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CHAPTER 1
She’s not kidding

One spring day at the end of the Covid pandemic, someone knocks on Mum’s door. Standing on the stone steps outside is a uniformed police officer. As soon as Mum sees him she slams the door shut, locks it and runs back into the house. 
	We are standing in her kitchen a few days later when she tells me about the visit. I can hardly believe what I’m hearing. Is she afraid of the police? What happened? She doesn’t want to go into more detail about what she was thinking. ‘My instinct was to slam the door shut,’ she says. She didn’t have an instinct like that ten years ago, I think to myself. Good old Mum. Her grey hair has nearly gone white, and her laughter lines are so deep that they brighten and broaden each smile. Knowing that my mum, who has always been so polite and proper, slams the door shut at the sight of the police worries and surprises me. She’s the type who chats with the bus driver, the man behind the fish counter and everyone else she bumps into on her way. You’ve got such a lovely mum, people say to me when they have met her in our neighbourhood. Mum is deeply interested in everyone she meets – including the snail that has ended up in her little greenhouse by mistake, and the tiny weeny fly on the bathroom window. She always helps disorientated insects get back where they belong, instead of just killing them. This is the woman I know. Mum opens the window to let out flies, she doesn’t slam the door on the police.
	Was her reaction caused by fear? She claims that she has never been less scared since she ‘discovered the truth’. I should be the one that’s terrified, she says. But I’m only scared about what will happen to her now that conspiracy theories have taken over her life. 
	When the policeman banged so hard on the window that she thought it would break, she went back to open the door. He wanted to talk to her about the incident when she went to a local primary school to warn them against the Covid vaccines. Mum says she just spoke to a group of eleven-year-olds, and they seemed very interested in what she had to say. I’m standing next to my own eleven-year-old, her grandchild, while she talks about it. She really went to the school to talk to the headteacher, she explains, but he wasn’t there, and on the way out she had a chat with some children. ‘I showed them a brochure from the Association for Freedom of Vaccine Choice and asked them to take pictures of it and share them with their friends,’ she says. ‘I just encouraged them to read about it and talk among themselves before they made a choice.’ But the children Mum talked to are only eleven. They aren’t going to make any choices about vaccines. And they shouldn’t be talking to strange women during school time without their parents’ permission.
	Mum has emailed me the same vaccine brochure and asked me to forward it to others. She has personally stood on street corners and handed out up to a thousand brochures in one day. ‘If you want to help other people, you can go round handing out brochures,’ she wrote to me, adding that they only contained facts, like she always points out. Facts and truth are two words that feature a lot in Mum’s emails, even though facts and truth are often exactly what’s missing.
	The Association for Freedom of Vaccine Choice (Foreningen fritt vaksinevalg) state that their aim is to provide ‘facts about vaccines that are rarely discussed in academic literature or the media’. On their website you can read articles with titles like ‘The “Bent Høie” Virus’ (the Norwegian health minster during Covid) and ‘We were tricked – vaccines are poison’. 
	I’m glad that the police called on Mum to tell her that this kind of school campaign is not acceptable behaviour, but it seems like she doesn’t understand the gravity of the situation.
	‘You surely realise that you can’t just go into schools like that,’ I say.
	‘Isn’t there any freedom of speech in this country then?’ she asks.
	I sigh – I can’t even be bothered to answer. There’s no point in discussing things with her any more. She lives in her own reality now. She considers herself a whistleblower. She was so convinced that Norwegian children were in danger that she saw no other solution than to warn them directly. She had already warned her own children countless times before. ‘You’re not allowed to take the vaccine – that’s an order,’ she told me. ‘I can’t face the thought of losing my children,’ she wrote. Norwegian authorities also received emails in which they were asked to stop the vaccination programme immediately. She wrote that vaccines are biological weapons, and signed letters where over 400 named Norwegians were threatened with legal action for telling serious lies to the population. Both the virus and the vaccines were called weapons of mass destruction. There were references to guidelines for experimental research on humans and threats of a new Nuremberg trial, like those held after the second world war. The Nuremberg trials helped establish important principles, such as allowing individuals to be held accountable for their actions in wartime, and that ‘following orders’ is not an acceptable excuse. Many conspiracy theorists believed that everyone involved in the handling of the pandemic would face similar court proceedings for their crimes against humanity. This claim was so widespread that Norwegian fact checkers had to reject it on several occasions.

