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Abstract 

In recent years, research on conspiracy theories has expanded, yet few studies have examined them from a 
discursive post-structuralist perspective. This paper provides a theoretical mapping of the structure of 
conspiracism as articulated in political discourse. Drawing on the Essex School of Discourse Analysis, it 
highlights the main discursive features of conspiracy theories and the conditions under which political 
discourse can be classified as conspiratorial. Moreover, focusing on Greece—a country marked by recurrent 
political and economic crises—this paper analyzes how conspiratorial motifs are mobilized in the discourse 
of different political actors in the country, identifying their central or peripheral role. While the focus is not 
on verifying the truth of conspiracy theories or evaluating their political impact, we emphasize the 
importance of understanding how these theories are constructed and expressed in political contexts. In 
doing so, it contributes to a deeper theoretical and empirical understanding of the discursive architecture 
of conspiracism in politics.1 

Keywords: Conspiracy theories; conspiracism; discourse; Essex School discourse analysis; Greek politics 

1 Introduction 

Throughout history, humans have consistently sought answers to complex political, economic, social, 

and other critical issues, striving to understand the world around them. However, official accounts —

whether scientific or governmental — have often been met with skepticism. Many people adopt views on 

various aspects of society and politics that are based on the existence of conspiracies, believing that hidden 

forces are shaping events behind their backs. Conspiracy theories have emerged regarding almost 

 
1 This paper extends and revises an earlier, shorter version presented at the 9th Regular Conference of the Hellenic Sociological Society 
(HSS), which will appear in the conference proceedings in Greek. 
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everything, from the claim that the ancient Atlanteans built the pyramids to the belief that the Apollo moon 

landing was filmed in a studio (Brotherton, 2015, p. 9). Nevertheless, conspiracy theories should not be 

equated with falsehoods. History is filled with both real and imaginary conspiracies (Taguieff, 2017, p. 183), 

while many conspiracy theories have ultimately been proven true (Dentith, 2018, p. 330). 

Conspiracy theories are inherently political (Uscinski & Enders, 2023, p. 32; Lenis, 2023, p. 11) and 

constitute questions about power (Lenis, 2023, p. 241). It is therefore difficult to avoid encountering 

political discourses that contain conspiracist elements. Most of the time, conspiracism is embedded in 

political discourses to critique or challenge those in power, especially when those in government struggle 

to address emerging problems. As a result, they tend to thrive during times of crisis (Breakwell, 2021, p. 

143; Nilan, 2021, p. 46), significantly influencing the political landscape and electoral processes (Nefes and 

Romero-Reche 2024). According to Taguieff (2017, p. 186), “waves of conspiracism emerge in contexts of 

overall crisis or profound upheavals in the social order, which shake the foundations of values and norms.” 

Scholars appear to have increasingly turned their attention to the study of conspiracy theories around 

the mid-20th century. As Thalmann (2019, p. 14) emphasises, “while the term dates back to the second half 

of the 19th century it only developed into a mainstream vocabulary in the second half of the 20th century, 

at the same time that scholars increasingly studied the phenomenon of conspiracy theorizing.” Recently, a 

significant portion of the academic community (Dentith, 2014; Uscinski, 2019; Demata, Zorzi & Zottola, 

2022) has enthusiastically engaged with the study of conspiracy theories, while some focused on the 

relationship between conspiracy theories and other phenomena, such as populism (Butter et al., 2025; 

Markou, 2022; Pirro & Taggart, 2023) and nationalism (Posocco & Watson, 2024; Mir & Siddiqui, 2024). 

Nonetheless, despite the growing interest in the field, relatively few studies have applied discourse analysis 

— particularly poststructuralist approaches — to examine this phenomenon within political contexts, even 

though conspiracy theories maintain a persistent and prominent presence in the political sphere. This is 

especially noteworthy given that discourse analysis is increasingly employed in the social and political 

sciences, gaining attention from scholars around the world (Demata, Zorzi & Zottola, 2022, p. 8). There are 

not many studies that attempt to trace the core essence of conspiracy thinking or that highlight the varying 

forms and intensity of conspiratorial political discourse. This gap in literature presents an opportunity to 

explore conspiracism through the lens of poststructuralist discourse analysis, offering new insights into the 

ways in which these theories are constructed and disseminated. 

In this paper, I aim to provide a theoretical mapping of the structure of conspiracism as it is articulated 

in political discourse, employing the conceptual and methodological perspective of the Essex School of 

discourse analysis. More specifically, our analysis proceeds in three directions: 

1. I theoretically define the concept of conspiracism and identify its core features in political discourse; 

2. I distinguish conspiracism from other phenomena with which it is often erroneously equated, such 

as populism and nationalism, even though these tendencies frequently intersect; 

3. Since conspiracist thinking is widespread in society and even occasionally expressed by all 

individuals (see Pigden, 2022) — including politicians — I seek to highlight the role of nodal points 

and other significant signifiers in determining whether a discourse can be characterized as 

conspiracist or not. The Greek case will be used as an illustrative example to demonstrate that 

conspiracism can emerge across the political spectrum, albeit with varying intensity and depth, as 

well as to emphasize the significance of nodal points and other signifiers in determining the 

conspiratorial character of each case. 
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My focus is not on affirming or denying the “truth” of conspiracy theories, nor on analyzing their impact on 

politics and democracy, but rather on examining how they are constructed and expressed in political 

discourse. This study is primarily theoretical and, for the most part, builds upon existing theoretical and 

empirical studies from various research fields that have addressed conspiracy theories. However, a small 

set of original data is used illustratively to support certain points. 

2 The notion of “conspiracy theories” 

The systematic study of conspiracy theories within academic circles is a relatively recent phenomenon. 

