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Abstract

It has long been recognized that conspiracy narratives may be seen as a special kind of
myth. In most cases, however, this is taken as a sign of their irrational and unsubstanti-
ated nature. I argue that mythical modes of reasoning are actually far more pervasive
in modern political and cultural discourse than we commonly admit and that the dif-
ference between mainstream discourse and conspiracy narratives is not one between
“rational” and “mythical” thought but rather one between different types of mythical
thinking. The specific nature of conspiracy myths is best understood in relation to two
other types of social myths: political myths and fictional myths. Conspiracy myths
are a hybrid of these two genres: like fictional myths, they make use of imaginative
elements, but like political myths, they are understood as having a relatively straight-
forward relation to reality and not just a metaphorical one. They are essentially anti-
systemic, and their chief ethos is that of distrust. Nevertheless, the degree to which
they reject the system varies, and it is thus useful to distinguish between weaker and
stronger conspiracy myths. While the latter reject the system altogether and are incom-
patible with political myths, the former are capable of co-operating with them.

Keywords Conspiracy theory - Social myths - Political myths - Fictional
myths - Politics

It has long been recognized that conspiracy theories can be fruitfully conceptual-
ized as a special kind of cultural narrative (Butter, 2014; Fenster, 2008; Tangherlini
et al., 2020; Bonetto and Arciszewski, 2021; Carver et al., 2022). “At the heart of
conspiracy theory” there is “a gripping, dramatic story” accusing a group of power-
ful persons of secretly conspiring against the common good and doing so in a man-
ner that frequently attempts “to explain a wide range of seemingly disparate past
and present events and structures within a relatively coherent framework™ (Fenster,
2008, p. 119). Conceptualizing conspiracy theories as narratives has at least two
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advantages. First, it allows us to see them as linked to various conspiracy plots in
contemporary films, TV series, and novels and thus to recognize them as a wider
cultural phenomenon that in recent decades has shifted “from the fringe to the main-
stream of American political and cultural life” (Knight, 2000, p. 36). Second, in
accordance with the narrative turn of the 1980s, which sees narratives as “an instru-
ment of mind in the construction of reality” (Brunner, 1991, p. 6), we may now view
conspiracy theories as collective meaning-making devices rather than just unsub-
stantiated flights of fancy. This allows us to compare them with other types of cul-
tural narratives and to analyze their different sociopolitical outcomes, a project com-
patible with the strong program in cultural sociology (Alexander & Smith, 2010).

In my paper, I would like to build on this approach and develop it by conceptual-
izing conspiracy narratives as a specific type of social myth. That conspiracy narratives
are in many respects heirs to religious myths has been noted by a number of scholars
(Girardet, 1986; Madisson, 2014; Robertson and Dyrendal, 2019). In most cases, how-
ever, this is understood in the spirit of the “pathologizing paradigm‘ that sees conspir-
acy myths not just as something imaginary and unsubstantiated (“the myth of a Jewish
conspiracy*‘) but even more importantly as something opposed to the rational project
of modernity: “the secularization of a religious superstition* (Popper, 2013 [1945], p.
306), a revival of “archaic models of consciousness” which happens in times of social
stress when “habitual patterns of behavior stop functioning efficiently” (Madisson,
2014, p. 286). I am aware that the term “myth” inevitably evokes such connotations
of irrationality and superstition, but I believe that it can actually be used in a neutral
manner, in line with the narrative turn. Following Bouchard (2017) and several other
scholars, I will argue that there are important cultural narratives that, in addition to
the meaning-making ability shared by all narratives, display further special features
that can actually best be described as “mythical,” such as the ability to arouse strong
emotions and exert a fascination on account of expressing deep cultural concerns and
desires'. T will try to show that such mythical modes of reasoning are far more perva-
sive in modern political and cultural discourse than we commonly admit and that the
difference between mainstream discourse and conspiracy narratives is not one between
“rational“ and “mythical“ thought but rather one between different types of mythical
thinking. In this way, I hope to throw new light on the part conspiracy narratives play in
the discursive field of our late modern times.

Theoretical Background: Modern Social Myths
That our mainstream political discourse bears strong mythical features was occa-

sionally argued by individual scholars decades ago (Edelman, 1967; Tudor, 1972;
Bennett, 1975), but it was only in the 1990s that this topic came to be investigated

! Throughout the text, I use the term “myth” whenever I wish to emphasize that the narrative in question
possesses these special characteristics that distinguish it from cultural narratives in general. I speak of
“narratives” whenever I wish to evoke the basic features of all narratives regardless of whether they func-
tion as myths or not (particularly when I want to draw attention to those features that we usually associ-
ate with narratives, such as their plot).
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in a more systematic manner. Thanks to the pioneering work of the historical soci-
ologist Anthony D. Smith, many British scholars started to map the fundamental
role of historical myths in the formation of modern nations (Hosking & Schopflin,
1997; Smith, 1999). Other scholars attempted to synthesize previous insights con-
cerning the general role of myth in political discourse (Flood, 1996; Bottici, 2007).

All of these approaches, along with many others, were put together by the Cana-
dian sociologist Gérard Bouchard (2013, 2017) in his conception of social myths.
For Bouchard, myths lie at the core of all collective social identities. They differ
from other kinds of narrative in that they not only meaningfully organize our expe-
rience and memory but do so in a particularly forceful manner. They “possess an
authority akin to sacredness, cross the boundary between reason and emotion, “per-
meate the minds of individuals, touch them deep inside, and motivate their choices,
either by mobilizing them, by sending them forth in pursuit of bold plans, or on the
contrary by inhibiting them; ... their hold on consciousness is such that, having been
deeply internalized, they are taken for granted and surrounded by an aura that ena-
bles them in large part to avoid being questioned.” (Bouchard, 2017, p. 8-9). They
mobilize members of social groups around their collective goals and visions, but
they may equally well evoke feelings of hopelessness or hatred.

While drawing on Bouchard’s conception, for the purpose of my article I will
modify it slightly to fit the study of conspiracy narratives. My main question will
be what conspiracy myths are and how exactly they differ from mainstream social
myths. A similar question has already been asked by Girardet (1986) and Giry
(2015), but both scholars try to answer it mainly by specifying typical content fea-
tures of conspiracy narratives (which they see as one type of political myth). Girar-
det, for instance, distinguishes four kinds of political myth in terms of their plots: the
myth of the golden age, of unity, of the savior, and of conspiracy. However, while
this may be a valid typology, it does not seem sufficient for grasping the difference
between conspiracy myths and mainstream social myths. It is telling that public dis-
course conspiracy narratives are often openly denounced as “mythical® (meaning
“irrational and unsubstantiated”), whereas the mythical nature of the mainstream
social narratives is usually not recognized at all. Clearly, therefore, the difference
will be a matter of different mythical genres rather than just narrative plots.

