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Conspiracy theory: Lacanian dynamics and mythic closure
Glyn Daly

Philosophy, Faculty of Social Sciences, Tampere University, Tampere, Finland

ABSTRACT  
This paper examines the ontological and socio-political function of 
conspiracy theories through a Lacanian psychoanalytic lens, 
drawing on Alenka Zupančič’s recent work. Four core arguments 
structure the analysis. First, conspiracy theories operate through a 
distinct ontology characterized by the Lacanian dimensions of the 
big Other, surplus enjoyment (jouissance), and the death drive – 
where the fantasy of a controlling Agent sustains both meaning 
and libidinal investment. Second, their interpretive logic inverts 
conventional epistemology: interpretation becomes an end in 
itself, a self-perpetuating circuit that mirrors the death drive’s 
repetitive satisfaction. Third, far from marginal, conspiracy 
theories increasingly supplement mainstream politics, filling out 
gaps in its discourse vis-à-vis basic socio-economic deadlocks. 
Fourth, modern conspiracy theories are symptomatic of a 
contemporary mythic closure – an unconscious acceptance of 
capitalist infinitude – reproduced through paradigmatic forms of 
reflexive disavowal rooted in a fetishization of knowledge. By 
analyzing prominent conspiracy theories, the phenomenon of the 
‘conspiracy singularity’, and Susan Strange’s concept of 
Westfailure, this paper demonstrates how conspiracy theories 
refract the ambient madness of late capitalism: its false 
rationalism and systemic delusion.
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In recent years, moral panics about conspiracy theories have proliferated. Scholars like 
Russell Muirhead and Nancy Rosenblum describe a ‘new conspiracism’ as a ‘malignant 
phenomenon distorting public life and endangering us all’ (Muirhead and Rosenblum 
2019, ix). Similarly, Paul Musgrave warns in The Washington Post that if conspiracism 
is not confronted then ‘the damage done to trust by the normalization of untruth may 
threaten the social contract on which democracy itself rests’ (Musgrave 2017). Public 
figures, including Barack Obama, argue that the unchecked spread of conspiracism 
and disinformation signals ‘an epistemological crisis’ (Obama 2020). This framing is 
paradoxical: even as conspiracy theorists are dismissed as irrational – accused of ‘cogni
tive infirmity’ (Pinker 2021) or a ‘crippled epistemology’ (Sunstein 2016, ii) – they are 
simultaneously portrayed as existential threats to democracy and even civilization; 
their very incoherence appearing as their greatest threat.
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Empirical data underscore the prevalence of conspiracy theories in the modern era: 
between 50% and 60% of Anglo-American populations endorse at least one conspiracy 
theory, a figure that rises to 80% in France (see France 24 2018; The Guardian 2018).

Digital platforms have not only accelerated this spread, they have also had a profound 
qualitative impact in deepening divisions and ‘fostering distinct and polarised online 
communities among conspiracy believers’ (Douglas 2018). At the same time, political 
actors increasingly weaponize conspiracist rhetoric for populist mobilization (Uscinski 
2020, 122–3). Terms like deep state, sheeple and red pilling now permeate mainstream 
discourse, reflecting a broad anti-institutional disenchantment that transcends tra
ditional political divides.

This paper builds on Alenka Zupančič’s Lacanian analysis of conspiracy theory, focus
ing on three key concepts: (1) the big Other and its role in structuring conspiracist belief, 
particularly in relation to an emergent ‘conspiracy singularity’; (2) jouissance (surplus 
enjoyment) and its dialectical relationship with meaning in conspiracist narratives; 
and (3) disavowal as a central political logic which, in reflexive mode, mediates socio- 
economic deadlocks through fetishized knowledge, rendering contemporary conspira
cism as a kind of uncanny double of the system itself.

Against this backdrop, two primary interrelated theses emerge that, in an Einsteinian 
vein, might be described as ‘special’ and ‘general’: (1) conspiracism’s defining feature is its 
interpretive drive – the transformation of analysis into an autonomous, self-replicating 
pursuit, unmoored from verification; (2) the symbiosis between conspiracy theories 
and established power reflects a wider mythic closure – an unconscious, institutionalized 
capitulation to capitalism’s imagined infinitude. In short, conspiracist pathology must be 
understood in the context of a broader social pathology – one characterized by a collec
tive fixation on sustaining systemic fictions. By unpacking these dynamics, the paper 
reveals how conspiracy theories function as warped reflections of late capitalism’s own 
irrational rationalism, its ambient madness.

God(s) of deception

Zupančič observes that, like critical theory, conspiracy theory begins with doubt – a rejec
tion of accepted explanations for social reality and/or events. Yet where critical theory 
interrogates how reality is constructed and reproduced, conspiracy theories ‘immediately 
jump to what is behind, to hidden depths, to another reality’ (Zupančič 2024, 64).1

Conspiracy theories do not question the socio-cultural production of facts; instead, 
they demand a focus on the ‘real facts’ obscured by official discourse. This reveals a 
defining tautology: a ‘fact’ in conspiracist terms is always one that points to a hidden 
world where the true machinations of power unfold. Contra claims that conspiracy the
ories belong to a ‘post-truth’ era (e.g. Stano in Butter and Knight 2020, 493), they rep
resent a hyper-realist tradition – a distorted Kantianism where appearance and reality 
are starkly divided. For conspiracists, reality exists positively, but access to it is 
blocked not by epistemological limits (as in Kant) but by an active, malevolent agent: 
the ‘subject supposed to deceive’ (Zupančič 2024, 64). This agent, Lacan’s big Other, is 
the spectral authority orchestrating the illusion.

The big Other is a virtual entity, a symbolic fiction that exists only insofar as subjects 
act as if it exists (Žižek 2006, 10). Without this collective fiction, reality itself would 
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dissolve. Neither objective reality nor subjective inner experience, the big Other func
tions as an interface that serves as ‘the very medium of the encounter between subjects’ 
(Žižek 2012, 186). For Lacan, identification itself is possible only in relation to this pre
supposed virtual dimension of the big Other, the ‘locus in which is constituted the I who 
is speaking with him who hears’ (Lacan 1993, 273). The big Other operates at the level of 
the symbolic order: society’s ‘unwritten constitution’ comprising not only formal rules 
(language, law, norms) but also informal protocols, cultural observances, permissible 
transgressions and so on that frame our participation in shared socio-symbolic space.2

Yet the big Other is also personified imaginarily – as a singular agent (e.g. parent, 
leader, God) or embodied in a cause (e.g. Nation, Freedom, Communism) (Žižek 
2006, 9). This personification renders the anonymous symbolic order more legible and 
navigable while providing an imaginary ‘external’ gaze through which we perceive our
selves as accomplished, ethical, heroic and so on. This is reflected in Jeff Lindsay’s Dexter. 
Dexter is a blood spatter analyst in the Miami Police Department and also a serial killer. 
Along the lines of Kantian ethics, his urge to kill is structured through a strict observance 
of absolute rules (clear evidence that his victims are guilty of murder and always evading 
capture) set down by his adoptive father, Harry Morgan, and referred to by Dexter as the 
‘code of Harry’. After one of his successful ‘projects’, Dexter declares that ‘the Code of 
Harry is satisfied, and so am I’ – this code of Harry functions precisely as a big Other.

