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Abstract

Arguably, our (post)modern age engenders suspicion and (explanatory) uncertainty, prompting epistemic instability,
eroding veracity conditions and causing rational skepticism and distrust. This throws into sharp relief the leading
pathologizing or stigmatizing scholarly evaluation of the practice of conspiracy theorizing. Especially insofar as the
proliferation and stratification of competing (and power-differentiated) stories and knowledge representations are
concerned. In challenging the validity of such conventional wisdom, this multidisciplinary essay broadly follows the critical
“particularist” philosophical perspective. I will highlight the doubly collaborative activity underscoring digital
conspiracism: The Latin etymology of “to conspire” (“to breathe together”) and the storytelling dimension of “to plot”
(“plotting a story”). Two notions will be introduced: contra-plotting and plotters of suspicion. Both elaborate on the
ubiquitous role of narrative, for plotting necessitates an indefinitely expanding “middle” communally self-reproduced
through “continual interpretation” — precluding the final acceptability of any resolution (sections 1-2). The third section
offers an illustrative qualitative analysis of ‘natural’ discursive data. The sample of forum posts on the MS Estonia’s
catastrophic shipwreck is taken from the bilingual (Estonian-English) conspiracy forum Para-Web and broader (motif-
and theme-oriented) plotting tendencies are identified. The essay concludes with some summarizing thoughts and
suggestions for further research (section 4).
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“[Dietrologia:] the science of what is behind something. A suspicious event. The science of what is behind an event”2

“[Our] mind is allergic to uncertainty, randomness, and coincidence. It is addicted to meaning. If the storytelling mind
cannot find meaningful patterns in the world, it will try to impose them”s

1. Some background context: the trust deficit and its ramifications

I will start this essay by dwelling to some limited extent on what some authors have termed the
“crisis of trust” in the contemporary (Western) society. Following this, I will outline the subse-
quent structure of my essay. Now, arguably, our (post)modern era—where critical institutional
omissions; wholesale withholding of information or key details due to presumable security con-

cerns;4 or the misleading of or lying to the public, even—frequently invokes (explanatory)
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uncertainty. As such, ours is an age well primed for epistemic instability and erosion of veracity
conditions, prompting popular suspicion and maintenance of a state of constant distrust, disbe-
lief, and rational “vigilant skepticism.”s Indeed, some research findings would undoubtedly help
facilitate an argument that, more often than not, such suspicions may prove credible in and be-
cause of the historical retrospect. Some commentators have suggested that the First World War
might be one point of origin for the betrayal of public trust. As history scholar Michael Redley
explains, the belligerent powers' wartime governments brought into the fold "the 'free' press,
publishing and film industries." By producing explicitly pro-war "propaganda masquerading as
factual information," media became the mouthpiece for war, ensuring that "government's case
gained a proper airing."® Moreover, Redley relates how these co-optation strategies also ex-
tended to the cultural sphere, instrumentalizing (even willing) people with some social stand-
ing—such as literary authors. These “[t]rustworthy people [who] len[t] their authority to
messages that the public might otherwise be inclined to disbelieve became the basic stock-in-
trade of wartime propaganda on both sides of the Atlantic.””

Similarly, we may consult a more recent case in the field of transport business. As soci-
ologist Jane Parish indicates, here, too, the expert opinion effectively enacted a decoy's role.
Namely, British Airways had for decades downplayed how long-haul passengers may be at risk
for blood clots, going as far as using "counter-evidence [to mislead]" the public.8 More recently
still, the 2008 Center for Public Integrity investigation revealed that, following 9/11, George
Bush Jr. and some other top officials had made "935 false statements [that] were part of an
orchestrated campaign that effectively galvanized public opinion ... under decidedly false pre-
tenses.”? What, then, can be surmised from the above iteration of precedents, all with consider-
able significance to the public sphere? If anything, then the not so inordinate implication that
“facts”—even though supposedly ‘objective’—are nevertheless in many cases stubbornly social
(or socio-cultural) constructions; with the natural facts, as established by hard sciences, of
course being the most obvious exceptions.'© Accordingly, assuming that facts so envisioned are
above and beyond the immediate purview of, and thus neutral (as if ideal entities), to the existing
relations of power and control, never to be manipulated by these (ruling) vested interests (or: by
our “knowledge generating institutions”*)—and always only by some interested, non-ruling par-
ties—might be a somewhat naive stance, at best.2

Consequently, it seems a likely upshot, as proved by some empirical analyses undertaken
in the field of trust studies, that trust has been increasingly dwindling for decades, notably though
not exclusively in the liberal Western societies.!3 Now, interestingly enough, where popular dis-
trust in and suspicion toward societal and governmental institutions has risen, so has the reverse.

That is the normalization of suspicion as a "technique of governance" based on perceptions of
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"risk" (Giddens, Beck). Especially concerning the minorities and "foreigners." As the post-9/11 and
the "war on terror" narrative has amply shown (if not proved), such all-impregnating suspicion
can too readily reveal barely dulled contours of an atmosphere belonging to that "old" Cold War
era; or at the very least reinforce its looming ramifications. For instance, as Guittet and Brion ob-
serve, the United States’ Transport Security Administration (TSA) has for over a decade trained
their officers in catching “suspicious behavior,” meaning “measur[ing] reactions and looking for
signs of stress or deception" while advancing casual conversations.*4 Crucially, in perhaps most
cases, these sort of strategies imply a(n imaginary) quest after an imaginary. The "environment of
risk"?5 underlines hyper-cautious threat perception and encourages the absence of and abstinence
from 'objective facts,' making the ubiquity of narrative to become paramount.

