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JOHN BYRNE

An Impossibly Ordered Scheme:
Conspiracy Theories and Interconnectedness

Order in chaos. It was science’s oldest cliché. The idea of hidden unity and common underlying
form in nature had an intrinsic appeal, and it had an unfortunate history of inspiring
pseudoscientists and cranks.1

 In a recent edition of The Skeptical Inquirer (a publication which falls under the

auspices of the Committee for the Scientific Investigation of Claims of the Paranormal)

it was somewhat despairingly noted that even though “Human beings have never

understood the material universe as thoroughly as they do today,” the “popular hunger

for superstition, pseudoscience, and the paranormal” has never been greater.2 Similarly,

in The Demon Haunted World: Science as a Candle in the Dark, that well-known

populariser of scientific concepts Carl Sagan remarked that “as the millennium edges

nearer, pseudoscience and superstition will seem year by year more tempting, the siren

song of unreason more sonorous and attractive.”3 Given the increasing popularity (at

least in the Western world) of New-Age philosophies, astrology, “fringe” science, “pop”

psychology and (most significantly for this essay) conspiracy theory, the above

quotations seem to reflect a certain anxiety in the “rationalist” camp that we may be

witnessing a resurgence of the “unreasonable,” the irrational and the superstitious.
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before finishing with some general comments on the current popularity of conspiracy

theories and the idea of interconnectedness itself.

Through their emphasis on interconnectedness, conspiracy theories seem to be

inherently suited to the “information overload” of the postmodern world. Those who

have access to the various forms of media that dominate the dissemination of

information, are bombarded daily by countless examples of soundbites, “factoids,” news

flashes, rumours etc., which, according to many commentators, tend to overwhelm and

stupefy the subject receiving them. As far back as 1970, for example, Alvin Tofler was

writing about the cognitive responses to sensory overstimulation at a time when levels of

media bombardment were noticeably lower than they are today. Toffler argued that

“when we experience sensory overstimulation, we suffer confusion, a blurring of the line

between illusion and reality.”9 The significant thing about much of this information is

that it comes to one in fragments, snippets, “blink and you’ve missed it” images leaving

the subject to wonder if any sense be made from such scraps, any totality pieced

together, any narrative constructed. For this, it would seem, is where one can spot the

reassurances of conspiracy theories. They seem to have the ability to create ordered,

“rational” narratives out of information-based chaos and flux, signal out of noise, sense

out of non-sense. As Mark Dery puts it:

conspiracy beliefs are…a source of cold comfort. At the end
of a century that gave us the Theory of Relativity, the
Uncertainty Principle, and the Incompleteness Theorem,
conspiracy theory returns us to a clockwork universe, before
the materialist bedrock of our worldview turned to quicksand.
Conspiracy theory is a magic spell against the Information
Age, an incantation that wards off information madness by
organizing every scrap of the free-floating data assaulting us
into an impossibly ordered scheme.10

In organising, rationalising and making sense of the random scraps of

information which seem to float unanchored in the datasphere, conspiracy theory seems
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“European” suggests “Jewish,” and “Jewish” suggests “Anti-Christian ‘One-World’

ambitions.”

The New World Order nightmares dreamed up by conspiracy theorists are, of

course, not the only vehicles of the theory that “Everything is connected.” The potency

of the idea of interconnectedness and order behind apparent chaos seems to have reached

something of an apex in recent years, with variations of the idea articulated in fields as

diverse as chaos mathematics and New Age philosophy.  In each of these cases (and

despite their differing methodologies and emphases) the notion that there exist random,

isolated events which have little or no bearing on each other, or the “system” as a whole,

is one that tends to be frowned upon. The New Age perception of “Gaian Overminds”

and planetary consciousness as part of a transcendental evolutionary leap, however,

seems to find its paranoid flip-side in the world of conspiracy theory. The “cosmic

holism” of much New Age philosophy does in fact offer, what Dery calls, “its own

Smiley-face take on conspiracy theory” through the “gaggingly cute…concept of

‘pronoia’ – the sneaking suspicion that everyone is conspiring to help you.”18 Less

extreme, but still focusing on the benevolence of planetary interconnectedness, one

website puts it as follows:

The peace, the fix, comes from remembering in our hearts
that we are tiny natural parts of an immense natural whole.
Although the patterns of existence and our part in it are far
beyond our intellectual understanding, we can relax and
trust the process because we are an inseparable part of it.19

For those who fear the coming “one-world” government such rhetoric would no doubt

sound like that of a totalitarian apologist. William Norman Grigg has, in fact,

highlighted the difference between New Ageism’s advocacy of increased inter-

connectedness (and awareness of existing planetary dependencies) and the views of

some of the “Christian right” who oppose the UN. Grigg claims that “values, practices
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interconnectedness of all things.  The Web has of course been both a breeding ground

for, and a means of disseminating, conspiracy theories and, as has been noted by certain

critics, the architecture of the net itself seems inherently suited to the logic of

conspiracy: for the net is nothing if not an elaborate system of links and connections. In

this sense the net could have a dual function or effect. By providing links to other areas

of interest the net implicitly suggests genuine connections between apparently discrete

subject areas. By linking from a site concerned with alien colonisation to one dealing

with the Chupacabra and other cryptozoological oddities it is possible to imagine that

these phenomena are part of some baffling (yet to be understood) totality; some

totalising logic.

By offering a world of order, a world of sense, a world of meaning, conspiracy

theories seem to fit neatly into the current cultural climate; a climate of too much noise

and not enough signal. Whether or not the giant “jigsaw puzzle” being painfully

constructed by conspiracy researchers has, ultimately, any “truth value” (in the

conventional rationalist sense) is something of an irrelevance, for it does nothing to

reduce the potency of its meaning for those who subscribe to it. As a belief system for a

new millennium conspiracy theory restores a “faith” in a world where things are firmly

nailed down and anchored, where events are connected, where the creeping threat of

chaos and confusion is kept at bay. Its logic sits easily with our paranoia, our obsession

with networks, and our indoctrination into the intellectual world of cross-referencing,

intertextuality and endless internet surfing. We are, in essence, becoming like Casubon

in Foucault’s Pendulum, prepared as he was “to see symbols in every object,” with our

minds growing ever more accustomed to “connecting, connecting, connecting

everything with everything else.”30
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