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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
This paper aims to provide clear guidelines for researchers Received 13 April 2022
studying conspiracy theory belief. It examines the meta-lin- Accepted 9 March 2023

guistic question about how we should conceptualize 'conspi-

X . . . . ; KEYWORDS
racy theory' and its relationship to the evaluative question of Conspiracy theory;
how we should evaluate beliefs in conspiracy theories, addres- normativity; neutral
sing normative issues surrounding the meaning, use, and conception of conspiracy
conceptualization of ‘conspiracy theory’, as well as how these theory; normative
issues might impact how researchers study conspiracy the- conception of conspiracy
ories or beliefs in them It argues that four norms, the Empirical theory; guidelines

Accuracy Norm, the Linguistic Norm, the Social Norm, and the
Academic Fecundity Norm, underlie debates about how we
should conceptualize or define ‘conspiracy theory’. We zoom
in on the linguistic norm, as it has been treated as more
fundamental than the other norms. We then scrutinize the
argument that normative conceptualizations prematurely set-
tle the question of how conspiracy theories and belief in them
should be evaluated, and argue that it fails. Subsequently, we
turn to the risks normative conceptualizations pose when it
comes to certain assumptions and biases in the study of
conspiracy theory belief. Finally, we explore where this leaves
us regarding the meta-linguistic and evaluative questions, and
formulate seven guidelines for studying conspiracy theory
belief, whether it be theoretical, historical, or empirical.

A conspiracy theory? That’s why we’re all here? (Mister Crowley in Gotham)

1. Introduction

Our world is full of conspiracy theories: John F. Kennedy was murdered by
the FBI, 9/11 was an inside job, and the alleged mass murder in Bucha
(Ukraine) was not committed by the Russians but staged by Ukrainian
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actors. Some scholars would controversially add examples of alleged con-
spiracy theories that are widely believed, such as the Wannsee Conference
that secretly planned the Holocaust and the Watergate scandal. It is con-
troversial how we should conceptualize or evaluate such conspiracy theories
and belief in them, how their conceptualization and evaluation relate, and
how these phenomena should be approached in various contexts. One can
ask whether the concept of conspiracy theory (belief) should be understood
neutrally or whether it should encode a normative evaluation. Should we
understand “conspiracy theory” to mean any theory that features
a conspiracy? Should we study belief in the theory about the Watergate
conspiracy as an instance of a conspiracy theory belief? Or should the
concept just mean false, irrationally held, or unwarranted theories that
cite conspiracies?

One the one hand, such considerations center around the role certain
norms and normative assessments do and should play in conceptualizing
conspiracy theory and beliefs in them. This is the metalinguistic question:
“How should ‘conspiracy theory’ be conceptualized or defined?” (e.g.,
should it be defined normatively, or rather non-normatively or “neutrally”).
The answer to this question might influence the selection of cases to study,
and, consequently, the generalizations researchers make about conspiracy
theories or beliefs in them. For instance, a normatively negative conceptua-
lization would rule out belief in Watergate or the Wannsee Conference, as
there is plenty of evidence for these conspiracies and there is nothing
immoral about believing them, while a normatively neutral conceptualiza-
tion may well rule them in. This makes relevant the question whether and
why a conceptualization should be normative or not, which concept to use
in which context, or how phenomena should be approached or evaluated in
certain contexts.

On the other hand, such considerations make relevant the question how
we should evaluate conspiracy theory (belief). This is the evaluative ques-
tion: “How should we evaluate beliefs in conspiracy theories?” Are they
generally implausible, irrational, or problematic in some other way? Thus
far, these questions have been practically treated as inseparable in the field of
conspiracy theory research. It has been assumed that normative conceptua-
lizations lead to generalizing (negative) normative evaluations, while non-
normative conceptualizations lead to case-by-case evaluations of conspiracy
theories and the belief therein. In this paper we aim to disentangle these
questions, and clarify how they relate. This is the first objective of this paper.

Our second objective here is to help researchers deal with some impor-
tant normative issues that arise in the study of conspiracy theorizing, such as
whether or not to normatively conceptualize conspiracy theory belief and
how to evaluate such beliefs. We not only seek to spell out some of the
consequences of using normative conceptualizations, but also to provide
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clear guidelines for those who study conspiracy theory (belief), whether
such study be theoretical, empirical, or historical.

We will encounter various kinds of normativity: epistemic, moral, and
prudential. Each of these is the object of extensive scrutiny and endless
controversy, but let us roughly characterize them as follows. Epistemic
normativity concerns normativity regarding truth, falsehood, knowledge,
and understanding - what we should do to gain or keep knowledge,
understanding, or true beliefs, and to avoid false beliefs, ignorance, or
misunderstanding. Moral normativity concerns rightness and wrongness.
Prudential normativity concerns what is good, useful, or fruitful for
oneself or others, given one’s practical interests. We will see examples
of each below.

Let us also make a comment on terminology here. We assume that
“conspiracy theory” minimally means something like “a theory which posits
a conspiracy as a salient cause of an event”. This is the minimalist con-
ceptualization. As we shall see in detail below, many researchers have
suggested that conspiracy theories have further features, such as unlikeli-
hood or being believed due to the exercise of epistemic vices. In order not to
steer the discussion in a particular direction, we will not aim to settle on
a sufficient (extra) condition here and leave it at what is minimally required.
We will also use “belief in conspiracy theory” as a placeholder for a variety of
mental states: belief in conspiracy theory, acceptance of conspiracy theory,
trusting conspiracy theory, high confidence in their likelihood and so forth.
That is our focus rather than the processes of studying, considering, or
entertaining conspiracy theories, since criticism is often primarily directed
at the former rather than the latter.

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 provides an overview of
how normativity plays a role in conceptualizing conspiracy theory and
conspiracy theory belief, and organizes the debate on how to conceptua-
lize conspiracy theory and conspiracy theory belief in line with four
norms underlying that debate - the empirical accuracy, linguistic, social,
and academic fecundity norms. Section 3 then scrutinizes the linguistic
norm that, as we argue, has been treated as more fundamental than the
other norms in deciding whether one should conceptualize conspiracy
theory (belief) normatively or not. Section 4 scrutinizes a different
approach to resolving that question, namely the argument that normative
conceptualizations prematurely settle the question of how conspiracy
theories and the belief in them should be evaluated. After first distin-
guishing different kinds of normativity that are at play in evaluating
conspiracy theory belief, we argue that this argument against normative
conceptualizations is mistaken. In section 5, we turn to the risks norma-
tive conceptualizations pose when it comes to certain assumptions and
biases in the study of conspiracy theory or beliefs in them. In section 6,
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we conclude by reflecting on where the discussion leaves us with regard
to the metalinguistic and evaluative questions. We then formulate seven
guidelines that help to deal with the thorny issue of normativity in the
study of conspiracy theory (belief).

2. Normativity in conceptualizing conspiracy theory and conspiracy
theory belief

Let us first explore how normativity plays a role in conceptualizing con-
spiracy theory and conspiracy theory belief. Although non-normative con-
ceptualizations are still the norm, reflecting a growing consensus in the
philosophy of conspiracy theory (see, for instance, the work of Basham,
Coady, Dentith, Keeley, and Pigden), nowadays we increasingly find nor-
mative conceptualizations (in the recent work of Cassam, Harris, and
Napolitano and Reuter, for instance).

Of course, it matters exactly what is conceptualized. Some authors con-
ceptualize phrases like “unwarranted conspiracy theories” (e.g., Keeley,
1999). It is hardly surprising that such conceptualizations are normatively
laden. Our primary purpose here, however, is to map the debate on the
question of whether we should conceptualize conspiracy theory and conspi-
racy theory belief normatively or not. On the one hand, there are those who
think that the concepts of conspiracy theory and conspiracy theory belief are
normative and that normative evaluations should be built into their con-
ceptualizations. On the other hand, there are those who opt for
a purportedly neutral conceptualization of these concepts.’

Most prominently, epistemic normativity is built into such considera-
tions, properties such as irrationality or lack of justification. In other cases, it
has to do with the allegedly epistemically deficient character traits (episte-
mic vices) of the conspiracy thinker, such as dogmatism and gullibility (see,
e.g., .W. Van Prooijen, 2019).