Accordingly, as much as our current condition might be characterized by suspicion, it is
also indicative of the power, persuasion, and extent of storytelling.1® As Cristina Bacchilega puts
it: “[W]e live by stories and in stories ... stories matter.”” Hence, it should be relatively unsur-
prising that we see posited either, say, “stylized” facts, drawn in part from the expedient strata
of sanctioned truths; or, facts that are “invented” altogether.'® While not going as far as to argue
as if—to keep with Guittet’s and Brion’s example—both the police and the intelligence cultures
at all times invent evidence. The fact of the matter is that due to the anticipatory “anxious alert-
ness” described above, some risk society institutions discipline their subordinates in “narrative
profiling,” to adapt Christian Salmon’s phrase. Not in “what is there,” but in “[reading the] peo-
ple and situations constantly [as] if they are not what they appear to be”—probing further, “be-
neath the surface.”9 In short, the ultimate result of some of the tendencies delineated previously
seems obvious enough: we are increasingly bearing witness to promulgation of a "particular con-
duct, a new way to formulate truth, trust and normalcy.”2°

Being indebted to the prevailing sense of suspicion, such emerging conduct for parsing
reality immerses to different degrees both the citizenry and state officialdom. Similarly essential
is the aspect of constant information overload, or "surround," brought about by the hyper-diffu-
sion characteristic of the social media era. By inhabiting this "information surround," as cultural
sociologist Gary Alan Fine observes, we concurrently experience “too much information and too
little.”2! Indeed, this latter predicament spells out and leads us to this essay's primary topic—
that of conspiracy theorizing (CT) in the face of (explanatory) uncertainty.

Jane Parish has positioned the practice of CT also in the context of the aforementioned
"surround," envisioning it as “a way to assembl[e] possibilities and information." Parish draws
on other authors, who already at the end of the previous century contended that truth of our age
refers to "[the] emergence of reality out of possibilities" — in contradistinction to truths derived

from "external facts.”22 Now, in casting “the reality” and “the truth” in these terms—especially
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timely concerning the ongoing battle with "post-truth"—and still following Parish’s work that
builds on Baudrillard and others, her positing of what “reality” entails is noteworthy. Namely,
the latter “[may] be understood as a surface where things scatter.”23 Parish proposes reality to
consist of, or perhaps rather, being enrobed by, fragments of knowledge and information, lead-
ing to increased improbability in understanding. Luc Boltanski, for his part, talks of the (official)
“surface reality”—itself a decoy concealing a “disturbed reality,” made evident by the “thematics
of mystery, conspiracy, and inquiry,” in turn invoked by the 19t and 20t century’s (detective)
fiction.24 In other words, Boltanski points out how fiction, namely popular literature, at least in
part opened the floodgates for the suspicion and doubt to seep into the everyday. This affected
peoples’ construals of history and society, hence necessitating the exploration of “beneath the
surface,” as Guittet and Brion put it. As if to ‘fix’ any disturbances and re-assemble the real “real”
reality once and for all. Accordingly, suggesting that the activity of conspiracy theorizing resem-
bles an engagement with some form of “whodunit” is certainly not far off.25

Such proclivity to seek assurances, while peculiar in abstract, is thrown into exceptionally
sharp relief if not legitimized, however, through the consideration of how the 'real' meaning and
the manifestation of 'reality' is increasingly becoming undermined by the technological advances
of our modern society. The emergence of so-called deep fake technology, inducing something of
a “truth decay,” is an example par excellence. For instance, recently, a deep-faked TikTok ac-
count of “Tom Cruise” went viral with 11 million views.26

In taking stock in the previous introductory discussion, I propose two tentative, intercon-
nected summary notions: malleable reality and fluidity of truth. As I envision it, the former con-
cept indicates how narratives and narrativizations increasingly come to operate as explanatory
and exploratory heuristics for reality processing. Relatedly, the fluidity of truth marks the relativ-
ization of veracity conditions accompanying the latter. It underscores a deficiency of ‘objective’
truths and the consequent protrusion of subverted or subversive, communal truths.

This essay has three parts. Following the present introductory section (1.), I will ponder
the theoretical issues from a multidisciplinary angle in the second section. In 2.1, I will briefly
provide some relevant historical and etymological insight into the very concept of "conspiracy";
as well as sketch in broad terms the most inclusive definition of “conspiracy theory.” In 2.2, I
will survey key literature critical of the leading (and historically persistent) effort to stigmatize
and pathologize conspiracy theories and theorizing. Finally, in 2.3, partially drawing on the pre-
vious overview, I will outline a more focused conceptual discussion. To that end, I will suggest
some alternative theoretical vocabulary: i.e., conspiracy theorizing as a communal contra-plot-
ting of continuous, open-ended narratives (characterized by an expanding Aristotelian ‘mid-

dle’); with “theorists” re-envisioned as plotters of suspicion. In proposing terminological
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updates, I aim to forge productive dialogues between conspiracy theory research, narrative and

media theories. To the best of my knowledge the latter have not had any significant interest in

such a popular practice. There has not been any cross-pollination between all the three fields,
either. My contribution endeavors to fill these lacunae.

