
WHY DO PEOPLE 
BELIEVE CONSPIRACY 
THEORIES? 

Colin Klein , The Australian National University

Library Association of NSW

5 May 2021



2

Some Personal Background

variables are incomplete. However, the
constants of apparent generation time
and terminal concentration appear to
be equivalent to that observed with the
virulent Vlb strain, although it is noted
that most of the animals responding to
the 30R challenge were those chal-
lenged with virulence-enhanced spores.
Thus it is concluded that the growth

rate in the septicemic stage is not af-
fected by specific host resistance, by
dose level (or, alternately, time of re-
sponse), or by enhancement of viru-
lence by treatment of spores with egg
yolk, a treatment that in these tests
gave a 120-fold increased virulence for
guinea pigs. We conclude, also, that
immunization significantly lowers the
number of cells present in the blood
stream at death when normal and im-
munized guinea pigs are compared, and
that the disease caused by a strain of
low virulence, once it is established as
septicemic anthrax, is or may be equal-
ly as severe and dangerous as that
caused by the highly virulent strain.

There is no evidence from these data
that the host defenses are overpowered
or change during the period of septi-
cemic growth-otherwise the response
slopes would not be linear. Growth, as
indicated by increased cell number
during this final stage of the disease,
may be compared favorably with the
growth rate in the logarithmic growth
phase of culture in vitro in media such
as tryptose or nutrient broth. Since the
terminal concentration of bacilli per
milliliter of blood is significantly lower
in immunized animals than in non-
immunized hosts, it follows that, if
these data are translatable to other
animals, treatment will need to be
initiated while the number of bacilli
per milliliter of blood is much lower
in the immunized than in the nonim-
munized hosts. The critical level of
organisms per milliliter of blood in the
guinea pigs was reported by Keppie
et al. (2) to be 1/300th of the terminal
concentration, and after this no effec-
tive antibiotic cure can be predicted.

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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Growth of Sporangiophores of
Phycomyces Immersed in Water

Abstract. Sporangiophores of Phyco-
myces are capable of sustained growth
when immersed in aerated water, and
under these conditions they are negatively
phototropic.

When immersed in water saturated
with air at atmospheric pressure,
sporangiophores will grow for many
hours at the rate of 1.5 mm/hr. This
rate is equal to one-half the growth rate
in air (1). The reduction of the growth
rate is not due to lack of oxygen in the
ambient water, because increasing the
oxygen tension in the water by (i) satu-
rating the water with pure oxygen or
by (ii) saturating the water at 0°C
with pure oxygen, warming slowly to

22°C under 4 atm pressure of pure
oxygen, and maintaining this increased
pressure throughout the test has no ef-
fect on the growth rate. In air, if the
oxygen tension is raised above 20 per-
cent, there is no change in the growth
rate of the plant (2). It appears then,
that when the rate of oxygen supply is
not limiting, 1.5 mm/hr is the growth
rate in water, in contrast to 3.0 mm/hr
in air. In either case, there is probably
no significant oxygen gradient at the
cell wall.

I have attempted to measure the
oxygen consumption of the growing
zone by Warburg manometric tech-
niques, but have succeeded only in
establishing an upper limit of about 0.5
mm3/hr.

Specimens growing in water exhibit
negative phototropic reactions. This
may seem surprising in view of the fact
that the refractive index of water (1.33)
is slightly below that of the cell con-
tents (1.35), and Buder's theory (3)
would therefore predict a positive re-
action. However, it may be presumed
that internal absorption, estima-ted to be
10 percent by Delbruck and Shropshire
(4), is sufficient to overcompensate the
slight residual lens effect.
The possibility of growing speci-

mens in aerated water opens the way
to testing the effects of any water-solu-
ble substrates or inhibitors on growth
and reactivity. I have tested a number
of enzymatic inhibitors but have not
found any that would discriminate be-
tween growth and photoreactivity (5).
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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. in part by propping up the official narrative  

Ingredients of a good conspiracy theory:

What is a Conspiracy Theory?
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What is a Conspiracy Theory?