Quassim Cassam distinguishes what he calls “Conspiracy Theory” with
capitals, such as QAnon or David Icke’s Reptilian Thesis, from regular
“conspiracy theories” written with lower case, such as the Watergate scan-
dal - and conceptualizes the former in terms of considerations like “unlikely
to be true”, “implausible by design”, “based on conjecture rather than
knowledge, educated (or not so educated) guesswork rather than solid
evidence”, and “speculative, contrarian, esoteric, amateurish and premo-
dern” (Cassam, 2019, 7, 16, 28). These are all negative epistemic statuses. We
find similar conceptualizations of “conspiracy theorizing” in terms of irra-
tionality beyond philosophy as well (e.g., Aaronovitch, 2009; Barkun, 2003).
Jeffrey Bale, an international studies scholar, speaks of conspiracy theories
as “elaborate fantasies” (Bale, 2007, p. 48). “Fantasy” is clearly a negative
epistemic term - except, of course, when the idea or theory in question is
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not meant to track truth, but conspiracy theories clearly are meant to do so.
Other epistemically negative characterizations that we find, for example in
the field of history, are ones in terms of the lack of knowledge and an
epistemic gap caused by secrecy and silence (Pagan, 2004, p. 109; Pagan,
2012, p. 5). As observed by Juha Raikka (2018), social psychologists have
negatively conceptualized conspiracy theories as well, namely as false beliefs
(e.g., Swami et al., 2014) or as “unproven, often rather fanciful alternatives
to mainstream accounts” (Douglas & Sutton, 2011, p. 544).

We also find conceptualizations in terms of epistemic vices, such as
narrow-mindedness and dogmatism. Sunstein and Vermeule (2009) con-
ceptualize conspiracy theories in terms of a tendency for faulty inferences
and crippled epistemologies. Psychologists like Jan-Willem van Prooijen
argue that belief in conspiracy theories is fundamentally a matter of the
believer’s gullibility (J.W. Van Prooijen, 2019). Similarly, M. Giulia
Napolitano argues that what is typical of conspiracy theory believers, and
what makes conspiracy theory belief epistemically problematic, is their
evidential insulation, which she understands as a feature of the believer’s
attitude rather than of the theory. Conspiracy theory believers are resistant
to disconfirming evidence: “It seems to be the case that, no matter what
evidence we present to them against their theory, theyll find a way to
dismiss it. I take this to be a central characteristic of conspiracy theories;
they give rise to this dismissive epistemic behavior.” (Napolitano, 2021,
p. 83) Even though Keith Harris thinks it is unlikely that conspiracy
believers exemplify to a greater degree the standard epistemic vices, such
as narrow-mindedness, than those who reject such theories, he does argue
that conspiracy theory belief is often due to problematic epistemic character
traits or maybe a meta-vice that consists of things like the exercise of
probabilistic fallacies (like the conjunction fallacy), fallacious extensions of
modus tollens, and inconsistency in intellectual attention (Harris, 2018).

Other theorists have sought to avoid normative conceptualizations of
conspiracy theory. Indeed, this has been standard practice in the philosophy
of conspiracy theories. Take what the philosopher Marc Pauly says: “The
term ‘conspiracy theory’ refers to a theory or explanation that features
a conspiracy among a group of agents as a central ingredient.” (Pauly,
2020) This conceptualization contains no normative elements. Likewise,
Dentith (2019) conceptualizes conspiracy theory as “just a theory about
a conspiracy; to wit, a theory about two or more people working together in
secret toward some end” (Dentith 2019, 2244).> Similar conceptualizations
can be found in the work of Basham (2016, pp. 6-7; 2018, 272-3), Coady,
2018, 195), and Pigden (2006, p. 157).

Now, what are the reasons provided for and against using normative
conceptualizations? And which norms underlie these reasons? In a recent
contribution to this debate from the perspective of conceptual engineering,
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Napolitano and Reuter (2021) make clear that there is a need to clearly
articulate and make explicit the norms, goods, and values that often impli-
citly underpin arguments for or against normative conceptualizations.
Following up on their work, we spell out the norms, values, and goods
underlying the ongoing debate about whether we should conceptualize
conspiracy theory and conspiracy theory belief normatively or not. We
think that on the basis of the current debate we ought to distinguish at
least four norms. Conceptualizations of conspiracy theory and conspiracy
theory belief should be (i) empirically accurate, (ii) linguistically adequate,
that is, adequate in reflecting ordinary language use, (iii) socially-politically
adequate, that is, helpful in bringing about social and political goods, and
(iv) academically fruitful, reflecting a norm of fecundity.*

2.1. Empirical accuracy

First, one might argue that it is simply true that conspiracy theorizing is
irrational (or bad, etc.), and that therefore we must come up with concep-
tualizations that mirror this fact. The norm guiding this kind of conceptua-
lization is epistemic: we want our concepts to be empirically accurate; to
empirically accurately represent the phenomenon. The thought here is that
if the replicated science demonstrates, say, that “conspiracy theory” is
represented normatively, as supported by psychological research, for exam-
ple, then that’s a good reason to conceptualize “conspiracy theory” norma-
tively (see, e.g., Napolitano & Reuter, 2021, study 1b).

Some philosophers, such as Dentith (2014), Basham (2018a), and Pigden
(1995) have argued against this sort of view by drawing our attention to the
fact that conspiracies and theories about them are recurrent and believing
them need not be irrational. Therefore, we must conceptualize “conspiracy
theory” neutrally, at least neutrally from an epistemic point of view. This
means that the conceptualization of “conspiracy theory” should not feature
negative epistemic concepts, like “unjustified”, “improbable”, or “false”.’
These are paradigmatic normative epistemic concepts, and negative because
they denote the absence of epistemically good-making qualities (e.g., justi-
fication, truth) or else the presence of epistemically bad-making qualities
(e.g., truth-unreliability, incoherence). In turn, they will push back on the
idea that how we conceptualize “conspiracy theory” should reflect how
people represent it, much in the way how “cat” is conceptualized for
scientific purposes (within zoology) need not reflect how we ordinarily
conceptualize “cat”.

Now, at any rate there are different intuitions as to whether conspiracy
theories really are generally irrational or not. Indeed, as we’ll see in §4, there
are different conceptions of “rationality” and proposed requirements on
rational belief. In order to break through this stalemate, other goods, values
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and norms have been evoked to argue either for or against normative
conceptualizations.

Before we broach that issue, however, there is a more fundamental
question we need to consider first. Even if we were to grant that conspiracy
theory belief is inevitably irrational, must all the facts about
a phenomenon - including normative ones — necessarily be built into its
conceptualization? Normative analyses might be necessary for more or less
exhaustive descriptions. But arguably, building a normative truth into
a conceptualization is required only if this truth is necessary for distinguish-
ing this phenomenon from another.

Napolitano (2021) pursues this kind of argument in favor of a normative
conceptualization of “conspiracy theory”: that we need to build a negative
epistemic feature into our conceptualization to adequately identify conspi-
racy theorizing and properly distinguish it from, say, scientific theorizing
that involves a conspiracy. One possible drawback of this kind of negative
normative conceptualization, however, is that it might exclude interesting
cases of conspiracy theory belief by definition, as it is only their being self-
insulated—rather than being about conspiracies—which makes them (or
belief in them) distinctive. The trouble here is not that such
a conceptualization could not demarcate conspiracy theory (belief) from
other kinds of theory (or belief) that are self-insulating, but that it might
guide our attention away from beliefs in conspiracy theories which lack that
feature but are interesting for other reasons (and, indeed, by definition: for
focusing on “conspiracy theory belief” would just be a matter of focusing on
self-insulating beliefs in conspiracies).®

Whether we should build the alleged truth that conspiracy theory belief is
irrational into the conceptualization of the phenomenon might depend on
other goods as well. For example, how well it enables us to understand or
engage with conspiracy theorists, which in turn might influence the realiza-
tion of certain social or political goals. Or how well it aligns with our
ordinary language use, which, as will become clearer below, might also
influence the realization of certain social or political goals. Different con-
ceptualizations also make salient different research questions which, in turn,
bears on academic fruitfulness (cf. Anderson, 1995).

2.2. Linguistic adequacy

Let us now turn to arguments evoking the second norm: our concepts
should adequately reflect or capture ordinary language use to avoid the
risk of talking about different subjects (Napolitano & Reuter, 2021; Raikka,
2018).” Some argue that we should conceptualize conspiracy theory norma-
tively because the dominant meaning of our ordinary language use of
“conspiracy theory” is already normative (e.g., Cassam, 2019). Others,
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however, have argued that the meaning of our ordinary language use of
“conspiracy theory” is normatively neutral in that it is purely descriptive,
failing to encode normative elements, and that therefore we should con-
ceptualize “conspiracy theory” non-normatively (e.g., Coady, 2003; Keeley,
1999, or Pigden, 2006; see Rdikka, 2018 and Napolitano Reuter 2021 for an
overview). Some philosophers have recognized that the ordinary language
use of “conspiracy theory” is ambiguous and that we should engineer the
concepts of conspiracy theory and conspiracy theory belief to get rid of this
ambiguity. On this view, theorists should provide a conceptualization with
only a descriptive or neutral meaning (i.e., not implying any normative
assessment of conspiracy theories) (e.g., Coady, 2007, 2018a, 2018b; Basham
& Dentith, 2016; see Napolitano & Reuter, 2021 for an overview). The
underlying idea here seems to be that we can better achieve certain other
goods or values besides aligning with ordinary linguistic use by engineering
the concept. As Dentith (2022) puts it, normative conceptualizations of
“conspiracy theory” can have “unfortunate social consequences”, like steer-
ing the public away from investigating political conspiracies (Dentith, 2022,
p. 243). Alternatively, it has been argued that we should engineer the
concept so that it approximates the dominant ordinary language use, on
which it is allegedly normative (Napolitano & Reuter, 2021).