In conspiracy theory, Zupančič argues, the big Other paradigmatically functions as a 
kind of God; a God not of benevolence but of deception (Zupančič 2024, 65). Whether 
imagined as a world government, the deep state, the Illuminati, or a reptilian cult, these 
figures all reflect the idea of a powerful Agency orchestrating reality’s illusions. Through 
its positing of mastery, conspiracy theory thus emerges as a reaction to modernity’s 
erosion of traditional symbolic authorities (patriarchs, priests, sovereigns). It is, in 
Zupančič’s terms, ‘a desperate attempt to preserve the agency of the big Other in the 
times of its disintegration into a generalized relativism’ (Zupančič 2024, 65). The con
spiracist assumption is not merely that the big Other exists, but that its essence is decep
tion. In twisted Cartesian terms, this might be formulated as ‘It deceives, therefore it 
exists’ or, more precisely, ‘It exists only insofar as it deceives’. Through this logic, the 
big Other becomes both consistent (responsible for all societal antagonisms) and 
immune to critique. What begins as doubt – scepticism toward official accounts – 
hardens into dogma: the absolute conviction of an omnipotent Other whose deception 
is total.

Yet this dogma is inherently unstable. Conspiracists work ceaselessly to uncover the 
truth behind events (missing aeroplanes, chemtrails, 5G technology, etc.) but the final 
truth – the full disclosure of the big Other’s plan – remains perpetually out of reach, 
the Deceiver always recedes into deeper shadows. When David Icke was asked who 
sits at the top of the pyramid, in overall control of the (reptilian) elites, he replied: 

Even Gates, even Musk … they’re still gofers, they’re still frontmen and women … In the 
shadows, people like Gates are having their strings pulled as well … but the real power is 
in the hidden still. (Icke 2020a)

This reflects a further paradox: in order to sustain the figure of the big Other as an 
almighty Deceiver, conspiracy theory must always (ultimately) fail. A ‘successful’ conspi
racy theory, one that empirically exposes the source of all manipulation, would become 
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the official version of events, undermining the very potency of its own big Other – the 
Deceiver itself would be cast into doubt. As Zupančič notes, the ‘moment conspiracy the
ories turn out to be “right,” they also turn out to be wrong, since the (successful) decep
tion is over’ (Zupančič 2024, 67). Like Lacanian desire, conspiracy theory thrives on non- 
fulfilment – its goal is the endless uncovering of masks, sustaining the big Other’s sover
eign mystery.

Battle of the big others

Against the image of an enemy elite, conspiracy theorists similarly perceive themselves as 
an opposing elite, an authentic cognoscenti capable of discerning the truth behind all the 
distortion – between these two correlative elites exist the unenlightened masses. This 
binary mirrors the dualistic structure of contemporary conspiracism, which posits not 
only a malevolent big Other (the orchestrator of deception) but also its antithesis: a ben
evolent big Other, one that is on ‘our side’ and stands for the truth (Zupančič 2024, 68). 
This revelatory Other effectively functions as a universal ‘subject supposed to know’. 
While the deceiving big Other is certainly very powerful – capable of suppressing infor
mation, manipulating technology and even generating illusions on a global scale – it 
nonetheless cannot be totally dominant. There are two basic reasons for this. First, if 
the power of the deceitful Other was absolute then everyone would be fully subjugated; 
there would be no conspiracy theorists, no possibility of an enlightened elite. Second, and 
relatedly, conspiracist discourse is always ultimately one of hope, not despair. This is 
vividly reflected in David Icke, who despite several books affirming the existence of a rep
tilian Cult enforcing an ‘Orwellian global tyranny of total control’ nonetheless insists on 
its fragility: 

The Cult’s technocracy with control of everything by AI and technology is as much about 
eliminating uncertainty and the unknown as it is for control for its own sake … Cult 
power is the perception of Cult power. If it was truly powerful it would not have to work 
24/7 to diminish the power of others to secure its will. I feel sad for them, lost in their illu
sions that only survive by enslaving humanity in even smaller illusions. (Icke 2020b)

The benevolent big Other here emerges as ‘the One’ (eternal awareness), a force of recon
ciliation echoing religious-apocalyptic tropes – the big Other as the big reveal. Alex Jones 
similarly frames his view of contemporary conflict in Manichean terms, a basic show
down between the two big Others (a cosmic struggle) with the same kind of triumphant 
message of reconciliation: 

Just as there is ultimate good in the world in the form of God, there is also ultimate evil, 
otherwise known as Satan, the father of lies, or the devil … The angels who remained 
with God watch over us … We will not beat the Deep State because we know every single 
fact about them. We will defeat our enemies because they will see the goodness of our 
souls and if they heed God’s warning, they will have a chance to turn away from the dark
ness. (Jones 2023, 331–4)

This dualism, with its message of (indeterminate) reconciliation, permeates conspiracist 
thought. Alongside its narratives of global deception, conspiracy theory simultaneously 
promotes the idea of ‘authentic’ knowledge: biblical codes, lost (pre-Ice Age) civilizations 
and Atlantean wisdom, suppressed technology (free energy), miracle cures and so on.
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Conspiracists thus perceive themselves as performing a dual role – as exposers of 
hidden truth (keepers of real knowledge) and warriors in a covert resistance, operating 
on ‘our’ behalf, with their own lexicon and organizational lore.

