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A Poor Person’s Cognitive Mapping

Fran Mason

ACCORDING TO FREDRIC JAMESON at the end of his 1988 ar;:m}e
“Cognitive Mapping,” there are two existing ways to map p.ostnc;o er:
multinational society. The first is the self-reflexive ae$t'het1f:s of pos
modernistart, aninferior way of mapping the g%ob‘al n‘fulhnanogai space
we inhabit, as Jameson sees it, because its interzormatlopf of social repr;ci
sentation resolves into an endless mapping al:ld: remapping of th.e wo:h
as a set of textual processes. Instead of prow.dmg a map of society, ef
postmodern text simply provides a map of 1ts‘e1f. The secondf form t}:e
mapping, which is the more significzjmt'for this essay, stems rolrg !RC_
“omnipresence of the theme of paranoia” m-t}}’e contemporary wor .th&
cording to Jameson, the “theme of paranm? pro<:1.1;..ces conspiracy e
ory, which, he argues, is “the poor person’s cognmvc.e mapping I-I:Zal c
postmodern age; itisa degraded figure of ::he total }?,gif of iati capi a, !
desperate attempt to represent the latter’s systemd- Cognitive map

ping,” injameson’s view, providesa means to achievean unéerstandaig
of the complexities of the social relations that exist in what he termds‘t e
#multinational age”—and, indeed, is necessary for such understanding.

Conspiracy theo
it cannot adequately represent
nizes totality as totalitarianism or attemp

these complexities. It either misrecog-

alogy. In both cases there occurs a “misrecognition” that -
B ees anlogion ate form of knowledge. Conspiracy theory doesnot .
d system as they are (in the forms in which they ac-
butassomething else (conspiracy),as anothejr
approxi-
“veal.” It generates a map of the
a parallel or

d power structures.”

produces an illegitim
represent ideology an

tually occurinlate capital),
systgm altogether. Conspiracy theory produces an analogy or

mation that is subsequently taken to be .
world that is actually a map of a different world entirely,

imaginary world of misrecognized social systems an
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Jameson, however, is actually fairly vague about what constitutes
“cognitive mapping.” He develops the term out of Kevin Lynch’s work
on the understanding of space and people’s ability or lack of ability to
map the city space that has exploded around them in contemporary cul-
ture.® With the addition of Althusserian politics, and particularly the no-
tion of the “absent cause,” Jameson proposes “cognitive mapping,” a
means by which the individual subject can locate and structure percep-
tion of social and class relations in a world where the local no longer
drives social, political, and cultural structures or allows the individual
subject to make sense of his or her environment. Deluged by a “percep-
tual barrage of immediacy,” the subject is disconnected and fragmented
in a more exaggerated form than ever before.* In the corporate multina-
tional global economy of late capitalism, the multiple informational and
sign systems that are made available cannot be synthesized by the indi-
vidual subject or consciousness, a situation that also occurred in moder-

~* nity, but which is exaggerated and magnified in late capital.’ Jameson,
+ therefore, calls for a new “cognitive mapping” of global society because
~ “cognitive mapping” provides the ability to negotiate a relationship be-

tween the local and the global on the part of the individual subject so that

. he or she will be able to generate an informed and practical political re-

- sponse to the saturated sign-space of postmodernity in order “toenable,”

' as Jameson puts it, “a situational representation on the part of the indi-
- vidual subject to that vaster and properly unrepresentable totality which
- is the ensemble of society’s structures as a whole.”

-2 What Jameson is calling for, in effect, is a way of presenting the un-

. presentable, making implicit reference to Lyotard’s notion of the post-

modern sublime. Jameson does not, however, directly invoke Lyotard’s
esthetics of the postmodern sublime because it does not fulfill his po-