As already noted, it was not until the mid-20th century that scholars began to rigorously engage with the 

topic (Thalmann, 2019, p. 14). Since then, numerous researchers have attempted to define what constitutes 

a conspiracy theory (Barkun, 2003; Dentith, 2014; Butter & Knight, 2020; Uscinski & Enders, 2023), 

without fully agreeing on how it should be conceptualized. There are numerous conspiracy theories that 

have developed around the world over the years. For example, some individuals claim the existence of a 

multinational force, often referred to as the “New World Order,” with the aim of governing the world 

through an authoritarian regime (Fenster, 2008, p. 54-59). Others assert that scientists are concealing 

significant information with some ulterior motive, such as the notion that the Earth is flat, that humans 

never landed on the Moon, or that extraterrestrials have visited Earth (Pleionis, 2023). Recently, a wave of 

conspiracy narratives has inundated the media and social media platforms globally, largely stemming from 

the COVID-19 pandemic. These include the belief that COVID-19 mRNA vaccines contain toxic ingredients 

meant to harm or kill people, that the vaccine was designed to alter DNA and cause infertility to reduce the 

global population, or that it is part of a secret plan orchestrated by the government or Bill Gates to implant 

microchips in humans for tracking and control (Domaradzki, Jabkowski & Walkowiak, 2024). 

Conspiracy theories are often presented as a pathological and irrational phenomenon that negatively 

affects politics and society, a view that appears to dominate public discourse. The term “conspiracy 

theorist/conspiracist” is viewed as a label that no one wishes to be associated with. Nonetheless, this 

perspective has not always been the case. Thalmann (2019) argues that the shift of the term towards a 

derogatory connotation occurred in the mid-20th century. As she notes, the term was used in the late 19th 

century in forensic and legal contexts, and in the early 20th century to describe cases of potential crimes, 

but in the 1940s and 1950s, it took on a more negative connotation when scholars, notably Karl Popper, 

began to challenge the epistemological foundations of conspiracy beliefs (Thalmann, 2019, p. 10). 

According to Swami and Furnham (2014, p. 222), Richard Hofstadter’s work further influenced the creation 

of the image of a “paranoid” phenomenon. This is reminiscent of the trajectory that populism took over the 

years in academic perspective, which was “re-evaluated” through a pathological lens in the 1950s, 

particularly through the work of Hofstadter and “his ‘liberal’ and ‘pluralist’ fellow-travelers” (Stavrakakis, 

2017, p. 4). 

The negative (predetermined) evaluation of all conspiracy theories is not universally accepted by 

scholars. Specifically, the study of conspiracy theories has created two main approaches in philosophy: One 

approach argues that it is necessary to analyze each conspiracy theory separately in order to assess its 

validity (particularism), while the other suggests that all conspiracy theories should be examined and 

evaluated collectively as a specific category (generalism) (Dentith, 2018, p. 330; Harris, 2022). More 

specifically, the first perspective highlights that we must not reject a conspiracy theory just because is a 

theory about a possible (or not) conspiracy, while the second argument suggests that conspiracy theories 

are either false or, at the very least, suspicious and should be approached with a dismissive attitude 
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(Dentith, 2019, pp. 94-95). Although this second perspective acknowledges the existence of conspiracies in 

the world, it holds that they can be considered unjustifiable at first glance (Dentith, 2022). 

According to Dentith (2022), particularists, who argue the case-by-case examination of conspiracy 

theories, “often use examples of well-attested to conspiracies” […] “to show that merely accepting 

‘conspiracy theory’ as a label which refers to unwarranted claims or unfounded speculation about the 

existence of conspiracies can have unfortunate social consequences”. Furthermore, particularists cite well-

known events that were previously categorised as “conspiracy theories” but were later proven to be true, 

such as the Gulf of Tonkin incident in 1964 and the Ford Pinto scandal in 1977, while highlighting historical 

works that demonstrate how conspiracies, often underestimated, are an integral part of our recent history2 

(Dentith, 2018, p. 330).  We could not say that this perspective is far from reality. After all, there are scholars 

who emphasise that conspiracy theories do not always lie (Knight, 2003, p. 16; Uscinski & Enders, 2023, p. 

32). 

One of the problems with the perspective of those who recognise conspiracy theories as false and equate 

them with irrationality is that they often associate them with mental health issues, the development of 

hostile sentiments, and radicalization. Α multitude of studies have rejected these specific arguments. 

Sunstein and Vermeule (2009, p. 204) argue that belief in unwarranted conspiracy theories by specific 

groups is not the result of any kind of mental illness or mere irrationality. Let us not forget, after all, that 

for many people, conspiracy theories represent an attempt to make sense of a dystopian and distressing 

situation that generates uncertainty, in which they feel insecure and trapped by existing power structures 

(see Green & Douglas, 2018, pp. 30-37; Swami et al., 2016, pp. 72-76). According to Rakopoulos (2017, p. 

26), who analyzes the concept through an anthropological lens, the “paranoia” approach is mistaken, 

emphasizing that conspiracy theories constitute an analytical framework that poses a challenge for social 

research, testing the limits of enlightened academic knowledge. 

Dentith (2018, p. 333) underlines that analyses that regard all conspiracy theories as problematic 

assume that belief in them is driven by anything but arguments and evidence, leading to skepticism toward 

any conspiracy theory even before it becomes the focus of study. However, we could argue that this 

skepticism toward every conspiracy theory has the potential to dismiss as “false” or “irrational” even 

substantial criticism of the establishment — for instance, criticism regarding the suspicion of a political 

scandal (Markou, 2022, p. 158). Furthermore, the direct association of conspiracy theories with irrationality 

has enabled politicians to “delegitimise” political opponents who follow radical directions. As Husting and 

Orr (2007, p. 127) point out, one can strategically exclude others from the public sphere and discussions by 

associating them with the concept of conspiracy theories, regardless of whether what they are arguing is 

true or false. 

After all, how can one maintain that conspiracy theories are inherently problematic, or that those who 

endorse them suffer from some kind of mental health issue, when such narratives are so widespread across 

human societies that it becomes difficult — if not impossible — for anyone to entirely avoid, adopt, or 

express them at some point in their life? According to Dentith (2019b), we are all conspiracy theorists when 

it comes to certain conspiracy theories. Pigden (2022) states that “if a conspiracy theory is simply a theory 

that posits a conspiracy, then every politically and historically literate person is a big-time conspiracy 

theorist, since every such person subscribes to a vast range of conspiracy theories”. According to him, the 

only way for someone to avoid conspiracy theories and not believe in any is to surround themselves with 

such a thick dust of ignorance and indifference that it makes them incapable of political thought or action 

(Pigden, 2022). Indeed, it would be difficult to disagree with the widespread prevalence of conspiracy 

theories in human societies, unless we attempted to impose very narrow limits on the concept itself and 

 
2 Taguieff (2016, p. 29-30) emphasises that “world history is filled with real conspiracies, which either succeeded or failed.” 
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accepted only specific theories as conspiratorial. But who would be able, after all, to draw the boundaries of 

what constitutes a conspiracy theory? As Ginzburg (2012, p. 164) rightly wonders, “‘is it possible to trace a 

dividing line between a healthy skepticism toward certain official versions and a conspiratorial obsession?” 