The grand plan
Before the pandemic I thought it was her interest in health that was the reason for Mum’s opposition to vaccines. I knew that she believed in conspiracy theories, but I assumed that it was a desire to keep her body as pure and natural as possible that was the main reason she said no to vaccines, that she purified drinking water, chose fluoride-free toothpastes, didn’t take medicines and kept away from food containing additives. While at a café that had reopened during that first Covid summer, I realised that there were also conspiratorial ideas behind these choices.
	‘Don’t worry, everything will be fine,’ she said, having warned us about radiation from smart meters and 5G masts.
	‘I’m not worried about radiation. I’m worried about you. I don’t understand why you bother spending so much time on all of this when everything’s going to be fine anyway. Can’t you just calm down and do something else in the meantime? Go for walks and live in the here and now. It’s getting harder and harder to talk to you these days,’ I said.
	‘It’s important that some of us understand what’s going on so that we can be prepared and warn the rest of you,’ she answered, and starting talking about the Covid vaccine, which at that point was being developed. 
	‘Promise me that you won’t take it, Christine,’ she said. ‘You’re all going to die.’
	I jumped, and my eight-year-old suddenly looked up. Had we heard correctly?
	It was only then that I realised that Mum hadn’t made these lifestyle changes to be healthier, but to survive. She believes that anything that could be dangerous in our food, water and medicines is put there on purpose as part of an evil plan. When did she start thinking like this? Has she had these ideas ever since she started to eat organic food and live healthier over 20 years ago? 
	‘I became aware of the truth about the pharma industry and the food industry early on. So I knew straight away that Covid and the vaccines were part of the same Plan they’ve been working on for ages,’ she declared during the pandemic. When Mum talks about the Plan, she means the classic, grand conspiracy theory about a New World Order. She of course doesn’t agree that it’s a conspiracy theory, because she believes it. The term New World Order was originally used by heads of state to describe the upheavals in the balance of power after the two world wars. Conspiracy theorists have since taken over the expression to describe an alleged secret plan about a totalitarian world government that will take over complete control of everything and everyone. The plan is often referred to as NWO and is also used actively by many right-wing groups in their rhetoric. 
	During the pandemic I started reading about conspiracy theories and the psychology behind the phenomenon in an attempt to understand my mum and what was happening to her. I immediately recognised her on the first page of the introduction to the book Suspicious Minds: Why We Believe Conspiracy Theories:
The conspiracy allegedly extends to the air we breathe (tainted by chem-trails), the food we eat (monkeyed with by Monsanto), the medicine we take (filled with deadly toxins), and the water we drink (spiked with mind-warping fluoride).
The idea is that it will be easier to take over the world if there aren’t so many people living in it, and if the ones who are left are weak and easy to control. Many conspiracy theorists therefore regard vaccines as part of the plan. But if it really was the plan it has worked pretty badly so far, because instead of reducing and weakening the population, vaccines have saved over 150 million lives and helped to increase global life expectancy considerably. 
	It’s difficult to understand what it is that makes apparently normal people start to believe in evil plans and extraordinary explanations. When I started to read up on the topic, I had a huge number of questions. I wondered what makes Mum’s belief so strong that she seems so unwavering. I wondered why she’s incapable of talking about anything else. But most of all I wondered how you get a conspiracy theorist back to reality.

PST
On my way out of the door one freezing cold day in January, I search for ‘conspiracy theories’ on Spotify and choose one of the first podcasts that come up – Psst, made by the Norwegian Police Security Service (PST). I haven’t been listening very long when it hits me right in the gut. She’s talking about Mum! I think to myself. I recognise my own mother in everything the PST analyst talks about. I follow her reasoning all the way to the end. Everything she says makes sense. All the same, it’s a shock to hear her say it: ‘When something feels so dangerous and the fear becomes so great, then it can also lead to violence, because violence seems like the only solution in the end.’ Why haven’t I taken on board how serious this is? I know full well that conspiracy theories can be dangerous. I have read that being exposed to conspiracy theories can make us more cynical and more inclined to think that our own criminal behaviour is acceptable. But this doesn’t apply to women in their 60s, I’ve thought to myself. Surely it can’t apply to Mum.