litical needs. Lyotard's argument that the postmodern sublime puts

otward the unpresentable in presentation itself” and that “it is our
siness not to supply reality but to invent allusions to the conceivable
which cannot be presented” works principally in terms of aesthetics,
ahallpgy, and simulation, all of which are displacements away from the
‘real” that Jameson seeks to reveal through “cognitive mapping.”” Con-
piracy can be seen as a version of the posimodern sublime and offers a
imilar displacement away from the “real.” A “true” conspiracy would
e something that is absolutely unpresentable or absent, providing no
igns or clues of its existence and would be a version of the sublime in
the Romantic sense, because it is invisible and undetectable. As soon as
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it becomes represented it is no longer a conspiracy: a conspiracy cannot
be visible (represented) because it derives its status as a conspiracy from
its secrecy. In Lyotard’s postmodern version of the sublime, conspiracy
theory would provide an allusion to reality even though it isn't reality
itself. The representation is not a representation of the conspiracy itself,
just an approximation or an analogy. In this sense, conspiracy theory is
a presentation of the unpresentable through signs and is a simulacrum
in its fullest sense: a copy without an original.

For Jameson, on the other hand, conspiracy theory is not a presen-
tation of the unpresentable “absent cause” but rather a metaphor or
analogy, “a degraded figure of the total logic of late capital.” Conspir-
acy is not a true presentation of either the “absent cause” of late capi-
tal’s system and its power structures or its history. It is simply a narra-
tive or story created through control and power and as such has ideo-
logical effects. Conspiracy theory, in Jameson's terms, can therefore be
seen as a diversionary tactic directing attention away from the real
causes of oppression in capitalism because it identifies secret societies
or government agencies as the cause of oppression rather than the sys-
tem itself.> Where the conspiracy groups are seen to be simply utilizing
the current social system, they act as scapegoats for the system’s failure
and thereby focus disaffection on the abusers of the system rather than
the system' itself. If, on the other hand, they are seen as the creators of
the current social system, they are effectively untouchable and tran-
shistorical superagents who cannot be thwarted. In either case, con-
spiracy theory offers an ideologically produced response to oppression
in Jameson's logic. '

What is at issue, therefore, as far as Jameson is concerned, is the
question of the legitimation of knowledge and how to produce knowl-
edge that is real and not ideological. Jameson follows Habermas's posi-
tion and desires an objectively legitimated knowledge that can be ac-
cepted as history or reality, a knowledge that incorporates the “absent
cause” rather than referring to it by the analogy of narrative. Indeed, in
his foreword to the English-language edition of The Postmodern Condi-
tion Jameson challenges Lyotard’s argument that the master narratives
of legitimation have disappeared to be replaced by small narratives of
legitimation and suggests instead that they have simply passed under-
ground.’ Jameson, therefore, is offering “cognitive mapping” as a way
of finding “real” knowledge rather than the analogies of narrative
knowledge, or, as he puts it in Postmodernism, he is using “cognitive
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mapping” as a way of overcoming the rift “between existential experi-
ence and scientific knowledge,” where Lyotard would represent the for-
mer and Habermas the latter.”* “Cognitive mapping” has three main
tasks: to revive the global truths and legitimating grand narratives that
have gone underground; to prevent the fragmentation that accompa-
nies the move to Lyotard’s small narrative units; and to bridge the gap
between the small narrative knowledges of existential experience and
the larger global or scientific narratives so that a properly legitimated
knowledge can be generated.

In opposition, Lyotard, in “A Missive on Universal History” in The
Postmodern Explained to Children, privileges the position of narrative;
first, because it holds together a multiplicity of heterogeneous dis-
courses,!! and second because

legitimacy is secured by the strength of the narrative mechanism: iten-
compasses the multiplicity of families of phrases and possible genres
of discourse; it envelops every name; it is always actualizable and al-
ways has been; both diachronic and parachronic, it secures mastery
over time and therefore over life and death. Narrative is authority it~
selt. It authorizes an infrangible we, outside of which there is only they.
This kind of organization is absolutely opposed to the organization

of grand narratives of legitimation which characterize moedernity in
the West.12

Lyotard is describing what he termed “paralogy” in The Postmodern Con-
dition (the creation of small performative narratives that challenge the
institutional and reified grand narratives of modernity).1® Paralogy is it~
self a form of “cognitive mapping” and describes the positioning of the

. subject within a community or society through the generation of new
. knowledges and the rearrangement of existing knowledges. While it
- would be wrong to conflate Lyotard's narratives of knowledge with ei-

ther textual or historical narratives, there are nevertheless connections
between conspiracy and narrative production. Indeed, narrative or the