Different intuitions and evidence about ordinary language use are
thereby evoked in this debate. Those arguing for normative conceptualiza-
tions can point to the evidence that the dominant meaning of “conspiracy
theory” in the ordinary language is normative. Those arguing against the
normative conceptualizations can point to the evidence that the ordinary
language meaning of “conspiracy theory” is at least ambiguous between
a normative and non-normative descriptive meaning, and that, granting its
ordinary meaning with normative content, we should otherwise aim to
redefine the concept so that is aligns better with social and political goals,
like being unusable as a “label” to shut down debate (see Dentith & Orr,
2018). Besides discussing how the concept “conspiracy theory” is used in
ordinary language use, one can also discuss how much weight should be
attached to the ordinary language meaning. We return to this question in
section 3, connecting it to issues concerning academic fruitfulness and
achieving political or social goods.

2.3. Bringing about social and political goods

The third norm says that our concepts of conspiracy theory and conspiracy
theory belief should help us achieve various political and social goods in
connection with the study of conspiracy theory. Note that arguments for the
view that certain (non-)normative conceptualizations are better or worse in
bringing about certain political and social goods mostly rely on certain
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views of the ordinary language meaning of “conspiracy theory”. For exam-
ple, some argue that our academic interest in conspiracy theories is owed to
them being problematic of harmful. As academics, we want to study these
phenomena qua problematic phenomena and therefore we should stick to
the normative meaning of our ordinary language use. Napolitano and
Reuter (2021, p. 85), for example, has argued that we want to study “the
phenomenon of people believing outlandish theories about conspiracies in
a way that seems to resist falsification”. And to do so, we need normative
conceptualizations. Cassam (2019, p. 4) makes a similar argument: we want
to adequately address and respond to these problematic phenomena. As
Brotherton (2015) remarks, “when people call something a conspiracy the-
ory, they’re usually not talking about just any old conspiracy” (Brotherton,
2015, p. 62; cited in Cassam, 2019). So, we might think that in order to study
what’s so interesting about conspiracy theories, we need a conception that
allows us to grasp the harms done by conspiracy theories.

In contrast, Dentith (2014, p. 33) has argued that we can recognize and
study pathological belief in conspiracy theories without tarring the entire
class of conspiracy theory belief. Another argument for conceptualizing
conspiracy theory normatively is that the negative evaluative ordinary
language use fulfills an important social and political function, and the
academic discourse should not undermine that function. Basham (2018a,
pp. 39-40) understands Stokes (2016) as making such an argument: the
term “conspiracy theory” has a censorial meaning, and that this censorial
meaning fulfills a positive function and should not be undermined.

Those opposing a normative conceptualization have also cited political
reasons: that negative normative conceptions of conspiracy theory, so the
argument goes, can be politically exclusionary, delegitimize political oppo-
sition, and lead to political silencing and the shutting down of debates
(Basham & Dentith, 2016; Dentith, 2014, 2022). Whether this is indeed
the case of course depends on the actual ordinary language meaning of the
term, a matter to which we return in section 3.

2.4. Academic fruitfulness

The final norm is that our concepts should be academically fruitful. Such
fecundity can be understood in several ways, but one important way is about
the concept’s power to contribute to a theory’s development, improving and
extending it by being usable for different methods, or by delivering testable
hypotheses and predictions (Ivani, 2019). For this Fecundity Norm, as we
can call it, the central question is whether a normative or a non-normative
conceptualization better suits our academic aims, such as collecting a large
amount of data about conspiracy theory belief and conspiracy theory
believers, delivering testable hypotheses, collecting representative data,
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and so on. Ivani (2019) has argued, for instance, that normative analyses in
evolutionary psychology exclude certain relevant alternative research ques-
tions. Turning to the literature on conspiracy theories, according to propo-
nents of a normative conceptualization, in order to encourage the
investigation of actual conspiracies (for example in historical research or
political science), we should distinguish between the normative concept
conspiracy theory and a descriptive concept, whatever label we use to
refer to it (e.g., Bale, 2007; Napolitano & Reuter, 2021). The idea is that
the pejorative stigma about conspiracy theories has withheld researchers
from seriously investigating theories concerning conspiracies (e.g., Bale,
2007). Interestingly, Dentith (2014) voices a similar worry but concludes
that we should re-engineer our conception of conspiracy theory to be
neutral. As will be discussed in section 4, there are more aspects to the
academic fruitfulness of concepts that have not been discussed and that link
questions of academic fruitfulness to questions about political and social
goods, and ordinary language use as well.

Let us take stock: we have shown that four norms are often evoked to
argue for either normative or non-normative conceptualizations of conspi-
racy theory and conspiracy theory belief. We have also suggested that in
considering these norms and the weight we give to them, we must implicitly
or explicitly consider the other norms in this set and their relative weights.
However, even when considered jointly, they might not yield a clear verdict
about whether conspiracy theory (belief) should be conceptualized norma-
tively. In the next section, we scrutinize whether the linguistic norm ade-
quacy has or should be treated as more fundamental than the other norms in
deciding whether one should conceptualize conspiracy theory (belief)
normatively.

3. Ordinary language use in conceptualizing ‘conspiracy theory’

Let us now turn to the phrases “conspiracy theory” and “conspiracy theory
belief” in ordinary usage and public contexts. This is relevant because, as we
have shown, the meaning of “conspiracy theory” in ordinary language use
has been used as a reason to argue for and against normative conceptualiza-
tions. In this section we first scrutinize whether the use of the term is already
normative. We then turn to evaluate what weight should be given to the
evidence that the term is used normatively, when it comes to the question of
normative conceptualizations.

3.1. Evidence on ordinary language use

It is important to emphasize that the very use of the term “conspiracy
theory” may already involve a certain kind of normativity, independently
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of normativity in conceptualizing or studying conspiracy theories (see
Douglas et al., 2021, p. 29). Joseph Uscinski and Joseph Parent note: “[j]
ust the term conspiracy theory is loaded. To label a theory as a conspiracy
theory or someone a conspiracy theorist may place him or her on uneven
terrain. He or she may meet with greater skepticism or appear beyond the
bounds of reason” (Uscinski & Parent, 2014, p. 29). Likewise, Bjerg and
Presskorn-Thygesen tell us that “when we employ the term ‘conspiracy
theory’ in actual language use, we are implicitly assuming and implying
that the claims advanced by the theory are not true” (Bjerg & Presskorn-
Thygesen, 2017, p. 144).

Similar assumptions concerning the negative connotation of the label are
shared by others who argue that the label functions to disqualify arguments
and narrow the range of acceptable opinion (e.g., Coady, 2018a, 2018b), and
trivialize such explanations for events regardless of their quality (Husting &
Orr, 2007). Others add that these labels characterize believers as irrational
(DeHaven-Smith, 2013) or paranoid (Bratich, 2008), and that these labels
come with significant negative connotations and convey an undesirable
image of the believer (Harambam & Aupers, 2017).® Several empirical
studies indeed show that the label has negative connotations in ordinary
or public usage. For instance, people are scared to be stigmatized when
holding conspiracy theories (e.g., Nera et al., 2020). Other studies show that
this fear is justified: conspiracy believers are perceived as, among other
things, more gullible, stupid, naive, manipulative, dishonest, and suffering
from mental disorder (Klein et al., 2015). Conspiracy theory belief is asso-
ciated with fear of social exclusion (Lantian et al., 2018). A qualitative study
by Harambam and Aupers (2017) details the resistance of conspiracy
believers to the label “conspiracy theorists”. Douglas et al. (2021) found
that it is prior belief (or the ranking of plausibility) of a statement that affects
whether people call something a “conspiracy theory”. And people seem to be
more willing to attribute “conspiracy theory” to less plausible than to more
plausible claims. What this suggests is that “conspiracy theory” itself is often
used normatively in ordinary parlance, specifically, as a way of criticizing the
belief or the believer.’

Napolitano and Reuter reach a similar conclusion. In several studies they
show that (i) negative epistemic evaluations, and (ii) more generally nega-
tive (including moral) evaluations are encoded in the semantic features of
the term “conspiracy theory”. However, they also note that the meaning of
“conspiracy theory” in its ordinary usage is not entirely unambiguous.
About one third of their research population “seem to entertain a notion
of conspiracy theory that is primarily descriptive”, i.e., non-normative
(Napolitano and Reuter 2021, 18). The evidence thus suggests that the
ordinary and public meanings of “conspiracy theory” and related expres-
sions are normative.
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3.2. The normative weight of ordinary language use

The weight given to ordinary use in the discussion on whether we should
conceptualize conspiracy theory normatively or not prompts three ques-
tions that have not yet been given due consideration: (1) What conclusions
about the concept’s normativity does the current data allow? (2) How
rigorous is the data that we have on the meaning of “conspiracy theory”
in ordinary language use? (3) Are there risks in giving too much weight to
the meaning of “conspiracy theory” in ordinary language use?