More promising for me is Bouchard’s own distinction between social myths
sensu stricto and other types of myths, such as religious myths, allegorical myths, or
scientific myths. These too are seen by him as social in a broad sense, but they are
distinguished from social myths sensu stricto in that the latter “are born and develop
entirely in the immediate social arena“ and are actively used by “social actors who
very openly promote and use them, in a spirit of symbolic engineering* (Bouchard,
2017, p. 32). Although I agree with this, I find it more practical to designate these
types of narrative as political myths, retaining the broader label of “social myth*
for all myths that somehow reflect the sociocultural system and its structures and
tensions. A social myth in this sense is any collective narrative which arouses strong
emotions and “exerts a fascination” (Dabezies, 1992) on account of relating to the
basic values and principles of sociocultural reality, and expressing deep concerns,
anxieties, and desires related to them. To adapt the well-known definition of reli-
gion by Geertz (1966, p. 23), we may say that social myths “establish powerful,
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pervasive, and long lasting moods and motivations in men,* clothing them “in such
an aura of factuality that the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic.” At the
same time, myths are not to be seen as clearly bounded entities but rather as a mythi-
cal quality that can be attached to various narratives, conceptions, values, or ide-
als, thus imbuing them with fascination. In other words, rather than distinguishing
between myths and non-myths, I find it more useful to ask which cultural formations
are more mythical and which are less so, based on the degree of fascination they are
capable of invoking.

I argue that the specific nature of conspiracy myths is best understood in relation
to two other types of social myths: political myths, on the one hand, and fictional
myths (called “allegorical“ by Bouchard) on the other. While the former is expressed
in political speeches or in various public appeals made by artists and intellectuals,
the latter may be found in novels, films, or computer games. Conspiracy myths are a
special mythical genre that mixes the features of both political and fictional myths,
and it is precisely their hybrid quality that makes them so disconcerting.

Political Myths

Political myths display all the characteristics of social myths as defined above but
are more specifically characterized by three features: (1) they function as a warrant
or a “charter” (Malinowski, 1926) that directly legitimizes some of the values and
principles of a given community. (2) In political myths, the fascination that social
myths in general exert takes more specifically the form of sacredness: they evoke
something highly authoritative and incontestable for the social group, using this for
legitimizing political proposals. “Sacred rhetoric* makes political convictions abso-
lute and unassailable, invoking moral outrage at their perceived violations (Marietta,
2008). (3) They imply some kind of mobilizing moral message for both the present
and the future. “Political myths are stories that make their moral explicit in order to
prompt political action” (Bottici, 2007, p. 215-216). A successful political myth has
an “activation effect,” increasing political engagement (Marietta, 2008).

The pattern may best be seen in various historical myths which narrate histori-
cal events in a dramatic manner that reaches some kind of moral “closure with
mobilizing potential. A classic example is the grand national myths created by
nineteenth-century historians to legitimize the political identity of their respec-
tive nations, which indeed exerted a strong fascination on the populations in
question and evoked feelings akin to sacredness (Smith, 1999). But the same pat-
tern may be seen even in various recent “smaller* historical myths, for example,
those concerned with WWI-II or the Communist period in Central and Eastern
Europe. Dramatic stories of these events are recounted again and again, in this
way imparting tragic emotions even to younger generations who have not experi-
enced these events themselves.

As Bouchard explains (2017, p. 49-53), while outstanding historical events
serve as the myth’s “anchor,” what really defines a good myth is the emotional
“imprint“ that the narrative is able to produce in the listeners. A good myth is
capable of reactivating these emotions at any time and turning them into what
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Bouchard (2017, p. 53) calls an “ethos,* i.e., a moral message that is to be drawn
from history and that relates to the present, “a set of aspirations, beliefs, princi-
ples, values, ideals, moral standards, visions of the world, and attitudes, or deep
predispositions.* In many cases, the myth manages to establish a kind of “mystic
participation” between the past and the present, creating the impression that a
past event is still fully alive and unfinished, waiting for us to complete it in our
actions here and now. In this way, myths can mobilize members of the nation
around its collective goals and visions, although they can equally well evoke feel-
ings of hopelessness, or even prompt “resentment, hatred, desire for vengeance,
and violence* (Bouchard 2017, p. 53).

Political myths need not just be based on history. They may also recount various
“universal values: democracy, freedom, gender equality, human rights, etc. Some-
times these values are historicized, depicted as deeply rooted in the nation’s past expe-
riences (Bouchard 2017, p. 60). But they may equally well be linked to the furure, as
in various myths of social and cultural progress. Or they may simply be seen as some-
thing timeless and eternally valid. In such cases, political myths may occasionally lean
on religion, as in the pro-life myth, or even more importantly, on science, which in
modern times functions as a crucial source of authority. Powerful recent examples of
scientific myths are the global warming myth or various myths associated with the
COVID-19 pandemic. By designating these as “myths,* I do not imply that they would
be factually untrue. Just as historical myths typically narrate events that did actually
happen, scientific myths do usually respect the established facts. What makes them
mythical is the way they narrate about them: they do so to arouse emotions and gener-
ate a mobilizing ethos. A typical mainstream COVID-19 myth is catastrophic, warn-
ing of collapsing hospitals and freezer trucks full of dead bodies but then turning this
emotional horror into a more hopeful moral message, urging people to save lives by
complying with pandemic measures. In myths of this kind, facts are easily mixed with
terrifying predictions (in most countries, hospitals did not collapse, and no freezer
trucks were necessary). At the same time, the ethos is clothed in such a sacred aura of
factuality that it seems unassailable and “uniquely realistic.*

A fundamental feature of political myths is their relatively straightforward rela-
tion to reality. We understand them as an authoritative framework for social and
political action. They are used to legitimize political proposals and invoked fre-
quently in political speeches and campaigns. A successful political myth deals with
“real” problems and proposes “real” solutions to them. As Atkinson and DeWitt
(2019, p. 129) argue (following Kingdon, 1984), the fundamental problem of poli-
tics is that of “galvanizing collective action around certain problems and their sug-
gested solutions. Political myths have precisely the task of enabling this, increasing
the engagement and active participation of citizens in politics (Marietta, 2008).

This means that political myths always need to be constructive to some degree,
to suggest solutions to problems, and to evoke trust in these solutions as well as in
the politicians who tell the myth. In other words, political myths tend to be relatively
pro-systemic in one way or another. There are of course political myths that strongly
criticize the present political system and its values, e.g., the myths told by various
present-day European nationalist parties such as the French National Rally, the Ger-
man Alternative for Germany, or the Czech Freedom and Direct Democracy. Yet,
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while these stand outside the political mainstream, they cannot reject the system
altogether and need to offer some positive vision of its reform (unrealistic as it may
sometimes be), or else they would not be able to galvanize collective action. Occa-
sionally, there may even emerge radically anti-systemic myths, such as the “revolu-
tionary myth* that Sorel chose as the prime example of a political myth. Still, even
Sorel saw revolutionary violence as only a temporary stage “at the service of the
immemorial interests of civilization* which “may save the world from barbarism*
(Sorel, 1999 [1908], p. 85), i.e., even his myth was driven by a positive vision to be
accomplished, with anti-systemic destruction being just a way leading to it.