Nowhere is this clearer than in QAnon, where the revelatory big Other takes the form 
of ‘Q’, a high-level insider (with ‘Q-clearance’) who, like the Oracle in The Matrix, guides 
followers toward enlightenment (Zupančič 2024, 70). And here the discursive nature of 
Q’s messages becomes crucial. As Julia Wong notes, ‘Q’s posts are cryptic and elliptical’ 
consisting of ‘long strings of leading questions designed to guide readers toward disco
vering the “truth” for themselves through “research”’ (Wong 2020), thereby ensuring 
that adherents participate in constructing ‘the truth’. This generates a tautological 
loop: if Q’s predictions materialize then they validate the theory, but if they fail then, 
far from being disqualified, this only demands deeper interpretation – the very 
Delphic form of Q’s messages serving precisely as a way of sustaining the dimension 
of truth. John Roberts summarizes this tautological aspect: 

Either Q’s posts are truthful because they express a fully externalized description of the 
world, or else are nevertheless truthful because they express the richly interiorized, psycho
logical depth of Q’s coded messaging, which in turn demands further interpretation. 
(Roberts in Carver et al eds., 2022, 52)

If Q’s predictions do not eventuate then not only are they not wrong but, in a sense, they 
are even more right because they indicate that Q is in command of deeper truths that 
require further stages of decoding and/or interpretation. Within the terms of QAnon dis
course, the assessment of Q’s predictions runs not between right and wrong but rather 
between right and a kind of right-plus (as in more decryption needed). This reverberates 
not only with the idea of the (unfalsifiable) infallibility of Q but also with the underlying 
message of hope, that ‘we’ are gaining ground and should continue to ‘trust the plan’. As 
QAnon’s WWG1WGA collective declares: 

As decades of deceit and lies are revealed, so is the plan for dealing with them. As thinking, 
caring people, we know that there is a great deal at stake. We trust that the plan is well 
underway and that the plan is working. The intensity of the media’s ridicule and social 
media censorship tells us that we are ‘over the target’. (WWG1WGA 2019, 2)

While the deceiving big Other appears all-powerful but also vulnerable in the last 
instance, the good big Other appears vulnerable but also enduring, destined to 
triumph. Yet their opposition is dialectically intertwined. Neither truly exists – both 
are Lacanian barred Others, two modes of the same lack. In this regard they can be 
seen to form a Hegelian ‘oppositional unity’, each deforming and sustaining the other 
in the void they seek to fill. The lack of any resolution here drives conspiracism’s 
expansion.

Conspiracy singularity

Q and the denigrations of Greta

According to Michael Barkun, modern conspiracist culture is increasingly defined by the 
‘superconspiracy’: a conspiratorial construct where disparate conspiracy theories 
coalesce under an ‘all-powerful force’ (a big Other) capable of ‘manipulating lesser 
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conspiratorial actors’ (Barkun 2003, 6). Examples range from the New World Order and 
Illuminati myths to Icke’s reptilian Cult and QAnon. Anna Merlan notes that the super
conspiracy trend has risen sharply due to the pandemic (massive online expansion) and 
deepening social fractures, culminating in what she terms a ‘conspiracy singularity’: a 
contemporary locus ‘where many conspiracy communities are suddenly meeting and 
merging, a melting pot of unimaginable density’ (Merlan 2020). This singularity is 
characterized by a rich bricolage of esoteric motifs (the occult, ancient mythology, 
holy scripture, New Age spirituality and mysticism) in combination with themes of 
‘pseudolaw’ (the denial of government legitimacy), world government, social engineer
ing, bio-psychological manipulation, alien technology/weaponry, shape-shifting leaders 
and so on, often referencing well established tropes from science fiction fantasy (e.g. 
John Carpenter’s They Live, the television series V and the Matrix franchise). In this 
context, conspiracist notions are repeatedly echoed and reinforced, sedimenting their 
language and ‘evidential’ basis. Along with the general view of an artificially generated 
and/or manipulated reality, superconspiracists also tend to hold in common the idea 
of a global elite that is engaged in paedophilia, child sacrifice and the harvesting of 
infant organs and blood in order to derive an alleged life-enhancing chemical (adreno
chrome). These kinds of shared belief are clearly rooted in underlying antisemitic 
motifs: not only the old myth of Jewish blood libel but also the very notion of a 
shadow world government itself, echoing the faked Protocols of the Elders of Zion 
and its claims of a transnational Jewish network.

As well as being multi-layered, the singularity thrives on contradiction and is fully 
capable of assimilating opposing claims: Princess Diana was murdered and faked her 
own death; climate change exists (as part of a natural cycle) and does not exist; Covid- 
19 is a hoax and a bioweapon (Merlan 2020; Miani and Lewandowsky 2024; Wood, 
Douglas, and Sutton 2012). For Miani and Lewandowsky this reflects a snowball effect: 
‘the more likely people are to accept conspiracy theories in general, the more likely 
they are to incoherently endorse contradictory conspiracy theories’ (2024, 18). As 
Wood et al argue, the content matters less than the conspiracist mode itself – the impera
tive is not whether deception occurs, but how (2012, 771). This logic fuels the ‘rabbit hole’ 
effect: if deception is presumed, any narrative (even its inverse) becomes plausible.

Wood et al suggest that these contradictions in conspiracist discourse are resolved 
through ‘higher-order beliefs’ supporting conspiracy as such (2012, 771). This higher 
order of beliefs clearly resonates with the Lacanian dimension of unconscious knowledge: 
knowledge that is not directly accessible to the subject (it remains ‘unknown’) but which 
is already in place, silently operating in a way that mediates information and shapes 
experience. And as Lacan points out, despite all its ambiguous imagery, dissonances, 
incongruities and so on, the unconscious ‘admits no contradiction’ (Lacan 1993, 27). 
The unconscious generates its own forms of consistency and, in the case of conspiracism, 
is fully capable of weaving together contradictory elements in ways that cohesively signify 
deception. This is also why conspiracy theory narratives are rarely straightforward but 
tend rather to reflect the logic of what Freud terms the ‘dream-work’ (Zupančič 2024, 
61), which consists in transposing hidden truths (unconscious wishes) into the dream 
content. As Žižek notes, dream-work inscribes its ‘true secret’ not in content but in 
the masking process itself (2012, 486) – the encoded forms of imagery, repetition, 
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negation and so on, that reveal an underlying rationality at work amidst all the ‘unreason’ 
of dreams and their phantasmagoria of shifting elements.

In a similar vein, conspiracy theory continuously involves itself in making connections 
(‘joining the dots’) from seemingly disparate events and data. 3 This is especially apparent 
with QAnon’s ‘Bakers’ (highly engaged Q commentators) and their attempts to sift Q’s 
cryptic crumbs into digestible narratives. In some sense, Bakers reflect the form of 
dream-work undertaken in psychoanalysis. But in another sense, the Bakers (and conspi
racy theorists generally) embody the complete opposite: an anti-psychoanalytic dis
course. Whereas the ethical core of psychoanalysis is concerned with showing the lack 
of a guarantor of meaning, conspiracism insists on the big Other as an ultimate Subject.