• 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 

Some examples
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The Cover-up is Key!
Dead and Alive: Beliefs in Contradictory
Conspiracy Theories

Michael J. Wood1, Karen M. Douglas1, and Robbie M. Sutton1

Abstract

Conspiracy theories can form a monological belief system: A self-sustaining worldview comprised of a network of mutually
supportive beliefs. The present research shows that even mutually incompatible conspiracy theories are positively correlated
in endorsement. In Study 1 (n ¼ 137), the more participants believed that Princess Diana faked her own death, the more they
believed that she was murdered. In Study 2 (n ¼ 102), the more participants believed that Osama Bin Laden was already dead
when U.S. special forces raided his compound in Pakistan, the more they believed he is still alive. Hierarchical regression models
showed that mutually incompatible conspiracy theories are positively associated because both are associated with the view that
the authorities are engaged in a cover-up (Study 2). The monological nature of conspiracy belief appears to be driven not by con-
spiracy theories directly supporting one another but by broader beliefs supporting conspiracy theories in general.

Keywords

conspiracy theories, conspiracism, contradiction, explanatory coherence

A conspiracy theory is defined as a proposed plot by powerful
people or organizations working together in secret to
accomplish some (usually sinister) goal (Coady, 2006; Douglas
& Sutton, 2008; Goertzel, 1994). Popular contemporary exam-
ples include the theory that the 9/11 attacks were planned and
carried out by elements within the American government (Kay,
2011) and the belief that evidence of a causal link between
autism and childhood vaccination is being suppressed by an
unscrupulous medical industry (Goertzel, 2010). Conspiracy
theories are not by definition false; indeed, many real conspira-
cies have come to light over the years. Suspicions of President
Nixon’s involvement in a burglary at the headquarters of the
Democratic National Committee began as a seemingly outland-
ish conspiracy theory but turned out to be true (Bale, 2007).
However, conspiracy beliefs, even when wrong, are notor-
iously resistant to falsification, and can take on the appearance
of a ‘‘degenerating research program’’ (Clarke, 2002, p. 136),
with new layers of conspiracy being added to rationalize each
new piece of disconfirming evidence.

Spurred in part by the growth of new media, conspiracism
has become a major subcultural phenomenon. This shift has not
gone unnoticed in academia. In recent decades, there has been
an explosion of research into the psychology of belief in con-
spiracy theories. Much of this research interest has focused
on the individual correlates of conspiracy belief, but perhaps
the most consistent finding in the work on the psychology of
conspiracy theories is that belief in a particular theory is
strongly predicted by belief in others—even ostensibly unre-
lated ones (Douglas & Sutton, 2008; Goertzel, 1994; Swami,

Chamorro-Premuzic, & Furnham, 2010; Swami et al., 2011).
For instance, someone who believes that the American govern-
ment was behind the 9/11 attacks is very likely to also believe
that Princess Diana was deliberately assassinated. One pro-
posed explanation for this connection is that beliefs in conspi-
racy theories somehow support one another (Goertzel, 1994).
Even though the perpetrators may be different in each case, the
fact that one massive, sinister conspiracy could be successfully
executed in near-perfect secrecy suggests that many such plots
are possible. Over time, the view of the world as a place ruled
by conspiracies can lead to conspiracy becoming the default
explanation for any given event—a unitary, closed-off world-
view in which beliefs come together in a mutually supportive
network known as a monological belief system (Clarke, 2002;
Goertzel, 1994; Swami et al., 2010, 2011).

However, some conspiracy theories emphatically do not
support one another; indeed, many provide mutually contradic-
tory explanations for the same event. These contradictions
among conspiracy theories are the focus of the present article.
For instance, the theories surrounding the death of Princess
Diana vary widely; some claim that she was killed by MI6, oth-
ers allege that she was killed by Mohammed al-Fayed’s
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related conspiracy theory, such as Princess Diana or Osama Bin
Laden, is still alive, the more they also tend to believe that the
same person was killed, so long as the alleged manner of death
involves deception by officialdom.

Study 1

We first elected to examine the relationship between contradic-
tory conspiracy theories regarding the same event by asking
about several rival accounts of Princess Diana’s death.

Method

Participants. One hundred and thirty-seven undergraduate
psychology students (83% female, mean age 20.4) were
recruited from a second-year research methods class at a
British university. Participation was voluntary and no compen-
sation was given.