The imperative of galvanizing collective action means that political myths also
tend to be relatively established and accepted, though perhaps just by a group of
voters. And if they are not widely accepted, they need to have this at least as their
aim. Even Sorel’s revolutionary myth has as its chief task to mobilize the workers,
crystallize their latent aspirations, and turn them to action. The more successful a
political myth is, the more people it can incite to action. In this regard, extremist
myths with few adherents, while no doubt capable of arousing intense emotions,
represent a marginal and unsuccessful form of political myth which fails to fulfill
some of their basic functions.

Fictional Myths

Whereas “political myths®™ are a relatively established concept, “fictional myths*
are much less so. Most modern accounts of the relationship between myths and lit-
erature deal with the origin of the latter in the former. Literature has sprung out of
myth, and in its basic images and plots, it still bears great resemblance to it. As Frye
classically put it (1957, p. 134-135), the “structural principles of literature are as
closely related to mythology and comparative religion as those of painting are to
geometry.” While in modern times many types of fiction have moved far away from
the kind of fantastic stories and images that we find in traditional myths, in recent
decades, there has been a revival of explicit mythical references in the fantasy genre.
Works such as Star Wars or The Lord of the Rings, as well as numerous computer
games, are directly inspired by ancient mythologies.

However, to function as a myth, a fictional narrative need not contain traditional
mythical motifs at all. From my perspective, what matters is that it is capable of cap-
turing the minds and souls of the audience, of expressing their deep concerns, anxi-
eties, and desires, of formulating an ethos, and of doing this in a manner that makes
all of this seem “uniquely realistic.* My conception of a fictional myth thus comes
close to how Dabezies (1992, p. 961-962) defines literary myth:

a symbolic narrative ... which exerts a fascination (whether idealistic or repul-
sive), as well as a greater or lesser power to bring people in a large or small
human community together by offering them the explanation for a situation
or a call to action. ... A literary text is not in itself a myth: it returns to and re-
expresses mythical images and can itself acquire mythical value and fascina-
tion in such circumstances, for a particular audience at a particular time. In the

@ Springer



Conspiracy Narratives as a Type of Social Myth

same way it can lose this mythical value when the audience or circumstances
change. ... Thus a simple literary “theme* acquires the status of a myth when
it expresses the mental constellation in which a social group recognizes itself
(for example, the figure of Tristan in the twelfth century, for a small fringe of
the courtly aristocracy), and when it no longer fascinates the public it once
more becomes a simple theme, to which writers return merely out of habit or
literary tradition (Tristan in the fifteenth or sixteenth centuries).

At first sight, fictional myths may appear as completely unconnected to political
myths. While the latter relate to the “real world, the former belong to the realm of
fiction and imagination. Indeed, in our times, some of the most influential fictional
myths are those that are from the outset situated in fantasy lands completely differ-
ent from our ordinary world. Nevertheless, there are certain features that political
and fictional myths have in common. Like political myths, fictional myths are rela-
tively established and accepted, despite the fact that they occasionally offer radical
criticism of our mainstream reality. The Matrix is a case in point: taken at its face
value, the film presents our everyday world as a technologically generated illusion
that allows the actual imprisonment and abuse of humans and their bodies. If such
a claim were made by someone outside the film screen, they would immediately be
labeled as “conspiracy theorists.” Yet, once the same story is situated in the realm of
fiction, it becomes perfectly acceptable.

In this regard, fictional myths are also similar to political myths in being more
or less pro-systemic and accepted, for otherwise they would not resonate with
mainstream audiences and would lose cultural significance. There are, of course,
significant differences: a romantic comedy will be basically in harmony with the
dominant sociocultural order, while a post-apocalyptic movie will voice strong criti-
cism of it. However, while normally such criticism might be seen as dangerous, the
label of “fiction* makes it safe, preventing it, as it were, from uncontrollably spill-
ing over into reality. In effect, the anti-systemic dimension of novels and films is
mild and harmless. They resemble jokes, which have “subversive effect on the domi-
nant structure of ideas* (Douglas, 1975, p. 95), but the subversion only lasts for a
moment: once the laughter cools down, we may safely return to the conventional
structures of our social world.

For the same reason, we grant fictional myths the right to make things up in a
fantastic manner without denouncing them as “disinformation.” In fact, it is chiefly
in the safe realm of fiction that we are still able to experience various supernatu-
ral powers that have long been banished from the everyday disenchanted world of
modernity. As Roeland et al. put it (2012, p. 419), “fictional narratives ... are much
more ‘disenchantment-proof” than doctrinal and theistic Christianity, which after all
requires ‘belief” (in the sense of ‘placement beyond doubt and scrutiny’) and hence
conformity to religious doctrines and authorities. Precisely because of their explic-
itly fictional status, the popular fictions of fantasy culture ... do not demand belief
and conformity to doctrine.*

Nevertheless, while safely detached from our everyday modern reality, fictional
myths do have something intensely real about them. They are capable of touching us
deeply. The artists capture the typical feelings, aspirations, and anxieties of their time.
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Even commercial novels, films, and computer games draw their popularity from their
articulation of something that deeply concerns their audience. Moreover, they have a
strong performative force as well: they do not just describe reality, they also help to
create it. They influence our thoughts, perceptions, and emotions. They are capable
of generating precisely the kind of moral ethos that we have seen as one of the cor-
nerstones of social myths. In this way, even fantasy stories seemingly unrelated to
our present-day world may in fact relate to it indirectly. They “may inspire a spiritual
search for meaning against the background of cultural discontents* (Roeland et al.,
2012, p. 419). And they may even “provide a sense of ‘home’ and feeling of belong-
ing because they provide the opportunity to build small tribal communities,” e.g., in
LARPs or online game groups (Roeland et al., 2012, p. 411).

Still, the relation to reality that fictional myths exhibit differs sharply from that
of political myths in being indirect only. It is for this reason that Bouchard (2017, p.
28-29) designates fictional myths as “allegorical,” i.e., as relating to reality in an indi-
rect manner through symbolic fictional figures and actions. This limits the political
use of fictional myths. While a historical myth may be invoked as an authoritative
argument in a parliamentary speech, one might hardly legitimize a political proposal
with a pathetic appeal to Harry Potter or Star Wars. All we could do in such a situa-
tion is to use fictional images as rhetorical figures and metaphors, labeling a danger-
ous politician “Lord Voldemort,” denouncing a naive political project as “Quixotic,*
speaking of corruption as succumbing to “the dark side of the Force,” or referring to
Russian troops invading Ukraine as “orcs.” In contrast to this, political myths are used
metonymically: a reference to the glorious deeds of the US “Founding Fathers* or the
terrible “Trianon Trauma“ of Hungary in a political speech is usually not just meant as
an analogy but as expressing a more direct association or contiguity, as capturing an
ethos that is still very much alive in contemporary politics.