We start with the first question. On the basis of the above, some suggest
that the ordinary use of the term expresses a negative epistemic and moral
evaluation of certain beliefs and maybe believers as well. This data raises the
question, though, whether “conspiracy theory” expresses an essentially
negative normative concept. An essentially negative normative concept is
one in which it is part of the term’s semantics that it encodes negative
normative properties, like implausibility, lack of justification, or some other
bad-making feature. Plausible examples include “evil” and “stupid”.

Unfortunately, the normative use vs. meaning connection is not so
straightforward. Neutral descriptive terms can sometimes express norma-
tive content depending on the speaker and their context of use. For example,
“atheist”, a descriptive term for someone who believes that God does not
exist, can express derogation but also pride (see, e.g., Bullivant, 2013),
depending on who the speaker/recipients are and their context of use.
Replicated survey evidence points to the idea that whether certain descrip-
tive words denigrate (or not) depends on contextual factors, like speaker’s
intention, and the social identities of the speakers and their audience
(Almagro et al., 2022). This suggests that some descriptive neutral concepts
can function normatively depending on the intentions of the speaker and
their social context. That is, their meaning might be descriptive whilst their
usage in certain contexts is normative.

Perhaps, then, some concepts are only contextually normative. For exam-
ple, calling someone “a woman” in certain contexts expresses an evaluation,
eliciting a negative or positive stereotype. This might happen when
a chauvinist worries that their mechanic is a woman (“A woman?!”), or is
pleased that his dance partner is a woman (“thank goodness: a woman this
time!”). Although “woman” might not be essentially normative, or feature
negative normative semantic relations (like “should be subordinate to men”)
—at least, this is a controversial issue - it is uncontroversial that it functions
in various contexts normatively.'"’ “Conspiracy theory” might work simi-
larly. Perhaps it is only contextually normative, such as when, for example,
a politician says “that’s just a conspiracy theory” as a way to discredit some
proposal,'’ whereas its primary function is non-normative in, say, an aca-
demic context. If this kind of semantics for “Conspiracy theory” is correct, it
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suggests that there is no clear sense to the idea that there is one “ordinary
meaning” of the concept, but different meanings the term might capture
depending on the context of use.

In addition, it is easy to imagine that whether a concept denigrates or
praises in a certain context can change over time, or that a term that
denigrates is actively reappropriated to praise. Take as an example the
concept of fundamentalism which, in ordinary or political discourses is
often used to negatively evaluate (e.g., as irrational or dogmatic belief).
Despite this denigrative meaning, a recent feminist writer has reappro-
priated the term by calling her feminist position “feminist fundamentalism”
(Case, 2011). It is not unthinkable that, especially in an increasingly polar-
ized political setting, conspiracy theorists reappropriate the term for them-
selves, thereby challenging and maybe changing the denigrative meaning.

Turning to the second question, we encounter a more worrying difficulty
for understanding conspiracy theory as an essentially negative normative
concept: we know very little about the meaning of the term in other contexts
(e.g., in non-Germanic and Romance-language speaking contexts).
Napolitano and Reuter (2021, p. 18) acknowledge that “the results of
[their] studies cannot be easily generalized to other cultures, languages,
and other times.” Thus, the current consensus on the evaluative meaning
of the term might be temporarily and geographically bound. That raises the
question whether and why we should accept or engineer the concept on the
basis of how it is frequently used in quotidian contexts in Western, liberal
democracies.'> Without linguistic research on non-English cognates of
“conspiracy theory”, we can’t infer that if the meaning of “conspiracy
theory” has some problematic normative feature F - and that F is
a sufficient reason for re-engineering its meaning, given other assumptions -
then its non-English cognates should also be re-engineered. That’s because
they might lack F, or perform other functions that “conspiracy theory” does
not perform.

Lastly, turning to the third question, there is also the possibility that the
uses they analyzed are restricted to a certain class of English language users.
Both Douglas (2021) and Napolitano and Reuter (2021) do not use
a representative study of English language users. Among other things, all
subjects were recruited digitally (Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, Prolific, and
comments on Reddit), excluding people without access to Internet, and all
subjects were native speakers, excluding people for whom English was
a second or third language. It is especially difficult to gain access to parti-
cipants who strongly endorse conspiracy theories (Douglas et al., 2021,
p. 13). By engineering the concept on (potentially) non-representative
data, one runs the risk of prioritizing the language use of certain speakers
over others. This raises the question why we should prioritize the normative
language uses of certain people or groups over others, and of course whose
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evaluative language use we should prioritize and why. We note that this
suggestion is consistent with the idea that the semantics of “conspiracy
theory” should be partly a function of its quotidian use. However, a more
representative set of speakers who are competent language users ought
(prima facie) to be the basis for explicating what “conspiracy theory” means.

Based on limits regarding our knowledge of the inter- and intracultural
ordinary language use(s) of the term “conspiracy theory” and its cognates, it
is not straightforward how much relative weight the linguistic norm should
have in settling the question whether or not to conceptualize the notion of
conspiracy theory (belief) normatively.

We now turn to another attempt to resolve the question whether the
notion of conspiracy theory (belief) should be conceptualized normatively.
Proponents of non-normative conceptualizations argue that normative con-
ceptualizations prematurely settle the question of how conspiracy theory
beliefs should be evaluated. In the next section, we show that this view is
mistaken, further disentangling the metalinguistic question about how we
should conceptualize conspiracy theory and beliefs in them from the eva-
luative question concerning how we should evaluate them.

4, Normativity in evaluating conspiracy theory beliefs

We've seen how normativity affects choices in conceptualizing conspiracy
theory and beliefs in them but how should we think about normativity for
our evaluations of conspiracy theory beliefs? We estimate that by far “epis-
temic evaluation” is the most frequent kind of evaluation of conspiracy
theory belief that we find in the literature. Epistemic evaluation denotes
evaluations of beliefs or other attitudes in reference to truth and evidence,
but also normative properties like justification or epistemic rationality, and
epistemic virtue. This section focuses on the relationship between normative
epistemic conceptualizations of “conspiracy theory” and epistemic evalua-
tions of conspiracy theory belief and brings to light the relationship between
epistemic and non-epistemic normative evaluations as well.

4.1. Epistemic normativity

Much of the debate on the epistemic evaluation of conspiracy theory belief
has centered around the generalism/particularism distinction. As Dentith
(2022) recently puts it, Generalists hold that “generally, we have grounds for
something like a prima facie suspicion of conspiracy theories”, while
Particularists argue that “we should evaluate individual or particular con-
spiracy theories on their evidential merits (or demerits)” (Dentith, 2022,
p. 2). Generalists, then, say that we should generally epistemically evaluate
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conspiracy theory beliefs negatively as, e.g., irrational or unjustified - or at
least approach them with suspicion - while Particularists deny this.

How should we epistemically evaluate conspiracy theory beliefs?
Although a Generalist tendency pervades much of mainstream discourse
and aligns with ordinary ways of thinking about conspiracy theories
(Napolitano & Reuter, 2021), many in the philosophy of conspiracy theory
argue that it’s “an obvious dead end” (Hagen, 2022b, p. 198). Why? The core
thought is that if “conspiracy theory” just means ‘a theory which cites
a conspiracy as a salient cause’—i.e., the minimal conceptualization is
correct — then there’s nothing per se epistemically problematic about believ-
ing a conspiracy theory. To think otherwise is to think that one’s findings -
and more to the point, one’s epistemic evaluations — about a restricted set of
conspiracy theories tells us something interesting about conspiracy theories
generally, when it doesn’t. At best, certain conspiracy theories are epistemi-
cally defective, and thereby justify suspicion (Dentith, 2022).

For example, one might think that certain kinds of conspiracy theories
are by their nature irrational because of their implausible commitments
(e.g., Reptilian aliens, shapeshifters, demons). Interestingly, some
Particularists think that it is rational for us to be suspicious of certain
kinds of conspiracy theories. For example, Dentith (2022) says that “fantas-
tical” conspiracy beliefs seem irrational (cf. Basham and Réikkd 2018).
These are beliefs in conspiracy theories like the Illuminati, New World
Order, or Reptilian theory, which posit extremely powerful, sometimes
supernatural entities conspiring behind nearly all major social events (see
Barkun, 2003). There is room, then, for restricting one’s Particularism (or
Generalism) toward certain conspiracy theory-types.

Even so, the thought is that it’s not rational for us - researchers, aca-
demics, politicians, or indeed the public - to evaluate conspiracy theory
beliefs, as a class, as generally irrational. Rather, we ought to evaluate each
conspiracy theory against the available evidence. So, those of us attracted to
this idea might agree with the letter of Particularism but hold, along with
Dentith’s (2022), that we are justified in “treating the claim as unwarranted”
on their own - that, for example, we can act as if fantastical conspiracy
theories are unwarranted — and not that it must be irrational to believe them
(see Dentith, 2022, p. 6).

