
Why Do We Believe in Conspiracy Theories? 

Conspiracy theories can seem, to some, like a bizarre, warped view of world events; where everything is not as 

it seems. They can appear as such strange ideas that many people find it hard to see how so many believe in 

them. Approximately 50% of Americans believe that the government are hiding some information about the 

9/11 attacks. 4 in 10 believe climate change isn’t real and a third believe the government are hiding evidence 

of aliens. A conspiracy theory is defined by Oxford Learner’s Dictionaries as ‘a belief that a secret but powerful 

organisation is responsible for an event’. It is described by Britannica as ‘an attempt to explain harmful or 

tragic events as the result of the actions of a small, powerful group.’ Psychologist and science writer Rob 

Brotherton defines conspiracy theories in his book Suspicious Minds as ‘an unanswered question; it assumes 

nothing is as it seems; it portrays the conspirators as preternaturally competent; and as unusually evil; and it is 

ultimately irrefutable.’ Conspiracy theories are constructed in a way that makes them impossible to disprove. 

In the minds of conspiracy theorists, if there is no evidence of conspiracy that shows the conspiracy is working. 

If there is evidence of conspiracy, it proves even more so that there is a conspiracy. Additionally, evidence to 

the contrary can also be seen as proof of the conspirators covering up a conspiracy. ‘If absence of evidence is 

evidence of conspiracy, the existence of contradictory evidence is even more damning.’  

Oxford Learner’s Dictionaries defines ‘Believe’ as ‘to feel certain that something is true or that somebody is 

telling you the truth’ Cambridge Dictionary defines ‘believe’ as ‘to think that something is true, correct or real’. 

For this project, aspects of conspiracy theories that people find appealing have been researched as well as 

certain character and personality traits that make a person more likely to believe and psychological aspects to 

people’s belief in conspiracy theories. 

 

Conspiracy theories are appealing as they give more information than the official story making it appear as if 

there is more proof and evidence for the theory. People believe they know about a particular subject but only 

know the basics. People like to think they are knowledgeable because it makes them more certain in their 

beliefs. The world is unpredictable. Humans have a natural desire to control or predict their future. They want 

to know and understand why things happen. So, conspiracy theories about secret organisations, like the 

Illuminati, controlling the world are preferred. Thinking world events happen for no reason is unsettling. Some 

would rather think that everything is part of a big plan than believe it is chance. At the core of conspiracy 

theories is a battle between good and evil like the story of David and Goliath. Society prefers the underdog 

because they see themselves as the underdog so they empathise with it. Conspiracy theorists think this way 

too, which is why so many follow famous conspiracy theorists. They see these people as the underdog trying to 

give people the truth despite having to go against the official story.  

 

According to Rob Brotherton’s book Suspicious Minds, people of racial and ethnic minorities are more likely to 

believe in conspiracy theories than Caucasians. Particularly when the theories concern predominantly white 

institutions and authorities. For example, black people may be less confident in taking the Covid19 vaccine 

possibly because of the history of black people being used for experiments in the past; the Tuskegee Study of 

Untreated Syphilis (an unethical study that was carried out from 1932 – 1972). A study done by Ted Goertzel 

found that, generally, black and Hispanic people were less satisfied with society than Caucasians. This 

dissatisfaction could account for their willingness to accept conspiracy theories compared with Caucasians. 

Another study, carried out in Louisiana, showed that black people who have been racially discriminated against 

or have experienced police harassment are, again, more likely to believe. Another important factor is the 

degree of control black people have over the outcome in politics. The ones who believed they could influence 

politics are less likely to accept conspiracy theories. People who feel socially isolated or have been alienated 

are more likely to trust conspiracy theories. They are more inclined to reject the conventional story as they 

may not believe in the legitimacy of the source. Additionally, those who felt socially alone may turn to 

conspiracist groups for a sense of belonging or community. 



Distrust, low agreeability and Machiavellianism are traits common in conspiracy theorists. Agreeability is how 

much a person is trustworthy, cooperative and caring so having low agreeability would naturally mean they do 

not possess the forementioned traits. Machiavellianism is a personality trait where a person will manipulate, 

deceive and exploit others to achieve their own goals. Individual narcissism is another common trait in 

conspiracy theorists as they are attracted to the exclusivity of being part of a group who know “the truth”. 

Lower intelligence can mean that people will turn to conspiracy theories because sometimes they offer simpler 

conclusions. However, there is only a slight difference in belief when considering education and income. The 

number of conspiracy theorists who didn’t finish their education are slightly higher than those who did. Men 

and women are just as conspiracy minded as each other and age is also irrelevant. 

 

However, the psychological aspects show that there isn’t a criterion of traits and characteristics that all 

conspiracy theorists fit into. They show that the style of conspiracist thinking fits naturally with the way minds 

work. A person who accepts that there is something being covered up about an event is more likely to believe 

in two different theories about the said event, even if they contradict each other. For example, two theories 

about Princess Diana’s death. One is that she was murdered; a plan set up by the royal family. The other that 

her death was faked; she is still alive. A person believing that the truth about the accident was being hidden, 

would be more willing to assume that both theories are just as likely to be true despite them being 

contradictory. Generally, if a person believes in one conspiracy theory, then they believe in others; it is the 

same with people who do not believe. Even if the theories contradict, ‘belief in one conspiracy theory 

correlates with belief in others’. It does not matter if the conspiracy theories don’t have any logical connection 

either. 