What exactly does the relation of fictional myths to reality consist in? A possible
(though by no means exhaustive) answer is offered by Boltanski (2014) in his analy-
sis of detective novels and spy novels. In Boltanski’s view, these novels describe not
the factual world of “everything that happens‘ but rather reality in the sense of an
ideal system of regularities that is presumed to be relatively coherent, stable, and
foreseeable (Boltanski, 2014, p. 3, 10). Fictional myths may help to articulate such
ideal conceptions of reality, but they usually also reflect their limits and help us to
deal with the tensions and anxieties these limits produce in us. Every conception
of reality is, of necessity, limited, entailing various internal contradictions. In tra-
ditional societies, as Lévi-Strauss has shown (1955, p. 443), these were frequently
thematized in myths, which circled around the various cultural contradictions. By
arranging the contradictions in symmetrical patterns, they made them cognitively
manageable, though usually without really resolving them. Modern novels and films
often do the same. Since the modern conception of reality, closely tied with science
and the bureaucratic nation-state, is far more regular and coherent, our fictional nar-
ratives frequently do manage to resolve the contradictions to some extent, reaching
some sort of a temporary happy ending.

In the case of detective and spy novels, one of these contradictions involves the
question of truth (Boltanski, 2014, p. 20-21). In the large and complex modern
nation-state, there is a huge distance between state officials and ordinary people,
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and it is thus difficult to tell when we are to believe what the authorities say, or
whether they are hiding some other secret interest. This tension is explicitly thema-
tized in spy fiction, but we may also find it in detective novels, in which everyone is
a potential suspect and we are never certain who is telling the truth. Detective nov-
els dramatize this anxiety, making it visible by means of a mysterious crime, which
disturbs the regular outer face of reality and shows it as fragile despite its apparent
robustness. The uncertainty surrounding the circumstances of the crime casts doubt
on the state’s ability to maintain the regular order of reality. The task of the detective
is to restore this order by demonstrating the crime as fully causally deducible from
various visible signs and clues. In this way, detective novels “harness the anxieties,
the tensions and even the contradictions that inhabit the relation between the politi-
cal order and reality (Boltanski, 2014, p. 19-20).

Detective novels relate to reality in a highly specific manner, but it is not difficult
to see each genre of fictional myths as related to reality in one way or another—
sometimes by mapping its structures and the tensions connected with them, at other
times by expressing alternatives that have been repressed from the official concep-
tion of reality (in this way resembling the part played by dreams in psychoanalysis).

Conspiracy Myths

Whereas fictional narratives only turn into myths relatively rarely (most novels and
films do not attain the collective fascination status), conspiracy narratives display
mythical characteristics much more often. Their basic plot of uncovering a secret
conspiracy that allows us to give deeper unifying meaning to a wide range of seem-
ingly unconnected events does indeed make these narratives fascinating. Moreover,
as Fenster shows, conspiracy narratives display a mesmerizing dynamics that arises
out of a tension between the search for a grand final explanation and the impossibil-
ity of reaching it. Whenever a possible conspiracy is discovered, it faces a number of
problems that require further search. “Conspiracy theory demands continual inter-
pretation. There is always something more to know about an alleged conspiracy”
(Fenster, 2008, p. 94). In the end, the search turns out to be endless. The conspir-
acy thus appears as “an enormous structure always on the horizon of interpretation,
always the cause of everything, always the point toward which interpretation moves
but which it never fully reaches” (Fenster 2008, p. 103—104). In this regard, conspir-
acy narratives always point beyond themselves, implying a kind of transcendence. It
is not surprising, therefore, that they so easily combine with spirituality and acquire
regular religious characteristics (Robertson & Dyrendal, 2019). All of this makes
them ideal candidates for functioning as social myths.

As a mythical genre, conspiracy myths are to some extent similar to fictional
myths, as they are not afraid of imaginative elements that are difficult to substantiate
by facts. Yet the conspiracists themselves treat their narratives as if they were a type
of political myths, i.e., they attribute to them a relatively straightforward relation to
reality. We may thus say that conspiracy myths are fictional myths taken metonymi-
cally and not just metaphorically. Thus, for example, the conspiracist Icke (2001) no
longer reads The Matrix as just an image expressing the frustrations of late modern
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social life by way of analogy but understands it as describing a deeply real “vibra-
tional prison* controlling all of our thoughts and perceptions and enslaving us in a
system of illusions. “The truth is, the Matrix was a documentary,* runs a quote fre-
quently attributed to Keanu Reeves on conspiracist websites.

This is not to say that we should take such claims literally. From my mythological
perspective, the relation of conspiracy myths to reality is closer to that we have iden-
tified for fictional myths: at heart, they are a symbolic reflection of the limits of our
system and the tensions it contains. Yet, whereas fictional myths reflect on the limits
of reality from a distance, so to speak, so that in many cases we are just enjoying the
stories and are not even aware of any reflection going on, conspiracy myths make
their critical relationship to reality more obvious, and their effect on the audience is
thus much more disturbing.

Conspiracy myths are also a crossover between political and fictional myths in
terms of their content. Like political myths, they are basically about history, univer-
sal values, and especially science. They are rationalistic and embrace critical thought
and skepticism, and they are careful to emulate the scientific genre by making use of
its terminology and providing footnotes for their sources. At the same time, however,
their scientific discourse is much closer to science fiction than to science as such, and
in its most developed forms, they resemble the baroque worlds of fantasy novels and
films. In this way “they defy the typical distinction between skepticism and belief; the
secular and the sacred; disenchantment and re-enchantment on which a modern cul-
ture is based, ... and combine the best of both worlds* (Aupers, 2012, p. 31).

In this regard, conspiracy myths represent the ineradicable “grey zones* of moder-
nity (Ivakhiv, 2018). As Latour (1991) has famously argued, modernity has been based
on a clear separation of different spheres of life: nature has been separated from culture,
religion from science and politics, facts from values, etc. In fact, however, such clear-
cut divisions have never worked, for there have always been various hybrids crossing
the boundaries. Conspiracy myths may be seen as precisely one of these hybrids, mix-
ing fact with fiction and metaphor with metonymy. Although even political myths are
hybrid to some extent, mixing facts with values, emotions, and imaginative elements,
the hybridity of conspiracy myths is much more fundamental, and it is for this reason
that they are so disconcerting for most of us.

