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NICD Research Brief 10:  Conspiracy Theories1 
 

Conspiracy theories and conspiratorial beliefs are a recurring feature of democracy.  A 

conspiracy theory is an argument that historical events are caused by a small number of people 

secretly working for their own benefit at the expense of the common good.  While conspiracy 

theories are not always harmful to democracy, they pose risks to the possibility of civil discourse 

and they often incorporate racist, sexist, or antisemitic beliefs.  One of the greatest risks of 

conspiracy theories is that they prevent compromise – if those who hold these beliefs view their 

opponents as evil or as engaged in a secret plot, it is difficult to justify any effort to reach 

common ground.  Efforts to reduce the effect of conspiracy theories on politics require attention 

to how to create constructive dialogue with people who believe in the theories and attention to 

how social change and upheaval can lead people to believe conspiracy theories in the first place. 

 

 

People have likely believed in conspiracy theories of one sort or other for centuries.  Indeed, it 

can be argued that many religious beliefs and the founding stories of many nations share 

characteristics with conspiracy theories.  Many conspiracy theories, such as the belief in 

unidentified flying objects or in “cryptids” such as Bigfoot, the Yeti, or the Loch Ness Monster, 

are staples of contemporary popular culture.  Not all of these beliefs and theories have any direct 

relevance to politics, and many of them are completely harmless.  Yet some conspiracy theories 

can lead to political violence and conflict, and conspiratorial thinking can complicate efforts to 

have fact-based political dialogue and to achieve political compromise.  The ideologies behind 

Antisemitism, white nationalism, and many other forms of racism or group prejudice are, in 

essence, theories about particular groups conspiring to wield power over others.  Once they 

become widespread, conspiracy theories are also particularly difficult to discourage or correct, 

and researchers disagree on the best strategy for talking to people who subscribe to conspiracy 

theories.  Efforts to address conspiracy theories can be divided into three types:  efforts to alter 

the circumstances that give rise to conspiracy theories; efforts to intervene in the lives of people 

who might be susceptible to conspiratorial thinking; and efforts to change the places in which 

people tend to come into contact with conspiratorial information.   

 

 

What Conspiracy Theories Are and Who Believes Them 

 

In their 2015 book American Conspiracy Theories, Joseph Uscinski and Joseph Parent define a 

conspiracy theory as “an explanation of historical, ongoing, or future events that cites as a main 

causal factor a small group of powerful persons acting in secret for their own benefit against the 

common good.”  This definition can include commonly discussed theories about who 

assassinated President Kennedy or about whether the moon landing actually happened, as well as 

more obscure beliefs such as the claim that the world is governed by lizard-like alien creatures.  

It also, however, includes a range of antisemitic claims as well as the doctrines of cults and 

fringe religions such as the Branch Davidians or the Heaven’s Gate or Jim Jones cults.  

Conspiracy theories sometimes target people of a particular racial or ethnic group.  Conspiracy 

theories sometimes lead to actions and sometimes do not; a belief that the moon landing was 

faked does not necessarily lead to any coherent plan of political action while the apocalyptic 

views of some religious cults can lead to mass suicide or to armed political revolt.   
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Many people – perhaps even a majority of Americans – believe in at least one conspiracy theory.  

It is hard to come up with exact numbers in part because some people may find it to be taboo to 

admit to a belief in outlandish theories, and in part because it can be difficult to distinguish 

between sincere belief in a fringe idea and a more generalized openness to suspicion.  For 

instance, surveys in the early 2010s showed that as many as a third of American stated in surveys 

that they were believed that President Obama’s birth certificate might have been faked, yet 

researchers disagreed about whether these people really thought Obama was not born in the 

United States or simply did not like him and were expressing their dislike through such 

suspicions.  Surveys about other politically contested matters, such as COVID-19 vaccines, 

vaccines in general, are similarly hard to measure. 

 

In his well-known 1964 piece “The Paranoid Style in American Politics,” the American historian 

Richard Hofstadter argued that by its nature, democracy can breed suspicions of elites that turn 

into conspiracy theories.  Hofstadter argued that this was a particular problem at the time on the 

American right, and he used the views of the John Birch Society and of small government 

Republicans as an example of this distrust.  Many contemporary scholars dispute the notion that 

conspiracy theories are necessarily owned by any particular political group.  The belief in 

conspiracy theories is just as common among Democrats as it is of Republicans, and people who 

do not claim membership in either party are actually slightly more likely to harbor conspiratorial 

beliefs.  There is also no connection between the tendency to subscribe to conspiracy theories 

and people’s gender or level of education, and there is only a slight relationship between income 

and propensity to believe in conspiracy theories.  The precise nature of conspiracy theories may 

vary from one group to the next – for instance, Republican voters have been more willing than 

Democrats to subscribe to theories about Barack Obama’s citizenship, while Democratic voters 

were more willing than Republicans to believe that the Bush Administration was covering up 

information regarding the September 11 attacks.  But the tendency to believe conspiracy theories 

is widely shared across all of society. 