Materials and procedure. For the purposes of the present
study, we used the conspiracy theory belief scale used by
Douglas and Sutton (2011). The questionnaire was 17 items
long and used a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 ¼ strongly dis-
agree, 7 ¼ strongly agree) to ascertain participants’ agreement
with a variety of different conspiracy theories. These included
9/11 as an inside job, global warming as a hoax by scientists and
politicians, and the idea of a fake moon landing. Crucially, there
were 5 items regarding the death of Princess Diana (Douglas
& Sutton, 2008, 2011; a ¼ .83):

1. One or more rogue ‘‘cells’’ in the British secret service
constructed and carried out a plot to kill Diana.

2. There was an official campaign by MI6 to assassinate
Diana, sanctioned by elements of the establishment.

3. Diana faked her own death so that she and Dodi could
retreat into isolation.

4. Business enemies of Dodi and his father Mohammed Al-
Fayed assassinated Dodi, with the death of Diana a
cover-up for the operation.

5. Diana had to be killed because the British government
could not accept that the mother of the future king was
involved with a Muslim Arab.

Not all of these items are mutually contradictory. Diana
might conceivably have learned of a plot to kill her and faked

her own death in response, so #3 and #2 do not necessarily
contradict one another. #1 and #2 differ in the degree to which
the operation to kill Diana was officially sanctioned, though not
all participants would necessarily pick up on that difference.
Likewise, #5 indicates the existence of a plot to kill Diana but
does not specify whether it was successful, so it does not expli-
citly contradict any of the other theories. However, there are
some unambiguous contradictions. #1, #3, and #4 all propose
different accounts of Diana’s apparent death: Either she was
killed by a rogue cell of the British secret service (#1) or by
business rivals of the Fayeds (#4), or she faked her own death
(#3). These three theories are mutually incompatible and will
be the focus of analysis in the present study.

Results and Discussion

We first performed an exploratory principal components anal-
ysis to investigate the factor structure of the scale. Based on a
scree plot, we extracted two unrotated factors which together
accounted for 46.9% of scale variance. All items had loadings
of at least .35 on the first factor in the unrotated solution, sug-
gesting that it represents generic conspiracy belief; the second
factor drew loadings only from the 5 items concerning climate
change conspiracy theories, and thus appears to be related to
beliefs in these conspiracies in particular.

In line with this factor structure, and with previous findings
of high correlations among beliefs in different conspiracy the-
ories, the scale showed reasonable reliability (a¼ .78). Most of
the questions were significantly correlated with one another
despite covering different topics; for instance, a belief that a
rogue cell of MI6 was responsible for Diana’s death was corre-
lated with belief in theories that HIV was created in a labora-
tory (r ¼ .39), that the moon landing was a hoax (r ¼ .34),
and that governments are covering up the existence of aliens
(r ¼ .23; all ps < .01). In line with this general pattern, there
was a network of significant positive relationships among
the majority of the Princess Diana conspiracy theories (see
Table 1). People who believed that Diana faked her own death
were marginally more likely to also believe that she was killed
by a rogue cell of British Intelligence (r ¼ .15, p ¼ .075) and
significantly more likely to also believe that she was killed
by business enemies of the Fayeds (r ¼ .25, p ¼ .003). Simi-
larly, participants who found it likely that the Fayeds’ business

Table 1. Correlations Between Endorsement of Princess Diana Conspiracy Theories in Study 1

Official MI6
Campaign to

Kill Diana

Dodi and Diana
Killed by Al-Fayeds’
Business Enemies

Diana Had to Die
Prevent Her From
Marrying an Arab

Diana Faked
Her Own Death

Diana killed by rogue cell of British Intelligence .749 *** .614*** .670*** 0.15y
Official MI6 campaign to kill Diana 1 .660*** .622*** .206*
Dodi and Diana killed by Al-Fayeds’ business enemies 1 .607*** .253***
Diana had to die to prevent her from marrying an Arab 1 .242**

Note. Correlations between mutually contradictory items are bolded. All correlation coefficients are Pearson r.
***p < .001. **p < .01. *p < .05. Italics indicate p < .10.
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The Cover-up is Key!
found the statements plausible, convincing, worth considering,
and coherent, again on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 6 (very
much). These ratings were then averaged to obtain a composite
measure of endorsement for each statement (a > .87 for each
statement). While the original measure used by Douglas and
Sutton also asked participants to judge the interestingness of
each statement, there is no contradiction in finding two rival
theories equally interesting, so we excluded interestingness
from the present study in order to avoid artificially inflating the
relevant correlations.