Where conspiracy myths differ from the other two types is in their distinctly
anti-systemic and anti-establishment nature. In their purest form, they do not just
see the established social and political system as impaired and in need of reform.
They see it as essentially perverted, perceiving it as resulting from a malevolent
conspiracy of dark powers. In this regard, conspiracism is an heir of the ancient
Gnostics, who insisted that the divinity creating and ruling this world is not really
the true God but an evil Demiurge enslaving us all with the help of his Archons.
To see conspiracy myths as essentially anti-systemic might seem far from obvi-
ous, for there are of course numerous cases in which conspiracy myths do have
a positive core, defending one type of sociocultural order against external agents
threatening to disrupt it (McCarthyism being a classic example). I do not deny
this, but as I explain below, from my perspective, such “scapegoating* narratives
represent a weaker form of conspiracism—*“weaker* not in the sense of being
less intense but in that of mixing mythical genres and standing halfway between
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political myths and conspiracy myths. A strong conspiracy myth blames the sys-
tem; a weaker one blames a system.

Hand in hand with the anti-systemic nature of conspiracy myths goes the fact that
the narratives themselves are viewed by the mainstream as illegitimate and rejected
knowledge. This is not to deny that there are numerous cases in which such narra-
tives have been espoused by the state elites (again, the example of McCarthyism
comes to mind). But even here this is best taken as an indication that such narratives
are conspiracist only in a weak sense and are closer to political myths rather than to
conspiracy myths in the strong sense of the term. It is significant that—as we shall
see below—many of these narratives were not perceived as “conspiracy theories* by
their contemporaries, and it is only in retrospect that they are labeled as such.

An important feature of conspiracy myths is their ethos, which is generally that
of distrust (Moore, 2019). Conspiracy myths are based on the expectation “that
some other agent intends harm to you or your interests* (Moore, 2019, p. 113). Such
myths not only express distrust but are capable of generating it. We will see below
what this means for their relation to politics.

Mapping the Three Types of Myths

The three types of social myths that I have presented should not be seen as clear-
edged categories sharply separated from each other but rather as ideal extremes on a
continuous scale of positions. We may perhaps map them in the following diagram
(Fig. D).

Each type of myth is depicted as an area stretching across the diagram and show-
ing different degrees of purity (the darker the color, the purer the mythical genre in
question). Political and fictional myths have their center of gravity at the upper pro-
systemic end of the diagram, though both also appear in more anti-systemic versions
(political myths more so than fictional myths, for reasons explained above). Con-
spiracy myths are radically anti-systemic at their purest, but they also have milder
versions (lighter in color): in the upper right direction, the mildness consists in that
some conspiracy narratives are less literal and more metaphorical than others (see
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below), and in the upper left direction, it lies in that some only distrust one kind of
system, but not the system as such?.

Significantly, there are no clear boundaries between the three genres, and they all
tend to overlap. Along the upper edge of the diagram, we find films and novels taking
up various political myths and dramatizing them. Indeed, a political myth can prob-
ably never be successful without being adopted by the artists who popularize it. This
may clearly be seen in various historical novels, poems, and films that from the nine-
teenth century onwards developed the new national myths (Walter Scott in Scotland,
Adam Mickiewicz in Poland, Alois Jirdsek in Czechia, etc.). Not being restrained by
the requirements of facticity, historical novels, poems, films, and dramas are much
more suitable for conveying the emotions and the moral ethos that form the basis of
each political myth. A novelist can forcefully dramatize these features in the lives of
individual characters by mixing historical facts with artistic creative license.

Of more interest to us is the right side of the diagram, marking the range between
fictional and conspiracy myths. Here again the boundaries are far from clear. As
cultural studies scholars have shown, conspiracy narratives are closely related to lit-
erary novels, films, and television shows (Knight, 2000; Melley, 2000). The X-Files
TV series or the long tradition of conspiracy movies, from The Parallax View (1975)
to The Matrix (1999) and The Da Vinci Code (2003), are the best-known examples.
Many conspiracy motifs which would otherwise probably remain marginal were first
popularized precisely by works of fiction. Thus, e.g., the reptilian narrative, which
only became widespread in conspiracist circles in the 1990s, was first popularized
by works such as the 1979 Enemy Mine novella (followed by a 1985 film adaptation)
and the 1983 V television miniseries (Lewis and Kahn, 2005, p. 47).

Fictional conspiracy narratives have the advantage of being widely accepted,
for they are perceived as not having a direct relation to reality but rather as being
merely metaphorical. Yet, as Knight has shown (2000, p. 48), even in nonfic-
tional conspiracy narratives, it is frequently difficult to decide to what extent they
are taken literally. Conspiracy culture oscillates between the hoax and the accu-
rate revelation, between the serious and the ironic, between the factual and the
fictional, and between the literal and the metaphorical. In many instances con-
sumers of conspiracy don’t really believe what they buy, but neither do they really
disbelieve it either. Often people believe rumors with a provisional commitment,
believing them as if they were true.

2 One of the reviewers of this article wondered how religious myths fit in. My answer is that depending
on the myth in question as well as on its audience, they may stretch all across the map. On the verti-
cal axis, they may support the sociocultural system by serving as its legitimizing “charter,” or they may
criticize the system in the manner of millennial myths (gnostic myths being a classic example). On the
horizontal axis, they may be regarded as symbolic expressions of divine reality, or may only be read
metaphorically as fascinating symbolic illustrations of the human condition. However, radically critical
myths and the non-literal readings of myth only emerge in post-Axial religions. Pre-Axial myths have
their center of gravity at the upper left pro-systemic metonymic corner of the map, though they also
display mild anti-systemic features of the scapegoating kind, telling of various evil powers to be fought.
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No less important is the blurring of boundaries on the left side of the dia-
gram. What we find here is a continuous scale of positions that increasingly grow
more and more critical of the entire social and political system. At first, the nar-
ratives focus on questioning some of the basic principles of the system without
really offering any full-blown conspiracy myths. In the case of the COVID-19
pandemic, for instance, we would find here numerous attempts at undermining
the faith in vaccination and other anti-pandemic measures. It is only gradually
that incoherent hints at actual conspiracies start to emerge, such as those blam-
ing large pharmaceutical companies (and Bill Gates in particular) for deliberately
producing the pandemic in order to increase their profits. As we progress down
the scale, the narratives begin to be increasingly developed and connected to a
global conspiracy of the world’s elites who want to kill the freedom-loving part
of the population and enslave the rest.

Even explicit conspiracy narratives may be arranged along a scale. As many
scholars have noted (Knight, 2000; Melley, 2000; Aupers, 2012; Harambam, 2020),
it is possible to distinguish two different types of conspiracy narratives. Before the
1960s, conspiracy narratives were generally based on scapegoating an exotic Other
(e.g., Jews or communists), which led to “a paradoxically secure form of paranoia
that bolstered one’s sense of identity* (Knight, 2000, p. 4). As a result, these nar-
ratives were frequently told by mainstream politicians (Butter, 2020) and were thus
very close to political myths. In the 1960s, alongside these classic modern narra-
tives, there emerged a new type of conspiracy discourse which is no longer about
defending our good community against the evil Other but rather about doubting the
basic institutions of modern society itself. These “postmodern® conspiracy narra-
tives are characterized by “a far more insecure version of conspiracy-infused anxi-
ety which stirs up “a permanent uncertainty about fundamental issues of causality,
agency, responsibility and identity* (Knight, 2000, p. 4). In this regard, they are
much more anti-systemic than the classic scapegoating narratives, for they distrust
the late modern sociocultural system as such. We may thus situate them at the low-
est tip of our mythological map. Today, many conspiracy myths combine both clas-
sic modern and postmodern features: they picture an all-pervading conspiracy of
the global elites, but at the same time, they still envisage some hope of fighting
back and purging the nation of its enemies once again (e.g., in the “Storm* opera-
tion predicted by the QAnon myth). Myths of this type would thus lie somewhere
between McCarthy-like myths and postmodern conspiracy myths pure and simple.