 

It is important to note, as well, that some conspiracy theories are true.  Watergate was a 

conspiracy, the efforts to cover up Jeffrey Epstein’s misdeeds was a conspiracy, and other 

contemporary scandals within organized religion, business, or politics may be viewed as 

conspiracies in some sense.  The observation of such conspiracy theories would seem to 

naturally make some people believe other conspiracies exist.  African Americans, for instance, 

are slightly more likely than whites to believe in conspiracy theories, but African American 

history is of course replete with conspiracies aimed at preventing African Americans from 

exercising their political rights or, in instances such as the Tuskegee Experiment, to wreak 

physical harm on them.   

 

Some conspiracy theories are also slightly exaggerated versions of the truth.  The Progressive 

Movement, for instance, was sparked by concerns about concentration of power in the hands of 

wealthy financial interests, and the American Revolution was the product of concerns about 

British taxes on the American colonies.  Both of these legitimate concerns led to elaborate 

theories about the malign intentions of political leaders.   More recently, it is difficult to 

determine where true claims about President Trump’s relationship with Russian oligarchs and 

Russian President Vladimir Putin shade into conspiracy theories about Russia’s role in Trump’s 



3 

 

2016 victory.  In the United States, as has been the case in other nations, politicians have 

harnessed conspiracy theories to gain power or to pursue policy goals. 

 

 

Why Conspiracy Theories Spread 

 

Conspiracy theories generally feature a shadowy group of elites who are responsible for social or 

political problems.  Many conspiracy theories target a particular group of people who can be 

used as a scapegoat.  As Uscinski and Parent put it, conspiracy theories are for losers – they are 

developed by people who are seeking an easy explanation for why bad things happen or to blame 

people for systemic problems. 

 

It is important in thinking about the spread of conspiracy theories to distinguish between the 

reasons why individual might subscribe to conspiracy theories and the reasons why these 

theories might become commonly held in society.  Conspiracy theories often appeal to 

individuals who have mental problems or who have suffered setbacks in life.  Some studies of 

the participants in the January 6 attack on the Capitol have concluded that people with post-

traumatic stress disorder were overrepresented, and many of the people who were arrested and 

tried had had recent bankruptcies or other financial problems.   

 

At the societal level, moments of great social dislocation can cause conspiracy theories to spread.  

Periods in American history when there were rapid shifts in wealth, such as the 1890s or 1930s, 

were also times when conspiracy theories spread and when demagogic politicians or media 

personalities established followings for their theories.  Conspiracy theories spread most rapidly 

when they are based on truths – when for instance, there has been a concentration of power in the 

hands of political or economic elites, it can be easy for citizens to see this and to observe that 

these elites are wielding their power in disturbing or threatening ways. 

 

 

Conspiracy Theories and Contemporary Politics 

 

While conspiracy theories have always been with us, two recent developments had attracted the 

attention of scholars.  First, in their 2019 book A Lot of People are Saying, Nancy Rosenblum 

and Russell Muirhead propose that many recent conspiratorial claims in politics are not really 

“theories” at all.  They focus on some claims that President Trump has made about his 

opponents, such as his suggestion that the Jewish philanthropist George Soros had played a role 

in encouraging migrants at the Mexican-American border.  They note that Trump makes little 

effort to back these claims up with evidence or to fit them into a broader allegation about elites 

or powerful groups.  They describe such arguments as “the new conspiracism.”  It is distinct 

from past consipiracy theories in that political discourse on Twitter or other social media forums 

can feature outrageous or false claims about politicians and can enable these claims to persist 

even without any sort of justification.  As their title suggests, merely asserting that “a lot of 

people are saying” something can make it sound credible. 

 

Second, undoubtedly the most consequential conspiracy theory in the United States today is the 

one associated with QAnon.  The term QAnon refers to a loose assortment of claims that 
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prominent Democratic politicians and entertainment industry figures are abducting and breeding 

children in order to torture and murder them in order to harvest a chemical, adrenochrome, that 

they can then take as part of a Satanic ritual to prolong their own lives.  According to this theory, 

Donald Trump is actively working to undermine this conspiracy and to imprison those involved 

in it, including Hillary Clinton, and that the “storm” in which all of these individuals are arrested 

and their crimes revealed to the public, is imminent.  An individual referred to as “Q”, allegedly 

a national security insider, periodically drops clues or predictions related to the conspiracy on 

various social media sites.  These “Q drops” are often vague and cryptic, and supporters engage 

in lively debates about their meaning. 