Precisely because conspiracy theories are not easily distinguished from skepticism, because they are so 

widespread in human society, and because they are not always false or irrational, it is more appropriate to 

rely on a more neutral definition to avoid problems in our analysis. The truth is that we could adopt a 

definition such as the one proposed by Uscinski (2019, p. 48), who defines a conspiracy theory as “an 

explanation of past, ongoing, or future events or circumstances that cites as a main causal factor a small 

group of powerful persons, the conspirators, acting in secret for their own benefit and against the common 

good”. However, although this neutral definition largely captures the phenomenon, it may not fully reflect 

its complexity, as it presupposes certain elements that are not necessarily consistent—such as the key 

characteristics of the “conspirator” (e.g., “a small group,” “powerful”)—thus excluding cases in which 

conspiracy theories may identify entire power structures as conspirators. Keeley (1999, p. 116) notes that 

“conspiracy theory need not propose that the conspirators are all powerful, only that they have played some 

pivotal role in bringing about the event”, while underlying that “the group of conspirators must be small, 

although the upper bounds are necessarily vague”. Therefore, it might be better to adopt a simpler 

definition, recognizing them as an explanation of an event that cites a conspiracy as the main cause of it 

(Dentith, 2019, p. 102). 

The fact that I adopt such a simple definition does not imply that everyone who expresses a conspiracy 

theory in the political sphere can be classified as a conspiracist. After all, (almost) every political party has 

probably referred at some point to the existence of some conspiracy. But who is conspiracist in politics? 

How can we analyse the political discourse on conspiracies? 

3 Theoretical and methodological framework: The Essex school discourse 

analysis 

I examine the architecture of conspiratorial discourse through the post-structuralist framework of the 

“Essex School Discourse Analysis”, initially developed by Laclau and Mouffe, but later expanded and 

strengthened through the contributions of other influential theorists. According to this theoretical 

framework, all social phenomena acquire meaning through Discourse, which is considered a process that is 

constantly under negotiation and construction (Carpentier, 2010, p. 252). Howarth and Stavrakakis (2000, 

p. 3) underline that “discourse theory investigates the way in which social practices articulate and contest 

the discourses that constitute social reality.” Discourse is not necessarily equated with rhetoric, but it 

encompasses both discursive and non-discursive practices. As Laclau and Mouffe [2001 (1985), p. 107] note 

“every object is constituted as an object of discourse, insofar as no object is given outside every discursive 

condition of emergence”. 

Within the framework of the poststructuralist theory developed by Laclau and Mouffe, which sought to 

reinterpret the Gramscian concept of hegemony, a complex conceptual system emerges, incorporating 

terms such as “articulation”, “nodal points”, and “empty signifier” (Stavrakakis & Galanopoulos, 2023). The 

process of articulation is highly significant, as the structured totality that emerges through the practice of 

articulation is essentially “discourse” [Laclau & Mouffe 2001 (1985), p. 105]. A fundamental concept in their 

analysis, which will be useful in the study of conspiracy theories, is that of nodal points (and signifiers). The 

formation of discourse requires the articulation of meaning around specific nodal points, which function as 

central signifiers, structuring and arranging other concepts within a discursive construction. According to 
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Laclau and Mouffe [2001 (1985), p. 112], “any discourse is constituted as an attempt to dominate the field 

of discursivity, to arrest the flow of differences, to construct a centre. We will call the privileged discursive 

points of this partial fixation, nodal points”. As De Cleen and Stavrakakis (2017, p. 306) note, nodal points 

“overdetermine the meaning of a whole structuration of meaning” and their position “can best be 

understood through a spatial figuration: the nodal point at the centre of a certain discourse with the various 

moments located at the periphery of the articulation”. As they note, “for example, in liberalism the signifier 

“freedom” or “liberty” plays such a role. Other signifiers, such as “state”, “individual” and “society”, acquire 

meaning in relation to the nodal point “freedom” (De Cleen & Stavrakakis, 2017, p. 306). 

The analysis of the discourse of political parties and leaders requires empirical material to assist in this 

task. Such material allows us to identify the nodal points of each discourse and the signifiers surrounding 

them, ultimately enabling us to draw conclusions regarding the architecture of the discourse, the meaning 

it constructs, and the strategy it seeks to achieve. According to Howarth and Stavrakakis (2000, p. 4), 

discourse analysis “refers to practice of analysing empirical raw materials and information as discursive 

forms. This means that discourse analysts treat a wide range of linguistic and non-linguistisc data – 

speeches, reports, manifestos, historical events, interviews, policies, ideas, even organisations and 

institutions – as ‘texts’ or ‘writing’.” 

The widespread dissemination of conspiracy theories within societies and in public discourse makes it 

challenging to precisely define the characteristics of this concept. If, as Dentith (2019b) suggests, we are all 

essentially conspiracy theorists in the sense that we have all, at some point in our lives, believed in or 

expressed a possible conspiracy, then what meaning does the concept itself hold? If every political party 

includes individuals who have expressed a conspiratorial idea at some point in their political careers, then 

what is the value of using conspiracy theories in political analysis? This is where the discourse analysis of 

the “Essex School” becomes relevant, guiding us in identifying discourses that incorporate a deeply 

conspiratorial logic by emphasizing the central core of a discourse. By identifying the nodal points and 

signifiers within a discourse, we can determine its key elements and assess the intensity with which they 

appear. At the same time, we can identify the connection between conspiracy theories and other 

phenomena, such as populism, nationalism, and anti-Semitism, and the role that conspiracy theory plays 

(primary, secondary, peripheral, etc.) within the context of a discourse. This process allows us to gain a 

deeper understanding of the structure of discourse and the dynamics of the content being articulated. 

Therefore, this particular methodology does not dismiss the existence of conspiratorial patterns in different 

political discourses, but helps us identify discourses that are based on conspiratorial frameworks. 