Implications for Defining Conspiracy Theory

The mythological approach just sketched has some interesting implications for the
problem of how to define conspiracy theory. Scholars of conspiracism usually oscil-
late between two different strategies. The most common one is to define conspiracy
theories in a substantivist manner by specifying their typical content features. Thus,
for Barkun (2003, p. 3), a conspiracy belief is “the belief that an organization made
up of individuals or groups was or is acting covertly to achieve some malevolent
end,” while for Uscinski (2019, p. 48) conspiracy theory “refers to an explanation
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of past, ongoing, or future events or circumstances that cites as a main causal factor
a small group of powerful persons, the conspirators, acting in secret for their own
benefit and against the common good.“ However, as Butter and Knight show (2020,
p. 3-4), definitions of this kind involve several problems.

For one thing, does the “conspiracy theory* label apply even to cases where
the conspiracies have turned out to have actually happened, such as the Watergate
affair? Clearly, this is not how we usually employ the term: in common usage,
the “conspiracy theory* label is only used when most people do not actually
believe there is a conspiracy going on. A good example is the “COVID-19 lab
leak* theory which was originally labeled by many journalists and scientists as a
“conspiracy theory“ (i.e., as a dangerous fanciful claim) but which subsequently
started to be examined as a legitimate scientific hypothesis, which meant that the
“conspiracy* label was mostly dropped (Thacker, 2021). General disbelief in the
validity of the theory thus seems to be one of the defining features of conspiracy
theories. This means, however, that a conspiracy theory cannot be defined just by
its own inherent properties but also by its place in the general discursive field.

Uscinski (2019, p. 48) tries to solve the problem by distinguishing between con-
spiracy as such, which “refers to events that our appropriate institutions have deter-
mined to be true,” and conspiracy theory, which “refers to an accusatory perception
which may or may not be true, and usually conflicts with the appropriate authorities.*
This certainly has the advantage of presenting a neutral and open-minded outlook on
conspiracy theories, but it does not take sufficient account of the fact that “the term
‘conspiracy theory’ is anything but neutral in everyday discourse. Often, the label is
used in a pejorative sense; it seems to provide a diagnosis of a flawed and delegiti-
mized way of thinking, the aim of which is often simply to end discussion.” (Butter &
Knight, 2020, p. 3). While we, as scholars, should define concepts as neutrally as pos-
sible, the pejorative connotations are so widespread in public discourse that it might
be better to make allowance for them in our definition.

Some scholars try to solve these problems by turning to a functionalist definition
and delimiting conspiracy theories precisely by their position in the cultural field.
This is the course most famously taken by Bratich (2008, p. 3), who insists that “[c]
on-spiracy theories are defined not merely by their strictly denotative, inherent proper-
ties, but by their discursive position in relation to a ‘regime of truth.”” The label of
“conspiracy theories* is used as “a sign of narrative disqualification (Bratich, 2008,
p- 4) which tells us “less about the people who believe in them* than it does “about
the dominant forms of rationality that are so enraptured with them as problems*
(Bratich, 2008, p. 19). For Bratich, conspiracy theories are “dangerous knowledges*
that threaten the dominant regime of truth. In my terminology, they are narratives
perceived as anti-systemic. Bratich certainly has a point, and his approach allows us to
see something fundamental. It has been put to fruitful use, e.g., by Harambam (2020),
who successfully identified the Dutch conspiracy milieu by first mapping what web-
sites are labeled as “conspiracist™ by the mainstream media and then inquiring what
other websites and theorists these “conspiracist® sites and the people behind them
considered their most valuable sources of news and information. In this way, he did
indeed discover a relatively clearly delimited cultural anti-systemic milieu, though
one that is scalar, and with blurred edges.
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However, inspiring as such a position is, it has rightly been seen by other scholars
as too extreme, suggesting “that conspiracy theories do not even really exist until the
concept used to label them as such has emerged” (McKenzie-McHarg, 2020, p. 17).
Moreover, the functionalist approach seems impractical for mapping the gradual
scale of the anti-systemic milieu and clearly distinguishing its various currents. In
the USA, for instance, the Fox News channel spreads numerous anti-systemic politi-
cal myths that doubt various present-day global mainstream narratives, such as those
relating to climate change or anti-pandemic measures (Hoewe et al., 2020). Yet they
rarely feature what we might be tempted to label as “conspiracy narratives* (and if
they do, it is mainly the milder scapegoating ones aimed against the Democrats—
Perry, 2017). This is significantly different from full-blown conspiracy websites
such as Alex Jones’ InfoWars, which regularly publish radical “postmodern® con-
spiracy narratives on the plans of global elites to reduce the world population and
throw the rest in slavery. To distinguish between these two anti-systemic narratives,
it is quite handy to include in our definition the substantive element of a secret con-
spiracy of the powerful against the common good.

Therefore, I suggest that the substantivist and functionalist approaches should
best be combined. It is useful to start with the substantivist approach and look for
narratives that accuse a group of powerful persons of secretly conspiring against
the common good. In the next step, however, we need to apply functionalist crite-
ria as well. These are of two different kinds. (1) The first criterion follows Bratich
in measuring the narrative’s position in the discursive field. We must ask by what
sections of society it is accepted as possibly true and whether these sections rep-
resent the mainstream (the dominant “regime of truth®) or whether their views are
generally viewed as marginal and anti-systemic. The more accepted the narrative is,
the more it functions as a political myth instead of a conspiracy one. Thus, e.g., a
conspiracy narrative accepted by a significant number of US Democrats or Republi-
cans will be less conspiracist than the one told only by various alt-right groups. (2)
The second criterion goes beyond Bratich, evaluating the way in which the narra-
tive itself relates to the system. Does it see the entire sociopolitical system as cor-
rupt beyond repair? Or does it see it as basically good but endangered by some dark
forces that try to pervert it? In my model, the latter position will come out as less
conspiracist than the former.