. narrativization of events and facts is the main form of legitimating
. knowledge in conspiracy theory. Every conspiracy theory provides a
" n:drrative to legitimate its account of contemporary society, offering a
. view of how things got to be as they are. Conspiracy theory provides ar-
- chaeology in narrative form, locating causes and origins of the conspir-
--acy, plecing together events, connecting random occurrences to organize
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a chronology or sequence of sorts, and providing revelations and de-
nouements by detailing the conspiracy’s plans for the future. Narrative
provides a form of mapping for conspiracy theory, offering not only an
explanatory history butalso a map of the future thatis to come. Thisis the
case whether it is a narrative of occultism and the Knights Templar, the
Gnostics, and the Illuminati; a narrative of the New World Order; Alex
Constantine’s narrative of the founding of the Fourth Reich in America;
or a narrative of mind control from Operation Paperclip to MK-ULTRA
and Project Monarch.! These narratives also exist within a Lyotardian
community of paralogy where members can add to the narratives, often
by rearranging or combining narratives, so that the [lluminati narratives,
for example, can also be combined with anti-Semitic Zionist narratives or
with New World Order narratives—as is the case with Lyndon
LaRouche’s original spin on conspiracy in which the British monarchy is
allied with other “cabals” and political groups such as Zionism, Freema-
sonry, the Rockefellers, and Muslim fundamentalists as it seeks to take
control of the globe. Similarly, Texe Marrs’s account of the New World
Order takes in mind control conspiracies and state surveillance:

A frightening behemoth is rising up from the depth of America’s hid-
den establishment. Like a vast and monstrous silicon octopus, Project
L.U.C.LD. is stretching forth its ominous and high tech tentacles. Mul-
titudes of unsuspecting helpless victims will very soon be encircled
and crushed by Big Brother s new, Gestapo police state. Who among
us can possibly escape from the electronic cages now being prepared
for all mankind?*®

The creators of these accounts, however, do not see them as narratives
but as histories, and as such it might be better to term them “virtual his-
tories” or “virtual chronologies.” They are therefore both grand narra-
tives and the small narratives of paralogy. Conspiracy theory can be
seen in terms of the production of grand narratives in its impulse to to-
talize reality as a system of connections while it also arranges new
events according to its existing thesis and thus has mapped reality in
advance. On the other hand, conspiracy theory is not officially sanc-
tioned knowledge because it offers alternative versions of reality and
would therefore appear to be a matter of paralogy. A postmodernizing
process occurs in which there is a proliferation of mutually exclusive
knowledge systems each of which has a monocentric belief in its own
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truth but whose internal logic cannot be measured against any existing
reality. The result is a proliferation of information systems all of which
claim to be knowledge systems but which cannot legitimate themselves
against the existing realities of multinational global culture. The post-
modern phenomenon of contemporary conspiracy theory can thus be
seen as a heterodoxy of orthodoxies, a set of paralogic narratives that
claim to be legitimating grand narratives none of which can stand the
existence of any other system.

The unlegitimated and “virtual” qualities of conspiracy narratives
or histories lead Jameson to describe conspiracy as the “poor person’s
cognitive mapping.” The term “poor person” is a rather strange one for
a Marxist such as Jameson to use, however. Clearly, Jameson is sug-
gesting that in opposition to conspiracy and other illegitimate cognitive
mappings there is a legitimate cognitive mapping, but this doesn’t de-
tail what this legitimate “cognitive mapping” or “rich person’s cogni-
tive mapping” would look like. It would probably not look like the
eclectic postmodernism that Lyotard describes, where “one listens to
reggae, watches a western, eats McDonald’s food for lunch and local
cuisine for dinner, wears Paris perfume in Tokyo and ‘retro’ clothes in
Hong Kong [and where] knowledge is a matter for TV games.”% Ly-
otard intends this as his own “poor person’s postmodernism,” a matter
f)f consumption rather than knowledge, though the jet-setting lifestyle
it suggests at times implies something more than this. Nevertheless, al-
though this doesn't provide any answers as to what a legitimate cogni-
tive mapping would look like, it does raise the important question of ac-
cess to information and knowledge. In some respects, quite surpris-
ingly, Jameson suggests a utopian account of the availability of
information in contemporary multinational society, which in its pre-
dominance of mediated signs allows the possibility for anyone to cog-
nitively map their position in the global system.