Theory of Mind is a social-cognitive skill that allows one to understand and process their mental state and that 

of others. It gives people the knowledge that others around them have thoughts, desires, feelings and 

emotions that may be different than their own. Theory of Mind is vital. It helps people to interpret and predict 

the behaviour of others.  

Another aspect of Theory of Mind is that it is used to try to figure out whether a person’s actions were 

intentional and what their intention was. This is an important skill as without it we would find it extremely 

difficult for people to communicate and connect with others. The mind is 

good at finding intentions. In 1943, Fritz Heider and Marianne Simmel 

created a video of a circle and two triangles, one triangle larger than the 

other, and a large stationary rectangle with a section that opened and 

closed like a door. In the video the triangles and circle move around the 

screen. They were made to move in a way that made them seem like 

characters. Despite them being 2D shapes on a screen, the participants saw 

them as a story. Participants observed a bully picking on two smaller 

children, a witch trying to trap two children in her lair and even an abusive 

father intimidating his wife and child. Our minds instinctively assume that 

everything happens because somebody intended it to. This is Intentionality 

Bias. When a person decides that something was not intentional it is because they have dismissed their default 

reaction that thinks it was. Conspiracy theories often fit with this default reaction that it was done 

intentionally. For example, Malaysia Airlines Flight disappearance or the Covid 19 pandemic.  

Projection is an aspect of Theory of Mind that is helpful for understanding what others are thinking. People 

project themselves into the situation of the other person and consider what they would be thinking or feeling. 

However, when using projection, the mind can neglect differences between the person in the situation and the 

one trying to project themselves into it. It assumes that the people are both similar when they are not. In the 

context of conspiracy theories, this means those who would be likely to conspire and partake in a conspiracy 

are more likely to think that others would conspire too and, therefore, are more likely to believe in conspiracy 

theories. Philosopher Karl Popper noted that when conspiracy theorists find themselves in positions of power, 

their actions are often conspiratorial.  

 An image from Heider and Simmel’s video: An 
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Our minds have a tendency to come up with a conclusion first; then seek out evidence to fit with the 

conclusion. This is known as Confirmation Bias. In the pursuit of evidence, the mind doesn’t treat all potential 

evidence equally. Instead, it uses what is known as a positive test strategy: ‘we seek what we expect to find’. 

An example of this is a game invented by Peter Wason in the 1960s. In the game, Wason made up a simple rule 

for constructing a sequence of three numbers and gave an example; ‘2-4-6’ fits the rule. The other person 

would guess what the rule was. They could give a sequence of three numbers to test whether the numbers 

fitted the rule. Many people would now try ‘6-8-10’ or something similar. It also fits the sequence. Many 

people would assume the rule is even numbers that increase by two. Next, they would try another sequence of 

numbers that fits the rule to confirm their belief. However, they would be wrong as the rule is any increasing 

numbers. This is an example of positive test strategy as people only tested the numbers they thought would 

fit. They did not try to disprove the rule. That kind of negative test strategy is potentially more informative. As 

a result of people naturally using a positive test strategy, a speculative theory can become a ‘confidently held 

belief’ even if it has not been justified.  

Proportionality Bias is another cognitive bias in which people tend to want or assume that the magnitude of an 

event matches the magnitude of whatever caused it. This also explains why some events are surrounded by 

conspiracy theories and others aren’t. For instance, the JFK assassination is surrounded by conspiracy theories 

because the death of a president is momentous. That is why the official story of the lone gunman, Harvey Lee 

Oswald, shooting the president is so unsatisfying. It doesn’t match the drama of Kennedy being murdered. 

Likewise, the attempted assassination of Reagan does not have many conspiracy theories attached to it. This is 

because the story of John Hinckley Jr, an unstable man who tried to murder Reagan to impress actress Jodie 

Foster, has equal magnitude to the outcome. Therefore, people are more accepting of the story.  

 

Conspiracy theories are an alternate way to explain events in the world. They are near impossible to disprove 

in the minds of conspiracy theorists. They offer more information than the official story and often have the 

underlying story of good and evil. There are many common characteristics and traits of a conspiracy theorist 

such as: people of racial or ethnic minority, distrust, Machiavellianism, low agreeability, individual narcissism, 

lower intelligence and people who have been alienated or socially isolated. However, there are many cognitive 

tools and biases the mind uses that make conspiracy theories more believable. Such as: Theory of Mind, 

Intentionality Bias, Projection, Conformation Bias and Proportionality Bias. Conspiracy thinking and conspiracy 

theories are part of life because they are the product of how the mind works. They are used to navigate this 

confusing world. Ultimately, people believe in conspiracy theories because they are an alternative way to 

explain events that can be more satisfying as they fit with the way the human mind works.  
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