This insistence explains the visceral hostility towards figures like Greta Thunberg. 
Conspiracists routinely discredit her as an agent of ‘green imperialism’ (Morningstar 
2019), an ‘eco-Nazi’ and CO2 fanatic (the AfD party, reported in The Guardian, 14 
May 2019), a ‘doom goblin’ and ‘Climate Cult child goddess’ (Icke 2020b), a communist 
double agent (Horvat 2022) and, above all, a ‘puppet’ of elite figures such as George 
Soros, Al Gore, Bill Gates, the Rothschilds and so on (Aashka et al. 2020). Such rhetoric 
echoes antisemitic tropes, casting her as simultaneously an instrument of authoritarian 
capitalism and its communist overthrow. But the antipathy runs deeper. While Thun
berg’s climate advocacy challenges conspiracist distrust of science, her true transgression 
lies in her mode of discourse. 4 Here Thunberg falls foul of both the establishment and 
conspiracists. Much of today’s establishment politics operates as obsessional neurosis: a 
hyperactive ‘blah-blah-blah’ (Thunberg 2019) that gives the appearance of radicalism 
while ensuring that nothing really changes – something that Thunberg is clearly 
opposed to. Conspiracists, in contrast, typically accuse Thunberg of being a ‘hysterical 
teenager’, a ‘climate delusion hysteric’ and so on. Yet it is equally clear that she refuses 
the hysteric’s position. Unlike the hysteric, who demands the big Other validate their 
desire, Thunberg – like Sophocles’ Antigone – embodies the dimension of drive: an 
unconditional demand to ‘act even without all the solutions’ (Thunberg 2019, 66). In 
opposition to a generalized hysterical dissatisfaction, Thunberg repeatedly asserts her 
demand: to directly respond to climate science.

This is what is so transgressive about Thunberg: the fact that her discourse focuses 
squarely on political agency – our failure to act – rather than the agency of the big 
Other. For the conspiracist, the real threat is the lack of a malevolent master. In effect, 
what Thunberg confronts the conspiracist with is the Hegelian loss of the loss – the 
trauma of losing the fantasmatic embodiment of loss, of being deprived of the very 
notion of a Deceiver that deprives us (and thereby explains the lack) of social fulfilment. 
As a way of avoiding the abyssal dimension of the freedom to act, Thunberg must there
fore be part of the Deception. Just as QAnon’s Bakers ‘decode’ a non-existent masterplan, 
Thunberg’s detractors project a puppeteer onto her autonomy. Yet Thunberg continues 
to occupy a zone between symbolic death – her rejection of what is ‘considered politically 
possible in the world you have created’ (Thunberg 2019, 68) – and survival (climate 
action). In this way she confronts the void behind both conspiracism’s and capitalism’s 
deferrals – her demand to act implies that there is no Subject guaranteeing success, only 
collective responsibility.
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Interpretation for itself

Enjoyment and the death drive

Contemporary literature has tended to characterize conspiracy theory in rather straight
forward terms. Matthew Dentith, for instance, defines a conspiracy theory as ‘any expla
nation of an event that cites a conspiracy as a salient cause’ (2014, 3). 5 There is also 
widespread agreement that rather than dismissing them outright as irrational, conspiracy 
theories should be assessed on a case-by-case basis – verification through factual evi
dence. While this pragmatic approach rightly counters reactionary dismissals of critiques 
of elite power, it misses what Zupančič identifies as conspiracy theory’s pathological 
surplus – an excess irreducible to factual verification (Zupančič 2024, 60). Lacan’s analy
sis of pathological jealousy illustrates this well: even if a partner is unfaithful, the jealous 
subject’s obsession is something that exceeds the facts. Similarly, conspiracism persists 
beyond verified plots, driven by a pulsional force toward new interpretive horizons. 
This reflects not merely individual impairment, but rather a far wider social pathology. 
As Fredric Jameson famously noted, conspiracism represents ‘the poor person’s cognitive 
mapping in the postmodern age’ (1988, 356) – a collective response to late capitalism’s 
systemic mystifications, to grasp its workings as a (mal-) functioning totality.

For Lacan, this surplus dimension has a precise name: jouissance, or enjoyment. In 
contrast to simple pleasure, enjoyment is something experienced (and mediated) 
through repression. What psychoanalysis identifies in fascism, for example, is how the 
subject derives an extra kick of perverse pleasure through acts of sacrifice (renouncing 
personal pleasure) in the name of doing one’s duty to the state. More widely, enjoyment 
is the dimension of excess that human beings seek in order to feel alive: sex, obsessions, 
risk-taking, religious and political passions, creative commitments and so on that push us 
beyond the Freudian pleasure principle into a world of intensity (even to the point of self- 
destruction). This is also why for Lacan enjoyment is always surplus enjoyment – it exists 
only in its state of excess and, as such, belongs essentially to the register of the Real. 6

In conspiracism there is a typical fascination with the perceived enjoyment of the elite: 
not only (fantasmatic projections of) satanism, sex trafficking, child sacrifice (Alex Jones’ 
‘Globalist Draculas’ who ‘prey on their own children’), Icke’s ‘Reptoids’ that ‘feed off 
human fear and other low vibrational emotion’ (Icke 2017, 117) or the strange rituals per
formed at places like Bohemian Grove, but also the apparent lengths to which the elite 
will go in order to secure their deceptions and maintain power across global networks 
and entire dynasties (the fabled thirteen families) in a disciplined uncompromising 
way. In addition to deriving enjoyment through a sense of belonging to their own 
elite, Zupančič identifies a deeper form of enjoyment among conspiracy theorists in 
respect of the very process of theorization (and interpreting) as such. This is developed 
in relation to Lacan’s word play between jouissance and joui-sens, in which the latter can 
be translated as enjoy-meant or the enjoyment of meaning. What is at stake here is ‘is not 
only enjoyment in meaning, enjoyment taken in producing/recognizing meaning, but 
also the act of producing, generating, “making” sense of enjoyment, making it “mean” 
something’ (Zupančič in Johnston et al. 2021, 247). There exists a kind of dialectical 
reflexivity between the meaningful (theorization and interpretation) and the meaningless 
(jouissance). On the one hand there is movement from meaning to enjoyment (enjoy
ment in making sense of seemingly disparate events – ‘that’s the connection!’) but, on 
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the other, there is movement from enjoyment to meaning (repressing the nonsensical 
nature of enjoyment and integrating it into a system of meaning). The production of 
meaning generates surplus enjoyment that is then reintegrated into meaning leading 
to further enjoyment, and so the process continues adding more and more layers to 
the conspiracy theory. We get a continuous cyclical movement that is self-enclosed, 
but which can never establish (or resolve into) a final closure (Zupančič in Johnston 
2022, 248). In this way, the limit of meaning (enjoyment) becomes the very thing that 
impels it (as enjoy-meant), pushing the conspiracist ever onward. The same kind of 
logic is exhibited in pathological jealousy: the subject finds an obsessional enjoyment 
in interpreting the signs of infidelity (moving from meaning to enjoyment) and in 
turn tries to make sense of enjoyment (moving from enjoyment to meaning) as an expla
nation for his/her affects of insecurity and anxiety (‘no wonder I feel this way!’) – some
thing that always ultimately fails and so the cycle is renewed. 7