	The analyst from PST made me reconsider everything. Conspiracy theories are not simply an interest Mum has that can be put to one side. They’re not just a distraction, something to spice up her existence, or a passing life crisis. They have become part of her. She wakes up with them and falls asleep with them. They have become her worldview. They shape her entire perception of reality, and therefore intrude into absolutely everything. I notice this very clearly each time I see her. They find their way into all our conversations – whether we talk about food, sport, music, politics, nature or even the weather. She always has an alternative explanation – and a real need to make me ‘wake up’. Sometimes she sends me up to seven emails a day with amazing tales about how the world really hangs together. She’s not kidding. 
	PST put Mum’s incoherent nonsense into perspective for me. They place her in the most extreme category of conspiracy theorists – those who believe in the super-conspiracies about good versus evil. A leading expert in this field, Professor Emeritus Michael Barkun, divides conspiracy theories into event conspiracies, systemic conspiracies and super-conspiracies. Theories about 9/11 and JFK’s assassination are examples of event conspiracies, while the claim that the pharmaceutical industry deliberately conceals effective treatments or generates diseases to earn more money is a systemic conspiracy theory. Above that again are the super-conspiracy theories that link everything together. According to these, there are evil forces behind almost everything that happens. ‘Nothing is how we think it is – satanists rule the world,’ says Mum. ‘This is a battle between good and evil,’ she says. Have I assumed that she was simply using metaphors or being overdramatic? I have certainly not understood that she actually meant it. The gravity of the situation became clear to me when the PST analyst said that they keep a close eye on people who have an us-against-them mentality. This means that they keep a close eye on people like Mum. It’s disturbing that she keeps insisting that I must ‘join the right side’ of a world she believes is divided in two.
	When the analyst stressed the importance of PST always being one step ahead to prevent people from developing attitudes of acceptance for the use of violence, I decided to tip them off about Mum. Not because I actually think that she might be dangerous, but because I can no longer rule out the possibility. Her extremely abnormal view of the world makes her unpredictable. Perhaps it’s an overreaction, but I would rather PST got one too many tips than one too few. I think it’s sensible that they have a certain overview of all the super-conspiracy theorists in this country.
	Who knows? Maybe she was already on PST’s radar. The chat group she’s a member of is so extreme that both the police and researchers should keep track of it. I discovered it by chance long after I tipped off PST, while I was searching through some of Mum’s over 3,000 emails during my research for this book. In one of them I came across an invitation link to a Telegram channel. It must have been included by mistake. I clicked on the link and registered under a false name. My real name would have revealed my identity to Mum and aroused suspicion among the others in the group since I’m a journalist – one of the most unpopular occupations with conspiracy theorists.
	As a fly on the wall in the Telegram channel, I have gained unique insight into the dynamics of a group with over 400 Norwegian conspiracy theorists. The channel was started in 2020, as an extension of a Facebook group that faced stricter censorship during the pandemic. Telegram is known for having very limited content control and has therefore attracted a lot of extremist circles and conspiratorial groups. I had never used the platform before, but Mum had been there for some time. With all her daily posts and reactions, tt turned out that she was one of the four of five most active members in the Norwegian conspiracy channel. I was both surprised and disappointed.
	I hoped for a long time that it would go away – that it would soon get so wild that even Mum would have to laugh about all the outrageous things she had believed. So crazy that her hard disk would crash and she would be reset back to good old Mum again. For long periods of time I couldn’t face listening to her. I hardly looked at her emails. It was like I was closing my eyes and covering my ears both at once. I didn’t want it to be true that she believed in conspiracy theories. But it didn’t go away. Instead it escalated. At the same time, there were so many of these far-fetched, incoherent and absurd theories that it was impossible for me to imagine that she really believed them. Like the one about extraterrestrial creatures monitoring and looking after humanity. They intervene to prevent global catastrophes and have averted nuclear warfare on several occasions, according to Mum. How can I take her seriously?
	But the PST podcast made me realise that I have to believe that Mum means what she says, however mad it sounds. Only then can I understand how serious this is. It changed a lot for me. I decided to do all I can to bring her back to reality.