The issue of asymmetrical access to information is nevertheless an

~ important one if a legitimate “cognitive mapping” of global society (or

reality) is to take place. The quality of perceived information and
whether it has a “value” become crucial if unlegitimated information is
to be transformed into legitimated knowledges through the alchemy of
“cognitive mapping.” Jameson’s offhanded dismissal of conspiracy
theory as a “poor person’s cognitive mapping” suggests that the infor-
mation that generates conspiracy theory has no “value,” but he does
not, at this point, take into account the possibility that the people who
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create conspiracy theories may not have access to “yaluable” informa-
tion. A theory that does consider levels of access to information is
Charles Jencks’s notion of the “cognitariat.” Jencks argues that in a
postindustrial information society a new class begins to appear, taking
over from the proletariat of the industrial age, when manufacturing
was the main force in economic production. He refers to this class as a
“paraclass”—suggesting that it breaks down old class distinctions—
and calls it the “cognitariat.” He also argues that access to information
will be uneven and that there will be “cognicrats” and “cogniproles”
within this new category, those who are information-rich and those
who are information-poor.” It would be into the category of “cognip-
role” that, in Jameson's terms, the use of conspiracy as a form of “cog-
nitive mapping” would fall. So, while cognicrats would have access to
enough information to propetly map global capital and its social align-
ments, the cogniproles would have to work with less information, cre-
ating degraded versions such as conspiracy theory and UFO narratives.
Jencks's idea of the cognicrats and cogniproles isnot a new idea and
has been a staple of conspiracy theory and paranoia for some time. It

; can also be seen as a conspiracy theorist’s version of class relations,

* something that particularly finds its provenance in cyberpunk fiction’s
accounts of the relationship between information-rich corporations and
their servants and the underclass that exists outside corporate en-
claves. 8 Indeed, this account of information society can be found in a
slightly different form in Philip K. Dick’s novel The Simulacra (1964),
which predates Jencks's What Is Postmodernism? (1986) by about twenty
years. In this novel, Dick constructs a society polarized into the
Geheimnistriger (the Ges), those who know secrets (particularly the se-
cret that the president of the United States of Europe and America, a
prototype perhaps of the New World Order, is a simulacrum or an-

droid) and the Befehltriiger (the Bes), the carry-outers, as they are de-
scribed; the obedient servants who follow orders in the hope that they
will be rewarded with entry into the Geheimnistriger class.” As in many
Philip K. Dick novels, government and social relations are constructed
in terms of a conspiracy created by those who have knowledge in order
to control an alienated underclass.?® Indeed, in relation to conspiracy
theory in the contemporary period it might be suggested that the gen-
eration of a conspiracy theory is as much about imagining yourself into
the Geheimnistriiger or “cognicrat” class as it is about describing or vali-

dating a sense of alienation or victimhood. Paranoia, for example, is not
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]T‘Jst an expression of marginalization and alienation in a seemingly hos
tl'Ie world, nor is it simply an attempt to find depth and meamng ?n the
sur_mlacra and multiple information systems of postmoderrﬁt;% Para
noia also acts as a centering device for subjectivity by allowing ’aﬁ th
Woﬂd’s random events to be explained in terms of the paranoid’s ver
sion of conspiracy: paranoia provides coherence for subjectivity by pro
v1c.1mg coherence for society. This raises a paradox of identity 113: fon-
spiracy theory, in that it functions to express a postmodern decenterec
sub}ectzvi_ty, but it can also be a way of expressing a meaningful anc
centered identity or subjectivity by apparently locating the self withir
the se:cre‘:t knowledges of the powerful. The paranoid is a figure who is
both inside the secret operations of society (and therefore in a positiox;
of kr.lowledge not shared by other marginalized subjects) and on the
ou’csade_: as one of the marginalized and powerless majority.
This is the ideal for “cognitive mapping,” but it faces the same
| probkj:ms and offers the same contradictory subjectivity as paranoia. To
negotiate a .relationship between local and global or individual and s 5-
tem, Sf)gruhve mapping needs a subjectivity capable of the “critical dzs—
- tance” that Jameson has often argued is impossible in postmodernity.2!
: ]ar}'leson"s subject is one who has to distance him- or herself from the r;e-
| Etxonsmps he or she is trying to map and must therefore exist outside
- .story rfmd society. And yet the subject also has to be inside society and
.}ustor?r in order to know what is relevant and legitimate. As a result
. conspiracy, rather than being a “poor person’s cognitive mappin ¥
.z?tlgfnt actually be a paradigm of “cognitive mapping” and the difﬁci'l—
_jaes it faces in creating a legitimate position of distance between the sub-
- ject and the global society he or she inhabits. The postmodern subject
_:dpes not have the stability that Jameson desires, placed within }the
/morass of postmodern information systems and simulations in which
:_s_ag‘nals suffer interference and thus intercut and merge like Bau-
drillard’s FM radio band.?2 The postmodern or global subject is not the