Conspiracism follows the logic of desire: an irresolvable metonymy (infinite deferral) 
whose objects subsist only by virtue of remaining elsewhere, unattainable – desire is thus 
sustained through never reaching satisfaction (Lacan 1998, 214). Insofar as it relies on not 
being realized (fully solved), conspiracism similarly embodies this logic – its objects (the 
‘truth’, the big Other) remain perpetually elusive, sustaining metonymic pursuit. But 
conspiracism also embodies the death drive, which Lacan redefines not as a will to 
destruction but as the compulsion to repeat. Death drive does not consist in yearning 
for satisfaction that is always elsewhere, nor does it aim at any object as a filler of the 
void; rather it achieves satisfaction through continually ‘circumventing the eternally 
lacking object’ (Lacan 1998, 180). Žižek clarifies: ‘the very failure (of the drive) to 
reach its goal, the repetition of this failure, the endless circulation around the object, gen
erates a satisfaction of its own’ (Žižek 2012, 498). 8 The drive finds a paradoxical self- 
referring satisfaction in reaching its aim; an aim which is ‘simply this return to circuit’ 
(Lacan 1998, 179). Far from chasing the next thing, the drive is satisfied by its own 
rotary movement around something that is absent, without substance.

In conspiracism, this rotary movement manifests as interpretive drive: a compulsion 
to keep repeating the interpretive process in ever-widening cycles towards a conspiracy 
singularity. This is nicely rendered in the Netflix series, Manifest. While travelling to 
New York, Air Flight 828 experiences a storm and when it lands five and half years 
have unaccountably elapsed. As well as deep culture shock, the passengers also experi
ence supernatural ‘callings’ (messages and visions that reflect fragments of the Lacanian 
voice and gaze) directing them to undertake action. Haunted by these callings, and often 
at real personal cost, the passengers are caught in the grip of an interpretive compulsion – 
in short, they are suffused with an enjoyment of perpetual decoding. Even when the 
interpretations fail, this only increases the compulsion to repeat the process of interpret
ing. Here again we get the same rhythm of interpretation (meaning) generating surplus 
enjoyment (non-meaning) that is further converted into meaning and so on.

This self-propelling movement is characteristic of the death drive. And here a poten
tial distinction emerges between conspiracy hypotheses and conspiracy theories: (i) con
spiracy hypotheses constitute limited propositions about covert causes, falsifiable 
through evidence (Dentith’s model); (ii) conspiracy theories comprise self-perpetuating, 
and potentially universalizable, interpretive systems. Whereas conspiracy hypotheses 
approach the interpretation of evidence as a means to an end (verification), in conspiracy 
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theories interpretation becomes an end in itself. In this sense we might say that a conspi
racy theory begins where a conspiracy hypothesis ends, functioning precisely as the 
surplus of a conspiracy hypothesis. Conspiracy theories are thus distinguished from con
spiracy hypotheses at the point at which they enter the mode of drive; the point where 
interpretation becomes effectively autonomized or, in Hegelian language, for-itself. 
Where hypotheses are propositional (focused on verification), theories are dispositional 
(sustained by interpretive drive). Within the terms of interpretive drive, conspiracists are 
drawn more and more towards a conspiracy singularity, absorbing contradiction and 
intensifying its cyclonic (rabbit-hole) force. Yet the real tragedy of conspiracism is not 
its detachment from reality, but precisely its overinvestment in a reality that excludes it.

Mainstream conspiracism

Westfailure and its deadlocks

Conspiracy theories must be analyzed not only in terms of their internal logic but also 
within the broader reality of contemporary power structures. Strategic conspiracy narra
tives have long served as tools of statecraft, deployed to frame geopolitical conflicts and 
justify policy agendas. From Colin Powell’s fabricated WMD claims to Putin’s rhetoric of 
Ukrainian ‘Nazification’ and the ‘golden billion’ conspiracy, elites weaponize conspira
torial logic to manufacture consent and/or rationalize intervention (Madisson and 
Ventsel 2021, 22; Rachman 2022). Yet today, such narratives are no longer confined to 
foreign policy – they have permeated domestic politics, blurring the line between 
fringe rhetoric and mainstream discourse. The ‘great replacement’ theory – the idea 
that indigenous populations are being substituted by (compliant/inferior) ‘outsiders’ – 
once relegated to extremist circles, now structures anti-immigrant platforms across 
Europe and North America, championed by figures like Le Pen, Orban, Meloni and 
Modi. But, above all, it is Trump who continues to normalise conspiracism, sweeping 
back into power with a renewed America-under-siege narrative in which the inter
national order exists to ‘screw over the US’, climate action is nothing more than a 
‘Green New scam’ and the ‘deep state’ is vilified as both omnipotent and vulnerable – 
a classic conspiracist contradiction.

Politicians increasingly draw on conspiracy theories as a way of dramatizing their 
rhetoric, injecting a sense of vitality into struggles against enigmatic enemies. Not only 
do such theories work well with populist discourse, they also connect more broadly 
with the contemporary paradigm of politics in which the manufacturing of consent 
increasingly gives rise to its opposite: the manufacturing of tribal division and passionate 
confrontation. What is masked here is a fundamental political sterility: the fact that today 
we effectively live in single-party systems – ‘Republicrats’ in the US, ‘Blue Labour’ in the 
UK and so on – in which consent (i.e. the silent acceptance of corporate deregulation and 
welfare austerity) is increasingly reproduced through hyper-politicised antagonisms over 
language, gender, ethnicity and so on. In this context of what might be called politics- 
without-politics, there is a growing tendency for political activists to draw on conspiracy 
theory tropes as a way of explaining both the lack social progress and the failure of gov
ernments to govern on their own terms. Conspiracy theories thus function more and 
more as a supplement in contemporary political discourse, filling a gap with false 
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explanations for such sterility (Deceiver, cabal, shadow network) – the fault is not with 
the socio-economic system but with treacherous enemies pulling the strings.

This normalization of conspiracist culture reflects what Susan Strange terms ‘Westfai
lure’: the radical decline of the Westphalian system’s capacity to address three existential 
crises or deadlocks – financial deregulation (generating global economic instability), eco
logical breakdown (generating environmental collapse), and spiralling inequality (gener
ating civil disintegration) (Strange 1999). Conspiracy theories function as both symptom 
and smokescreen for these deadlocks: New World Order fantasies mirror the unchecked 
power of global finance; climate change denial obscures the failure of environmental gov
ernance; replacement theory projects anxieties over the degradation of social cohesion 
into malevolent world governance and its policies. As a consequence of political stagna
tion and the lack of opposition (especially from the official left), these theories are becom
ing more and more entrenched – giving body to a more general sense that we are 
incapable of shaping the future through the ‘Truman Show’ of traditional institutions 
and mechanisms.

