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Conspiracy theory as heresy

David Coady

University of Tasmania, Hobart, Australia

Ever since the term ‘conspiracy theory’ was first popularised by the philosopher Sir Karl Popper
in the 1950s, conspiracy theories have had a bad reputation. To call a theory ‘a conspiracy the-
ory' is to imply that it is false, and that the people who believe it or who would like to investi-
gate it (i.e. ‘conspiracy theorists’) are irrational. Conspiracy theories are widely held to be not
only false and the products of irrationality, but also to be particularly harmful; hence they are
widely thought of as a problem, which might be solved, or at least mitigated, through the inter-
vention of social scientists, psychologists, and even philosophers. The problem is typically
thought of as being of quite recent origin, or at any rate, one which has recently been getting
worse, especially in the age of COVID-19 when conspiracy theories are routinely spoken of as a
threat to public safety and even to democracy itself.

I think all of this is mistaken. Conspiracy theories are not a new or growing problem. In fact,
conspiracy theories, as such, are not a problem at all. Contrary to conventional wisdom we do
not have a problem with conspiracy theories; we do, however, have a problem with the term
‘conspiracy theory’, along with related terms, such as ‘conspiracy theorist’, ‘conspiracism’, and
‘conspiracist ideation’, and this problem really is quite new and increasingly widespread. The
emergence and spread of a term has been conflated with the emergence and spread of a phe-
nomenon to which that term putatively refers. As a society we have made a use-mention error;
the spread of a piece of language has wrongly been taken for the spread of something corre-
sponding to it in the world.

The bad reputation of conspiracy theories is puzzling. After all, people do conspire. That is,
they engage in secretive collective behaviour which is illegal or morally questionable.
Conspiracies are common in all societies throughout history, and have always been particularly
common in politics. Most people conspire some of the time, and some people (e.g. spies) con-
spire almost all the time. Since people conspire, there can't be anything wrong with believing
they conspire, hence there can’t be anything wrong with believing conspiracy theories. Thinking
of conspiracy theories as characteristically false and irrational is like thinking of scientific theories
in this way. It is as if we thought of phrenology as a paradigm of a scientific theory. Conspiracy
theories, like scientific theories, and virtually any other category of theory, are sometimes true,
sometimes false, sometimes believed on rational grounds, sometimes not.

It will be objected at this point that | am assuming that a conspiracy theory is simply a theory
according to which a conspiracy has taken place. While this may be the most straightforward
way of understanding the term ‘conspiracy theory’, it is not the only way. In fact the literature
contains a wide array of mutually contradictory definitions. | have considered many of these
alternative definitions elsewhere and concluded that none of them are satisfactory and that
there is reason to believe that no satisfactory alternative can be found (Coady, 2012, pp.
113-125). Here | will confine myself to noting that although most authors writing on the topic
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assume that they are all referring to the same thing when they use the term ‘conspiracy theory’,
a glance at their definitions often reveals that they are not.

Although the term ‘conspiracy theory’ lacks any fixed definition, it does serve a fixed function.
Its function, like that of the word ‘heresy’ in medieval Europe, is to stigmatise people with beliefs
which conflict with officially sanctioned or orthodox beliefs of the time and place in question.

Whenever we use the term ‘conspiracy theory’ pejoratively we imply, perhaps unintentionally,
that there is something wrong with believing in conspiracies or wanting to investigate whether
they’re occurring. This rhetoric silences the victims of real conspiracies, and those who, rightly or
wrongly, believe that conspiracies are occurring, and it herds respectable opinion in ways that
make it more likely that powerful interests will be able to get away with conspiracies.

So one bad effect of the current use of this term is that it makes it is easier for conspiracy to
thrive at the expense of openness. Another bad effect is that it is an injustice to people whose
beliefs are characterised as conspiracy theories. This is what philosopher Miranda Fricker (2007)
calls a ‘testimonial injustice’. When someone asserts that a conspiracy has occurred (especially
when powerful people or institutions are involved) that person’s word is inevitably given less
credence than it should because of an irrational prejudice produced by the pejorative connota-
tions of these terms.

If I am right that our current use of the term ‘conspiracy theory’' is comparable to the medi-
eval use of the term ‘heresy’, then the work of psychologists on the subject is comparable to the
work of the Inquisition. A body of psychological literature going back to the 1990s purports to
give insight into why some people (though not of course the authors themselves or their pre-
sumed readers) believe conspiracy theories. Some of the more recent work in this area exhibits
intermittent awareness that everyone, or at any rate everyone with a modicum of knowledge of
history, current affairs, not to mention much of their own personal life, believe conspiracy theo-
ries, and that this is not something that needs any kind of psychological explanation, since it is
readily explicable by the fact that many conspiracy theories are both true and well-known to be
true. Hence there has been some shift in the psychological literature away from asking why
some people believe conspiracy theories to asking why some people suffer from conspiracism or
conspiratorial ideation, where this is understood as a disposition to be overly willing to believe in
conspiracies. | have spilt some ink debunking this literature elsewhere (Coady, 2019). Here | will
confine myself to pointing out a few of the problems with it, before arguing that there is good
reason to think these problems can’t be fixed.

In order to establish who does and who does not suffer from conspiracist ideation psycholo-
gists select a list of purported conspiracies which a lot of benighted people believe to be real.
The more of these that a person is inclined to give credence to, the greater their alleged suscep-
tibility to the supposed vice of conspiracist ideation. Unfortunately for these researchers their
lists of purported conspiracies invariably include at least some real conspiracies. For example,
belief in a conspiracy by American government agencies to bring crack cocaine into American
inner-city communities is regularly cited in this literature as evidence of conspiracist ideation,
despite it being true (Shou, 2014). Since it is true, it can hardly be used as evidence of excessive
willingness to believe in conspiracies. If anything, the example demonstrates the opposite fault
in those conducting the experiment: excessive reluctance to believe in conspiracies.