4

’ gubject—outside-history” that Jameson desires, The subject may be both
:10..ca1 and global, but this is not the same as being inside and o};tsidew_
Wi;th local knowledge providing inside information and global con-
:s__c_lousnes.s providing a wider overview. While cognitive mapping ide-
aHy Provzdes the connections between local and global (or insidi and
_Ol.l:.fSIdE.!), this depends on a stable self who can process the mass of in-
formation and simulacra made available in late capital. Similarly, Ly~

oi?xd s narrative legitimation has a problematic position because his
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discourse, in its references to the Cashinahua tribe, 15 Prechcated on ’drli
subject having a stable position in a .sta?le'z COW@W, whe:x::ar—;z;kc;c;o~
spiracy theory of course maps the subject’s mstabﬂ.u*y in an:i unst blese-
ciety, which constantly inflates as external connections and syste
22
Creatig.can see the problematic of subjectivity that thesle discours&:es rep-
resent when we turn to conspiracy. Very often, conspiracy th.eones ar;
constructed in order to create a subjectivity that is outside hzsto?rv a:;d
society so that, although the subject is thxfeatened by the; Nex;v c;t ,
Order, the BATE, secret government agencies, or‘ black he cc:i ers,,b e
not complicit with the conspiracy itself. In-consplracy the':or?; he sun‘]? o
is predicated as a perfect autonomous suE‘J}ect who', despltff e;zrg; 1(: o
the majority outside the conspiracy’s elite, .rema%lr_ts unaffec e— u};} e
conspiracy’s operations and untouched by its dzsmformatmnth niike
the rest of society. However, conspiracy theory als? represex}ts : eh- )
pendent autonomous subject under threat, si_-mgglmg to mamtamt his 0f
her identity in the face of an intrusive conspiracy: The repre?.ezta 10; ;)1
the body and the way it is probed by a%ien's-, subp‘acted to fn::.hn t;on : t(;
or implanted with electronic devices 51gmf'1€s this fe_:ar o B e : rea d
“the rights of the individual” and the sanctity of the mc.hm ua sti mmoé
In UFO abduction narratives, anal probes and the insemina 2n o
women, for example, represent the ways t]-ae human body zs'turne mb
a thing, a soulless piece of meat. These claims are madg, for mst;nce,foz
Budd Hopkins when he writes that there are three possible functions

alien implants:

They could function as “locators,” in the mode of the small radio trans-
mitters zoologists attach to the ears of hapless, tranquilized elk t'o trace
their wanderings. Or they could be monitors of somfe sort, rc-{laymg the
thoughts, emotions or even the visual and sensory impressions of -the
host. Or, and perhaps least palatable, they could have a controlling
function as receivers, suggesting the possibility that abductees could
be made to act as surrogates for their abductors.*

Such threats to the individual map a fear th'at mdivi‘dualit).r means not;:
ing and that everyone is treated as a funcﬁ?nal unit, a tim.lg, o;aacob

modity in contemporary society. And w.hlle such n'armtwesf ,Z:thi
Jameson’s criteria, offer a mapping that diverts attention away Iro _
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control of the total system of late capital, they nevertheless enact a cog-
nitive mapping of real fears and anxieties in the age of corporations and
multinational capital. Implant narratives map similar anxieties over co-
optation and complicity in contemporary culture and the sense that
there is no possibility for distantiation, as Jameson argues, Implants and
mind control represent a discourse of making the “knowing” subject
complicit without the subject being aware of their own complicity--a
very postmodern concern—so that they are both knowing and un-
knowing at the same time. They are brought within the conspiracy
while they still believe they are outside it and are both puppet and au-
tonomous individual.