Yet where Strange claims that Westfailure is ‘failing Capitalism’ (Strange 1999, 346), 
the reality is that capitalism is perfectly compatible with Westfailure. The deterritorializ
ing capacity of corporate capital is such that not only does it out-manoeuvre nation-state 
regulation it also continues to detach itself from regional investment and production, 
moving increasingly towards transnational forms of market control. Paradoxically, 
what Strange views as the dysfunction of capitalism is precisely what enables it to repro
duce itself at an advanced level. As Varoufakis (2024) notes, corporate capital (the likes of 
Amazon, Microsoft, Meta, Alphabet and so on) has transcended traditional profit 
models, leveraging platform monopolies to extract rentier income that are immune to 
national regulation and/or global crises. 9 As Marx affirmed, corporate capital operates 
increasingly a self-replicating ‘Thing’, divorced from societal welfare and whose very 
remoteness and insularity is taken by conspiracists as testament to the idea that there 
is a purposeful demiurgic big Other at work behind it.

For states, on the other hand, the tendential response to capital’s deterritorialization 
has been a retreat into ethno-nationalist mythmaking: Han-centrism in China, Putin’s 
Eurasianist ‘Pax Russica’, Erdogan’s neo-Ottomanism, Modi’s Hinduization of India, 
American exceptionalism, the ratification of Israel (since 2018) as an exclusively 
Jewish state, and the various identitarian movements and parties throughout Europe. 
There exists a toxic mix of postmodern mythologies and populist discourse in which con
spiratorial tropes are openly exploited in order to redefine national-regional belonging 
along cultural lines. Politics here becomes more and more a struggle for the ‘soul’ of 
nations; a situation in which culture wars thrive and intensify while crucially leaving 
untouched the system of economic power, allowing it to reproduce as a depoliticized 
horizon of objective reality. Conspiracism here acts as both rebellion and reinforcement 
– a vicious cycle where anti-system (paranoid) discourse fuels the very system it claims to 
oppose.

Conspiracism and contemporary power thus operate in tandem. In their mediation of 
central (Strangean) deadlocks as cabalistic distortions, conspiracy theories help to deflect 
from structural crises and the fundamental void that capitalism, in its very excesses, tries 
to mask.
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At the same time, there exists a basic reverberation between the conspiracist interpre
tive drive and the systemic drive of capitalism – Marx’s famous ‘law which gives capital 
no rest and continually whispers in its ear: “Go on! Go on!”’ (Marx and Engels 1973, 170) 
– constantly revolving around its accumulative (self-) reproduction (Daly 2019, 147). 
These drives continue to interact and feed each other through a central mechanism of 
reflexive disavowal: the fetishization of knowledge that sustains both the conspiracist’s 
decoding frenzy and capitalism’s myth of inevitability.

The disavowal of disavowal

Contemporary mythic closure

From a psychoanalytic perspective, the problem is not so much Westfailure but rather the 
West’s disavowal of failure. As developed in Lacan (and also Freud), disavowal is not 
simply denial but rather a way of dealing with events and/or knowledge in such a way 
that their impact can be absorbed and (relatively) neutralized. This logic of disavowal 
is classically expressed in Octave Mannoni’s formula: ‘I know well, but all the same  
… ’ (Mannoni in Rothenberg and Žižek eds. 2003) – even though I know the signifi
cance/threat of x, I continue to act as if I do not know. Unlike repression, in which some
thing is excluded from reality (pushed into an unconscious dimension), disavowal is ‘one 
dimensional’ in the sense that ‘what is disavowed does not disappear from my realty’ 
(Zupančič 2024, 18). In repression, the surplus Real aspect of an object – its capacity 
to disrupt socio-symbolic reality – is retained but the object itself is excluded, separated 
from my immediate world. In disavowal, by contrast, the object remains part of my 
world, but its excess is circumscribed and rendered (relatively) innocuous (Zupančič 
2024, 18).

In the fetishist mode of disavowal, the fetish typically consists in an object that serves 
as a way of interposing a critical distance from a disturbing (Real) excess, allowing the 
subject to manage that excess and thereby maintain their socio-symbolic position in 
(relatively) stable terms. 10 But, as Zupančič argues, disavowal has now taken a 
reflexive turn in which the very logic of disavowal is already assumed and, in some 
sense, becomes a disavowal of the disavowal. Knowledge and the fetishized object effec
tively switch places here: the object is no longer what enables us to disavow the knowl
edge of a traumatic Real excess, rather knowledge itself becomes the very means of 
disavowing the excess contained in the knowledge itself. Zupančič formulates this 
additional dimension of reflexive knowledge in this way: 

What is crucial for this structure is not simply the existence of fetishes but a surplus knowl
edge that orchestrates their deployment vis-à-vis the Other. It is, in a way, a knowledge 
about the functioning of the fetishist disavowal. It is a knowledge that could be formulated 
like this: ‘I know very well that “I know very well, but all the same … .”’ So we are dealing not 
only with disavowal but also with a configuration in which I use the knowledge itself of its 
functioning as a fetishist tool. (Zupančič 2024, 47)

Contra Mannoni’s formulation, in reflexive fetishist disavowal knowledge becomes 
redoubled (or split) and itself starts playing the role of the object protecting us from a 
Real excess. Adam McKay’s Don’t Look Up exemplifies this logic. The problem is not 
that people are in denial about a comet headed towards Earth – everyone knows that 
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the comet is on a collision course. Knowledge of the threat is not simply repressed but 
rather derealized, deprived of its full catastrophic consequences. A magazine headline 
captures it perfectly: ‘The end is near, will there be a Super Bowl?’. Here, acknowledge
ment of the threat becomes the very mechanism of disavowal, of returning to business- 
as-usual.

This logic of reflexive fetishist disavowal is paradigmatic of today’s responses to eco
logical and climate-change threat. In an uncanny resemblance to Don’t Look Up, it was 
revealed that officials of the UAE government had used their position as hosts of the 2023 
COP28 conference to strike new oil and gas deals. During the conference, the Opec 
administration also sent out a letter to its members stating the following: 

While Opec (and Opec+) countries are taking climate change seriously and have a proven 
record on climate actions, it would be unacceptable that politically motivated campaigns put 
our people’s prosperity and future at risk. (cited in Carrington 2023)

In other words, there is the same explicit acknowledgement of the threat but stated in 
such a way that ‘we’ should nonetheless carry on and not ‘put our people’s prosperity 
and future at risk’. Something similar occurred at the 2024 COP29 in Azerbaijan 
where Elnur Soltanov (Azerbaijan’s deputy energy minister) not only agreed to use the 
event to facilitate extensive oil and gas deals but also justified perpetual fossil fuel extrac
tion by citing ‘new science’ on reduced toxicity (Guardian 18 November 2024). In this 
way, knowledge is not ignored but epistemically captured – framed in such a way that 
it sustains the status quo. 11

Through its own self-referencing feedback, contemporary knowledge increasingly 
functions as a kind of insulation for the entrenched (unconscious) belief that reality 
will continue as normal. It is no longer the straightforward Mannonian formulation of 
‘I know well the truth about x, but … continue to act as if I did not know’, but rather 
‘I know well, and … this is why I do not have to engage directly with x’. In this crucial 
conjunction shift from ‘but’ to ‘and’, knowledge itself becomes the central mechanism 
of reflexive fetishist disavowal. Instead of a hiatus (‘but’) there is continuity (‘and’): the 
derealization of x no longer takes place in spite of knowledge but precisely because of 
it. Knowledge is not something obscured by action; it becomes the obscurantism itself 
– the very means of disavowal. In other words, knowledge is fetishized in such a way 
that it no longer conflicts with action but precisely enables inaction in the form of proac
tive evasion.

