a few control the
many?’ is unequivocally answered in sociological terms: by ‘the way they have struc-
tured society’ (3:27:30).

This allusion to social theory is particularly clear when Icke explains that ‘when you
are the few and you have to control the many, you have to centralize decision-making’
(3:36:00). He sketches a pyramidal view of society with the centralization of power/
knowledge as its organizing principle:

the idea is to hold advanced knowledge in the upper levels of this structure, where a few at
the top are the only ones who know how it all fits together, and they keep the general
population in ignorance of what they know, therefore they have the power to manipulate the
masses. (3:28:00)
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Figure 1. David Icke's pyramid of manipulation.

Knowledge is power, Icke explains after Foucault. Very much akin to sociological under-
standings of modern societies, Icke’s ‘pyramid of manipulation’ is also hierarchically
structured along ‘the major institutions that affect our daily life’: religion, finance, mili-
tary, education, politics and so on (see Figure 1). Through this pyramidal view of society,
he underscores the rationality of functionally differentiating society in order to most
efficiently control it — thoughts reminiscent of Weber’s (2013 [1922]) bureaucratization
theories. Especially, by emphasizing how such systems operate through hierarchical
structures, where lower level ‘officials’ just ‘do their job’ and ‘follow the rules’ (cf.
Arendt, 2006 [1963]), Icke argues how society can be manipulated with the cooperation
of those being manipulated:

they [just] go to work, earn money, go on holiday, they don’t try to manipulate anybody,
they don’t try to create a Fascist Orwellian totalitarian. But they don’t know how their
apparently innocent contribution individually connects with other apparently innocent
contributions around the system. And that’s how they keep what’s going on in the hands of
the few. (3:30:00)

There is a clear legacy of Marxian thought here that is apparent when compared to
“The Pyramid of the Capitalist System’ (Figure 2) — a satiric cartoon image published in
a 1911 edition of Industrial Worker. Although the dominant institutions may have some-
what changed, the message is similar:
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Figure 2. Pyramid of capitalist system.

humans have been put in this circular lifestyle, just a repeating cycle of work, eat, sleep and
work, eat, sleep . . . so that we spend so much time surviving and not lift our head up to see

what’s going on. (3:35:30)

Meanwhile, the ruling classes enjoy their privileges, while the major institutions guaran-
tee order and stability. Even the operating logic is similar: just ‘follow the money’ and
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you will get to the cabal. The affinity with Marxian thought, however, goes further. Icke
speaks about how these institutions ‘program us with a certain perception of reality
which we carry through our lives so we will be good little slaves’ (22:30). Not a far cry
from how the ‘superstructure of society’ maintains and legitimizes the dominant ‘rela-
tions of production’ by advancing them as normal, just and legitimate (Marx and Engels,
1965 [1865]). Ultimately, Icke reiterates Gramscian notions of how these institutions —
and especially the education system — socialize people to obediently serve in their desig-
nated (labor)roles in society: ‘which is why the education system is not about educating,
it’s about programming’ (3:28:00). These acquired ‘hegemonic beliefs’, Gramsci argues,
thwart critical thought and ultimately obstruct ‘revolution’ (e.g. 2011). For the same
reasons, Icke urges us to ‘free our minds’ because the ‘control system has been set up in
endless ways to divert us, to confuse us and to keep us from the understanding that would
set us free’ (14:00). But there is a way out, Icke tells us in rather Marxist terms, ‘the
choice is to become conscious!’ (25:00). Class conscious?

When Icke speaks about the centralization of power, he also provides a form of his-
torical sociology. He explains how we

started with tribal situations as part of this centralization process. The tribes came together in
what we call nations, nations under unions, like the European Union. And the next stage of that,
which they are already preparing for, is to take us into a world government. (3:37:00)

This notion of a coming totalitarian world government, or New World Order, is central to
many conspiracy theories (e.g. Barkun, 2006; Byford, 2011). What is crucial here, how-
ever, is that Icke gives a socio-historical explanation of how we got into the ‘centralized
dictatorship the EU is now’ (3:43:00). So when Icke refers to ‘globalization’ as part of
the strategy of the cabal, his explanation mimics those sociological theories standing in
the tradition of Wallerstein’s ‘World-Systems Analysis’:

globalization is the constant centralization of power, more and more power in the hands of a
few, more and more, the globalized economy is making every country dependent on every other
country, therefore has no power of individual action and decision making [. . .] and the reason
they want to do this is because dependency equals control. (3:45:30)

In contrast to the appeals to ‘science’ where Icke literally quotes natural scientists, the
reference to social scientific knowledge is less explicit. But the way Icke explains our
current situation and how we got there shows an elective affinity with sociological analy-
sis, especially of the critical or (neo)Marxist signature. In doing so, Icke unmistakably
draws authority from explanations that originate in the social sciences, but are now wide-
spread. His talk testifies to the trickling down of (social) scientific notions in wider
society (Giddens, 1984). Critical social theory has become a popular idiom for conspir-
acy theorists to express their discontent with our current societal order.