Militia groups and New World Order conspiracists, on the other
hand, predicate themselves in terms of the notion of the subject as a
“subject-outside-history.” The fetishization of the Constitution and Bill
of Rights represents an attempt to evade not only society as it exists but
also history, something that can be seen in the desire to return to a myth-
ical prehistory America—a “retro-topian” attempt to construct an alter-
native future by a nostalgic return to the past. Bo Gritz, indeed, is fond
of stating on his lecture tours that the rights enshrined in the Constitu-
tion do not come from the Constitution itself. They are not given to the
- people of America in history (by the Founding Fathers) but, because

- they are inalienable rights, come from outside history—from God.”® New
- World Order conspiracies can indeed be seen as a paradoxical cognitive

-mapping of global systems and a resistance to cognitive mapping. NWQ
-conspiracies simultaneously map projected global systems in their
‘imagined conspiracies and embody a desire to retreat from complex
‘global systems to local communities. Again, Bo Gritz rails against the
:New World Order and global control systems while establishing his
“oWwn community (“Almost Heaven”} in Idaho, which he connects with
.aglobal system by setting it in opposition:

- Bill Clinton is more of a globalist than Bush. ] think it mneans a oss of the
7+ United States as a separate nation, and our Constitution will eventually
- come under the UN charter. Maybe there are enough people in Idaho
who think we ought to maintain our identity. If there aren't it doesn’t
- make a difference. We'll have a Neighbothood Watch program if we
+ have to. Meaning if there’s only five of us we’ll say, “Look, we're not
' going to hurt anybody, but don’t you come in here and tread on us.”?
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Effectively, Gritz is offering a cognitive as wellas a geographical map of
the world here, in which “Almost Heaven” has isolated itself from the
United States because it is a controllable and mappable unit. And be-
cause it exists outside larger systems, he is effectively arguing that a re-
sponse to global control is to step outside global history even while his
discourses still offer cognitive maps of global systems. Gritz has a literal
Neighborhood Watch in his area of Idaho (“Almost Heaven”) and a
metaphorical Neighborhood Watch in his conspiracy theory map of
global society.

The aim of “cognitive mapping,” as has already been stated, is to
form an interface between the immediate existential experience of, for
example, Gritz's Idaho and larger global systems of knowledge, but
without retreating from globalism into fragmented enclaves—whether
these are geographical, cultural, cognitive, or epistemological enclaves.
Nevertheless, Gritz’s desire to be inside and outside society and history
simultaneously is paradigmatic of “cognitive mapping” itself and rep-
resents the same desire to have a stable position from which global so-
ciety can be controlled without the subject being controlled at the same
time. Another way of putting it would be to say that conspiracy theory
and “cognitive mapping” are attempts to map society without the sub-
ject being mapped him- or herself. By this logic, “knowledge” of the
conspiracy seemingly gives the subject a position of independence and
authenticity outside the domain of the conspiracy and its world of ig-