What we want to do here, however, is closely examine the normative
relationship between normative epistemic conceptualizations of “conspiracy
theory” and normative epistemic evaluations of conspiracy theory beliefs.
The reason why is that there is an intuitive worry for researchers that
operating with a normative epistemic conceptualization of “conspiracy
theory” means that one must also be a Generalist about the epistemic
evaluation of conspiracy theory beliefs. If this is right, then it would be
grounds to reject such normative conceptualizations, since Particularism is
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plausible.”” Moreover, it might risk bias and unwarranted generalizations
(which we’ll explore in section 5).

We think that the normative relationship between conceptualizations of
“conspiracy theory” and the epistemic evaluation of beliefs in conspiracy
theories is not so straightforward, however. The metalinguistic and evalua-
tive questions are not that closely tethered to one another. This is, roughly,
because the normative epistemic features encoded in the conceptualization
of conspiracy theory need not be the same as (or entail, or presuppose) the
relevant epistemic features of conspiracy theory beliefs under scrutiny.
Exploring why this is will help us to better appreciate the relationship
between conceptual normativity and epistemic normativity and how they
interact in the case of studying conspiracy theory.

4.2. Normative conceptualizations vs. normative evaluations

As we noted earlier, philosophers of conspiracy theories tend to think that
conspiracy theory belief is not generally irrational (see Dentith, 2022,
p. 243). Their arguments tend to rely on the minimalist conceptualization
of “conspiracy theory”.

For example, Pigden (2006) argues that many of us already believe
conspiracy theories: simply believing that someone conspired to bring
about an event is sufficient (see also Coady, 2007). The presupposition
here is that in so doing we are not irrational. Others defend conspiracy
theory belief from implausible analysis. Hagen (2018a), for example, exam-
ines the social psychology of conspiracy theory belief in this way. He argues:
“If the researchers had picked a true but little known conspiracy theory as
the test, the conspiracy theorist would have come out looking better”, with
the implication being that psychologists cherry-pick examples of false or
clearly unsupported conspiracy theories (Hagen, 2018a, p. 9). This helps to
make conspiracy theory belief look worse than it is (i.e., irrational).
Likewise, Basham (2018b) argues that the social psychology conflates parti-
cipant’s suspicions (however strong) with settled beliefs, and that only the
settled beliefs would be irrational.'*

As we can see, there is a general strategy here. The strategy is to lean on
the minimalist conceptualization of “conspiracy theory” and adopt
a “innocent until proven guilty” stance, so that insofar as conspiracy theory
beliefs are defensible against attacks — like the various true conspiracy theory
beliefs are — that’s enough to show that conspiracy theory belief is not, by its
nature, irrational. Others, however, argue that conspiracy theory belief is
sometimes rational and not merely that it’s not irrational. For example,
Dentith (2016) argues that conspiracy theory belief is sometimes a case of
inference to the best explanation, where the conspiracy theory is the best
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explanation. This suggests that conspiracy theory belief is sometimes
rational."”

Now one might think that these strategies stand or fall with the minim-
alist conceptualization of conspiracy theory. If “conspiracy theory” ought to
be understood normatively — and specifically with negative epistemic con-
cepts — then these defenses will fail. Is that right? We think not.

Our argument draws on examples of negative normative conceptualiza-
tions of “conspiracy theory” which are compatible with positive epistemic
appraisals of certain individual conspiracy theory beliefs. Importantly, we
don’t appeal to the minimalist conceptualization, but to normative concep-
tualizations. In turn, we argue that a negative normative conceptualization
of “conspiracy theory” does not by itself recommend believing that any
individual conspiracy theory belief is irrational.

To see why, let’s adopt Cassam’s conceptualization first, according to
which “a conspiracy theory is defined as a theory about a conspiracy” that is
“implausible by design” (Cassam, 2019, pp. 10-13). Nevertheless, the fact
that a person’s belief in a particular conspiracy theory (CT) entails, analy-
tically, that CT is implausible, it doesn’t follow that the person’s belief in CT
is irrational. This is because implausible theories might be rationally believed.
After all, one could have sufficient evidence to believe that what is (in fact)
an implausible theory is true.

For example, consider the case of biologist Tyrone Hayes, who in the
early 90’s researched the effects of herbicides, like atrazine, discovering that
it impedes the sexual development of frogs. Hayes began to believe that
employees of a large agribusiness, Syngenta, were following him to confer-
ences, and that they were gathering evidence against his findings. Hayes’
belief turned out to be true (Aviv, 2014; Dalton, 2010). Once Syngenta’s
internal correspondence was released, after a class-action lawsuit against the
company, it revealed that Syngenta had indeed been spying on him, plan-
ning to attack his scientific credibility. Indeed, Hayes had evidence for his
belief, based on his experiences. But obviously Hayes’ belief would seem
implausible to others. Imagine him saying to his friends or colleagues “I'm
being followed. A major agribusiness is conspiring to hamper my research
and destroy my credibility”. This sounds like a paranoid conspiracy theory.
Nevertheless, we can say, consistently with Cassam’s normative conceptua-
lization, that Hayes’ theory was a conspiracy theory (and so his belief in his
theory was a conspiracy theory belief)—and thereby implausible, granting
Cassam’s conceptualization — but one that Hayes’ had mounted sufficient
evidence to justify believing. That is to say, the theory was implausible on its
face, but it was rational to believe it; sometimes we ought to believe what is
implausible.

Now we’ll explore a second case. In this case, we’ll work with an even
normatively stronger conceptualization. For example, consider
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Aaronovitch’s (2009) and Brotherton’s et al. (2013) conceptualization of
conspiracy theory as “the unnecessary assumption of conspiracy when other
explanations are more probable” (Brotherton et al., 2013, p. 1). This is
a normatively strong conceptualization because it builds in that non-
conspiracy explanations are by their nature more probable. And this feature
suggests that it wouldn’t be rational for one to believe the less probable
explanation. However, their conceptualization entails that Hayes’ conspi-
racy belief amounts to an unnecessary (read: unjustified) assumption of
conspiracy only if there were more probable explanations of what Hayes’
was describing. But there weren’t more probable explanations. Hayes’ con-
spiracy theory was indeed the most probable explanation on his evidence.
Hence, even on a normatively strong conceptualization of conspiracy the-
ory, like Aaronvitch’s and Brotherton’s et al, it still doesn’t follow that we
ought to evaluate conspiracy theory beliefs as generally unjustified or
irrational.

Although some negative normative conceptualizations of “conspiracy
theory” (both weak and strong) do not entail that conspiracy theory beliefs
are irrational, sometimes the negative normative conceptualization already
embeds the relevant negative epistemic evaluation. Cassam’s (2019) con-
ceptualization didn’t do this, but others might. We’ll consider two strong
toy cases:

False Theory: x is conspiracy theory only if x is a false theory which cites a conspiracy
as a salient cause of an event.

Unjustified Theory: x is a conspiracy theory only if x is an unjustified theory which
cites a conspiracy as a salient cause of an event.

Although we might be tempted to think that False Theory implies that CT
beliefs are generally irrational, that strictly doesn’t follow. Our earlier dis-
cussion on internalism/externalism and defeasibility helps us to see why. If
internalism is true, false beliefs can easily become justified. It’s just a matter
of what the agent’s experiences are, or what’s subjectively probable given
their mental states, which factors in their beliefs about who’s trustworthy,
what the world is generally like, and so forth. Indeed, many past scientific
theories were justifiable, but false. Other cases are easy to come by in the
social sciences.

But couldn’t there be conceptualizations so strong that negative epistemic
evaluations are logically implied by the conceptualization? Yes. Unjustified
Theory is such a case. It entails (by definition) that any belief in any
conspiracy theory is unjustified. But why build-in that strong of an episte-
mic feature into the conceptualization of “conspiracy theory”?'®

Some researchers have reserved this kind of strong conceptualization of
“conspiracy theory” for types of conspiracy theory, rather than conspiracy
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theory as a unified class. Most famously, Keeley (1999) argues that there is
a type of conspiracy theory, unwarranted conspiracy theories, which require
an unjustified amount of distrust in the institutions that exist to generate
relevant evidence. In particular, that believing an unwarranted conspiracy
theory would commit us to an unjustified “pervasive skepticism of people
and public institutions” (Keeley, 1999, pp. 122-123).

Similarly, Barkun (2003) discusses superconspiracy theories, which tie
nearly all major social events together: there is one fundamental conspiracy
at work (Barkun, 2003, p. 6). Barkun thinks that superconspiracy theories
are by their nature unfalsifiable, which would make them recalcitrant to
counter-evidence (Barkun, 2003, p. 69). The thought is that these types of
conspiracy theories are unjustified by their nature.'”