Results and Discussion

The idea that bin Laden was killed in the raid enjoyed a high
level of endorsement (M¼ 5.00, SD¼ 1.19), indicating a fairly
high level of trust in the official story, though participants on
average found the Obama administration’s actions to be suspi-
cious (M ¼ 4.74, SD ¼ 1.41). Participants seemed less likely
to endorse the idea that bin Laden is still alive (M ¼ 3.05,
SD ¼ 1.39) or was already dead (M ¼ 3.19, SD ¼ 1.39). In a
replication of our Study 1 result, a correlational analysis
revealed a significant positive correlation between composite
endorsement ratings of the two contradictory conspiracy the-
ories, r ¼ .21, p ¼ .04.

We next examined the contribution of belief in a cover-up to
the positive relationship between the two contradictory theories
using a hierarchical multiple regression analysis. Endorsement
of the cover-up item significantly predicted endorsement of
the ‘‘bin Laden is still alive’’ theory, b ¼ .373, t(97) ¼ 4.04,
p < .001 (the same was true of the already-dead theory,
b ¼ .346, t(97) ¼ 3.63, p < .001). Adding endorsement of the
contradictory theory ‘‘bin Laden was already dead’’ to the
regression equation, however, explained no additional variance
(DR2¼ .006), and this theory was not itself a significant predic-
tor, b ¼ .086, t(96)¼ 0.86, p ¼ .40. This indicates that the cor-
relation in endorsement of the two contradictory theories is
explainable entirely by their connection with belief in a decep-
tive cover-up by authority (see Figure 1). The degree to which
someone believes in a cover-up helps determine their endorse-
ment of the official story, and of both conspiracy theories as
well. This result is in line with our predictions and supports the
idea that conspiracy theories are defined not by adherence to a
particular alternative account but by opposition to the official
story and a belief that deception is taking place.

General Discussion

While it has been known for some time that belief in one con-
spiracy theory appears to be associated with belief in others,
only now do we know that this can even apply to conspiracy
theories that are mutually contradictory. This finding supports
our contention that the monological nature of conspiracism
(Goertzel, 1994; Swami et al., 2010, 2011) is driven not by con-
spiracy theories directly supporting one another but by the
coherence of each theory with higher-order beliefs that support
the idea of conspiracy in general. As demonstrated in Study 2,

perceived deception by authority is one such belief, and it is
likely that there are many others as well. For those who hold
such beliefs, the specifics of a conspiracy theory do not matter
as much as the fact that it is a conspiracy theory at all.

There are strong parallels between this conception of a mono-
logical belief system and Adorno et al.’s (1950) work on prejudice
and authoritarianism. In an attempt to explain the strong positive
correlations between contradictory antisemitic beliefs, Adorno
suggested that incompatibilities between beliefs at a local level
are dwarfed by coherence with broader beliefs about the
world—‘‘nuclear ideas’’ which ‘‘tend to ‘pull in’ numerous other
opinions and attitudes and thus to form a broad ideological sys-
tem.’’ (p. 92). Such a system ‘‘provides a rationale for any specific
idea within it and a basis for meeting and assimilating new social
conditions’’ (p. 93). Our findings support an equivalent explana-
tion for beliefs in contradictory conspiracy theories, with a belief
in deceptive officialdom as the nuclear idea in question.

If Adorno’s explanation for contradictory antisemitic beliefs
can indeed be applied to conspiracy theories, conspiracist
beliefs might be most accurately viewed as not only monologi-
cal but also ideological in nature. Just as an orthodox Marxist
might interpret major world events as arising inevitably from
the forces of history, a conspiracist would see the same events
as carefully orchestrated steps in a plot for global domination.
Conceptualizing conspiracism as a coherent ideology, rather
than as a cluster of beliefs in individual theories, may be a fruit-
ful approach in the future when examining its connection to
ideologically relevant variables such as social dominance
orientation and right-wing authoritarianism.

