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Many scholars and journalists have recently posed the question, "Why do people 

believe in conspiracy theories?" There is no consensus answer, but typical 

candidates include the suggestions that some people buy into conspiracy theories 

because they are cynical about politics and authorities, or because they commit 

epistemological fallacies, or because they believe in one conspiracy theory and 

are therefore likely to adopt a more encompassing set of conspiracy theories.1 

The question of why some people believe in conspiracy theories is commonly 

considered very important. The assumption is that if we know why some people 

tend to adopt conspiracy beliefs then we can develop effective measures to fight 

their spread. As many scholars have pointed out, some conspiracy theories are 

potentially dangerous (say, for religious minorities or political dissident 

communities), and it is important to adopt policy to make those theories less 

popular, rather than more.2  

Bucking current scholarly trend, we will consider the reverse question and 

ask why some people do not explore or believe in conspiracy theories, and why 

they dismiss suspicions of conspiracy out of hand without appropriate 

consideration. This is a largely neglected question, and conspiracy theory phobia 

may be the answer. 

A person suffers conspiracy theory phobia if (1) she rejects conspiracy 

theories without an appropriate evaluation of evidence that has been presented, 

or if (2) her reaction toward particular conspiracy theories is mockery, contempt, 

hostility, or a straw-person characterization of the argument presented.3 There 

is no doubt that conspiracy theory phobia is irrational: Just as those who are a 

priori drawn to believe conspiracy theories over authoritative explanations 

exhibit a measure of irrationality when the evidence does not warrant it, a person 

who suffers from conspiracy theory phobia is also epistemically irresponsible.4 
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While social scientists have recently built many research projects based on the 

idea that too many people believe conspiracy theories, we seek to push back 

against the current trend. We want to shed some light on why, in many instances, 

too many people reject conspiracy theories. 

 

 

Characterizing Conspiracy theories 

 

Events and circumstances are often explained by referring to unintended side 

effects of intentional actions. When individuals decide to buy apartments in a 

certain area of a town, the prices of the apartments tend to rise in that area even 

if no one had a plan to raise them. The price rise can be explained by referring 

to the unintended effect of people's uncoordinated choices. Explaining data by 

pointing to unintended effects must be distinguished from explanations that refer 

to successful intentional actions. If the local government decides to dose some 

public libraries in order to open more golf courses, then the fact that the town 

has fewer libraries than before can be explained by referring to successful but 

perhaps misguided intentional action. 

Intentional explanations can be separated into two categories, for some of 

them refer to public actions (i.e., passing legislation) while others refer to covert 

actions (i.e., secret military operations). A subcategory of intentional 

explanations, conspiracy explanations, refers to covert actions consisting of 

conspiracies. These explanations are widely used by professional historians, 

journalists, and jurists, among others. The fact that a bomb exploded on the 20th 

of July 1944 at the Wolf's Lair conference room near Rastenburg, East Prussia, 

can be and has been explained by referring to a conspiracy carried out by a group 

of conspirators who attempted to assassinate Adolf Hitler. The fact that one of 

President Hamid Karzai's bodyguards was arrested in Afghanistan in October 

2011 can be and has been explained by referring to a plot to kill Karzai. As these 

examples show, there is nothing exotic in conspiracy explanations. Like all other 
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explanations of events and circumstances, conspiracy explanations are 

sometimes correct, sometimes not. All kinds of conspiracies have been rather 

common, not only in politics but also in the private sphere. There is no principled 

reason to dismiss all conspiracy explanations outright. 

However, when it comes to conspiracy theories, many scholars and journalists 

say we should avoid them. For instance, we are told that we should not explain 

the death of Princess Diana, or the murder of Olof Palme, or the death of scientist 

David Kelly, by referring to a conspiracy. Conspiracy theories cannot be 

distinguished from other conspiracy explanations because conspiracy theories 

are always false while conspiracy explanations are not. Some conspiracy theories 

can be true. One reason why conspiracy theories are commonly distinguished 

from mainstream conspiracy explanations is simply that conspiracy theories tend 

to conflict with socially and politically recognized epistemic authorities-such as 

mainstream media, scientists, medical professionals, government officials, 

historians, and other experts.5 (Sometimes the term appears to be a political tool 

of silencing, an attempt at "censoring" our larger epistemic resources.) 

 

Usually, conspiracy theorists suspect two separate groups. On the one hand, 

they suspect a group of people who are claimed to be conspirators (say, 

representatives of Monsanto). On the other hand, they suspect the relevant, 

socially recognized epistemic authority that denies the alleged conspiracy (say, 

the health authorities). In certain specific cases, the epistemic authority is itself 

accused of engineering a conspiracy. Of course, to question the position of an 

epistemic authority in a special case does not mean that its position is questioned 

in general. Historically speaking, isolated individuals or at least investigative 

journalists have managed to show that "properly constituted epistemic 

authorities" can be wrong in specific instances.6 It is reasonable to assume that 

our epistemic authorities can be wrong, at one time on another.7 

In what follows, we focus on those explanations of events and circumstances 

that (1) cite an actual or alleged conspiracy, and (2) either conflict or conflicted 
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with the authoritative account.8 The conspiracy theories of interest here are 

those that challenge or have challenged what people take to be the existing 

truths.9 

 

 

Why Conspiracy Theory Phobia? 

