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Unpacking Conspiracy Theories
Ideas for Confronting the Hydra of the Information Age 



—Soren Kierkegaard

“There are two ways to be fooled: one is to 
believe what isn't true, the other is to 
refuse to believe what is true.”



Søren Kierkegaard. Trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong. Kierkegaard's Writings, 
XVI, Volume 16: Works of Love, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995, Page 5.

“We can, of course, be deceived in many ways. We can 
be deceived by believing what is untrue, but we 
certainly are also deceived by not believing what is 
true.”



Winston Churchill . . . ?

“True genius resides 
in the capacity for 
evaluation of 
uncertain, 
hazardous, and 
conflicting 
information.”



CONSIDER THE SOURCE
Click away from the story to investigate 
the site, its mission and its contact info.

READ BEYOND
Headlines can be outrageous in an effort 

to get clicks. What’s the whole story?

CHECK THE AUTHOR
Do a quick search on the author. Are 

they credible? Are they real?

SUPPORTING SOURCES?
Click on those links. Determine if the 
info given actually supports the story.

CHECK THE DATE
Reposting old news stories doesn’t 

mean they’re relevant to current events.

IS IT A JOKE?
If it is too outlandish, it might be satire. 
Research the site and author to be sure.

CHECK YOUR BIASES
Consider if your own beliefs could 

affect your judgement.

ASK THE EXPERTS
Ask a librarian, or consult a 

fact-checking site.

International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions
With thanks to www.FactCheck.org



Logical Fallacies

• Slippery slope


• Ad hominem


• Appeal to emotion


• Either/Or


• Bandwagon


• Appeal to fear


• Appeal to authority . . . 
Strawman
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Conspiracy Versus Conspiracy Theory



What is a 
conspiracy?

An oral or written agreement 
between two or more persons 
to commit a wrongful act. 

Guy Fawkes

1570-1606



What is a 
conspiracy theory?

“. . . the view that an explanation of a social 
phenomenon consists in the discovery of the 
men or group who are interested in the 
occurrence of this phenomenon (sometimes it 
is a hidden interest which has first to be 
revealed), and who have planned and 
conspired to bring it about.”


Karl Raimund Popper, The Open Society and Its 
Enemies. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1950), 
287.
 Karl Popper


1902-1994



Conspiracies are 
hard to keep secret

The Watergate conspiracy 
was discovered almost as 
soon as it began.

Richard Nixon John Mitchell

E. Howard Hunt G. Gordon Liddy



Keeping conspiracies secret may 
be mathematically impossible

“One of the major motivations is to help counter-act anti-
science beliefs from gaining a foothold by quantifying 
how extraordinarily unlikely it is that a cohesive scientific 
fraud could take place on such massive scales.”

David Robert Grimes, “On the Viability of Conspiratorial Beliefs,” PLOS ONE 11, no. 1 (January 26, 
2016), https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0147905.







“Conspirators 
rarely consummate 
their conspiracy.”

—Karl Popper

J. Edgar Hoover

Karl Raimund Popper, The Open Society and Its 
Enemies. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1950), 
288.



COINTELPRO
Counterintelligence Program


1956-1971
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CORE Chief Demands Hoover's Resignation: James Farmer Charges FBI ...
Los Angeles Times (1923-1995); Nov 26, 1964; ProQuest
pg. 25

CORE Chair Demands Hoover’s Resignation: 

Jame Farmer Charges FBI Head Conducts “Vendetta” 
Against Civil Rights Groups


Los Angeles Times. November 26, 1964



How Conspiracy Theories Work



Empirical 
statements are 
falsifiable.

It will rain this afternoon. 



Truth is assumed a priori.


Evidence that doesn’t 
support assumed truth is 
rejected as false.

Circular Reasoning Is Not Falsifiable



Three Types of Conspiracy Theories

• Event Conspiracy 
Theories



Three Types of Conspiracy Theories

• Event Conspiracy 
Theories


• Systemic Conspiracy 
Theories



Three Types of Conspiracy Theories

• Event Conspiracy 
Theories


• Systemic Conspiracy 
Theories


• Superconspiracy 
Theories



Elaborate Presentation of Evidence



Cherry Picking Evidence



Rejecting Contrary Evidence

Measles Vaccine: 1963



Downtrodden Us 

Versus 


Powerful Them



From Outside

From Below

From Above

From Within



Repetition Makes It So



Texas School Book Depository



Texas School Book Depository

Disinformation







Changing Thinking about 
Conspiracy Theories

Believing a conspiracy 


theory is like joining a cult.



“Conspiracy theorists 
believe strange ideas, 
yes. But these 
outlandish beliefs rest 
on a solid foundation of 
disbelief.” 

Tim Harford. “What Conspiracy Theorists Don’t 
Believe.” The Atlantic, March 16, 2021. 



Instead of countering conspiracists’ beliefs with facts which conspiracists have 
a priori rejected as false, a more productive path is to challenge conspiracists’ 
to explain the factual bases of their beliefs. 





https://www.altereainc.com/agents-of-influence



Cold-Case Conspiracies

TWA Flight 800


• July 17, 1996—230 victims


• Shot down by U.S. Navy


• Shot down by terrorists


• Terrorist bomb on board


• Resolution: Short circuit 
cause fuel tank to explode.

Houston Mass Murders


• 1970-1973—28+ victims


• Three conspirators


• Police ignored missing-
persons reports


• Resolution: A conspirator 
confessed and led police 
to the bodies.

Conspiracy Theory Criminal Conspiracy



Conspiracist Ideation

A mindset in which 
conspiracy theories 
serve to make sense 
of a reality that may 
seem ambiguous, 
arbitrary, unfair, or 
frightening. 



Agency Panic

“Intense anxiety about apparent 
loss of autonomy or self-
control–the conviction that 
one’s actions are being 
controlled by someone else, 
that one has been ‘constructed’ 
by powerful external agents.”


Timothy Melley, Empire of Conspiracy: The Culture of Paranoia in Postwar America, (Ithaca, 
N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2000), 28.



Popular Culture and Conspiracy 
Theories





Lilly Wachowski Lana Wachowski





tvtropes.com



tvtropes.com



tvtropes.com



tvtropes.com



“There Are Currently 16.1 Million Ford F-Series Pickups on U.S. Roads.”

Brett Foote, “There Are Currently 16.1 Million Ford F-Series Pickups On U.S. Roads,” April 9, 2021, https://fordauthority.com/2021/04/there-are-currently-16-1-million-ford-f-
series-pickups-on-u-s-roads/.












“No matter how qualified he is 
and how urgent and relevant 
his expertise is to the problem 
at hand, his warnings will be 
treated like madness or lies. 
The Ignored Expert will 
be ignored by his peers, 
or reviled and 
ridiculed regardless of 
evidence, credibility or 
persuasiveness, and his 
warnings are often covered 
up by shady governments.”

tvtropes.com



I’d like a tattoo that is popular with 
people who want to be different.



By Puikstekend - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=74400529



By Puikstekend - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=74400529
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Information 

Overload

Social

Media

Disinformation

Pop
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Cognitive
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Distrust
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Ideation

Agency
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The End