Importantly, however, these caveats don’t imply that conspiracy theory
belief in general is irrational. It turns on which types of conspiracy theories
we are evaluating. Researchers should thus distinguish between the varieties
of conspiracy theory-types in their studies: (i) the unwarranted conspiracy
theories, which require severe distrust of institutions that provide evidence,
(ii) the superconspiracy theories, which are by their nature all-
encompassing and unfalsifiable, from (iii) any other relevant type of con-
spiracy theory worthy of scientific inquiry, like, e.g., fantastical conspiracy
theories (cf. Dentith, 2022).

4.3. Non-epistemic normativity

We saw that the relationship between normative epistemic conceptualiza-
tions of “conspiracy theory” and epistemic evaluations of conspiracy theory
beliefs is nuanced. Indeed, evaluating conspiracy theory belief is nuanced in
a broader sense: we might evaluate a belief as epistemically irrational, but
prudentially rational and morally harmless. So, we now want to explore
non-epistemic normativity in evaluating conspiracy theory belief.
Sometimes, we judge that a conspiracy theory believer is rational or
irrational for believing their preferred conspiracy theory, but “rational” or
“irrational” is itself ambiguous between an epistemic and a prudential read-
ing. On the epistemic reading, it means that the belief is (not) fitting from
a distinctively “epistemic point of view”. What goes into the epistemic point
of view is of course controversial. One might factor in only the agent’s
perspective about what’s true or probable - as epistemic internalism does -
or one might factor in features of the agent’s cognition or environment,
independently of their perspective, like what’s objectively probable or truth-
reliable - as epistemic externalism does. Depending on which of internal-
ism/externalism is true, different conspiracy theory beliefs might be rational
(or irrational). Internalism will likely permit more conspiracy theory beliefs
to be rational, owing to the fact that what determines whether a person’s
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belief is justified (or rational) turns only on their internal states (e.g., their
experiences, beliefs, seemings). This will result in a more permissive set of
justified conspiracy theory beliefs."® On the prudential reading, it means
that the belief is unfitting for the agent’s purposes or goals; that it does not
help them to reach certain goals, like facilitating meaning in their life. These
two kinds of rationality are sometimes mixed up when, for example, con-
spiracy theory researchers say that conspiracy theorists have good “episte-
mic motives” for forming conspiracy beliefs, like the motive to reduce
uncertainty or to promote their curiosity, which can make it rational to
seek to reach their goals (see, e.g., Douglas et al., 2017).

However, the fact that a belief is motivated by a desire to fulfill an
epistemic goal does not mean that it is epistemically rational to have the
belief, even if it satisfies the epistemic goal. This is because the belief might
not, as internalism demands, fit the agent’s evidence or, as externalism
demands, be objectively probable. Rather, it suggests that the conspiracy
theory belief is prudentially rational if, indeed, believing it helps the believer
to accomplish their epistemic goal (like reducing uncertainty). The lesson
here is that we should keep these two senses of “rationality” apart, then:
epistemically rational belief, and epistemically motivated belief that is pru-
dentially rational. When researchers describe a conspiracy theory belief as
‘irrational’—or defend it from the charge of ‘irrationality’ —they might be
talking past each other. One researcher might have epistemic rationality in
mind, say, because the belief is not objectively likely, whereas the other has
prudential rationality in mind, because it helps the believer to fulfill an
epistemic (or non-epistemic) goal.

Some conspiracy theory beliefs might be evaluated as “epistemically
innocent”, following Bortolotti (2020), which are beliefs that help us secure
epistemic goals but are nevertheless epistemically irrational. They are
a subset of beliefs at the intersection of prudential rationality and epistemic
irrationality. Such beliefs can’t be innocent unless prudentially rational,
however, so this takes us to the question: are conspiracy theory beliefs
prudentially rational? One idea from social psychology is that conspiracy
theory beliefs can have positive effects on the believer’s subjective well-
being. This suggests that conspiracy theory beliefs can thereby be pruden-
tially rational because it can be good for the agent who has the belief. In
particular, the empirical literature tells us that conspiracy theory beliefs are
often formed in response to threats to one’s well-being, like the experience
of uncertainty, anxiety, or a lack of control (see, e.g., Douglas et al., 2017;
Lantian et al. 2017). If conspiracy theory beliefs diminish these threats, that
would be some reason to think that they are (in such cases) prudentially
rational.

Recent empirical work gives some nuance to this idea, however. Certain
kinds of conspiracy theory beliefs not only fail to diminish these threats, but
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accentuate them (Liekefett et al., 2021). This is the case for conspiracy beliefs
about political conspiracies, such as the belief that secret organizations
influence politics. In short, these kinds of conspiracy beliefs “actually
make people feel worse” (Liekefett et al., 2021, p. 6). Cross-cultural studies
reveal that certain sorts of conspiracy theory belief - like those referring to
coronavirus conspiracies — are associated with increased feelings of depres-
sion (De Coninck et al., 2021). Liekefett’s et al. (2021) longitudinal studies
show that believing political conspiracy theories heightened conspiracy
believers’ anxiety, aversion to uncertainty, and experiences of existential
threat (e.g., the experience of danger or insecurity). While this does not
demonstrate that believing conspiracy theories is not sometimes pruden-
tially rational, it does support the idea that at least the prudential rationality
of political conspiracy theory beliefs is not connected to their ability to
reduce threats to subjective well-being, since they increase those well-
being diminishing experiences.

Perhaps this idea is problematized, however, by the fact that many people
are “entertained” by conspiracy theories. Just to be explicit, as we said earlier
we will focus on belief in conspiracy theories rather than entertaining them:
we are talking here about being entertained by the conspiracy theories; one’s
enjoying them. This suggests that there is some prudential value to at least
considering conspiracy theories because of the value of being entertained
(see Van Prooijen, 2022; their results, however, show that the strength of the
participant’s belief in the presented conspiracy theory was correlated with
being entertained by it). Of course, considering that p for, e.g., entertain-
ment and considering that p seriously, as a contender for belief, are impor-
tantly different; the former doesn’t suggest that the agent is likely to believe
it. What's interesting about conspiracy theories, however — unlike clear cases
of fiction or myth - is that mere exposure to certain conspiracy theories (like
those about climate change) seems to decrease one’s rival non-conspiracy
theory beliefs about the same events (Van der Linden, 2015). This might
lead us to think that certain conspiracy theory beliefs can have epistemically
harmful consequences because of their consequences for our other beliefs.
Even supposing that theyre prudentially rational, if they lead us to revise
true or justified non-conspiracy theory beliefs, that’s an epistemically bad-
making consequence. This is where concerns about prudential rationality
and epistemic rationality meet. Still, focusing on prudential rationality
alone, it remains to be seen whether the prudential value of experiencing
entertainment when coming to believe certain conspiracy theories is suffi-
cient to undermine the potential prudential disvalue of experiencing anxi-
ety, increased aversion to uncertainty, and existential threat."”

These observations take us to moral evaluations of conspiracy theory
beliefs. We can distinguish between at least three ways conspiracy theory
beliefs might be morally evaluated: by focusing on the wrong-making



1146 R. PEELS ET AL.

teatures of other beliefs and attitudes upstream from them, downstream
from them, and the beliefs themselves. Some ethicists think that what’s
morally good is whatever best promotes our subjective well-being. If con-
spiracy theory beliefs were especially good at promoting subjective well-
being, this would make them ethically permissible. However, ethicists tend
to avoid theorizing about the ethics of beliefs and focus instead on the
ethical consequences of beliefs, specifically the (in-)actions they motivate.

Recently, social psychologists have focused on the potential upstream and
downstream morally bad-making features of conspiracy theory beliefs. In
the former case, the causal or statistical relationship between the two
attitudes can make the conspiracy theory belief look “guilty by association”.
An example would be certain kinds of politically extremist beliefs (Farinelli,
2021). Here, it is not the conspiracy theory belief as such or its effects which
are evaluated as harmful, but the fact that it born out of a something else — in
this case, politically extremist attitudes — which are taken to be morally
problematic.”® In the latter case, the moral evaluation focuses on the con-
sequences of conspiracy theory beliefs for agents’ intentions or actions.

So, what are the potential moral harms of conspiracy theory beliefs? It’s
hard to say anything general here because the research targets, naturally
enough, specific types of conspiracy beliefs (e.g., anti-vaccine conspiracy
beliefs, or political conspiracy theory beliefs). At least one example where it’s
perhaps clearer that there are potential moral harms on the offing is Corona
virus conspiracy theory beliefs. Jolley and Douglas’s earlier (Jolley et al.,
2014) research shows that anti-vaccine conspiracy theory beliefs reduce the
believer’s intention to get vaccinated, which suggests morally harmful con-
sequences for others, like intentionally or at least negligently putting others
at risk. The moral judgment here targets practical consequences of the anti-
vaccine conspiracy beliefs. Since the Corona virus pandemic, research on
vaccine-uptake reduction and anti-vaccine conspiracy theories has
obviously increased. The general trend is that believing a Corona virus
conspiracy theory reduces one’s intention to vaccinate and engage in pre-
ventive measures, like social distancing (see Biddlestone et al., 2022;
Douglas, 2021). This suggests that specific kinds of conspiracy theory
beliefs — like those pertaining to vaccines or the Corona virus specifically -
might be morally harmful.