Additionally, it does not predefine the internal structure of political discourse, as it does not assess a 

discourse as either positive or negative (a priori), but rather focuses on how the nodal points and signifiers 

emerge within it. Thus, it does not aim to confirm or reject the “truth” of each conspiratorial idea, but rather 

seeks to understand the way in which it is expressed in political discourse. 

4 The discursive structure of conspiracy theories in politics 

In contemporary political discourse, numerous political parties, organizations, and leaders rely on 

conspiracy theories to mobilize supporters and exert political influence. It is well-established that 

conspiracy theories are predominantly expressed by far-right parties3; however, this does not imply that 

they are confined to this political space. There are many examples, including those of progressive parties, 

that adopt conspiratorial narratives to interpret various events and decisions, seeking to rally support by 

 
3 For far-right conspiracy theories: Busbridge, Moffitt, & Thorburn, 2020; Al-Rawi et al., 2025. 
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drawing on widespread distrust among the electorate. For example, according to Skoulariki (2018, pp. 95-

101), in Greece during the crisis, some left-wing forces expressed conspiratorial narratives, accusing the 

hegemonic financial politics of Germany, the US, and the IMF of causing the collapse of Greece’s socio-

economic conditions4.  Nevertheless, under what circumstances can a discourse be accurately characterized 

as conspiratorial? Through an in-depth review of the international literature, encompassing both 

theoretical and empirical studies —which are employed in this article both in the present section and the 

following one — I identify the key elements of conspiratorial discourse, clarified through the lens of the 

Essex School. 

Political discourse typically articulates nodal points associated with the political subject to whom it is 

addressed. These include concepts such as “the people,” “the nation,” the nationality of the people (e.g., 

French, German, etc.) and “citizens”. Simultaneously, the nodal points may assume the form of the “enemy” 

of the people/the nation/the citizens, as well as more abstract notions such as “democracy,” “freedom,” or 

“justice.” Nonetheless, at the same time, other concepts may also emerge in a central position — sometimes 

with comparable, sometimes with lesser prominence — thereby contributing to the overall structure of 

meaning. Some of these concepts are associated with purported conspiracies, thereby imparting a 

conspiratorial character to political discourse. These concepts are not necessarily explicit notions such as 

“secret plans” or “conspiracy,” but may include some or more of the following: 

1. The “conspirator(s)”, namely the group perceived as responsible for the conspiracy, orchestrating 

events behind the scenes, and embodying the perceived threat. These alleged conspirators often 

include groups such as “the Jews,” “the Freemasons,” “the Illuminati,” “global elites,” “intelligence 

agencies,” “the state,” “international organizations,” “scientists,” “pharmaceutical companies,” 

“communists,” or “the political left” more broadly, as well as foreign powerful countries (e.g. USA), 

minorities and religious groups.5  Within conspiratorial narratives, the supposed conspirator 

frequently functions as a nodal point6.  In many cases, multiple conspirators are implicated 

simultaneously—for instance, a narrative may link “the Jews,” “the Freemasons,” and “global 

governance” within a single framework. Conspirators are typically regarded as “enemies” of the 

citizens/state/people/nation/democracy and are uncovered by conspiracy theorists who “know the 

truth.” 7 8 

 
4 The far-right conspiratorial narratives regarding the crisis referred also to the Jews and “Zionism”, international bankers and other 

magnates, as well as the New World Order (Skoulariki, 2018, pp. 100-101). 

5 According to Uscinski (2019, p. 48), “the conspirators could be foreign or domestic governments, nongovernmental actors, scientists, 

religious and fraternal organizations, or any other group perceived as powerful and treacherous.” For example, as Douglas et al. (2019, 

p. 4) underline “conspiracy theories about the 9/11 terror attacks accuse the Bush administration, the Saudi Government, corporations, 

the financial industry, and the Jews; conspiracy theories about climate change accuse scientists, communists, the United Nations, 

Democrats, the government, and the oil industry among others”. 

6 In the case of conspiracy theories about Jews, the specific names of historical families (Rothschild) or prominent Jewish figures 

(Soros) can serve as nodal points. More on conspiracy theories about Soros: Langer, 2021; Richardson & Wodak, 2022. 

7 Given that each conspiracy discourse targets specific groups (often in a racist and/or derogatory manner), it can be classified 

accordingly, such as antisemitic, anti-communist, and so forth. 

8 In the USA, Donald Trump have developed and promoted many conspiracy theories. For instance, he characterized the coronavirus 

pandemic as the “worst attack” in US history, attributing responsibility to China (bbc.com, 2020). Here, “China” emerges discursively 

as a conspiratorial actor intent on harming the United States. In Greece, Artemis Sorras, frequently targets alleged conspirators who 

are purportedly undermining the country’s welfare. Among these, he positions, inter alia, “the regime”, “the corrupt media” and 

“traitorous” politicians, as well as “Freemasons” and “Jews”. Regarding the character of his party and its antisemitism, see Rakopoulos, 

2018. 
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2. A specific concept or phrase associated with the alleged conspiracy, such as “New World Order”9  

and “they are spraying us”. For instance, anti-vaccination discourse can simultaneously be 

conspiratorial if it asserts that “vaccines” are part of a secret plan to control the population or to 

serve the financial interests of pharmaceutical corporations and multinational companies10.  

Similarly, discourse surrounding a supposed conspiracy in space exploration may frequently 

employ terms such as aliens, hidden technology, fake moon landing, and reptilian beings. 11 

3. General concepts, such as “truth,” “control”, “plans,” “the system” and “freedom”, which are 

associated with conspiratorial logic by some politicians.12 Conspiracy theorists support that citizens 

can, through the “revelation of the truth” about “people’s control”, gain their “freedom”, which has 

been taken from them by “the system”. From their perspective, their discourse can be understood 

as a discourse of truth — the unveiling of hidden conspiracies — and a discourse of freedom, insofar 

as it promises the liberation of the citizen from perceived lies. The above signifiers can attract 

different social groups under the banner of a political party. 