This fetishization of knowledge can be seen throughout contemporary public dis
course. From Putin to Modi, Lula, Meloni and so on, political leaders openly address 
crises of every kind; not only ecological but also social, economic, pandemic and so 
on. The World Economic Forum (WEF) similarly produces reports every year that con
tinuously monitor the ‘Global Risk Landscape’, surveying over thirty different types of 
risk (from armed conflict to extreme weather). So, it is not that we are in denial about 
the types of crises that Strange identifies – if anything, references to crises are over- 
present in contemporary political discourse. We might even say that there exists today 
a kind of crisisism where ‘crisis-resolution’ becomes an end in itself: a continuous 
process of (re-) contextualizing and (re-) phrasing of crises in ways that signal current 
achievements, ongoing progress, consolidation and so on.
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Knowledge is fetishized in three main interrelated modes: scientific – corporate/uni
versity research agendas prioritizing ‘pragmatic’ solutions (carbon capture over systemic 
change); organizational – the WEF mindset of ‘collective problem-solving’, centreing on 
business partnerships not structural reform; spiritual – appeals to ‘ancient wisdom’, 
masking political paralysis with organicist mysticism. These modes even work in their 
negative aspect: ‘we know that we don’t (fully) know and … this is why we need to redou
ble our efforts (better science, more effective organization, deeper spiritual connection 
etc.)’. So, it is not that we are simply naïve, in denial or being deceived by anyone – 
risks are being addressed and everything appears transparent. The problem, however, 
is that it is the transparency itself that is the deception. In other words, knowledge is 
fetishized not in the sense of being idealized or overemphasized but in the precise psy
choanalytic sense of absorbing and obfuscating the surplus dimension of the Real 
(threat) contained within this knowledge, allowing us to continue as before (Zupančič 
2024, 49). This could even be expressed in Nietzschean terms: knowledge becomes a 
way of looking (awry, perhaps) into the abyss and mediating it in such terms that it 
keeps it at a distance, preventing it from staring into us.

Reflexive disavowal fully accords with today’s ideological constitution of subjectivity: a 
central emphasis on agency (‘you are empowered!’) but one that is crucially deprived of 
the ‘toxic’ dimension of action – we are continuously engaged in crisis-management, 
research projects, summits, ‘green’ initiatives and so on, precisely as a way of ensuring 
nothing really changes. What is manifested here is an institutionalization of the logic 
of obsessional neurosis wherein knowledge continues to expand on the implicit basis 
of conserving the core principles of capitalist accumulation, circumscribed by a heuristic 
of what is ‘pragmatically possible’. And this institutionalized neurosis sustains capitalism 
as a mythic closure – the operating fantasy that all crises are resolvable within its terms. 
Such closure effectively operates as a Hegelian ‘false infinity’: capital as both self-con
tained system operating under its own rules (infinitized finite) and totalizing horizon 
containing all future possibilities (finitized infinite).12

The result is an essential foreclosure of alternatives in which global deadlocks appear 
as radically external to the capitalist system, simultaneously opening the space for all 
kinds of speculations about plots and agents of malign purpose. There exists a synergetic 
economy in which conspiracy theories function increasingly as an enactment of the 
unconscious disavowal of the establishment itself, giving form to its irrational rationalism 
(Zupančič 2024, 78); a rationalism that is mediated through mythic closure and as such 
seeks only those ‘solutions’ that enable the existing socio-economic system to continue. 
Where elites downplay climate threat in ‘pragmatic’ tones, conspiracists claim ‘hoax!’ – 
two sides of the same mythic closure, an implicit investment in capitalism’s eternality. At 
some level the establishment knows the threat to reality, but because it does not ulti
mately believe in the threat it fails to act in any real or substantial sense. Any momentum 
towards the act is pre-empted, broken up through proactive inaction: political (green
washed) rhetoric, policy statements, piecemeal initiatives and so on that serve as a way 
of circumventing more direct engagement. In the end, the ‘disavowal of disavowal’ 
reveals late capitalism’s perverse genius: it no longer needs to hide its crises, only to 
know them – to endlessly diagnose the fire while simultaneously selling us petrol.
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Mirror of darkness

Beneath their fantastical veneer, conspiracy theories nonetheless grasp fragments of what 
Lacan called le peu de réel (the little real). These fragments comprise persistent symp
toms that resist full integration into socio-symbolic reality: the spectre of world govern
ment reflects the opaque power of transnational corporations and financial institutions; 
Epstein’s network exposes elite predation and political corruption; antivaxxer narratives 
feed on real pharmaceutical scandals; replacement theories channel genuine anxieties 
about capitalism’s upheavals and accompanying demographic shifts; climate change 
denialism echoes corporate greenwashing and vested economic interests. Functioning 
along the lines of ‘how do you explain x?’ (where x is an enduring obtrusion) the peu 
de réel grounds conspiracy theories in some semblance of truth. While not identical to 
the Lacanian Real, it acts as a kind of harbinger, circulating around and giving body 
to the gaps and inconsistencies in the symbolic order that can never be fully resolved 
within existing terms.

Conspiracy theories seek to domesticate the peu de réel by embedding it in a paranoid 
(and reductive) framework, one that posits a deceiving big Other. The very issues raised 
by them are attributed to a malign Subject with a master plan rather than capital’s imper
sonal logic and its systemic dysfunctions. In this way, conspiracists impose a false con
sistency on the symbolic order, thereby evading the more radical void it gestures 
toward: the traumatic knowledge that the big Other does not exist, that there is no guar
antor of meaning. This evasion underlies the interpretive zeal of conspiracism, its oscil
lations between meaning and jouissance, and its general tendency towards conspiracy 
singularity – the ever-expanding absorption of social phenomena into a single, all- 
encompassing narrative of deception.