Other beliefs regularly cited within the literature as evidence of conspiracist ideation, such as
the belief that there was a conspiracy behind the assassination of John F. Kennedy or that of
Martin Luther King, are highly controversial. Reasonable and well-informed people disagree
about whether or not there were conspiracies behind these assassinations. Since it is unclear
whether we should believe in conspiracies in these cases, they cannot be cited as evidence of
excessive willingness to believe conspiracy theories. Certainly there is no general reason to think
that assassinations cannot be the product of conspiracy. There may or may not have been con-
spiracies behind the assassinations of Kennedy or King, but there were certainly conspiracies
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behind the assassinations of Julius Caesar, Abraham Lincoln, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, Anwar
Sadat and many others.

Of course, some of the examples of purported conspiracies cited in this literature definitely
did not take place. Indeed some of them are such that there is a real puzzle about how large
numbers of people could believe that they did take place. However, it doesn’t follow, and it
doesn’t in fact seem to be true, that people believe in these conspiracies because they suffer
from so-called ‘conspiratorial ideation’. The most widely cited example in this literature is the
belief that American government agencies were behind the 9/11 attacks. It is treated as paradig-
matic evidence of conspiracist ideation in almost all of the recent psychological work on this
subject (e.g. Brotherton & French, 2014; Bruder et al., 2013; Douglas et al., 2016; Douglas et al.,
2019; Drinkwater et al., 2012; Klein et al., 2018; Meyer, 2019; van der Tempel & Alcock, 2015; van
Prooijen et al., 2018). Now this is certainly a false belief and evidence of some sort of irrationality
(though not necessarily the same sort of irrationality in everyone who has the belief). However
this belief can’t be evidence of conspiratorial ideation, because it doesn’t involve belief in con-
spiracy in favour of a non-conspiratorial explanation of events; rather it involves belief in one
conspiracy rather than another (in this case real) conspiracy, namely the one which took place
amongst the 19 hijackers and al-Qaeda. Charles Pigden has pointed out the absurdity of trying
to explain the 9/11 attacks without supposing there to have been some sort conspiracy in the
following passage:

Nobody half-way sane supposes that the events of 9/11 were not due to some conspiracy or other. (To
think that you would have to suppose that the perpetrators assembled in the planes quite by chance and
that on a sudden, by coincidence, it struck them as a neat idea to hijack the planes and ram then into the
Twin Towers, the Whitehouse and the Pentagon, with the aid of other perpetrators who, presumably, they
had never met before.) (Pigden, 2006 p. 158)

Those who believe American government agencies were involved in the 9/11 plots are cer-
tainly mistaken, but they are not mistaken because they suffer from conspiratorial ideation. Their
mistake is not that they are overly willing to believe in a conspiracy. They are absolutely correct
to believe in a conspiracy. They just believe in the wrong one. They have misidentified the
conspirators.

The problem with the psychological literature on this subject goes deeper than mere reliance
on some poorly chosen examples. If psychologists genuinely want to find out if there is a prob-
lem of conspiracist ideation (i.e. excessive willingness to believe in conspiracies), they first need
to have an idea of how willing one should be to believe in conspiracies, and that would require
them to have a good understanding of how widespread actual conspiracies are. Unfortunately
this is not a topic which psychologists are particularly well-qualified to address. If anyone has
relevant expertise, they would presumably be historians or political scientists.

In fact, as we have seen, psychologists tend to be remarkably naive about this issue. This
naivety is dangerous. There are well-documented cases of psychologists being used by the state
to persecute people for believing in real conspiracies. The ‘Martha Mitchell Effect’ is the name
given to the process by which a psychiatrist or psychologist labels a patient’s accurate beliefs as
delusional and misdiagnoses accordingly. Martha Mitchell, after whom the phenomenon is
named, was the wife of Richard Nixon’s Attorney-General John Mitchell. When she accused her
husband and other White House officials of engaging in conspiracies, the White House began a
coordinated campaign (in fact a conspiracy) to portray her claims as the product of mental ill-
ness. Eventually she was vindicated and John Mitchell was convicted of several crimes, includ-
ing conspiracy.

There are of course many conspiracy theories that are untrue or irrational. However, it does
not follow, and it is not true, that they are untrue or irrational because they are conspiracy theo-
ries. To dismiss them as conspiracy theories is to dismiss them for the wrong reason and it leads
to a variety of harms both to the individuals who are dismissed in this way and to society as a
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whole. When professional psychologists pathologise belief in conspiracy theories or conspiratorial
ideation by treating them as phenomena standing in need of psychological explanation, they
can be engaged in a form of gaslighting: the manipulation of people into doubting their own
sanity. | look forward to the day that the we can look back on the pseudo-scientific study of con-
spiracy theories in the same way we now look back on phrenology.

| have argued against the current pejorative use of the term ‘conspiracy theory’. What is the
alternative? Broadly speaking there are two options. First, we could retain the term, without the
pejorative connotations. This is the option that Charles Pigden takes, arguing that a conspiracy
theory should be understood simply as a theory according to which a conspiracy has taken
place, and that conspiracy theories should be evaluated on their merits, like any other theory.
While this would certainly be preferable to the current situation, | don’t think stripping the term
of its negative connotations is practically feasible; furthermore it's not clear to me that the term
would serve any useful purpose after it was stripped of its negative connotations. Hence | prefer
another option: eliminativism. | have come to think that there is no such thing as a correct, or
even a good, definition of this term. | hold that we should stop using, as opposed to mention-
ing, this term altogether. It appears to do no good, while doing considerable harm. Before the
1950s we got by without it. | see no reason we cannot learn to do so again.
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