However, our discussion should be nuanced here because of the role that
belief and intention play in our moral evaluations of actions and omissions.
When people decide not to get vaccinated or not to wear face-masks due to
their coronavirus conspiracy theory that the pandemic is, e.g., a hoax and
that there is no deadly virus, from their point of view they are not endanger-
ing others. And so their intention is not to endanger others either. As
a result, we cannot trace the potential harm here to problematic intentions.
Nevertheless, we might say that their ignorance is a case of negligence - that
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the relevant evidence about risk is available to them but unjustifiably
ignored — which makes them culpable and thus morally blameworthy.

Here again epistemic and non-epistemic normativity intersect. If
a requirement of moral culpability is some epistemic condition - like
being aware of the risks of one’s inactions for others (Rudy-Hiller, 2022),
or at least not being justified in believing that it lacks such risks - then the
epistemic normativity of the coronavirus conspiracy theorist’s belief matters
for our moral evaluations of their actions. Returning to our earlier distinc-
tion, epistemic internalism enables conspiracy theory beliefs to be quite
easily justified, depending on the agent’s mental states (including who’s
trustworthy) and so we can imagine a coronavirus conspiracy theorist being
justified in believing that there are no serious risks to others by not practi-
cing what is (in fact) risk-reducing behaviors. So, internalism might allow
the epistemic condition on moral culpability to be easily met. Externalism
will make it considerably more difficult. Since Corona virus conspiracy
theories don’t reliably track the truth, they're likely unjustified; justification
is, recall, a matter of objective probability or truth-reliability. In turn,
coronavirus conspiracy theorists are more easily culpable for not practicing
risk-reducing behaviors.

To summarize, then, we have argued that normative conceptualizations,
not even certain strong normative conceptualizations, commit us to certain
evaluations of conspiracy theory belief. So, the argument against normative
conceptualizations which says that they prematurely settle the question of
how conspiracy theory beliefs should be evaluated is unsound.*'

Moreover, we distinguished between epistemic and pragmatic rationality
as some researchers are liable to confuse them when, for example, the reason
for belief is to satisfy an epistemic motive. We showed that it is possible to
have good “epistemic motives” for conspiracy beliefs which are nevertheless
epistemically irrational (but pragmatically rational).

That said, one might resuscitate the argument against normative con-
ceptualizations another way. Perhaps they lead to the import of unwar-
ranted assumptions and biases into research. We now turn to scrutinize this
way of criticizing normative conceptualizations of conspiracy theory

(belief).

5. Assumptions and biases in studying conspiracy theory

What is the role of assumptions and biases in the current study of con-
spiracy theories and conspiracy theory belief, and how might normative
conceptualizations influence these? In this section, we zoom in on three
problems, and evaluate how they possibly relate to a normative conceptua-
lization: (1) the risk of biased researchers leading to biased research, (2) the
risk that a focus on the lack of epistemic properties like truth and warrant in
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conspiracy theory research leads to suppression of other important research
projects or insightful conclusions, and (3) the risk that normative concep-
tualization leads to unwarranted generalizations.

5.1. Risk of biased researchers leading to biased research

Let us start with evidence on the risk for biased research resulting from
a negative picture of conspiracy theories or conspiracy theory believers.
Butter and Knight (2019) observe that many researchers hold the assump-
tion that conspiracy theories breach epistemic norms or originate from
psychological problems; that they hold on to that view despite their own
findings that contradicted that very conception.

Hagen (2018a) confirms these observations, arguing that the negative
picture many scholars have of conspiracy theories leads to “lopsided and
unfair treatment of conspiracy theorists in the social science literature” and
how “one must worry that bias against conspiracy theories is influencing the
results of social science scholarship, with one biased finding building upon
another” (Hagen, 2018a, p. 324). Specifically, the worry is that social scien-
tists’ epistemic evaluations of conspiracy theory beliefs might bias their
research practices. He says that: “[m]any scholars writing on conspiracy
theories (...) seem to assume that conspiracy theories are neither true nor
warranted” (Hagen, 2018a, p. 321), without providing specific examples or
evidence for such claims. In critically reviewing three psychological studies
that allegedly conclude that conspiracy theorists apply epistemically faulty
or questionable practices, Hagen finds that none of them actually delivers
robust evidence that warrants such a conclusion.

While these observations are important and worrying, it is not clear that
there is a direct link between normative epistemic conceptualizations and
(potentially) implicit assumptions about conspiracy theories and those who
believe them. We already argued that normative epistemic conceptualiza-
tions — even quite strong ones — don’t always favor certain epistemic
evaluations of conspiracy theory beliefs. But the question for us now is
whether such normative conceptualization might help to make explicit and
transparent such problematic assumptions, or whether they uncritically
normalize and enforce them.

Two things need to be noted here. First, if conspiracy theories indeed are
problematic, then, one might argue, it is better to make this clear in order to
prevent bias. The underlying rationale is that one can better reflect the
correctness of normative judgment. Second, one can question whether
a neutral conceptualization would prevent such biases from occurring as
well. It seems possible that the normative ordinary language meaning is
enough to introduce such bias, but we also don’t know whether a neutral
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conceptualization would be effective at combating it. We will suggest how to
deal with this matter in the guidelines in §6 below.

5.2. Risk of suppressing relevant research projects

We voiced the worry that focusing on the alleged irrationality of conspiracy
theory (belief) might suppress other important research projects or insight-
ful conclusions. By focusing on what is (allegedly) epistemically or psycho-
logically at fault with believing conspiracy theories, or by portraying and
approaching conspiracy theories as a defense mechanism or as responses to
fear and anxieties (Harambam, 2020, p. 21), we might miss important
insights (see Butter et al., 2020; Harambam, 2020).

For example, we risk misunderstanding the appeal of conspiracy theories
from the perspective of those engaged in conspiracy theory belief. Here,
first-person explanations might be ignored or even discounted. We might
also fail to appreciate the diversity of conspiracy theories, and we might fail
to analyze them in relation to their specific political, historical and social
context (Harambam, 2020). If such research is in part inhibited by negative
evaluative assumptions, and if such negative assumptions are exacerbated by
normative conceptualization, one could argue (pace Cassam, 2019;
Napolitano, 2021) that normative evaluations hinder research that can
properly inform our reaction to conspiracy theories. What is at stake here,
in other words, is the practical implications of evaluative assumptions in the
actual practice of researching conspiracy theory belief, and how such eva-
luative assumptions interact with normative conceptualizations. The ques-
tion is thus whether evaluative assumptions and normative
conceptualizations impede “[a]n approach that is sensitive to the empirical
richness of everyday life” (Harambam, 2020, p. 22).

5.3. Risk of unwarranted generalizations

Some researchers argue that many evaluative generalizations are based
almost exclusively on U.S. American and (Western) European data (see
Butter et al., 2020; Robertson et al., 2018; Yablokov et al., 2020). It is not
obvious that generalizations from such data hold for other historic periods
and geographic regions. To give an example: Gray (2020) points out that
highly specific circumstances give rise to conspiracy theories in the Middle
East, such as sectarian divisions that lead to institutionalization of partisan
politics, resulting in weak, corrupt and untransparent political systems.
Besides, there is a rich history of conspiracies in the region, often involving
foreign and sometimes former colonial powers. Consequently, in those
regions “conspiracy theorists may be pointing to a genuine or real threat”
(Sivan, 1985 referred to in Gray, 2020, p. 628). And conspiracy theories
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might be “important technologies because they signify failings and disap-
pointments among actors and forces across all these dynamics” (Gray, 2020,
p. 634).

Based on such observations, it is reasonable to assume that comparative
and transnational approaches to conspiracy theories might make us recon-
sider certain normative judgments about conspiracy theories and conspi-
racy theory belief, such as that they result from “crippled epistemologies”
(cf. Sunstein & Vermeule, 2009) or other epistemic faults, or that they
always bring about negative consequences (Yablokov et al., 2020).

In this section, we scrutinized how normative conceptualizations might
influence the research of conspiracy theory belief in potentially problematic
ways. While there is reason to worry about the effects of potentially unwar-
ranted assumptions and biases, it is not clear that such worries are exacer-
bated by normative conceptualizations. We now turn to see where the
discussion so far leaves us with regard to the metalinguistic question
about whether we should conceptualize conspiracy theory (belief) norma-
tively or not.

6. Seven guidelines

In this paper we have provided insights into questions concerning norma-
tivity in the study of conspiracy theory and conspiracy theory belief.
Specifically, we reviewed and evaluated attempts to settle the questions
whether we should conceptualize the notion of conspiracy theory belief
normatively. In doing so, we identified four norms underpinning the argu-
ments for or against conceptualizing conspiracy theory (belief) normatively:
the Empirical Accuracy, Linguistic, Social, and Fecundity Norms. We have
also suggested that in considering these norms and their weight, we must
implicitly or explicitly consider the other norms and their weight.