 

So why do some people not evaluate conspiracy theories in the way, they should, 

that is, by estimating the strengths and weaknesses of the evidence that is 

presented in support of a particular conspiracy theory? What makes them reject 

conspiracy theories at the outset, without rational reflection? What explains 

conspiracy theory phobia? We discuss four interrelated reasons.  

 

Fly in the Ointment 

 

Some conspiracy theories make claims so fantastical that they go beyond what 

most people can accept as true. For example, the claim that interdimensional 

lizard people secretly rule the planet is an extraordinary one, and therefore 

requires extraordinary evidence. While bizarre conspiracy theories like this are 

not representative of all or most conspiracy theories, they may spoil the whole, 

thereby driving people to reject, out of hand, more mundane and more evidenced 

claims of conspiracy.10  

 

 

Preferring Conspiracy Theories to Be False 

 

Conspiracy theories often include claims that many of us want to be false. We 

do not hope our food is poisoned, our cars damage the environment far more 

than the makers claim, political authorities spy on our texting, social media, and 

e-mails, politicians are ready to kill their own citizens to justify wars, or that 
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vaccines have deadly or dangerous side effects that are intentionally hidden from 

public view. 

Conspiracy theorists frequently claim with their theories that unpleasant, even 

infamous states of affairs have prevailed, do prevail, or will prevail. This may 

well explain why some people tend to reject conspiracy theories and dismiss 

conspiracy theorists quickly and easily, without critical evaluation of the role of 

evidence in the theory or within the thinking of the theorists. Let us consider two 

psychological mechanisms. 

 

 

Psychological Factors 

 

Just as social psychologists have concentrated on people who have a disposition 

toward accepting conspiracy theories, we would like to focus on the people at 

the opposite end of that spectrum: people who are resistant to conspiracy 

theories. Both ends of the spectrum are irrational in the sense that they have a 

tendency to accept or reject conclusions based on predispositions rather than 

evidence. 

Confirmation bias works to support existing dispositions by driving how 

people derive hypotheses and collect and evaluate evidence. When a person 

learns of a 9 /11 conspiracy theory, for example, she might test the hypothesis 

that "It is not true that authorities knew in advance what would happen to the 

twin towers:' After that, she will easily find evidence in support of this 

hypothesis and only little (if any) evidence against this hypothesis, as she 

searches for and interprets evidence in a selective way. This is a manifestation 

of confirmation bias-a very common psychological phenomenon. As a result, the 

person concludes that, fortunately, the conspiracy theory is clearly false-a 

"fanciful" or "absurd" story.11 Her conclusion that the theory is false can be 

correct, of course, but her reasoning is faulty.  
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Pragmatic Hypothesis Testing 

 

Suppose a person who suffers from a food allergy and cannot eat eggs is at the 

restaurant with her friend. She asks whether the portion she plans to order has 

eggs as an ingredient. The waiter replies that in his view it does not and that he 

remembers that someone else with similar allergy has eaten it. Her friend is 

convinced, but the allergic person wants more information, as she wants to avoid 

complications that eating egg would cause her. Her behavior is understandable-

an error would be very costly for her-although she seems to have a very high 

confidence threshold for accepting the hypothesis that the food does not include 

egg. Imagine the waiter said, "I think it might have egg. I doubt it but I'm not 

really sure. I think I remember that someone got sick from it because of some 

allergy or something:' She would immediately reject the hypothesis that the food 

does not have egg. This suggests that, because of pragmatic reasons, she accepts 

one conclusion much more readily than another. 

When a person hears a disturbing conspiracy theory, she considers it, in her 

mind, as a hypothesis. Likely, she tests the hypothesis from a pragmatic point of 

view. If the conspiracy theory in question is one that asserts things people do not 

want to believe, the person wants plenty of evidence in support of the theory 

before she is ready to seriously suspect or believe in it. For her, it is important 

not to believe in a conspiracy theory if there is no conspiracy-much more 

important than to believe in a conspiracy theory when there is a conspiracy. The 

error costs for her can be considerable if it turns out that she believed and acted 

upon a false conspiracy theory.12 The social price can be extensive. She might 

be seen as subversive and antisocial. Her rationality might be called into question 

by those with whom she shares important professional and personal 

relationships. Avoiding such strongly discomfiting situations can be of prime 

importance for her. The error costs for her would be minor if she did not believe 

in a conspiracy theory that was eventually revealed as true. Since most others 
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(and the authorities) made the same mistake, the social price is minimal. If she 

did advocate it in the face of social rejection, accolades may follow if it turns out 

to be true, but the risks prior to public acceptance are severe. It follows that when 

a person evaluates a conspiracy theory, she accepts one conclusion much more 

easily than another. Her reasoning may be rational from a pragmatic point of 

view, but there is a considerable risk that she makes false conclusions. 