The third section is devoted to the qualitative analysis of ‘natural’ discursive data (instead
of performing, say, interviews). Through an illustrative analysis I will concentrate on a sample
of forum posts taken from the bilingual (Estonian-English) conspiracy forum Para-Web. I iden-
tify broader (motif- and theme-oriented) plotting tendencies and, at times, zoom in on further
minute detail. While I will elaborate on this when introducing the section in question, suffice it
to say for now that the posters are engaged in making sense of the still unresolved cruise ferry
MS Estonia's catastrophic shipwreck in 1994. Although the posts span sixteen years, around 200
posts were extracted for present purposes: a sample of around 100 from 2004-2009 and a sim-
ilar amount from year 2020. To afford a closer, ‘micro-level’ narrative discourse analysis, the
sample was further limited by focusing on one of the key motifs and examined in order to sketch
some loose temporal developmental trajectories of communal narrative contra-plottings. To this
end, the presented analysis is experimental, exemplifying how the activity of the plotters of sus-
picion produces imaginative reasoning ‘patternings’ of virtual knowledge with ‘expanding mid-
dles’ (the “becoming” of knowledge). I will conclude by reiterating the novel theoretical

conceptualizations, analytical findings and propose ways for further research.

2. Theoretical Discussion

2.1 History and etymology of “conspiracy” and the definition of “conspiracy theory”
The earliest known mentions of the word “conspiracy” can be attributed to literary and historical
records. Where Geoffrey Chaucer used it in “The Monk’s Tale” (The Canterbury Tales) in 1386;
Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War reports of a summer night in 415 B. C. when
supposedly “unknown individuals” defaced the statues of Hermes in Athens, then in the midst
of the war. According to Thucydides, such act indicated not only bad luck but grounds to suspect
“a revolutionary conspiracy to overthrow democracy.”2” In 1770, the New Hampshire-Gazette
implored its readership, the colonists of the “City and Colony of New York,” to be cautious of
“tyrannical” British “minions” laying “snares [to] enslave a free people.” In 1835 the inventor
Samuel Moore spoke of what he perceived as a vast “Catholic plot” against the United States
people.28 As Ed White observes, although the Enlightenment brought about the rising complex-
ity in social and political life, its ‘ideology’ emphasized the logic of cause and effect, underwritten
by the individualist modes for, or representations of, acting, i.e. motives, intentions, responsi-

bilities, etc. Each of these was, in turn, open to be further “arranged as patterns.”29 An increasing
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state of anxiety evoked inquiries about “what was who and who was doing what.”3° As such,
appeals to conspiracies emerged as the “constitutive thought” of the 18t century. Especially dur-
ing the American Revolutionary War, with “conspiratorial explanations of complex events be-
com[ing] normal, necessary, and rational.”3! (Around the same time frame in Europe, one can
just as quickly point to the dissemination of the anti-Semitic forgery of the Protocols.) Indeed,
in reflecting on the above examples it might be worth arguing—as some commenters, like Stef
Aupers, have—that conspiracy thinking, invoked by the “generalized distrust” and “epistemo-
logical insecurity,” highlights the broader influence of the “cultural logic of modernity.” As such
being far more importantly contingent on its still ongoing “processes of modernization,” i.e., via
media apparatus, social platforms, etc.32 Hence, in discussing conspiracist cultures as driven by
“epistemic instability,” amongst other factors, some recent authors, like Jaron Harambam, re-
count how in 2018, the HRW Forum in Diisseldorf, Germany, hosted an international group art
exhibition called “Im Zweifel fiir den Zweifel” (In doubt for doubt). This event proposed to ex-

"

plore" 'the power of conspiracy theories in times when increasing digitalization raises uncer-
tainty about what we see on the internet'.”33

How to exactly define these widely acknowledged and tacitly understood notions such as
“conspiracy” and “conspiracy theory,” however? We could start by consulting the Latin etymol-
ogy. In Latin, the verb “to conspire” originates from the respective roots con (‘with’) and spirare
(‘to breathe’). Hence, as epistemological philosopher David Coady usefully remarks, the act of
conspiring implies whispering. That is, conspiratorial plotting can be conceived of as an "act of
'breathing together'... a coordinated effort of plotting for some particular purpose" by some "set
of agents with a plan" acting (or having acted) in secret (at least for a time).34 “Theory” mean-
while—some authors, in fact, use narrative here instead—is something more ‘loose’ and ambig-
uous; in contradistinction to, say, the unified nature of scientific theories. Therefore, a
(conspiracy) ‘theory’ is an assembly of hypothetical knowledge3s that focuses on the “hows?” and
“whys?” of some potential, assumed conspirators plotting. And it is advanced and elaborated on
through tentative ‘prospecting.’ This prospecting, in turn, may “progress through and consist of
truths and falsehoods simultaneously.” For the markers of its ontological status, i.e., its truth-
value, truth-status, and the degree of its fictitiousness (or facticity) are—just as more or less
everything about it—as of yet volatile and uncertain, subject to constant revisions.3¢