This interpretive drive circulates around an ontological repression: conspiracism’s 
denial of the Real (symbolic inconsistencies) through the façade of a master plan that 
at least offers the illusion of meaning and stability.13 Yet here we also encounter a 
more general dialectic of madness at play: while conspiracists repress the lack of a 
master plan through ever-grander narratives, elites disavow crisis through performative 
deferral (endless panels and reports that effectively change nothing). They act in counter
point, fuelling each other – the establishment’s elementary belief in capitalist eternity 
(disavowing systemic collapse) finds its shadow in conspiracism’s fantasy of total 
control (repressing the absence of mastery). This dialectical interaction is archly captured 
in Don’t Look Up. When confronted with a series of doomsday theories, Kate Dibiasky 
replies: ‘The truth is way more depressing – they’re not even smart enough to be as evil as 
you’re giving them credit for’. Herein lies the crux of the matter. The true trauma is not 
hidden malevolence, but precisely the absence of a controlling intelligence. Far from 
operating as master manipulators, elites are themselves ensnared in a form of manipu
lation, caught in the grip of a fundamental mythic closure: the unshakable, unconscious 
belief in capitalism’s inevitability – an underlying psychic investment in what might be 
called the socio-economic system supposed to manage. This closure is increasingly repro
duced through a fetishization of knowledge sustaining this belief, enabling elites to 
disavow the looming dangers of global deadlocks and crises – mediating them as external 
(non-systemic) phenomena that are fully surmountable within capitalism’s own horizon. 
The problem is not malefaction but stupefaction – a wilful incognizance masquerading as 
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rationality. In distorted form, conspiracy theories reflect the truth of fetishized knowl
edge, embodying its implicit obscurantism in concrete terms and rendering explicit 
the unconscious outlook of the power elites themselves.14 In uncanny simulation, conspi
racy theories bring to light precisely the establishment’s own hidden (working) 
assumptions.15

This symbiosis exposes the poverty of critiques like those of Rauch (2021), which 
dismiss conspiracism as mere ‘epistemic sociopathy’. Such critiques fail to recognize 
how mainstream discourse operates as its own form of institutionalized epistemic socio
pathy – the insanity of discussing planetary collapse in the measured tones of ‘pragma
tism’ and ‘climate realism’ (Jaber, Financial Times, 15 March 2025). This is again 
something that is astutely observed in Don’t Look Up. When Kate has her own Greta- 
moment on a television chat show, shouting that ‘we’re all 100% for sure gonna 
fucking die!’ she voices the obscene (traumatic) truth that polite society tries to muffle 
beneath the ‘balanced approaches’ of media debates, policy proposals, research projects 
and so on. In the same manner as Brecht’s famous Threepenny Opera quip – ‘What’s 
breaking into a bank compared with founding a bank?’ – the enraged outburst of Kate 
appears as nothing compared to the quiet madness of the establishment itself.

This is where the real danger lies, not in any cabal or master plan but in modernity’s 
ambient madness: the routinized forms of reflexive epistemic disavowal, in which politi
cal and economic elites continuously ‘address’ global problems only within the terms of a 
systemic gradualism (change-without-change) that further eternalizes the capitalist 
system. Conspiracy theories thrive precisely because they parody and feed on this 
ambient madness. Tolerated by the system, they act as lightning rods for dissent, allowing 
elites to posture as rational arbiters while perpetuating the true delirium: the belief that 
capitalism can infinitely defer its crises. In holding up a dark mirror, conspiracism reveals 
late capitalism’s functioning pathology – not the lurid fantasies of conspiracists, but the 
banal insanity of business-as-usual. Against conspiracist repression and elite disavowal, 
the task ahead is not to domesticate the dimension of the Real but to find within it its feral 
(universalizing) potential in forging a groundless ground on which a politics beyond 
mythic closure might stand.

Notes

1. Žižek similarly argues that conspiracism translates particular suspicion (of official discourse) 
into a ‘positivisation of this suspicion in another all-explaining global paratheory’ (Žižek 
1992, 168).

2. The symbolic forms part of a basic Lacanian triad with two other fundamental orders – the 
imaginary and the Real – structuring human existence. These orders are essentially inter
twined. While the main religions occupy common symbolic ground – God as a transcenden
tal creator and the source of moral law – each religion operates with a different kind of 
imaginary: God is an unknowable entity (Judaism), a trinity (Christianity) and a singular 
conscious force (Islam). The Real is what resists representation (symbolically and imagina
rily) and, in the case of religion, consists in all the contingent conflicts, wars and events that 
have impacted its development.

3. William Cooper (1991) is arguably the ultimate example of this kind of ‘dream-work’.
4. Yet there are also intelligent criticisms of Thunberg. Julian Baggini cites her tendency to 

frame climate issues in intergenerational terms (Guardian, 19 August 2019).
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5. Similar definitions can be found in David Coady (Coady 2006, 2), Brian Keeley (Coady 2006, 
51), Lee Basham (Coady 2006, 61) and Charles Pigden (Coady 2006, 157).

6. Again, the Real is not ‘reality’ but what resists symbolization and representation. It is in this 
sense of being purely excessive, unrepresentable, that jouissance is rooted in the Real.

7. H. J. Bjerre (2010) also identifies this connection between pathological jealousy and conspi
racy theory: https://pure.au.dk/portal/da/publications/the-jealous-husband-or-why- 
conspiracy-theorists-are-always-wrong-

8. Whereas in desire I pursue an object that is lost, in drive the object is rather loss itself (Žižek 
2012, 498).

9. Varoufakis terms this ‘technofeudalism’ (Varoufakis 2024, 9–10).
10. Dexter’s blood slides are fetishized in that they serve both as a way of acknowledging the 

dimension of excess (his murderous jouissance) and preserving his subjectivity, allowing 
him to continue as a ‘good monster’ in the application of strict rules (the ‘code of Harry’).

11. Exxon Mobil’s website gives the following disclaimer: Images or statements of future ambi
tions, plans, projects … including plans to reduce emissions intensity … are not guarantees 
of future corporate, market or industry performance.In this legalistic-operational reality 
check, the derealization of threat is objectified. The implicit message is: ‘we are positively 
aware of all the ecological issues (“look at our projects”) and … this is why you should 
not believe that we have any direct responsibility or be held to account’.

12. Mythic closure similarly resonates with the idea of the Capitalocene: the basic dominance of 
capital in the contemporary age.

13. Even if a real conspiracy is discovered, conspiracy theories remain wrong at this level of 
ontological repression.

14. A central task today must be to dismantle fetishization and to revitalize the emancipatory 
potential of knowledge beyond mythic circumscription.

15. This accounts for the extreme hostility of establishment figures towards conspiracy theories 
– their very existence confronts them with precisely the irrational core of their own ‘ration
alism’. As a kind of collective embarrassment, conspiracy theories disturb the affected com
posure of the establishment in its obduracy.
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