CHAPTER 2
‘I’m in the garden!’
	
I pop into the bakery to get a take-away cappuccino. While I’m waiting I send Mum an email to say when I expect to arrive. We communicate by email because her phone is usually turned off. It controls our brains, she says. I’m dreading this visit more than normal. Since the pandemic she’s become even more intense. She wants to drag me into her imaginary world, and I want to drag her out, but our attempts to sway each other only widen the gap between us.
	Before I got my own conspiracy theorist in the family, I imagined that they were simple-minded couch potatoes who always smoked roll-ups and had a thermos of coffee handy on the living room table. They were people who had lived their entire lives in the same place, talked to the same neighbours, gone to the same shops, seen and experienced very little of what the world has to offer. I thought you became a conspiracy theorist because you were bored, terribly disappointed by life or furious with the system. But this shows how prejudiced and ignorant I was, as according to researchers, anyone can be attracted to conspiracy theories. In the Telegram channel there are coaches, nurses, financial advisers, meditation instructors, system developers, machine operators, electricians, daycare assistants and artists. They come from all over Norway, from Balsfjord in the north to Evje in the south. We are used to seeing them on Twitter, Facebook and in the comments section of newspapers, where they spend time defending themselves and their opinions. In the Telegram channel I see how they behave when they are chatting with like-minded people, how they support and influence each other, without interference from others.
	I really wonder how many conspiracy theorists we have in Norway. When a Norwegian survey in 2021 asked Norwegians what they thought of the conspiratorial claim: ‘Most of what goes on in the world is decided by a small, clandestine group of powerful people’, 4.7 per cent answered that they strongly agreed and 14.6 per cent that they somewhat agreed. A similar question had been asked in 24 countries two years earlier. Then 31 per cent of Americans said they agreed with the statement that regardless of who is officially in charge of governments and other organisations, there is a single group of people who secretly control events and run the world together. In Europe, 19 per cent of Swedes, 18 per cent of Britons and 23 per cent of Germans agreed with this. One of the biggest Norwegian conspiracy theory groups on Facebook is probably InitiateØ NESARA NORGE with over 3,600 members. Other similar groups exist, but most of the groups purely concerned with conspiracies no doubt stick to less regulated platforms like Telegram.
	‘We’re lied to about EVERYTHING,’ writes Trine in Mum’s Telegram channel. She’s an administrator and acts as a kind of leader, with her frequent status updates and assessments of which sources are reliable and which are not. She’s the one who keeps the members in order and throws out those she doesn’t want. She’s the one who initiates letter-writing and email campaigns and keeps members motivated and on track. 
	When I first scrolled through metres of chat history in the channel, I was struck by the deep seriousness and rationality of all the irrational stuff that is shared. It’s all about the Truth, the Plan and the Event. They really believe what they are telling each other. I don’t know what I thought I would find, but I know full well what I was hoping for. I hoped to find a bunch of people conspiring to make the rest of us believe that they believed in conspiracy theories. I hoped to find a back room where the world’s biggest joke was being planned and assessed. Instead I found evidence that these conspiracy theorists mean business.
	Trine tells the other members that she has been recruited into online military groups, where she receives information from ‘the highest Q source’. ‘This means that I still know a lot that hasn’t come out yet,’ she writes in one of her posts. This reference to Q comes from the QAnon universe – the conspiracy story that started in 2017 when a mysterious user called Q began publishing cryptic messages about a global conspiracy that Trump is secretly fighting. It was claimed that Q had high security clearance and access to classified information. The identity of the person behind the letter has never been verified, but there have been numerous theories. The HBO documentary Q: Into the Storm implies that it might be the former 8chan administrator Ron Watkins. 
	Many of those who believe the QAnon theories think that there are several individuals or groups acting as Q, and there’s a kind of inner circle with different degrees of access to classified information. Trine claims that she receives information from the highest Q source. Why couldn’t everyone have access to this source? Why isn’t the information available to everyone? ‘Military operations wouldn’t be successful if the plan was made public,’ is Trine’s explanation. Anyway, it’s too early to divulge the whole Truth. ‘People aren’t ready to understand it yet.’
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