Now, in uniting these two component parts, “conspiracy theory,” then, becomes (i) an
account “about an implicitly powerful group [of conspirators behind] historical, ongoing, or fu-
ture events”37; (ii) whereby the “official story”s8 is usually challenged and, to a considerable ex-
tent, opposed. Put differently, history scholar Cornel Zwierlein’s broad definition most

appropriately coalesces (i) and (ii) for the purposes of this essay; whilst underscoring both the
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tricky ambiguity instrumental to any such' theory,” and its dimension of narrativized (and coun-
terfactualized) past. Observes Zwierlein: in “mix[ing] fact and fiction ... [a] conspiracy theory is
typically a narrative of a possible past39 constructed with a material of a large amount of facts
that have really happened and that are commonly accepted as ‘real’° and other fictions, or at
least not proven and not commonly accepted elements which are supposed to have happened.”4
Now, as I have highlighted elsewhere, the act of plotting appears to hold two concomitant
meanings. (1) “To plot” as in conspiring (something done by the supposed conspirators); and (2)
as in plotting a story (about how and why do these supposed conspirators plot, challenging the
received “official” explanation if one exists). This latter distinction—the explicitly narrative di-
mension of the act of plotting—is pertinent not only in light of the ramifications of Zwierlein’s
suggestion but especially for how the conceptual understanding of the activity of conspiracy the-
orizing could be further enriched. Consequently, in 2.3 I will zoom in on the latter concern,
whilst establishing some preliminary points of tangency between conspiracy theory research,

narrative (media) theories, and more.

2.2 OQverview of critique on the received meanings of “conspiracy theory/theorizing”
In order to appropriately suggest augmentations and revisions, however, it is necessary to first
assess some of the key literature on conspiracy theory research. In doing so, I will foreground
authors who have been critical of the pathologizing and stigmatizing trends in scholarly ap-
proaches on the topic; and whose work might have more useful implications for my current
study, as opposed to the dominant view.

Now, as conventional academic perspective would have it, conspiracy theories (CT) and
theorizing (CTing) are something deeply “irrational.” This scholarly effort for wholesale irration-
alization, as it were—either through pathologization or illegitimization42—originates from Richard
Hofstadter’s account of “paranoid style” (Hofstadter 1964), on the one hand; and, from Karl Pop-
per’s discussion on the “conspiracy theory of society” (Popper 1972), on the other. Some recent
authors have detected the early seeds of said trends decades earlier, however, in the 1930s, in the
studies on “psychopathology.”3 In the contemporary research on CTs/CTing across a variety of
scientific fields such intellectual heritage is still largely maintained.44 Accordingly, epistemological
philosophers Buenting and Taylor coined the distinction of “generalism” and “particularism” in
order to pinpoint where such blanket dismissal approaches usually go awry. As they maintain,
“believling] any theory depends on considerations of evidence. Judging any theory to be insuffi-
cient independently of considerations regarding the evidence is [itself] irrational.”45 More re-
cently, M. R. X. Dentith has argued that the generalist dismissal fails because historical

documentation proves the occurrence of at least some conspiracies. Therefore, popular theories
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about potential conspiracies cannot be easily dismissed as “irrational CTing” for they might indeed
turn out to be warranted in the long run (thus carrying legitimate baseline suspicions). Accord-
ingly, the “[b]elief in [CTs] is not prima facie irrational.”4¢ Instead, the “rationality of belief” of (or
skeptical, vigilant distrust underwriting) every CT should be treated on its individual “merits” (or,
indeed, lack thereof). For “it is not clear that conspiracies and CTs are [always] unlikely compared
to their rivals [the “official theories”].”47 Moreover, generalist assumptions carry a number of
other negative side-effects, such as a naive and overly trusting relationship with authority; an un-
sophisticated understanding of “what role officialness plays in theories which have been en-
dorsed”; and, most importantly perhaps, what Dentith terms the “social cost”: “[T]he idea that
CTs as such are intellectually suspect helps conspirators, quite literally, to get away with murder
(of which killing people in an unjust war is an instance).”48 Arguably, the particularist stance
avoids such pitfalls, however, for “when inferring any explanation, we have to look at the evidence
before we accept or dismiss it. CTs are no different.”49

Nevertheless, even if to allow that strictly based on its most rudimentary operative func-
tion (positing and proving a hypothesis) the activity of CTing might resemble scientific theoriz-
ing, the accepted similarities, if even that—as some other authors have remarked—ordinarily
stop there.5° These indiscriminately dismissive approaches, observes Jack Bratich, evaluate (all)
CTs not merely as false, but “not even wrong.”s* That is, CTs and their “stigmatized knowledges2
[claims]” are accommodated by the “epistemic authority” held by our validating institutions
(e.g., governments and their agencies, mass media, etc.) only insofar as transposing them into a
no man’s land or a limbo space.53 Hence, the very existence of CTs expands beyond the wrong-
ness and falsehood itself. For being effectively non-falsifiable—unlike scientific theories ought
to be—CTs thus loom somewhere below the thresholds of “acceptability” and “respectability.”54
Indeed, it may be this invalidating lack of epistemic categorization that commonly leads to the
invocation of pathologizing terms like ‘paranoia’ and ‘paranoid thinking.” Consequently, as
spelled out by Bratich, CTs are “para (beyond or beside) the nous (mind). They are paranoid.”s5
Notwithstanding that “the problemization of knowledge may be one of the most defining con-
temporary cultural and political issues.”s¢ In a similar vein, authors like Rankin Jr. and Hustling
and Orr relate the tendency of a blanket dismissal to (socio-political) power relations and hege-
monic strategies of “silencing” and “exclusion.” 57 Meanwhile, some other researchers, like
Katharina Thalmann, take a culture-oriented perspective, suggesting how conspiracy theories
should not be wholly dismissed on the grounds of the accompanying theorizing activity function-
ing as a form of cultural “meaning-making,” identifying and articulating actual “anxieties.”s8 Stef
Aupers concurs, maintaining that CTing—far from being wholesale “irrational” or “delusional”—

builds on real historical events, thus “embod[ing] [a] form of reflexivity, criticism and skepticism
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about every truth claim.”s9 Taking into account especially the latter two socio-cultural considera-
tions; but also more broadly building on the previous critical discussion, I will subsequently flesh
out some theoretical vocabulary and conceptual context expounding on a narrativist research pro-

file for the study of communal activity of CTing.