 

Most of these nodal points alone do not suffice to determine whether a discourse is conspiratorial. In 

contrast to populist discourse — where the recurring reference to “the people” (in opposition to “the elites”) 

provides a relatively clear indicator of its populist nature (Markou, 2017) — in this case, the interpretive 

task is more complex. The presence of a central signifier does not reveal everything. Identifying a discourse 

as genuinely conspiratorial often requires deeper analysis — particularly of how the figure of the “enemy” 

is constructed (e.g., as a conspirator) and how this construction interacts with the broader network of 

signifiers surrounding the nodal point. For instance, when the notion of the “communist” appears 

frequently and in a negatively charged manner, the discourse can be identified as anti-communist. 

However, this alone is not sufficient to characterise it conspiratorial. It becomes conspiratorial when the 

“communist” is explicitly framed as a conspirator —an agent orchestrating events from behind the scenes— 

a narrative revealed through the signifiers that surround the nodal point. Signifiers such as “secret plans,” 

“revelation,” “manipulation,” and popular rhetorical tropes like “what they are hiding from us,” as well as 

broader concepts like “truth,” “control,” and “freedom,” often function as indicators of a conspiratorial 

interpretive context. Hence, the core pattern of conspiratorial discourse lies in the development of a 

denunciatory discourse directed against alleged conspirators and covert plots, which are constructed as the 

hidden causes of events impacting society. This denunciation functions as an act of “unveiling” the plan — 

a plan presumed to harm the society.13  Nevertheless, it is crucial to note that certain concepts serve as 

markers of conspiratorial discourse because of their strong association with specific conspiracy theories. In 

other words, when one encounters these concepts, they are likely to recognize them as referring to a 

conspiracy theory. Terms such as “New World Order,” “Jewish-Bolsheviks,” “Freemasons,” “chemtrails”, or 

“Hellanians” (a term we find in the Greek context) help clarify the internal core of a given discourse. 

 
9 In Greece, Panos Kammenos, the leader of ANEL, has frequently invoked the concept of the “New World Order” to suggest the 

existence of a purported threat over the country. As he states: “No new world order will make us surrender our homeland, our national 

sovereignty, or our territorial integrity” (Parapolitika Newsroom, 2015). 

10 See Lee et al., 2022. 

11 For conspiracy theories on space exploration and moon landings, see Eversberg, 2019. 

12 Donald Trump, known for his conspiratorial rhetoric, frequently invokes concepts of “truth” and “lies” in his discourse, either 

portraying himself as a politician who speaks the truth (bbc.com, 2018) or asserting that other politicians are dishonest (for example, 

he claimed that Barack Obama had lied about his place of birth) (see Moore, 2019, p. 111). 

13 Taguieff argues that conspiracy theories denounce a fictional conspiracy (Taguieff, 2016, p. 38). However, it is not certain that the 

conspiracy constructed is always “fictional.” 
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In what way does a conspiracist politician calls upon the political subject? A conspiracist leader or party 

typically calls upon a political subject, which is often portrayed as either resisting the conspiracy or capable 

of destroying it. This political subject may be a specific signifier (e.g., people, patriots, nation, fellow 

citizens, citizens, etc.), but it may also shift periodically within its discourse. This constitutes one of the 

main reasons why populism cannot be equated with conspiracy theories, as populist leaders call upon “the 

people” (Markou, 2022). The political subject of a conspiracy theorist is typically portrayed as an 

“awakened” political subject who perceives “who the rulers are” and “what their intentions are” (see 

Markou, 2022). This subject is depicted as the people who does not believe their lies and actively resists 

them. Nonetheless, occasionally, a conspiratorial leader may not present their supporters as already 

“awakened” but rather as individuals who are unaware and whom the leader intends to guide toward the 

“truth”. Naturally, the way a leader calls upon a specific subject is closely related to the central components 

of a discursive construction and its direction. For instance, a populist discourse places at its core the 

signifier of the “people,” while a nationalist discourse centers around the concept of the “nation” (along with 

related terms) (see De Cleen & Stavrakakis, 2017). This suggests, for example, that when the concept of “the 

nation” is combined with a notion tied to a conspiracy theory (e.g., “New World Order”), a discourse that is 

both nationalist and conspiracist is produced. 

Conspiracy theories invariably involve an “antagonist” or “enemy”, who is most often portrayed as the 

very conspirator himself. Still, the “enemy” in relation to the political subject is not limited to just the 

“conspirators.” It can also include the power structures, the political establishment, the elites, economic 

interests, and the media (unless they are a key part of the “conspirators”). These groups are believed to be 

aware of the conspiracy unfolding but either “cover it up” or turn a blind eye. In general, the conspirators 

are identified as governments, NGOs, scientific institutions, religious organizations, and secret fraternities 

(Pleionis & Demertzis, 2023, p. 25). According to Taguieff, conspiracies are often attributed to “acting 

minorities (revolutionary groups, subversive forces) or to established powers (governments, secret services, 

etc.)” (Taguieff, 2017, pp. 185-186). It is obvious that a conspiracy theorist calls upon the political subject 

to confront the conspirator, thereby forming an antagonistic relationship between the “awakened” or 

“victimized” political subject and conspirators / broader enemies. 

The intensity and variety in the use of specific conspiratorial patterns and nodal points create a colorful 

mosaic of conspiracist discourses on the political stage. Therefore, not all instances of conspiratorial 

discourses are identical. Furthermore, the differentiation between conspiratorial discourses becomes clear 

through the signifiers with which they align within the framework of a discursive construction. Conspiracy 

theories, in some cases, align with populist schemes, while in others, they align with nationalist, anti-

Semitic, or other ones. As I have underlined before, conspiracism is rarely articulated in isolation, devoid 

of other fundamental discursive elements. It is challenging to find political discourse that engages with a 

political subject without consistently invoking concepts such as “the people,” “the nation,” “citizens,” 

“democracy,” or “freedom.” 14  Indeed, conspiracist narratives frequently coexist with other central political 

concepts. For instance, the figure of the “conspirator” associated with alleged conspiracies (e.g., vaccines, 

chemtrails) may either co-occur with traditional political notions, such as “the nation,” or assume a 

subordinate role in relation to them. In the former case, where conspiracist and nationalist elements are 

equally prominent, the discourse can be characterised as both conspiracist and nationalist. In the latter 

case, where nationalism remains dominant while conspiracist elements play a secondary role, the discourse 

may be more accurately described as nationalist with significant conspiracist dimensions. In many 

instances, conspiracy theories align with extreme nationalist and racist ideologies, targeting specific social, 

 
14 Besides, a reference to a conspiracy narrative about “Jews” or “communists” simultaneously renders the discourse antisemitic or 

anti-communist, respectively. 
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national, ethnic, or religious groups and posing direct threats to them (see Dyrendal, Robertson, & Asprem, 

2018). However, numerous discourses based on populist, anti-populist, or nationalist logics do not 

necessarily incorporate strong conspiracist narratives (Markou, 2022). 