norance, control, and inauthenticity, while “cognitive mapping” seems
to offer the same possibilities for living outside ideology. The conspir-
acist “subject-outside-history” sees him- or herself as free of the infor-
mation systems controlled by the conspiracy, government, or secret so-
ciety and sees subjects inside history and society as constructs of “alien”
information systems in which thoughts, values, and beliefs do not orig-
inate with the subject. Conspiracy theory in this respect acts as a dis-
placed substitute of ideology, a displacement that is itself ideological.
The substitution of conspiracy for ideology can in many ways be seen
as a rightist or libertarian attempt to understand control and power in
contemporary society and marks an interesting intersection between
Marxist theories of ideology popularized by Herbert Marcuse in the
1960s—in the notion of “the System”~-with rightist or libertarian para-
noia. In this interface, control is moved from a class to the individual
and responses to control entail individual knowledge or empowerment
rather than social transformation. Conspiracy theory can be seen, in
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these ’seirms, as an ideological response to ideological control and, as
iuch, a “poor person’s cognitive mapping.” Yet itis also a paradigm’for
c':ogmt;‘ve mapping” as a whole because conspiracy theory enacts the
difficulties of mapping society without the subject being mapped in the
process. O.r, more properly, conspiracy theory represents the difficulties
of generating a map that is not itself a product of the subject having al-
ready been mapped or interpellated by ideology. ;
Irfzplant and mind control discourses represent exactly this prob-
lematic. They present a version of society in which subjectivity hzs al-
r\eady.been generated by the group or agency that is being mapped: the
Conspiracy that the subject claims has introduced the implant or n;ind
c'on'troi information in the first place. Conspiracy theory and conspirac
fictions are full of stories of people whose actions have been deteriiinecyi
ff)r them through mind control or implanted téchnology. Alex Constan-
tine claims that Sirhan Sirhan, like Lee Harvey Oswald, was a “hypno-
patsy”;”” Timothy McVeigh apparently had an implant placed znphis
buttocks by the army; and Cathy O’Brien tells of her “experience” as a
Clzﬁzx;controﬂed pr.ostitute and drug courier in Trance: Formation of Amer-
ica. .In UFO stories the picture is the same: abductees are implanted
fnorutored, and controlled by aliens or have “actual” aliens imp lanted’
o u?to their cerebral cortex (both of which have become a staple gf other
kinds .Of popular fiction, as seen in Scully’s neck implant in The X-Files
and aliens as implants in Dark Skies). These conspiracy fantasies repre~
sent several things. They are a way of explaining a feeling of disgmv
pom.rennent in contemporary society, but they also allow people to
_a'vmd taking responsibility for their own actions. Equally, these iarrw
tw.es hyPothesize the entry of the conspiracy into the sub;',ect The con-
Spiracy is internalized and does not just exist as a threatenin;g but rec-
ognizable fextemal agency. It is both inside and outside, with the im-
: Plant or rmnd control trigger acting as an on-off button. The conspirac
s 'c‘)uts1de until the implant or mind control trigger is activated, at Whici{
point the subject becomes part of the conspiracy. The c}aim; that the
CIA has developed “remote viewing” technology (whereby the im-
-p}gnted victim becomes the eyes of a distant receiver) are the clearest
--q_e'xainpie of this type of conspiracy fiction.? In this instance, the “vic-
ﬁm apparently sees the world through the eyes of the clonspirac '
.Zizncy and becomes a stooge or puppet during the period they arz
__ic_meitrecg;i:é)rlomvzﬁoat Ron Patton, a mind control believer, calls the Mar-
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. Stephen Bury’s Interface provides a more self-aware example of the
contradictions of implant conspiracies and the problematic subjectivity
that results.’ The novel tells the story of a conspiracy behind the presi-
dential campaign of William Cozzano, a wealthy politician who has suf-
fered a stroke, but who is seen by a secret conspiracy of the wealthy
(called “The Network”) as necessary to their control of America. He is
given an implant that mends the neural networks, but that also allows
him to be controlled, without his knowledge. At the same time as this,
his campaign staff come upon a new device (the PIPER 100) that straps
on to the wrist and will allow people’s emotions and responses to stim-
uli to be accurately observed. Cozzano is not given one of these, but one
hundred selected volunteers are, and their responses to Cozzano’s po-
litical opinions and rhetoric are measured. Among the group being
monitored is Floyd Wayne Vishniak, part of the social category the re-
search campaigners call “economic roadkill”: an unemployed, alien-
ated white male prone to conspiracy fantasies.” It is no surprise, there-
fore, that wearing the PIPER 100 on his wrist causes Floyd Wayne to
fantasize a conspiracy in which wealthy William Cozzano is a front man
for a secret network of the super-rich who want to take over America
and who are using the PIPER 100 Floyd Wayne wears to monitor and
control the minds of Americans. The conspiracy is mapped by Floyd
Wayne because he believes he is being mapped and controlled by the
conspiracy. Yet Floyd Wayme’s construction of a conspiracy is acciden-
tal: the device he wears is not an implant (although it transmits, the
messages are not subliminal), but Floyd Wayne maps the world as if it
were an implant and as if he were being mapped and controlled by it.
His belief that he is being controlled leads him to both resist the mes-
sages he believes are coming from the transmitter (which are actually in
his own mind) and thwart “The Network.” He kills Cozzano and helps
to end “The Network's” conspiratorial threat, the result of which is the
election of one of the marginalized, who has plans to transform the
United States.