2.3 Some notes on the ubiquity of narrative, plotters, plottings and plots
It would be instructive to begin this sub-section with quotations from a recent speech by Margus
Kurm, the ex-Chair for the (Estonian) Investigative Committee in the matter of MS Estonia’s sink-
ing (and also an ex-Attorney General). Speaking before the Estonian Parliament, Kurm observed
how “[t]he official version is in a large part a theory of conciliated computations and calculations
that have quite little to do with what the survivors remember.” Kurm concludes by noting that the
current official end report of the shipwreck is a “beautifully written story” and “seems plausible
upon reading”; and yet, he opines, it has a “weak evidentiary basis.”®® For such an evaluative state-
ment to come from someone of Kurm’s stature, some extraordinary events were necessary. I will
get to that in the next section. For now, though, I would argue Kurm’s words to be instrumental in
reflecting what could be termed the ubiquity of narrative. Here I mean a kind of condition brought
about by the proliferation of stories. Each told from a power-differentiated vantage point whilst
vying for authority—be it “the official” (state/government-sanctioned narrative) or “the popular”
(grassroots’ narratives challenging and re-working or re-drafting the seemingly factual account).

Focusing specifically on the actual activity of CTing, cultural and political history scholar
Kathryn Olmsted has written about a “culture of suspicion” that affiliated grassroots networks
of “citizen sleuths” in the United States. That is, amateur researchers who opposed the “culture
of government secrecy” with regard to the Warren Commission and the so-called lone gunman
theory of the Kennedy assassination (to this day the official story). By doing so, these sleuths—
condescendingly dubbed the “housewives’ underground” by their contemporaries for they were
primarily women—became skeptical of “state’s monopoly on expertise” and ‘sanctioned’ experts.
Accordingly, they took upon themselves to implement careful, rigorous analysis of publicly ac-
cessible Warren Commission transcripts.® In her book-length study, Olmsted thus lessens this
blistering tension between lay investigators and the officialdom by suggesting that not only are
both storytellers, but, in some ways, the officials are not too much unlike those they persecute:
"[State] officials also become storytellers ... [these] [o]fficial conspiracy theorists tell one story
about an event; alternative conspiracy theorists [i.e., the skeptical members of the public] doubt
the stories told [and] to make sense of the world, [tell] their own.”62

Now, presumably due to the overall negative, superficial attention CTs and the activity

of CTing has been and keeps on receiving, however, either topic has attracted—to best of my
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knowledge—any consistent or systemic approaches from narrative scholars. If anything, “narra-
tive” (or “narratology,” even) has in more recent studies been subsumed by other approaches or
scientific fields (e.g., the systems theoretical;®3 or political and organizational theoretical an-
gles®4). In particular, the more advanced studies into the storytelling and sense-making mechan-
ics inherent in CTing have so far been only the bailiwick of the quantitative and information
studies.®s Consequently, in taking into account the potential deficiencies the above brief over-
view might have highlighted, my current theoretical and analytical contribution both builds
upon my previous preliminary research; as well as sketches some new, potentially useful theo-
retical pathways for further investigations.

Accordingly, I find it necessary to start broaching these matters through the concept of
“forensics.” Accordingly, Katharina Thalmann’s illuminating observation in her recent study—
drawing on McKenzie-McHarg’s unpublished research—sheds some further light on the genesis
of the term “conspiracy theory.” Apparently, it came to use in a neutral fashion in the late 19th
and early 20t century forensic sciences and legal proceedings. Specifically, it was implemented
to “describe a hypothesis to account for a possible crime.” Incidentally, in narrative theoretical
media studies the correlation with forensics has already seen some purchase, namely in relation
to popular television series and complex digital fan engagement. Accordingly, speaking of ABC’s
Lost, Jason Mittell explains: “[V]iewers [parse] the show ... [for it] demands a hyper-attentive
mode of spectatorship ... a detective mentality, seeking out clues, charting patterns and assem-
bling evidence into narrative hypotheses and theories.”®7 In other words, Lost exemplified what
Mittell coined as “drillable media,” meaning that “viewers are mining to discover something that
is already there, buried beneath the surface.”®8

The rest of this sub-section is devoted to my theoretical proposal. I will build on (i) Thal-
mann’s historical observation; (ii) Mittell’s theoretical insight; (iii) and the idea of the “science
of suspicion” (dietrologia or “behindo-logy”®9). I will also follow, in broad strokes, the assump-
tion of CTing being a “creative activity” for making sense of the world (Hayes 2017). Conse-
quently, I would re-conceptualize CTing as the activity of narrative contra-plotting—something
that the plotters of suspicion are engaged in. Whilst this conceptual maneuvering would enable
to avoid any, more or less justified, negative connotations of the original notion; what is its the-
oretical import? Firstly, the verb “to plot” holds two concomitant meanings. Whilst conspiracy
theory research to date has understandably focused on one specific connotation of “to plot,” i.e.,
a set of agents conspiring, “breathing together,” in secret; crucial for understanding the complete
implications of the activity of CTing is to foreground the second common meaning of the verb—
namely, to plot a story. Indeed, the most integral act of CTing as such. Consequently, the imme-