 

 

Why Does Conspiracy Theory Phobia Matter? 

 

Conspiracy theory phobia matters for at least three reasons: (1) it may allow 

some conspiracies to go undetected; (2) it may undermine vigilance and rational 

suspicion in functional democracies; and (3) it may distort social science 

concerning conspiracy theorizing. 

In functional democracies, the salvation of the state lies in watchfulness of 

the citizen. A critical aspect of democracy is suspicion of societal powers, be 

they political, economic, or the entanglement of these. It is not just the 

emergence of extreme, overt tyranny citizens have to watch for. High-placed 

political conspiracies of lesser ambition are commonplace. In U.S. politics the 

evidence of spying by political opponents on each other is now known to be 

commonplace; the scandal of Watergate hardly abolished this tactic. Political 

enemies, like Anwar al-Awlaki, appear to have been executed by political 

authorities.13 Historians have often confirmed that incidents are manufactured 

or falsely reported by political authorities to initiate wars that otherwise would 

not have been justifiable to the populace of a representational democracy. The 

false "Gulf of Tonkin incident," which led to the Vietnam war and the deaths of 

more than a million people, is now widely regarded by professional historians to 

be one instance.14 

Just as proper empirical study of conspiracy theory and theorists must take 

rational and evidential elements seriously, serious accusations by citizens 
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enabled with evidence must in that measure be taken as seriously. They should 

not be dismissed as evidencing pathology. That is the price of a functional 

democracy. A proper understanding of the complexity of human cognition is 

important. If we want to understand humans-a social and highly organized, 

hierarchical, cooperative, and deceptive primate-we need to acknowledge all 

aspects of our practice of conspiracy theorizing. The point of departure should 

be historically literate. It should respect that many conspiracy theories have 

turned out to be true. If we are empirical researchers in the social sciences, this 

inevitably makes us appropriately situated theorists of conspiracy theory. 

Unfortunately, conspiracy theory phobia may distort these gifted research 

cultures. Both the factors of confirmation bias and pragmatic rejection can 

dispose researchers to neglect how rationality and evidence function in the 

cognitive practices of conspiracy theorists. 

 

Let's Keep Our Eyes Open 

 

People who suffer conspiracy phobia reject conspiracy theories without an 

appropriate evaluation of the evidence presented, and their reaction toward any 

particular conspiracy theory tends to be mockery, contempt, hostility, or a straw-

person characterization of the arguments presented. We have argued that 

conspiracy theory phobia can be explained with non-rational psychological 

mechanisms.  

Conspiracy theories challenge important truths. Our point here is not to say 

that, in general, it.is irrational to trust in epistemic authorities. However, if it 

turns out that a particular explanation provided by the relevant epistemic 

authority looks problematic in the light of a conspiracy theorist's message, then 

there is a reason to be cautious. Although the burden of proof lies on the side of 

the conspiracy theorist, her arguments and the evidence she provides should be 

evaluated open-mindedly. 15  The fact that the conspiracy theorist offers an 

alternative account is not sufficient reason to reject her claims. Established 
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epistemic authorities have made mistakes, and nothing guarantees that they 

won't make them again. If the issue looks scrappy and complicated, laypersons 

need not form any beliefs concerning the issue. Epistemic abstinence, a studied 

agnosticism, is often a virtue.16  

Conspiracy theory phobia is closely related to ad hominem argumentation. A 

person who commits the ad hominem fallacy criticizes another person's character 

traits instead of trying to reply to the argument presented. Surely the defender of 

a conspiracy theory must believe in "demonic forces with transcendent powers" 

as suggested by some authors?17 The question is about a silencing tactic.  

Conspiracy theory phobia is also associated with the idea that people should 

evaluate conspiracy theories as a group rather than on a case-by-case basis, and 

with the claim that the state should act against all or almost all conspiracy 

theories.18 These are dangerous suggestions.  

Understanding the logic of conspiracy theory phobia is a matter of great 

significance. A precondition of a successful fight against conspiracy theory 

phobia requires that the root causes behind the phenomenon are well known and 

empirically studied. It is imperative that we reveal conspiracies threatening 

justice, democracy, public safety, and human rights. Without an open and careful 

evaluation of conspiracy theories, some conspiracies may go unnoticed. When 

conspiracy theories get fair treatment and receive serious attention, the 

likelihood of successful conspiracies declines. 
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