Interface offers an account of mind control that questions the basis
of conspiracy versions of control, but it also gestures to the difficulties
of “legitimately” mapping society. It suggests, through Floyd Wayne’s
fantasy of conspiracy, that everything is an implant in postmodern
global society even if the implants are not material objects, but simula-
tions, discourses, ideologies, and knowledges. The subject is already
pervaded by the social processes he or she wishes to map. Inferface sim-
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~ ply extends the process by imagining the technologization {(or cybor-
- gization) of the mapping process to enact the simultaneous internaliza-
' tion of society and externalization of the self. Similarly, while mind con-
' trol narratives assume an autonomous independent subject existing be-
" fore the mind control experiments, they also unconsciously represent
 uncertainties about the autonomy of the subject because of mind con-
~ trol's claimed ability to alter personality structures and identity. Floyd

Wayne believes he has a new subjectivity constructed for him by the

conspiracy, but it is actually his own creation. Floyd Wayne, like the

“nyictims” of mind control experiments, fantasizes a conspiracy and 2

controlled subjectivity for himself. Likewise, accounts of mind control

 (in the form, for example, of the hypnotic suggestion, electroshock, and

1LSD experiments of MK-ULTRA and Project Monarch) and implants
(whether at a general level in the form of tracking devices, remote-con-
trol chips, and human telemetry devices or more specifically in the neu-
rophone or stimoceiver) unwittingly focus on the permeability of the
human brain and on the continued effects of the control even once the
subject has realized what has happened. As is the case with conspiracy
disinformation narratives, it becomes unclear whether the information
about the conspiracy is truly experienced or planted in the subject’s
mind despite the fact that all “victims” of mind control and implants
dlaim to be “subjects-outside-conspiracy” once they become aware of
the implant device or mind control techniques that have been used
against them. Mind control and implant conspiracies imply an interface
between the subject and the “conspiracy,” the result of which is a circu-

. lar self-reflexive mapping. The subject is mapped by conspiracy only

because he or she maps a conspiracy, effectively meaning that subjec-
tivity and conspiracy are conjured into existence at the same moment—
a fabulation Jorge Luis Borges ‘would be proud of. The production of
conspiracy knowledge becomes self-fulfilling and conspiracy theory
begins to look rather like Jameson’s postmodern text, which produces
not a map of society but a map of itself: conspiracy theory maps neither
conspiracy nor society but provides a map of itself and the subjectivity
that created it.

In many ways, conspiracy theory offers not a “poor person’s cogni-
tive mapping” but a “cyborg’s cognitive mapping”—but this may be
the only form of “cognitive mapping” available in a multinational
global society pervaded by technologies and simulacra. As such, the
conspiratorial subject is not a product of conspiracy but a product of the
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postmodern global society he or she is trying to map through tkf
medium of conspiracy. The conspiratorial subject repre?ser}ts a e]i:»fos -
modern self incapable of critical distance, ’che.: result of whichisas ) h—;e;
flexive subjectivity that is itself a reproduc_tlon of pos?trnodern wu lﬂa;
Subjectivity is exteriorized and made as fluid as the discourses, 151{1111 ,
Hions, and ideologies it tries to map, unsure O.f w'he‘ather knowde ie i
perceived or implanted and unclear where‘ sut.)]e.ctn{lty ends ac.ln w. e;rz
global society begins. Conspiratorial sub;e.:cth’cy is a paradigm o
scattered postmodern and global subjectivity z?ndr,, as such, COﬂ;pl;:?;
theory is less a “poor person’s cognitive mapping” than a par?thg ™ of
“everyone’s cognitive mapping” in its attempt to mritke sense of the
fusions of subjectivity in a multinational global society.

L]
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