diate result of such conceptual expansion would be that the storytelling dimension of “to plot”
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indicates “another set of people who ... plot (though not in secret) about that first group of peo-
ple who are supposedly plotting.” Put differently, plotters “plot (about) the plotters—and that is
fundamentally a narrative act.”7° Secondly, the theoretical discussion I have so far advanced al-
lows to augment this latter preliminary conceptualization with that of plotters of suspicion. What
does this specification bring to the table? As I envision it, “of suspicion” implies two perspectives.
On the one hand, the (contra-)plotters are rigorously engaged in the ‘science’ of “behindo-logy,”
i.e., attempting to pursue ‘truth’ of some event perceived as “suspicious” (e.g., the MS Estonia’s
shipwreck). On the other hand, however, the accompanying condition of “continual interpreta-
tion”7* forecloses “the end” in any measure, type or form. Instead, this kind of interpretation self-
reproduces or self-perpetuates ambiguity as its operative mode. Narrative patterns72 with ever-
expanding Aristotelian ‘middles’ (“the space of suspense””3 of deferred endings) are construed and
fitted together—searching for yet immediately discarding, as if by design, any final, crystallized
‘truth.” As such, insofar as the plotters of suspicion endeavor to obliterate any suspicion and reach
peer-agreed, concrete, and straightforward event explanation; their very activity paradoxically
breeds—and is scaffolded on the never-ending existence of—suspicion.

Before moving on to the analysis, it would worthwhile to further flesh out both concepts,
however. Paul Wake’s (2008) fascinating treatment of “plot” and “plotting”—drawing on Peter
Brooks’ seminal work (1992)—might be of interest here. Wake proposes a double-layered con-
ception for both notions. The “first plane” is the classical plot (imythos), the “organizing line”74
of narrative. This pegs narrative as a “mechanism of control”—"allied to power”—for its “organ-
izing principle” (the plot) constrains, includes, excludes, restricts, summarizes and finalizes.
Now, these previous ideas, when juxtaposed with my proposed notion of contra-plotting, help to
further outline how this activity would work against—in aiming to “subvert” the “ordering” of—
the accepted account of some event (the authoritatively plotted explanatory narrative). Moreover,
Wake’s “second plane,” that of plotting, is clearly correlative with my proposals. “[ Laying] outside
of the borders of ... truth/fact,” Wake conceives plotting as a “dynamic form,” an unrealized (or
unfinalized), open and emergent plot potentiality to be predictively plotted by challenging the au-
thoritative version. The implication here would be that this plotting—"read as a verb [and] neces-
sarily imaginative”—would ultimately reveal the ‘latent,” ‘real’ plot (the one underneath the
“surface reality” of the official story). In order to make his distinction conceptually more transpar-
ent, Wake utilizes the dictionary meaning of “plot” (map, plan, scheme); as well as parts of dia-
logue from Shakespeare’s Henry IV that play on divergent meanings of the word “plot.” In the
latter case, a plot becomes simultaneously a “model,” a blueprint for a potential building (i.e., some
final event explanation in the case of conspiracy plotting); and a plot of land where the building

would be built (i.e., the official story).7s To complement this, I would argue that Shakespeare
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notably implies the inherent ambiguity of any such plotting. For the “figure of the house” (the
blueprint) might prove too complicated to build. Hence necessitating “draw[ing] anew the model,”
thereby “survey[ing] both the plot and the situation” (and maybe also the (plot of) the model, to
boot?).76 Clearly, all the above sounds quite abstract, however. The purpose of the last section (esp.
in 3.2) is to counteract any overt (theoretical) abstraction by outlining how—in the case of plotting
the MS Estonia shipwreck—the probing of potentialities for a hole in the ship’s hull (assumed since
the outset of the discussion thread as the most potent cause for extremely quick sinking) and the
“bomb version” hypothesis shifts to focus on the “how?” and the “what?” inflicting the hole (fol-

lowing the real world confirmation, in 2020, that the latter indeed exists).

3. When a(n) (official) “beautifully written story” will not do: plotting the “working

version[s]”77 on the elusive ‘truth’ of MS Estonia’s sinking

“I only have one question: do you want THE TRUTH in the question of Estonia’s sinking, or do you want that there

would eternally persist a contraction of opinions and facts on this topic?”78

“On the question of the sinking there’s indeed an actual truth to be found, if to collect more evidence both from the sea-
floor and near the visor. Insofar as the quantity of certain evidence goes right now it’s just very feeble that no theory
holds together incl. the official[.]"79

3.1 Some introductory context
The 1994 sinking of the MS Estonia has been noted as one of the worst maritime disasters of
20t century and the deadliest peacetime shipwreck in European waters (Wikipedia). This dis-
astrous event—both on the national and Scandinavian context (there were fatalities also
amongst the Finns and the Swedes)—that left nearly 900 dead has recently been back in the
public eye due to the supposedly revelatory Swedish docu-series Estonia — funnet som endrer
alt. This 5-part series aired on Sweden’s Discovery Channel in September last year and touched
upon some of the most well-known theories about the MS Estonia’s sinking. It depicted the div-
ing onto the Baltic seafloor near the wreck. Specifically, documentary’s key revelatory turn made
it evident how there indeed is a huge hole (or crevasse) in the ship’s hull—as had been long
speculated vis-a-vis the official narrative.8° These findings, whilst derided as ‘conspiracist,” nev-
ertheless pushed both the Estonian as well as some Scandinavian governments to re-open the
investigation (or at least strongly consider doing so). Since then, though, the documentary mak-
ers had been accused, in Sweden, of violating the grave site sanctity, facing either heavy fines or
jail time. Just recently, the first-tier court acquitted the men, however.8!