To gain a deeper insight into the architecture of conspiracism, let’s explore some of the most prominent 

conspiracy theories, which sometimes surface in political discourses.15 One of the most common in public 

discourse is the claim that Jews control the forces behind global events. According to Taguieff, the so-called 

Jewish conspiracy has developed over many centuries, taking various forms throughout the years (Jewish-

Masonic, Jewish-Capitalist, Jewish-Bolshevik, Global-Jewish, Jewish-Crusader or American-Zionist). In 

the 20th century, it found its primary vehicle in the famous anti-Semitic forgery titled “The Protocols of the 

Elders of Zion” (Taguieff, 2017, pp. 203-208). In the discourse of conspiracy theories about Jews, which 

persist to this day, Jews occupy a central role in the discursive construction, often being portrayed as 

orchestrators of secret plans for global domination. The nodal point in this type of discourse is the figure of 

the alleged conspirator—one who is imagined as possessing hidden agendas of worldwide control and who 

simultaneously functions as the enemy of the interpellated subject (e.g., “the people”, “the nation”, or “the 

citizens”). It is worth noting that conspiratorial narratives about Jews are frequently aligned with 

ultranationalist rhetoric and marked by strong antisemitic sentiment. According to Chapelan (2024), “an 

antisemitic conspiracy theory can be defined as 1) a narrative that Jews/Israel/Israeli/Zionism exercise (a 

secret) control over certain institutions, corporations/interest groups, countries or the whole world and 2) 

an explanation of historic or current events that purport a hidden nefarious role of Jewish 

individuals/groups.” 

During the pandemic, numerous conspiracy theories emerged regarding COVID-19 (Douglas, 2021; 

Ullah et al., 2021) and COVID-19 vaccines (Magra, 2020; Ullah et al., 2021). Douglas (2021, p. 270) 

underlines that some people speculated that COVID-19 was deliberately manufactured by China to wage 

war on the USA (or vice versa), while others contended that the virus was either a hoax or exaggerated by 

left-wing groups to undermine Donald Trump’s reelection campaign. At the same time, COVID-19 vaccines 

were considered by some people as highly dangerous and as a strategy to achieve dark, hidden objectives.16  

For instances, there were developed conspiracy theories that supported that Bill Gates or other powerful 

people created the virus to mandate vaccines, which would inject people with microchips to monitor them 

(Lee et al., 2022). In the view of Ullah et al. (2021), “the core of anti-vaccine beliefs is a conspiracy theory 

that vaccines do not work and/or are actively harmful because cause autism, autoimmune disease, infertility 

in teenaged girls or others.” Many of these arguments were expressed by public figures, including doctors, 

who seized the opportunity to create political movements. Within anti-vaccination discourse, the concept 

of the “vaccine” — particularly in terms of opposition to it (namely “no to vaccination”)— has emerged as a 

nodal point. In anti-vaccination discourse, the conspiracist positioned society in opposition to the perceived 

“profit-driven” and “dangerous” forces backing (compulsory) vaccination — including governments, 

international bodies (such as the WHO), and the pharmaceutical industry. The fact that the vaccine has 

been considered part of a secret plan for the destruction or control of humanity signifies that the vaccine, 

 
15 For various conspiracy theories, see Önnerfors and Krouwel 2021; Pleionis 2023. 

16 The study by Domaradzki, Jabkowski, and Walkowiak (2024) offers valuable insights into conspiracy theories and vaccination. 

Opposition to vaccines is not a new phenomenon but dates back to the time of Jenner’s cowpox vaccine. Some individuals believed 

that, because it originated from an animal, it was “unchristian,” while others claimed it would cause people to grow horns. At the same 

time, the mandatory nature of vaccination fueled distrust toward authorities and reinforced the perception that personal freedom was 

being violated. As a result, Anti-Vaccination Leagues or Societies were established in several countries, including the United States, 

Canada, and the United Kingdom, advocating for the abolition of mandatory vaccination and the protection of individual liberties. The 

anti-vaccination movement gained traction in the late 1990s, when doctor Andrew Wakefield claimed a link between the MMR vaccine 

and autism (Domaradzki, Jabkowski & Walkowiak, 2024). 
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as a nodal point, played a central role in the discourse about a potential conspiracy lurking behind the backs 

of the citizens.17 

Finally, another widely circulated conspiracy theory, which frequently appears in everyday discourse but 

less commonly in political discourses, is the chemtrail (the claim that “they are spraying us”), the belief that 

there is a secret plan by a group of people (it is not always clear who these people are) who release harmful 

chemicals into the air from airplanes (creating visible trails in the sky).18 Specifically, as it is supported, 

governments (and possibly other actors) are said to systematically organise aerial spraying with mysterious 

chemical compounds (chemtrails) in order to control human behavior, reduce life expectancy, achieve 

sterilization, lead us into biological warfare, or at least test biological or chemical weapons on specific 

populations (Lagouvardos & Kotroni, 2023, p. 123). Bakalaki (2016, p. 12) notes that “the chemtrail 

narrative emerged in North America in the 1990s and, like many other narratives that challenge official 

knowledge about nature and causes of global dangers, spread around the world through the Internet”. In 

this theory, the expression “they are spraying us” serves as the nodal point of the discourse, the concept that 

defines the entire framework of the discourse construction and is essentially linked to “mind control.” The 

political subject here is determined by the pronoun “us,” which can be “translated” as the people, the 

citizens, humanity, etc. Depending on the context of the political discourse (populism, nationalism, etc.), 

the political subject may vary, while the enemy can be considered either a government, a domestic or 

international organization, specific interests, or may not be defined at all within the discourse. According 

to Lenis (2023, p. 248), within the context of this discourse, the concept of “spraying” functions essentially 

as a metonym for the idea that our societies are indifferent, passive, and inactive in the face of inequalities, 

wars, excessive consumerism, ecological destruction, and so on. 

