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What is A Conspiracy Theory and Why Do They Spread? 
• According to the University of Kent psychologists Michael J. Wood, Karen M. Douglas, and Robbie 

M. Suttona, a conspiracy theory is: 
o “a proposed plot by powerful people or organizations working together in secret to 

accomplish some (usually sinister) goal”  
o that is “notoriously resistant to falsification,” and  
o that has ‘new layers of conspiracy being added to rationalize each new piece of 

disconfirming evidence.” 
• With this cabalistic paradigm in place, conspiracies can become “the default explanation for any 

given event—a unitary, closed-off worldview in which beliefs come together in a mutually supportive 
network known as a monological belief system.” 

• This can lead to something they call global coherence: “Someone who believes in a significant 
number of conspiracy theories would naturally begin to see authorities as fundamentally 
deceptive, and new conspiracy theories would seem more plausible in light of that belief.”  

o Thus, “conspiracy advocates’ distrust of official narratives may be so strong that many 
alternative theories are simultaneously endorsed in spite of any contractions between 
them.” 

o For instance, a substantial number of people both believe that Princess Diana was killed by 
the British Secret Service and at the same time believe that she is still alive. 

• Conspiracy theories are also self-sealing and self-closing, meaning that “every argument put up 
against them is dismissed either as the product of the conspiracy itself, or as simply confirming the 
theory in the first place.” 

 
History of Conspiracy Theories 

• Professor Richard Evans notes that conspiracy theories have been with us for centuries, pointing 
out: 

o That both sides in the French Revolution were inspired by conspiracy theories about the 
other side. 

o That, in 1349, there was a widespread belief that the Black Death was a Jewish plot. 

 
The Roots of Conspiratorial Thinking 

• There are four elements commonly associated with conspiratorial thought: 
o Conspiracy theories connect the dots of random events into meaningful patterns 

(patternicity) 
o and then infuse those patterns with intentional agency (agenticity).  
o Add to this the confirmation bias (the tendency to look for and find confirmatory evidence 

for what we already believe) and  
o the hindsight bias (after the fact explanation for what you already know happened) 
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What Triggers Belief? 
• Researchers Joseph Uscinski and Joseph Parent, in their 2014 book American Conspiracy Theories 

rejected the stereotype that conspiracy theorists were “primarily middle-aged white male Internet 
enthusiasts who live in their mothers’ basements.” 

• Instead, they found: 
o “conspiracy theories permeate all parts of American society and cut across gender, age, 

race, income, political affiliation, educational level, and occupational status.” 
o Anxiety ranging from concern about job loss to more pressing events like natural disasters 

tends to evoke a belief in conspiracies 
• Researchers have also found three characteristics that are common among those who believe in 

conspiracy theories: 
o The desire to maintain a positive self-image: people who are socially excluded feel 

empowered when they see themselves as holders of privileged knowledge. 
o The desire for understanding and certainty: in an increasingly complex world, conspiracy 

theories offer explanations for things that seem too difficult to understand or control. For 
instance, it can be more reassuring to believe that vaccines cause autism than not to know. 

o The desire for control and security: conspiracy theories give believers a sense of control of 
the world around them. For example, if global temperatures are rising catastrophically due 
to human activity, people will have to make drastic, difficult changes, but if a person 
believes it’s a hoax, they reassert control over their own lives.  

 
Group Identity and Conspiracy Theory 

• Group identity is also a factor.  
o African Americans are more likely to believe that the CIA planted crack cocaine in innercity 

black neighborhoods, created AIDS to kills blacks, and that the Jews control the media.  
o By contrast, white Americans are more likely to believe that the government is conspiring to 

tax the rich in order to support people who take advantage of welfare, to take away our 
guns and abolish the Second Amendment, and even that President Obama is setting up 
concentration camps for Americans who resist his socialist agenda. 
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Demographics: Politics and Education 
• Politics 

o Political ideologies also play a role in conspiratorial belief, on both the left and the right 
equally, although each concocts different conspiracies at work. The left suspects that the 
media and political parties are pawns of the rich, while the right suspects academics and 
the liberal elite control the same institutions.  

o Climate change conspiracy theories are endorsed primarily by those on the right, GMO 
conspiracy theories are embraced primarily by those on the left. 

• Education 
o Another interesting finding by Uscinski and Parent is that education makes some difference 

in reducing conspiratorial thinking, but not as much as we might hope it would. 
o Even at the post-graduate level more than 1 in 5 Americans show a high predisposition for 

conspiratorial belief. 
 
Are Conspiracy Theories A Threat to Democracy? 

• Professor Richard Evans argues they might be, noting in 2016 lecture that: 
o conspiracy theories are more pervasive and widespread than they have ever been before 

and that they are deeply rooted in distrust of the government. 
o Historically, conspiracy theories have undermined democratic norms in countries like the 

Soviet Union and Nazi Germany. 
o Some worry that the current climate in the United States, where political leaders argue that 

the media is part of a plot to undermine the nation or an “enemy of the people” might 
undermine democracy. 

o Evans argues, though, that many conspiracy theories are harmless and have no impact on 
democratic functioning and “that the scale of this threat is fairly limited.” 

 
 
 
 