 

Some surveys have suggested that as many as seventeen percent of Americans claim to believe 

this theory and as many as 37 percent are unwilling to conclusively say that it is false.  As has 

been the case with other conspiracy theories, it is difficult to know how much of this enthusiasm 

comes from people who really believe the theory, and how much of it is a way for those who 

hate Democratic politicians to signal their dislike for them.  Yet several QAnon supporters have 

run for office, some successfully, and other QAnon supporters have been arrested for acts of 

violence, including the January 6 attack. 

 

The “new conspiracism” that Rosemblun and Muirhead discuss and the QAnon conspiracy 

theory share two important traits.  First, they are heavily depend on social media.  “New 

conspiracist” claims are well-suited to forums in which lengthy justification is not required.  

QAnon claims have a more complicated social media legacy.  QAnon videos have circulated 

widely on social media despite social media providers’ efforts to block them.  Because of the 

emphasis on saving children, QAnon content has been directed more toward women than have 

other conspiracy theory materials.  And the “game frame” of QAnon material – they exhortation 

to people that they “do their own research” and decipher the meanings of Q’s pronouncements – 

can give participants a self of empowerment, a sense that they are finding things out for 

themselves.  There are thus degrees of participation in the QAnon conspiracy – some people are 

firm believers while others are somewhat more cautious. 

 

Second, both of these contemporary problems are examples of what has been called the 

“conspiracy singularity.”  Some conspiracy theories can exist on their own without connection to 

others – for instance, one can believe that the Kennedy Assassination was covered up without 

believing conspiracy theories about vaccinations or GMOs.  Other conspiracy theories, however, 

can expand to take in new events.  Studies of religious doomsday cults have shown that these 

cults have been remarkably flexible at changing their narratives when they have predicted 

apocalyptic events that did not arrive.  Similarly, contemporary conspiracies such as QAnon 

have shown the ability to expand rapidly to incorporate a wide assortment of conspiratorial 

beliefs.  QAnon has spread to many countries and has expanded to include many different 

politicians in its narrative; it has also incorporated claims about the COVID-19 vaccine or about 

5G technology.  QAnon has become a conspiracy theory that encompasses most of the other 

conspiracy theories held by conservatives. 
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What to Do about Conspiracy Theories 

 

As the above description makes clear, many conspiracy theories never entirely go away.  They 

can become relatively innocuous parts of our culture.  Some scholars have noted that some 

modern religions are the result of conspiracy theories, and that they can eventually become 

incorporated into society in that fashion.  Some of the major recent works on conspiracy theories, 

such as the Uscinski and Parent book, argue that there is little we can do to stop the spread of 

conspiracy theories, and that if we try either to reason with or to shun people who hold these 

views, we may wind up only strengthening their beliefs. 

 

Nonetheless, it would be wrong to say there is nothing we can do.  The literature on cults, as well 

as the more recent literature on the effects of the QAnon conspiracy, suggest three basic 

approaches to conspiracy theories. 

 

First, we can address the root causes of conspiracy theories.  If we know that conspiracy theories 

flourish in times of economic and political inequality, then lessening the gap between elites and 

the rest of the country may limit their spread.  This is, of course, a massive undertaking.  Yet 

community-based efforts to make political leaders more accessible to the public and more 

generally to create connections across economic or racial divides can reduce negative 

perceptions about the motives of others. 

 

Second, we can take a therapeutic approach to conspiracy theories.  Some experts in white 

nationalist conspiracy theories have sought to develop programs for at-risk youths or citizens that 

build upon the design of similar features to dissuade people from joining gangs.  Some therapists 

today also have drawn on deprogramming techniques for cult members to develop exit 

counseling techniques for people who wish to reduce the effect QAnon or other conspiracy 

theories have on them.  Such methods are only effective, however, in meeting the needs of 

people who want to help themselves. 

 

Third, we can stop the spread of conspiracy theories through the deplatforming of prominent 

advocates of conspiracy theories, and through placing limits on the social media presence of 

groups such as QAnon.  The terms of service for many social media sites allow for these sites to 

remove posts that violate their community standards or to block users who repeatedly post 

objectionable material.  Politicians and the news media can also speak out against conspiracy 

theorists or aggressively clarify what is true and what is not.  There are free speech concerns 

inherent in such approaches, and these efforts may result in pushing conspiracy theories into 

forums that are less regulated and less visible to the public. 

 

All of these methods have their limitations.  None of them will entirely eradicate conspiracy 

theories, and it is debatable whether we should have his as a goal.  All of them show, however, 

that we can and should be vigilant about when, where, and why conspiracy theories become an 

obstacle to democratic political discourse or a threat to the lives and safety of the public. 
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1 This research brief was prepared by Robert Boatright, Professor of Political Science, Clark University, and 

Research Director, National Institute for Civil Discourse, April 2022. 
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