As we observe, conspiracism is a “flexible” discourse, as it may or may not be associated with different 

discourses and phenomena. Each conspiratorial narrative is characterized by distinct nodal points, which 

are always connected to a supposed conspiracy and the conspirators who are hidden from the political 

subject (people, citizens, etc.). The conspiracist narrative clearly contrasts with official explanations of 

events, without it being possible to determine its truth or falsity. A conspiracy theorist, through the repeated 

use of specific concepts, seeks to “awaken” the citizens, targeting particular actors (e.g., the system, 

international organisations, etc.) and attempting to reveal a fabricated scenario, which they deem to be 

dangerous. Accordingly, a politician may be identified as conspiracist when a nodal is linked to the idea of 

a possible conspiracy. Importantly, conspiratorial patterns must occupy a central position in political 

discourse, even when other elements—such as populist, nationalist, or anti-populist themes—are present 

with equal or greater intensity. 

5 Conspiracism in crisis-ridden Greece: A paradigm 

The case of crisis-ridden Greece provides a particularly instructive context for examining how 

conspiratorial patterns manifest across the political spectrum, while showing that not all such discourses 

are predominantly conspiratorial. Greece is a country where conspiracy theories flourish, many of which 

 
17 At the same time, the anti-vaccine conspiratorial discourse can be connected in some cases to other concepts, such as “the nation”, 

“truth”, and “freedom.” 

18 According to David Keith’s Research Group “chemtrails refers to the theory that governments or other parties are engaged in a 

secret program to add toxic chemicals to the atmosphere from aircraft in a way that forms visible plumes in the sky, somewhat similar 

to contrails. Various different motivations for this alleged spraying are speculated, including sterilization, reduction of life expectancy, 

mind control or weather control.” 
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appear to originate from the far right. One of the most prominent and diachronic among them—widely 

embraced by far-right circles—is the so-called “Polytechnic Generation” theory. According to this narrative, 

the generation that participated in the Athens Polytechnic uprising (1973) against the dictatorship (1967-

1974) managed, particularly during the years of PASOK governance, to infiltrate the state apparatus. Since 

then, the theory suggests, they have maintained control over key institutions, regardless of which political 

party holds power (Lenis, 2023, p. 150). In recent years, especially during the economic crisis, there has 

been a resurgence of various conspiratorial discourses. Political forces from across the political spectrum 

expressed arguments about potential conspiracies. In some cases, parties heavily relied on conspiracist 

ideas within their discourse, while in other instances, conspiracy theories appeared sporadically and with 

minimal intensity, without shaping the core structure of the discourse. Skoulariki refers to various 

conspiracy theories that recently developed in Greece, placing significant emphasis on conspiracy theories 

that emerged during the economic crisis. For example, she describes the view circulating at the time that 

there was a deliberate plan by “foreign powers” to destroy Greece, specifically to reduce the country’s 

independence or exploit its bankruptcy in order to gain access to Greek assets and resources. This plan was 

also said to be aimed at using Greece’s financial collapse as an example to deter other countries from 

challenging austerity policies (Skoulariki, 2018, pp. 95-96). 

Let’s now turn to a more detailed examination of how the various discourses were structured during the 

country’s crisis and their relation to conspiracy theories. 

The radical left developed a discourse primarily grounded in populist style, with the concept of “the 

people” occupying a central position in opposition to the establishment, the banks, traditional political 

parties, fascism, and related forces (Markou, 2017). This is why its discourse is primarily characterized as 

populist. Nevertheless, we cannot overlook the fact that austerity policies in Greece were often presented as 

an explicit, rather than secret, plan of neoliberal forces. It is true that some arguments regarding the 

functioning of the EU were framed, in some cases, within a conspiratorial logic, such as the belief that 

members of the German government aimed to impose exemplary punishment on Greece (syriza.gr, 2016). 

This “punishment” was presented as a “political plan” of neoliberal Europe (syriza.gr, 2016), based on 

specific interpretations of the crisis, the failure of neoliberal capitalism, and Europe’s authoritarian shift. 

As the party supported in the election program of 2012, “The economic crisis that is now shaking capitalism 

across the world was the culmination that shattered illusions. […] More and more people are realizing that 

private capitalist initiative and speculation are not only inhumane but also an ineffective principle for 

governing society. […] Today, the entire Eurozone is being shaken. The new agreements are pushing the EU 

in an increasingly authoritarian direction, making it clear that this neoliberal structure, function, and policy 

of the EU must be overturned” (syn.gr, 2012). We should assess here whether the claims of the radical left 

regarding austerity policies and neoliberalism were true or false. However, the argument invoking a 

“political plan” is purely conspiratorial in nature, as it presupposes the existence of a conspiracy to 

economically destroy the country. 

The radical right and far-right parties, in turn, developed a series of conspiratorial arguments about 

crisis, Memorandums and austerity, which were accompanied by strongly nationalist—and at times 

populist—elements. Germany and the EU was portrayed as conspiracist and entirely hostile to the Greek 

people and Greece, equating them with a “foreign conqueror” and the “Fourth Reich” that seek to impose 

its dominance over the country.19  For example, Panos Kammenos, the president of the Independent Greeks 

(ANEL), stated in 2012 that “this is not the European Union of nation-states that we believed in; this is the 

European Union of the 4th German Reich” (newsbomb.gr, 2012). Similarly, Kyriakos Velopoulos, the 

current president of the Greek Solution party, published a book titled “The 4th Reich is Here: The 

 
19 The theory of the “Fourth Reich” was also developed in the Greek press (see Tsotsou, 2021). 
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Dissolution of the European Idea” (Velopoulos, 2016).20  In this case, political discourse is primarily shaped 

by nationalist and conspiratorial motifs, with Germany and the EU essentially depicted as conspirators 

intending to harm the Greek nation. 

During the same period, conspiracist arguments were also developed by parties and politicians from the 

liberal-conservative spectrum, who referred to a supposed secret plan within the country for its return to 

the drachma (the “drachma lobby”) (see Propaganda Team, 2017), presenting specific 

factions/organizations/parties of the (populist) left and right as dangerous for the country. For example, in 

2015, members of New Democracy (ND) accused the SYRIZA-ANEL government of serving the “drachma 

lobby” (Lifo Newsroom, 2015). During that period, the concept of the “drachma lobby” was primarily part 

of anti-populist discourse, with populism considered its central element and a major threat to democracy. 