An interesting corollary of this approach is that it will probably detect a few strong
conspiracy myths before the 1960s. This seems to be the case at least in the USA,
where according to Butter (2020, p. 648—-649) until the 1950s conspiracy theories were
“officially accepted and legitimate knowledge* which was “believed and articulated by
elites,” exerting ““a significant influence on culture and society.” It was only in the late
1950s that their status changed, and they began to be seen as “stigmatised and illegiti-
mate knowledge.” Thus, e.g., the “Red Scare* was in the early 1950s “shared and sel-
dom questioned by most liberals as well as conservatives (Fried, 1990, p. 36), which
means that it was closer to a political myth than a conspiracy one. It was only at the end
of the decade that the anti-communist suspicions ceased to be voiced by mainstream
media and official government publications and came to be preached only by the mar-
ginal John Birch Society, in effect shifting toward the conspiracist end of the scale and
at the same time assuming more and more fantastic and anti-systemic forms (Butter,
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2020, p. 653-654). This goes hand in hand with the fact that it was only in the course
of the 1950s that the concept of “conspiracy theory* in today’s pejorative sense was
established (Thalmann, 2019). While this does not mean that there were no conspiracy
myths before the 1950s, they were much more integrated with mainstream political dis-
course, and thus, on my mythological map, they would be situated somewhere between
political and conspiracy myths.

At the same time, scapegoating exotic Others as such should not be classed as con-
spiracism without the explicit substantive element of an alleged conspiracy plotted by
these Others. Thus, an anti-immigration narrative only turns from a political myth into a
conspiracy one when the immigrants are no longer just seen as dangerous on account of
cultural incompatibility and criminal tendencies but when they start to be pictured as part
of some kind of a malevolent plot of the elites to destroy our civilization (e.g., the “Great
Replacement” of the freedom-loving Euro-American population with docile immigrants
who are easier to enslave). The narrative motif of a conspiracy has the effect of deepening
the ethos of distrust, for suddenly the danger embodied by the Others appears no longer as
a random intrusion but more like a result of intentional systematic effort.

To sum up, conspiracy theories are narratives which accuse a group of powerful
persons of secretly conspiring against the common good and which at the same time
are anti-systemic with respect to both of their content and of their position in the
mainstream discursive field. Importantly, the anti-systemicity is a matter of degree:
it allows us to distinguish stronger conspiracy narratives from weaker ones and even
to claim that some stories of secret conspiracies should not be classified as con-
spiracy theories at all.

Conspiracy Myths and Politics

Since I claim that conspiracy myths are different in principle from political myths
and yet they sometimes mix, it might be useful to examine how these two types of
myths relate to each other and to what extent conspiracy myths may be used for polit-
ical purposes. As a starting point, we may use the analysis of Enders and Smallpage
(2019), who draw a useful distinction between two different types of psychological
processes that people simultaneously have in relation to politics: partisan or ideo-
logical reasoning on the one hand (e.g., liberal or conservative views) and conspir-
acy thinking or political suspicion on the other (cf. Uscinski, 2020, p. 97-98). From
my perspective, “ideological reasoning® is precisely the province of political myths.
“Conspiracy thinking,” on the other hand, is a different type of discourse. Its basic
principle is “a heated suspicion toward authority and a desire to distance oneself from
the potentially oppressive powers of that authority* (Enders & Smallpage, 2019, p.
312)—in other words, a distrust of the system.

This distrust or “political suspicion® is a matter of degree. To some extent, most
of us are slightly suspicious of the system, but the suspicion is too weak to trans-
late into conspiracy narratives. Once it becomes stronger, conspiracy narratives
offer themselves as its natural expression but at first only in the weaker form of the
“scapegoating’ conspiracy myths. In this weaker form, conspiracism is actually
quite common in US politics across the political spectrum (Enders & Smallpage,
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2019; Uscinski & Parent, 2014). Both Republicans and Democrats have conspir-
acy theories of their own, accusing members of the other side of conspiring. As
Uscinski and Parent argue (2014, p. 131), “conspiracy theories are essentially alarm
systems and coping mechanisms to help deal with threats. Consequently, they tend
to resonate when groups are suffering from loss, weakness, or disunity.” In effect,
conspiracy narratives get stronger whenever a party loses an election. Thus, when
Trump won the election in 2016, more than 30% of Democrats started to believe
that he conspired with Russia to influence the results, in this way articulating their
feelings of powerlessness (Enders & Smallpage, 2019; Uscinski, 2020, p. 113-120).
As Uscinski and Parent (2014) famously put it, “conspiracy theories are for losers.*

When political suspicion grows much stronger, it ceases to be compatible with
political myths. At this point, the distrust no longer concerns just our political oppo-
nents but the entire system as such. This implies the rejection of standard political
myths and situating oneself outside the mainstream. This is what we find in various
extremist political groups, which have been shown to be much more prone to con-
spiracy thinking (van Prooijen et al., 2015).

At its strongest, political suspicion prevents any political involvement at all. This
is an attitude that we may frequently encounter in various “conspiritual® circles,
which view politics as dirty in principle. As the Czech conspirituality Facebook
page “Expanded Consciousness‘ put it before the elections in October 2021 (https://
www.facebook.com/rozsirenevedomil 111/posts/386807769782702): “The system is
beyond reform. Whoever takes part in the elections will signal to the system that one
still needs it for some reason. In this way, one will help the system survive.*

What this means is that political myths and conspiracy myths are uneasy bedfel-
lows. They may sometimes cooperate, but there will always be a tension between
them. Since the task of political myths is to bolster faith in political action, they
require sufficient trust in the system and its reform. Conspiracy myths, on the other
hand, are “both premised on and generative of distrust* (Moore, 2019, p. 116). And
while distrust may sometimes lead to active “opposition and popular vigilance,*
more often it leads to “defeatism and resentment,* breeding “a negative dynamic, in
which distrust promotes further distrust™ (Moore, 2019, p. 115-116). It is due to this
“spiral of distrust* that people who believe in one conspiracy theory are more likely
to believe in others as well (Goertzel, 1994). For this reason, conspiracy myths are
rather dangerous allies for politicians, for they may easily get out of control, under-
mining all political projects and aspirations.

It is true that, when used carefully, the politics of distrust may occasionally be
turned by skillful politicians into a powerful weapon. As Atkinson and DeWitt
argue (2019), due to their anti-systemic qualities, conspiracy theories can function
as a game changer, a “disruptive innovation® that reframes existing problems and
changes the way people in the political system interact with one another. A case
in point is the 2016 presidential campaign of Donald Trump, who as an outsider
would normally have no chance of succeeding. Yet, by adopting a populist discourse
that included various conspiracy narratives, he bypassed the conventional system
and changed the rules of the game (Uscinski, 2020, p. 111-112). Nevertheless, as
Atkinson and DeWitt admit (2019, p. 131), such “conspiracy theory politics® is
always dangerous for those who practice it, in as much as “the politics of disruption
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is different from the art of governance.” In other words, the distrustful ethos bred
by conspiracy myths may be useful for challenging the system, but in itself, it is not
capable of reforming it. To do this, it needs to join hands with more conventional
political myths. This is exactly what Trump did: “He may have successfully labeled
himself as a populist disrupter, but his approach has hued more to the conservative
narrative of the last 50 years than anything else* (Stonecash, 2017, p. 15).

