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Some Personal Background

Since death by anthrax has been
ascribed to a toxemia (6), and since
toxin has been detected both in vivo

and in vitro, our observations raise
questions regarding the critical number
of organisms per milliliter of blood
in relationship to toxin produced in
immunized as compared to normal
animals. It is possible, since immuniza-
tion prolongs the time from dose to
septicemia, that more organisms and
more toxin are produced before sep-
ticemia is detected, and therefore the
animal dies with a lower level of
organisms per milliliter of blood.
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What is a Conspiracy Theory?

Ingredients of a good conspiracy theory:

1. An accepted narrative which explains some event or practice, plus
2. a group of powerful people working ‘behind the scenes’,

3. that provides the real explanation of the event/practice, but who
4. work to conceal their own role,

5.1n part by propping up the official narrative
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What is a Conspiracy Theory?

Some examples

JFK was assassinated by a shadowy cabal.

The moon landing was faked.

9/11 was staged by the US government

Russia is blackmailing Trump via secret sex tapes

AIDS was created in a secret government lab

Venezuela’'s economy has collapsed because of CIA intervention
American Presidents have kept secret files on their enemies

The CIA helped push crack cocaine into African-American communities
Most world leaders are shape-shifting reptiles

ACT property developers secretly shaped the light rail route

The US government covers up evidence of aliens.

Spy agencies systematically record all overseas phonecalls.

The CIA and the Army investigated hallucinogens as mind-control drugs
Obama is a Kenyan-born Muslim who planned to impose Sharia law
Powerful billionaires run secret underage sex rings.

NASA sends sex slaves to mars.

Hillary Clinton has killed several dozen political rivals
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The Cover-up is Key!

Social Psychological and
Personality Science
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Table I. Correlations Between Endorsement of Princess Diana Conspiracy Theories in Study |

Official MI6 Dodi and Diana Diana Had to Die
Campaign to Killed by Al-Fayeds’ Prevent Her From Diana Faked
Kill Diana Business Enemies Marrying an Arab Her Own Death
Diana killed by rogue cell of British Intelligence 749 Frx .6 | 4k 6707k 0.157
Official MI6 campaign to kill Diana | 6607FF 622K 206*
Dodi and Diana killed by Al-Fayeds’ business enemies I .6077F* 253 %%
Diana had to die to prevent her from marrying an Arab I 242

Note. Correlations between mutually contradictory items are bolded. All correlation coefficients are Pearson r.
wkH < .001. **p < .0l. *p < .05. ltalics indicate p < .10.



The Cover-up is Key!

OBL OBL was

is still alive already dead
i24-*

Figure 1. lllustration of the observed correlations in endorsement of
Study 2 items. The two conspiracy theories display a significant zero-
order correlation (above) but have no significant direct relationship
when belief in a cover-up is taken into account (below).
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Evidence and Trust

It is easy to say: "Think for yourself!" But we are all deeply dependent on
the testimony of others for what we know.
We have to trust other people to know almost anything!

It is that trust that conspiracy theories exploit
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Why do people believe?
Three kinds of explanation:

Individual explanations: focus on individual traits and experiences.
Explain why this person believes rather than that person.

Social explanations: focus on social structures. Explains why people in
this kind of society rather than that one are more willing to believe.

Narrative explanations: focus on stories. Explains why people believe
this conspiracy theory rather than not
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Why do people believe?

Three kinds of explanation:

Narrative explanations: focus on stories. Explains why people believe
this conspiracy theory rather than not
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Narrative explanations [BEorrhlcey
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Narrative explanations

“A story therefore enables its audience to assimilate
events, not to familiar patterns of how things
happen, but rather to familiar patterns of how things
feel....

...
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Narrative explanations

do you know much about covid
conspiracies? my housemate just sent
me this:
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jonathanp

onciano/2021/05/23/report-wuhan-lab-

staff-hospitalized-covid-19-symptoms-

virus-origins/?sh=b9287454bd94

Report: Wuhan Lab Staff Hospitalized
With Covid-Like Symptoms Before
Confirmed Outbreak, New ...
forbes.com
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Narrative explanations

“A story therefore enables its audience to assimilate
events, not to familiar patterns of how things
happen, but rather to familiar patterns of how things
feel....

Having made subjective sense of historical events,
by arriving at a stable attitude toward them, the
audience is liable to feel that it has made objective
sense of them, by understanding how they came
about. Having sorted out its feelings toward events,
the audience mistakenly feels that it has sorted out
the events themselves: it mistakes emotional

closure for intellectual closure.”
— Velleman 2003
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Narrative explanations

Without closure, less appealing... M['“TAL

- The Shot That Killed JFk
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ldeological Narratives

KNOW WHAT THOSE DAMN
MARXISTS WANT TO DO?
~TAKE AWAY OUR TREE
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Revelatory Narratives
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Revelatory Narratives
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FIGURE 1 | The conspiracist worldview: an elaborate hierarchy of deception and progressive degrees of insight.

Franks et al 2018



Revelatory Narratives

It is easy to say: "Think for yourself!"
But we are all deeply dependent on
the testimony of others for what we
know. We have to trust other people to
know almost anything.

Revelatory narratives are attractive in
part because they imply self-
sufficiency.

Yet no conspiracy has ever been
uncovered by amateur sleuthing...

do you know much about covid
conspiracies? my housemate just sent
me this:
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jonathanp
onciano/2021/05/23/report-wuhan-lab-

staff-hospitalized-covid-19-symptoms-
virus-origins/?sh=b9287454bd94

Report: Wuhan Lab Staff Hospitalized
With Covid-Like Symptoms Before
Confirmed Outbreak, New ...

, forbes.com
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What can you do?

Three kinds of explanation:

Narrative explanations: focus on stories. Explains why people believe
this conspiracy theory rather than not
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What can you do?

Priming accuracy is a good start

a Accuracy b Sharing
804 s 80 1
— 704 < 704
¥ o
< 60 £ 60
2 &
& 50 5 50
3 5 False
g 404 L 404
§ 3 %] I Tre c Study 5
2 ]
5 20 1 3 204 ol
104 1 S 10
oA © o S
Discordant  Concordant Discordant ~ Concordant ~
Political alignment Political alignment E = Control
e “When deciding whether to share a piece of content on g = Active control
60 social media, how important is it to you that the content is...” ; = Treatment
(]
o 50 x m Importance treatmen
g 40 -
s
S 30
[\
20 False True
10 Headline veracity
0
Surprising P;!g:fggy Funny Interesting  Accurate Fig.2|Inducing survey respondents to think about accuracy increases
Notatall = Sightly = Moderately = Very = Extremely the veracity of headlines they are willing toshare. a-c, Participantsin
Fig.1|Sharingintentions are muchless discerning than accuracy
judgements—despite an overall desire to share only accurate content. In study

Pennycook et al 2020

25



Thanks!
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