Now, the posts quoted above are from the bilingual (Estonian-English) so-called conspir-

acy forum Para-Web. This forum accommodates a wide variety of related interests (many types
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of which are admittedly indeed, politically reactionary, but also inconsequential to the present
discussion). The focus of current analysis is the long-running thread on MS Estonia (“The Ca-
tastrophe of Estonia — accident? Conspiracy?”). This thread, in Estonian, contains to date
(23.02.21) 1,605 posts with over 240,000 views. Notably, its activity spans sixteen years and
counting, being originally published in 2004. These statistics, but especially the longevity involved,
make it one of the most popular threads in this forum environment. This wealth of data is certainly
worthy of scholarly attention. For present purposes, a number of posts from the outset of the thread
(2004-2009); and some more contemporary material (2020) were collected. The underlying inten-
tion was to pinpoint narratively significant developments in time by contrasting different eras, as it
were, especially in light of the recent real world revelations described previously. To that end, fol-
lowing a long-term observation, in total 210 posts were gathered and inserted into a Microsoft Excel
spreadsheet in two columns (user/date — post). Thereafter a preliminary surface reading and sub-
sequent coding of the sample was performed and subsequent coding was performed. The coding
process was inspired by a mixture of “motif” and “narrative” coding practices.82 It revealed a number
of potent narrative markers, or core motifs, that appear with some frequency across the sample and
hence enable to trace the loose ‘patternings’ exemplifying the “becomings” of the communal reason-
ing in the ongoing development of virtual knowledge.

The analysis is presented as follows. On the one hand, I will pursue a context-sensitive
‘macro-level’ narrative analysis observing how—within the ‘patternings’ of imaginative reasoning in
the span of 16 years and over two distinguished periods—some open-ended narratives (or assem-
blies of virtual knowledge) may emerge and be more or less identifiable. On the other, however, the
latter analytical mode coincides with a discourse-oriented ‘micro-level’ format, at times augmenting
the more general perspective with more specific details. In order to guarantee a manageable sample
size for such qualitative examination, the initial samples from two time periods were further limited
by zooming in on one central motif-- namely that of a (potentially) sprawling “hole” [auk] in ship’s
hull or in its bottom.83 This “hole” comes to hold especially high relevance due to the apparent find-
ings of the documentary crew that the plotters enthusiastically acknowledge. (There will also be
some other, adjacent but significant motifs involved, e.g., ship’s visor, possible bomb, submarine,
etc.). It should be noted that the mode of analysis presented here is both experimental and illustra-
tive. For a completely thorough treatment would require (at least) an essay of its own.

3.2 Analysis

Now, ever since the first handful of posts from 2004, the interlocking common sentiments ap-
pear to hold that, on the one hand, the “real,” “actual truth” about MS Estonia will not be known;
and, on the other, that the state governments involved must have been (and are) “lying,” for why

else would they “fear new investigation[s]” or “keep silent.”84 Accordingly, the real story, as it
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were, will remain unearthed because of “all the evidence having been eliminated”85; and pre-
sumably also because of the enforcement of the grave site sanctity law. A number of posters from
the early period foreground the “bomb version,” which at least partially might be credited to
German freelance journalist Jutta Rabbe’s diving expedition leading to claims of holes in the
ship’s hull.8¢ Some posters, though, remain at the same time skeptical of Rabbe in particular for,
in fact, she neither “glimpsed nor photographed [any] hole”—i.e., it may well just be idle talk,
and nothing substantiated by evidence.8” Nevertheless, in 2006 there even circulate photo-
graphs of the hole (whether modelled, speculative ones, or actual, remains unclear due to broken
web links), leading to further elaborations on the bomb theory, e.g., maintaining that “the edges
of the hole are torn from the inside to outside,” like “in case of an explosion.”88 Indeed, plottings
about the potentiality of “something to do with a bomb”89 persist into 2009, leading to an exten-
sive debate totaling in some 25 consecutive posts out of the overall sample collected. In these
posts authors either reference each other by name or use direct quotes of another’s arguments
(as afforded by forum’s framework). Moreover, in this discussion thread (taken in a broad sense)
the previously stand-alone plottings about the possibility of a “bomb”—and hence, the “hole”—
coalesce more explicitly with those focusing on the “hows?” and “whys?” of the breaking away of
the ship’s (bow) visor. For instance, some find it “not logical” that the ship’s visor breaks away
just by itself, without any particular pressure (thus causing the sinking), hence making it a
“strange theory.” Some others, conversely, do not view the visor as if insufficient causal force at
all.9o Ultimately, there remains a somewhat fragile consensus in reasoning that other factors,
such as MS Estonia having been “patched up,” may have played a complementary, if not a de-
ciding, role.9* Nevertheless, this thread from 2009—as briefly outlined above—concludes by
foreshadowing, 11 years earlier, Mauno’s post in the epitaph for this section: “What I want to say
is that with the present information no one theory can be either definitively proven or rebutted.
Including the official.”92 Yet, even so the similar sort of attentive drilling, evermore beneath the
surface, persists. Not only throughout 2009 and later, but being still ongoing little more than a
decade after the posts considered above.