However, even if such conspiracist arguments existed, we could not claim that the entire political discourse 

of this political camp was presented through a conspiratorial lens. 

Certainly, it would not be difficult to identify other instances during the crisis where politicians have 

referred to some “conspiracy” or “plot” allegedly woven against them or the country. A simple online search 

could convince anyone. Nonetheless, one of the cases that has been particularly characterised as 

conspiracist both in the media and in academic studies is that of “Ellinon Synelefsis” (Assembly of Greeks) 

of Artemis Sorras. Artemis Sorras appeared during the economic crisis and claimed that he and his 

movement, “Ellinon Synelefsis,” could solve Greece’s economic problems that emerged after the outbreak 

of the global financial crisis (Rakopoulos, 2017, p. 25). According to Lazaridis (2024, p. 160), this political 

formation, through a radical narrative, became known to the Greek society through the promotion of 

“internation super-conspiracies”. Sorras’ discourse is based on the belief that there are certain forces 

conspiring to prevent Hellenism from standing upright and overcoming its difficulties. While he himself 

possesses the means to resolve Greece’s problems (600 billion), there are some forces who obstruct his 

efforts. Therefore, he requires the assistance of the Greeks (Hellanians). In Sorras’s discourse, the “Greeks” 

or the “Hellanians” represent the political subject to whom the political leader of the “Ellinon Synelefsis” 

typically addresses, and they constitute one of his central discursive elements (along with “Greece”, “Greek 

indigenous”, “nation” “Greek politeia”, etc.). They are depicted as the people who will resist those who 

threaten and conspire against Greece and the Greeks. The concept of “Hellanians” appears to be employed 

to highlight a distinct identity and aims to strengthen the sense of “exclusivity” of the Greeks, emphasizing 

a belief in a superior Greek heritage and tradition, which is called upon to resist both external and internal 

threats.21  Sorra’s conspiracism is combined with extreme nationalism, while according to Rakopoulos is 

intertwined with antisemitism. According to him, “the anti-Semitism of Sorras’ statements alludes to the 

long history of conspiratory thought regarding ‘immoral’ wealth and secretive power that conspiracy 

theorists cognitively struggle and politically engage with. Fascinated with the potential of hidden wealth 

and suspicious of ‘other’ bearers of wealth, conspiracy theorists in Greece have often scapegoated marginal 

groups. Freemasons and Jews are constant targets of their concerns, precisely because of a historical 

assumption that they had made fortunes out of conspiracy and usury” (Rakopoulos, 2018, p. 381). 

Summarizing, over the past years in Greece, a range of perspectives regarding the (alleged) existence of 

conspiracies has surfaced, articulated by various political parties and leaders from across the ideological 

spectrum. In some cases, conspiracy theories have not only been present but have served as the 

foundational basis for political arguments, influencing the very core of the discourse. In other instances, 

however, these theories have played a peripheral role, where they are invoked occasionally, but without 

defining or fundamentally altering the structure of a discourse. While in some cases conspiracy thinking is 

 
20 Velopoulos’ case has been analyzed through the lens of conspiracy theory by Kourdis (2016). 

21 A search on the internet for Sorras’ arguments can reveal the frequent use of such concepts (see Delta TV, 2016). 
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not particularly pronounced, there are instances where conspicuous conspiratorial elements are easily 

identifiable — for example, in the case of the “Ellinon Synelefsis”. Such variations reflect the dynamic nature 

of political discourse in Greece, highlighting how the invocation of conspiracies may serve distinct 

discursive functions. 

6 Conclusion 

In this article, I focused on the architecture of conspiratorial discourse through the lens of the 

poststructuralist analysis developed by the “Essex School.” Specifically, after highlighting the key aspects 

of the debate surrounding the concept of conspiracy theories and maintaining a critical stance toward 

approaches that equate conspiracy theories with falsehood and pathology, I examined the structure of 

conspiracism, the common nodal points they engage with (e.g. the conspirators), the ways in which they 

call upon political subjects, and the construction of “enemies.” I have observed that the frequent use of a 

particular term in political discourse (e.g., “communists”) is not sufficient in itself to classify a discourse as 

conspiratorial; such references must be linked to an underlying conspiratorial claim (e.g., that communists 

are orchestrating a covert plan). Moreover, I show that conspiracism should not be equated with other 

phenomena (e.g., populism or nationalism), although it is evident that they often co-occur within the 

context of different discourses. 

Subsequently, I presented the case of crisis-ridden Greece as an illustrative example, highlighting that 

while conspiratorial thinking may manifest across ideological spaces, it does not define all political 

discourse as inherently conspiratorial. Besides, in an environment where ideas about potential conspiracies 

are widely disseminated and play their own role in politics, it is essential to be able to identify those 

discourses that present and rely on a conspiratorial character. Even Hofstadter (1996, p. 29) stated that 

“the distinguishing thing about the paranoid style is not that its exponents see conspiracies or plots here 

and there in history, but that they regard a “vast” or “gigantic” conspiracy as the motive force in historical 

events.” Therefore, not all political actors can be considered conspiracists in politics, even if they have 

occasionally expressed views that align with conspiratorial thinking. After all, the concept itself would hold 

little analytical value if everyone were to be recognized as a conspiracist. 

The fact that conspiratorial reasoning can emerge even within progressive political discourses raises a 

critical question: can conspiracy theories—when they don’t contain racist or otherwise dangerous 

elements—play a constructive role within democratic politics? As we observed, in the context of the Greek 

crisis, segments of the Left’s anti-austerity rhetoric occasionally adopted a conspiratorial logic. Could such 

forms of political critique be understood as a mode of political engagement capable of producing meaningful 

outcomes for marginalized people, or should they be regarded as potentially harmful to democratic life? 

After all, as previously noted, conspiracies are not necessarily synonymous with falsehood, irrationality, or 

pathology. This question may seem provocative—given the deeply ingrained belief that conspiracy theories 

are solely dangerous and anti-democratic—but it is likely not. Conspiracy thinking can, in some cases, 

present elements of social critique which, despite their weak empirical foundations, challenge social 

structures (Demata, Zorzi, & Zottola, 2022, pp. 7-8). While these questions fall beyond the scope of our 

study, they merit further analysis in future research. 
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