Figure 1. Illustration 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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The one-way ticket 
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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?

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

Three kinds of explanation:
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this conspiracy theory rather than not

Three kinds of explanation:
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Narrative explanations
Conspiracy theories as a type of shared 
narrative with distinctively narrative features
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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
“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
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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...
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Ideological Narratives 
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Revelatory Narratives 
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Revelatory Narratives 
fpsyg-08-00861 June 16, 2017 Time: 14:1 # 6

Franks et al. Beyond “Monologicality”?

FIGURE 1 | The conspiracist worldview: an elaborate hierarchy of deception and progressive degrees of insight.

with unease with the way the world is, or a sense of being
di�erent or not fitting in. Interactions or altercations with sheep
lead to the self being ridiculed or criticized, pushing him/her
further out of the system and toward initial belief in specific CTs
(this corresponds to Types 1–3). At some point, a conversion
experience or spiritual awakening occurs, sometimes triggered
by a traumatic personal experience (illness, loss of a loved one)
or a public event like 9/11. It is at this point that the self
subscribes to a fully fledged conspiratorial worldview, either
postulating a conventional ontology of evil elites (Type 4) like
“Big Pharma” or MI6 or a supernatural ontology (Type 5)
like reptilian shapeshifting aliens. Types 4 and 5 are thus not
di�erentiated by the extent of their conspiratorial belief but by
the content of that belief.

The ingroup comprises individuals who have awakened to
the reality behind CTs: like-minded truth seekers on similar
research or spiritual journeys, sometimes acquiring an almost
mystical sense of collective agency. Related to this community
are leader figures or “CT heroes,” varying types of individual
to whom participants may have di�erent forms of allegiance –
e.g., maverick intellectuals or scientists with contra-establishment
views (e.g., Chomsky), gurus like David Icke, or historical figures
like Christ or Buddha. This ingroup has porous boundaries
interviews typically lasted 60–90 min, with other communities
(e.g., hackers or the Occupy movement). Ingroup members
communicate with each other in vivo and on-line and sometimes
engage in coordinated political action (e.g., organizing protests,
joining a commune).

The fully elaborated conspiratorial worldview involves a vision
of the future where change will come, overthrowing the evil elites.
This may arise “naturally” from increasing public awareness of
cover-ups, or from additional direct actions. So the sensemaking
function of conspiratorial mentality is connected to mobilizing
or demobilizing political action. The personal future of the self is

entwined with this macrodestiny in that it is the culmination and
vindication of the journey.

Typology of Individual Variations on the
Conspiracy Worldview
The data revealed substantial variation between participants’
beliefs, which forms a typology (see Table 1).

Type 1: Something Is Not in Order

One participant (R6) expressed this dissatisfaction with the
status quo and mainstream problem solutions, a sense that the
world is out of joint, and a desire to pro�er solutions within
commonsense ontology and conventional values. R6 explicitly
disavows the relevance of CTs, not considering their potential
truth or falsity: “I don’t mean to make that sound like there’s
a conspiracy such as the Illuminati conspiracy. I am not, I
don’t delve into that. Just, is there an over-influence? I don’t
mean, I don’t believe that our politicians are evil people.”
R6 saw themself as an “issue entrepreneur,” o�ering a website
and criteria for developing societal solutions like “regulated
capitalism” with a “greater happiness index.” So Type 1’s unease
is an entirely conventional questioning of political orthodoxies,
which does not see the relevance or potential truth of CTs. No
particularly high degree of epistemic uncertainty attaches to this
position.

Type 2: There Is More to Reality Than Meets the Eye

Two participants (R4 and R15) expressed this dissatisfaction with
the status quo and a sense that there is really more at play in
the world than appears to be the case to ordinary observers.
This is broadly skeptical, aiming not to make “false negative”
assumptions about reality, suspending (dis)belief pending further
evidence. By contrast with Type 1, Type 2 sees CTs as relevant
and possibly believable: R15 says (re 9/11): “In my opinion, the

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 6 June 2017 | Volume 8 | Article 861

Franks et al 2018
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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... 
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What can you do?

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

Three kinds of explanation:
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What can you do?
Priming accuracy is a good start

Pennycook et al 2020
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Thanks!
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