Conspiracy narratives therefore represent a distinct type of mythical discourse
which can sometimes be used to “spice up“ one’s political myths but which could
actually deprive the myths of force when used without discretion. A good exam-
ple of this is the behavior of some of the Czech anti-systemic politicians during the
COVID-19 pandemic. As in other countries, repeated lockdowns produced a power-
ful culture of distrust across Czech society, and it was tempting for various political
entrepreneurs to tap into it. The most important of them was the controversial MP
Lubomir Volny, who in February 2021 tried to unite all smaller nationalist COVID-
19-skeptical movements under the Free Block political label. In his anti-COVID-19
fervor, Volny did not shy away from spreading conspiracy narratives (ReZndkova &
Vachtl, 2021). Thus, on 2 March 2021, he announced on his Facebook page that he
had just learned of plans to discredit the ivermectin drug by killing several patients
using it. And when two days later a DHL cargo plane circled several times over the
city of Brno and then flew away, Volny speculated that the plane had been spraying
the British coronavirus mutation “as an artificially created biological weapon.*

Volny’s approach seemed successful at first; in the early months of 2021, his
Facebook profile became by far the most followed political profile in the Czech
Republic (Tvrdonn & Prchal, 2021). Yet, while this shows the myths narrated by
Volny to be highly attractive, their popularity never turned into election support,
and in the October 2021 national elections, Volny’s Free Block completely failed,
winning only 1.33% of the vote. The reason seems to be precisely its anti-systemic
nature, which worked fine enough for articulating popular frustration and generating
Facebook likes, but which has failed as a political myth, i.e., as a narrative envision-
ing a reform of the system instead of its outright rejection. Building one’s political
profile only on distrust turned out not to be a good strategy after all.

It is useful to compare Volny’s approach with that of Tomio Okamura, the strongest
Czech anti-systemic politician and the leader of the Freedom and Direct Democracy
party (of which Volny himself had been a member until March 2019). Okamura is a
nationalist-populist famous for his anti-EU stance, and for many years, he has been
able to articulate popular frustrations by means of scapegoating anti-migration narra-
tives. We might therefore also expect him to incline toward COVID-19-skeptical and
anti-vaxx rhetoric. In fact, however, he has been extremely cautious in this regard, con-
fining himself to criticism of various specific anti-pandemic measures, rejecting com-
pulsory vaccination (as did most Czech political parties), and demanding that antibody
tests be allowed as a substitute for vaccination (a reasonable claim supported by many
immunologists). In the end, it was only in the dramatic tone with which he raised these
claims that Okamura was tapping into popular COVID-19 distrust. In terms of the
content of his claims, Okamura was careful not to overdo the distrust. His strategy
worked, and in the October election, he won 9.56% of the vote.
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The case of Lubomir Volny illustrates the great difference between political myths
and conspiracy myths. The latter may deeply resonate with large segments of the pub-
lic, but their ethos of distrust makes them unsuitable for mobilizing a sufficient num-
ber of supporters for common political action. Political mobilization requires at least an
elementary acceptance of the political system as such. Yet this is precisely what con-
spiracy myths undermine. By using them, therefore, politicians run the risk of decreas-
ing the willingness of their supporters to participate in the elections at all.

Conclusions

I have argued that conspiracy narratives may be conceptualized as a special type of
social myth which is different from two other major types, political and fictional
myths, though it interacts with both. Conspiracy myths are fictional myths which
are taken metonymically, i.e., which are understood by their audience as having a
relatively straightforward relation to reality and as providing an authoritative frame-
work for social and political action. Unlike political myths, though, they are anti-
systemic at heart, and their chief ethos is that of distrust. Nevertheless, the degree
to which they reject the system varies, and it is thus useful to distinguish between
weaker and stronger conspiracy myths. While the latter reject the system altogether
and are entirely opposed to political myths, the former are capable of co-operating
with them, and sometimes, they may even function as their useful complement.

This mythological perspective may help us problematize some stereotypes which
are frequently tied to the study of conspiracy theories. First, in common scholarly
usage, describing conspiracy narratives as “myths‘ implies that these narratives are
somehow less rational than those told by mainstream social and political actors. In
this way, we are creating an artificial divide between conspiracy narratives and nor-
mal political discourse. From my point of view (derived from Gérard Bouchard),
all modern political discourse is mythical at heart and is far more “irrational” and
based on unconscious forces and deep mental structures than we commonly admit
(something we can easily observe in all election campaigns). It is only once we recog-
nize this fundamental mythical nature of our everyday political thought that we may
impartially investigate its similarities with and differences from conspiracy think-
ing. If, on the other hand, we see conspiracy thinking as a revival of archaic mental
patterns altogether different from modern political rationality, we will not be able to
explain why these patterns spread so easily. In actuality, both mainstream political
myths and conspiracy myths are a mixture of reason and emotion, and what makes
the latter different is mainly their anti-systemic nature and their ethos of distrust.

Second, designating conspiracy narratives as “mythical® frequently implies that
they are fantastic and unsubstantiated by facts. Yet, as has often been pointed out, it
is frequently difficult to say which conspiracy theory is founded on facts and which is
not. The mythological perspective liberates us from such problems by shifting attention
from facts to narratives and to the effects they have on us. As we have seen, mainstream
political myths often are based on facts, but this does not make them any less mythical.
What matters are the collective emotions and the moral ethos that the narrative in ques-
tion produces. Whether the narrative is fact-based is often of little importance. After
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all, some of the most important political myths are purely imaginary ideological con-
structions: objectively speaking, there are no such entities as “human rights* or “gender
equality,” yet we still base many of our decisions on them and treat them as something
entirely real. In the same manner, a narrated conspiracy is real for those who believe in
it despite the fact that it may be purely imaginary. Its reality is performative: it consists
not in some external facts to which it refers but in the effects it produces in the audience.
Indeed, the very practice of “fact-checking® is also largely mythical: its chief aim is to
discredit rival narratives and validate those we endorse by referring to “facts* as power-
ful sources of sacred authority (Cloud, 2019; van der Linden, 2020).

This is not to say that all myths are equal. Still, the difference between them
is not to be judged by their facticity but rather by their outcomes. A good social
myth is one that mobilizes its listeners toward constructive political action. As we
have seen, however, here lies the main weakness of conspiracy myths. Since their
basic ethos is that of distrust, in most cases, they lead to resignation and resent-
ment. On the other hand, such an outcome is not inevitable, and there are cases
where a conspiracy myth in the end produces good results. Once this happens, the
narrative ceases to be a conspiracy myth and becomes a political myth. The best-
known example is the US Declaration of Independence, which accused the King
of conspiring against the colonists but managed to do so in a manner that allowed
the foundation of a new political order (Atkinson & DeWitt, 2019, p. 131). Nev-
ertheless, such a successful transformation is only possible when the conspiracy
myth is not too strong and does not reject the system altogether.
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