Comparatively, there are notable differences in the 2020 discussion, though. For one,
there is Mauno’s admission of uncertainty figuring as a hallmark of the whole paradoxical en-
terprise: the uncertainties and suspicions involved in ‘unlocking the truth’ persist, new findings
notwithstanding. That is, having their suspicions and lingering doubts proved to have been at
least to some significant degree justified necessarily doesn’t close the plotting process but rather
enables shifts to novel pathways whilst not entirely ‘disconnecting’ these previous, now resolved,
inquiries. What I specifically mean here is that in taking into account latest real world develop-

ments (in 2020) it now appears that the hole (or crevasse) indeed is sprawling in the ship’s hull.
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Hence, the central inquiry into the possibilities that once reinforced the potentiality of such hole

(a potentiality now fulfilled) gets diverted to instead target (yet new) potentialities of the “how?”

(was the hole inflicted) and (by) “what?” (a strong wave, visor’s impact, submarine collision9s,

etc.). The apparent confirmation of the hole is taken as salutary and long time coming, no doubt;

but this very acknowledgement comes with further inquiries attached, yet to be ‘solved.” Hence,

insofar as the noted affirmation is concerned, there again emerge extensive back-and-forth dis-
cussion threads, also within the 2020 sample.

The first one (11 posts) is initiated by a post featuring a schematic image of what might
be a construction blueprint of MS Estonia. The image appears to foreground one of the flanks of
the cruise ferry, with the below the deck area especially zoomed in on, as marking of red circle
indicates.94 In the accompanying commentary it is reasoned (though the winking eye emoji in
the end leaves the post somewhat ambiguous) that due to hole’s position—above the ship’s car-
cass—maybe the “welded seam,” due to being “delicate,” was “torn asunder.” Hence there might
not even have been any “big bang,” for a “very little nudge” from the visor would have sufficed.95
It is worthwhile herewith to point out how the “bomb version” from the 2004-2009 period be-
gins to be updated with a variety of novel constellations of virtual knowledge applied to it insofar
as the initial suggestion on the “welded seam” beckons further refinement from subsequent plot-
ters. As such, in developing further the hypothesis (or its incorrectness) about the “welded
seam,” the potential significance of the visor and the possible explosion, the replies draw further
insight from sources as diverse as the aforementioned Swedish documentary; elementary
knowledge of (or lack thereof on) ship-building; a work-related visit to a Swedish pipe factory;
or the well-known fact of a strong storm on the night of the shipwreck.9%®

The second thread (13 posts) was initiated a day later, involving a very lengthy, full quo-
tation from a post from another forum (a more ‘serious,’ naval forum kipper.ee; “Kipper” mean-
ing “skipper” in Estonian). The quoted post was from Imre Kaas, a journalist and ex-television
reporter turned author who has written a book about the MS Estonia catastrophe and is thus
held in something of a high regard in these circles (at least by this particular poster).9” There are
two issues with perhaps most ramifications between the two periods that both the original poster
as well the subsequent ones pick up on from Kaas’ account (who had alleged to have met with
an initials-only ex-military ‘whistleblower’). These are (a) the supposed existence of a “radioac-
tive metal plate” (either extracted in secret due to otherwise “poisoning the whole of the Baltic
Sea”; or buried beneath the seafloor); and (b) the history of whistleblowers, in the face of Kaas’
account; and, in particular, the early (discredited and “eagerly” debunked by the Swedish au-
thorities) claims by the Swedish military diver Hakan Bergmark of there having been a hole,

indeed (later somewhat confirmed by the Rabbe-Bemis expedition). Here (a) leads to various
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kinds of criticism and suspicion on the truth-value of claiming the existence of any such object98;
as well as to re-emergence of adjacent plottings, such a potential collision with the submarine
(which is, accordingly, plotted as buried, instead); or, the truck which carried the plate—the lat-
ter obviously dislodged from the wreckage post-haste by the Swedes); or, finally, a “Baltic Sea”
UFO as “causing” the hole.99 Meanwhile, the complete impact of (b) becomes evident already on
the outset of yet another thread, where the reaction to Margus Kurm’s speech becomes front and

center in how to further tie down the continuity between the two eras.2°

4. Conclusions

The present paper was a multidisciplinary theoretical exploration pursuing a narrative theoret-
ical outlook on the popular digital practice of conspiracy theorizing. I began by charting the gen-
eral background by considering the issues of (dis)trust and suspicion in the contemporary
(Western) society (sec. 1). Next, I entered into a theoretical discussion (sec. 2) by giving a brief
historical and etymological overview on the term “conspiracy” and pointing out a more inclusive
definition for the notion of “conspiracy theory” (2.1); surveying some relevant literature critical
of the predominant tendency to stigmatize and pathologize conspiracy theories and theorizing
(2.2); and finally, elaborated on my proposed narrativist research profile, especially by propos-
ing the notions of contra-plotting and plotters of suspicion aimed to better (and in less value-
laden terms) foreground the centrality of narrative and sense-making in the much-maligned
popular activity of “conspiracy theorizing.” The last section (3.) was devoted for an illustrative
analysis of a sample of forum posts discussing the sinking of the cruise ferry MS Estonia. Qual-
itative analysis, utilizing narrative and discourse analytical perspectives (3.2), was preceded by
a short overview of recent real world events with regard to MS Estonia (3.1). Future research
would necessitate both further fine-tuning of the conceptual apparatus as well as identifying
potential topical points of comparison with other (international) corpora (e.g., Covid denialism,

anti-vaxxers, 9/11 ‘truth’ movement, etc.).
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