Conclusion

David Icke brings the heavens and the earths together in one master narrative of institu-
tional mind control, multidimensional universes and shapeshifting reptilian races. This is
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his objective because ‘when you connect the dots, suddenly the light goes on and the
picture forms’ (15:00). We have shown in this article how Icke draws on a multitude of
sources of epistemic authority to convince his audience that the ‘unbelievable’ is indeed
‘undeniable’. His claims to truth are a hodgepodge of epistemological strategies: he
draws on personal experience, perennial narratives in ancient cultures, technological
imageries, science and critical social theory to support his super conspiracy theory.
(Academic) criticasters of conspiracy theorists may find this eclecticism problematic:
they deplore how such ‘charlatans’ unsettle the boundaries between fact and fiction and
warn for the societal ramifications of such relativism (e.g. Barkun, 2006; Pipes, 1997;
Sunstein and Vermeule, 2009). But debunking these conspiracy theories as irrational and
problematic does not help us in understanding its massive appeal and plausibility from a
cultural perspective. Based on our analysis, we argue in line with Robertson (2016) that
Icke’s epistemological pluralism adds plausibility to his super conspiracy theory. Moving
beyond a strict religious studies perspective, however, our analysis identified two more
distinct epistemic strategies: ‘futuristic imageries’ and ‘(critical) social theory’. Alluding
to technological advances and science fiction helps people imagine the ‘unbelievable’,
while referring to the societal critiques of academics gives credence to their societal
discontents. These are important contemporary additions to Hammer’s (2004) tri-partite
schema of drawing on ‘tradition’, ‘science’ and ‘experience’ when claiming knowledge
outside the orthodox mainstream. In short, Icke is able to convince his audience of his
super conspiracy theory and acquire epistemic authority in the conspiracy milieu pre-
cisely because he is able to deploy a very diverse range of epistemic strategies, from the
spiritual to the (social) scientific and from the visceral to the cerebral. We will develop
two sociological explanations as to why this is the case — hypotheses about the cultural
reception of super conspiracy theories that suggest new routes for further research. First
of all, in contemporary Western culture, no belief system has a full monopoly on truth —
particularly since the erosion of Christian tradition, doctrine and beliefs are not necessar-
ily and fully replaced by the epistemic authority of modern science (Beck, 1992; Brown,
2009; Inglehart, 1997). For people wary of mainstream institutions and their truth claims,
it proves opportune to draw on a wide variety of epistemic sources when claiming knowl-
edge. Motivated by a generalized distrust, they assemble different perspectives on truth
and ‘pick-and-mix’ from both established and ‘stigmatized knowledge’ (cf. Barkun,
2006: 26; Campbell, 2007; Lyon, 2000; Possamai, 2005). However, Icke’s eclecticism
may not only serve the epistemological omnivores, his super conspiracy theory may also
appeal to distinctly different social groups, coming from different subcultures and life-
styles. Scholars have pointed to the fact that he manages to bring together a diverse range
of people, from leftist spiritual seekers to right-wing reactionaries (Barkun, 2006; Lewis
and Kahn, 2005; Ward and Voas, 2011), and our own observations and interviews in the
field corroborate that (Harambam and Aupers, 2017). Our second suggestion, then, is
that Icke’s reliance on multiple epistemic sources of authority attracts distinctly different
audiences: both those attracted to New Age spiritualities, and amateur-scientists, social
activists, hackers and fans of the science fiction genre. His text is highly ‘polysemic’:
each follower can ‘decode’ Icke’s super conspiracy theory differently and in conformity
with one’s own social identity and political interests.
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Whether Icke’s theories address the epistemological omnivores — individuals combin-
ing experience, (social)science and ancient myth to ‘find the truth’ — or different social
groups with distinct epistemological preferences (or both) need to be further researched.
In addition, a venue for further research is the communal dimension of conspiracy
culture (Ibid.). Icke’s show, after all, is a form of counter-cultural entertainment, and
there are many facets of collective effervescence at work during his performances
(Durkheim, 1965 [1912]). For now we conclude that Icke’s fusion of science and reli-
gion, fact and value, folklore and futurism is reminiscent of what many scholars identify
as postmodern culture (cf. Best and Kellner, 1997; Jameson, 1991). The dissolution of
stable categories of knowledge, the ‘bricolage’ and ‘pastiche’ of many different cultural
forms and the individualistic possibilities for interpretation are features that have found
their way from the arts and intelligentsia to everyday life of ordinary citizens, like those
attending Icke’s show. Postmodernism may be dead in academia; it is alive and kicking
in the outside world.
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Notes

1. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=02vlegEBuO0, last retrieved on 27 February 2015.
This was one of the slogans David Icke promoted his show with, for example, http://www.
purityevents.nl/david-icke-the-lion-sleeps-no-more, last retrieved on 15 February 2016.

3. http://www.davidicke.com, last retrieved on 7 May 2015.
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