We then scrutinized the linguistic adequacy norm and argued that, on the
basis of limits regarding our knowledge of the inter- and intracultural
ordinary language use(s) of the term “conspiracy theory” and its cognates,
it is not straightforward how much relative weight the linguistic adequacy
norm should have. This limits how much we can appeal to the linguistic
adequacy norm in settling the metalinguistic question.

Turning to the argument that normative conceptualizations prematurely
settle the question of how conspiracy theory beliefs should be evaluated, and
therefore should be rejected, we argued that many negative normative
conceptualizations of “conspiracy theory” do not entail negative normative
evaluations of the target conspiracy theory beliefs. This held for normative
conceptualizations which encode concepts like “implausibility” or “less
probable”, but potentially even “false”. Such conceptualizations do not settle
the question, then, about whether certain individual conspiracy theory
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beliefs are epistemically irrational. This is important because it suggests that
researchers’ evaluations should zoom in on individual conspiracy theory
beliefs, where this specificity goes beyond the content of someone’s belief.
After all, even fantastical conspiracy beliefs can be rational on standard
conceptualizations of epistemic rationality. Researchers’ evaluations should
specifically focus on the person’s epistemic circumstances — what defeaters
might be salient in their context, what background knowledge they have, etc.
—as well as the reasons for which they hold their belief, before casting an
epistemic evaluation of the belief. These reflections suggest a radically local
or agent-centered orientation toward our epistemic evaluations of conspi-
racy theory beliefs.

We then discussed whether there is a risk of normative conceptualiza-
tions introducing biases into research. We concluded that there is a risk that
the dominant evaluative ordinary language use alone introduces such biases.
We argued that by focusing on what is epistemically or psychologically at
fault with believing conspiracy theories, we might miss important insights
into and ways to adequately react to belief in conspiracy theories. This point
is reinforced when considering the geographical and historical differences
regarding conspiracy theory belief. However, we concluded that, while there
is reason to worry about the effects of potentially unwarranted assumptions
and biases, it is not clear that such worries are exacerbated by normative
conceptualizations.

Where does this leave us with respect to the metalinguistic question?
None of the arguments that we discussed definitively settles the matter.
However, our discussion of the arguments do allow us to formulate seven
guidelines that might help researchers in dealing with some important
normative issues that arise in the study of conspiracy theory belief:

1. Be aware that in some contexts, the attribution of “conspiracy theory” to
a particular belief can already be normative, particularly in the public
realm.

Of course, this is less so in academic discourse.

2. When conceptualizing the notions conspiracy theory or conspiracy theory

belief, take into consideration which goods and values you want to realize
with that conceptualization.
Do you, for example, want your conceptualization to align with ordin-
ary language use? And if so why, and whose language use are you
thereby condoning and enforcing? What are the consequences for
political and academic values?

3. Make transparent your own understanding and assessment of conspiracy
theory belief and the associated terminology.

This is especially important given the negative use of the term
“conspiracy theory” in a variety of contexts. Being explicit about
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this should help minimize the influence of unwarranted assump-
tions and biases in the study process. In this reflection, research-
ers should be aware of how “conspiracy theory” is used in
ordinary language (in some contexts), and what evaluations are
mostly expressed by the term.

4. Carefully consider how negative normative associations of “con-
spiracy theory” and “conspiracy theory belief” can impact your
research practices, such as case selection or the interpretation of
data.

5. Be aware of the fact that normative conceptualizations might encode
unwarranted generalizations and hinder a proper understanding of the
phenomenon under research.

6. Explore whether the moral problems facing a particular case or type of
conspiracy theorizing is upstream from the conspiracy belief (i.e., what
leads to it is often morally problematic), downstream from it (i.e., what it
leads to is often morally problematic), or due to a morally problematic
feature of the attitude itself (i.e., harboring the attitude is dehumanizing
or disrespectful).

7. When evaluating a conspiracy theory belief as “irrational” or
“rational”, take care to clarify what kinds of normative evaluation
it is by distinguishing between a moral, prudential, and epistemic
evaluation.

This is especially important when the different kinds of epistemic
normativity fail to overlap (e.g., an epistemically rational but objec-
tively morally risky belief) or intersect (e.g., an epistemically irrational
yet prudentially rational belief).

Of course, those who use non-normative conceptualizations may
avoid some of these pitfalls by that very fact; yet it is no guarantee,
which is why it is helpful to take them into account. Moreover, it is
helpful for researchers to pay attention to the norms that they may
have to violate by pursuing non-normative conceptualizations, such as
the Linguistic adequacy norm.

Taking these guidelines into account will improve the academic
debate and how our societies deal with conspiracy theorizing.
Guideline 6, for instance, clarifies the locus of moral evaluation and
thereby sheds light on how to deal with it in prevention or interven-
tion. And guideline 7 helps to decrease verbal disputes and will
hopefully reveal more common ground in different areas of conspi-
racy theory research, such as in epistemology, sociology, behavioral
science, and social psychology.
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Notes

1.

@)

Overall, however, non-normative (more neutral) conceptualizations have continued
to be the norm, both in empirical and philosophical work. Proponents of non-
normative conceptualizations are of course still defending their view against recent
work by, e.g., Cassam (2019), Napolitano (2021), Napolitano and Reuter (2021). See
also recent work by Duetz (2022), Hagen (2022a), and Shields (2022).

We speak of “purportedly neutral conceptualizations” here because also neutral
minimalist conceptualizations may have normative consequences.

Joseph Uscinki’s and Joseph Parent’s definition is also meant to be neutral: “We
define conspiracy as a secret arrangement between two or more actors to usurp
political or economic power, violate established rights, hoard vital secrets, or unlaw-
fully alter government institutions” (Uscinski & Parent, 2014, p. 31). However,
whether it succeeds in being neutral is a further issue, since it restricts the extension
of “conspiracy theory” to theories about conspirators who plan to do something
illegal, violate rights, exercise power, and so forth, which to many might seem proble-
matic - that is, criticizable from a legal, moral, or political point of view. If that’s right,
then it is a normative definition.

A fifth norm would be that a conceptualization needs to be operationalizable. And
that might raise worries for normative conceptualizations. One can operationalize
what is by a certain group considered, perceived, or felt to be irrational or immoral, but
that is of course different from its actually being irrational or immoral. On the other
hand, there is some recent work at the intersection of philosophy and psychology that
aims to operationalize normative notions, such as that of a cognitive vice (Meyer et al.,
2021). Since this is a separate and challenging issue that deserves a paper of its own,
we will not address it here.

Other arguments in the literature include that we should redefine “conspiracy theory”
so that it loses its pejorative connotations. See Husting and Orr (2007) and Wood
(2016). See Raikka (2018, pp. 207-209) for brief critical overview. Another argument
we find in the literature is that the definition is parsimonious. As Dentith and Orr
(2018) put it, why bloat the definition with “extra baggage”? (Dentith & Orr, 2018,
p. 434).

We thank an anonymous referee for their helpful suggestion here.

For this section, we heavily draw on the insightful overview provided by Napolitano
and Reuter (2021), focusing on the role that conceptualizations of conspiracy theory
should align with “ordinary language”. For recent work on defining “conspiracy
theory”, see Douglas and Robbie (2023).

Here we rely on the literature review by Douglas et al. (2021).

It’s important to acknowledge that the empirical literature is not unanimous about
whether “conspiracy theory” typically functions to criticize, ridicule, or dismiss
a belief or believer. For example, Michael Wood provides evidence that “labeling”
a theory or belief a “conspiracy theory” did not impact its credibility. Wood con-
jectures that perhaps the participants already had beliefs about the theories mentioned
in the modified Conspiracist Belief Scale, which asked about the likelihood of
historical conspiracies (like MKULTRA). However, Wood also conjected those parti-
cipants with “conspiracist world views” might be more amenable to speculative
conspiracies (Wood, 2016, p. 698). We speculate these results could be compatible
with the claim that “conspiracy theory” functions contextually to criticize through
semantic-enrichment by salient pragmatic features of a context. What we mean is that
one and the same user might use “conspiracy theory” to criticize in some contexts and
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not others because of the pragmatic presuppositions of their context (e.g., in one
context, she knows that the recipient is a conspiracy theorist; in another context,
there’s a social expectation on her to be suspicious of theories that cite conspiracies).
Studies might try to recreate pragmatic features of contexts in a controlled testing-
environment.

Some argue that “woman” has a contextually determined meaning. See Diaz-Leén
(2016). Haslanger (2000) defines “woman” with normative content (by reference to
oppression and subordinate positions because of certain presumed bodily features
with a patriarchal society). She acknowledges that this definition is different from its
everyday “ordinary” meaning.

For instance, Tony Blair said that public accusations about the U.S.’s decision to
invade Iraq for oil is a “conspiracy theory” (see Tempest, 2003).

This does not mean that there is a lack of conspiracy theory research outside liberal
democratic countries. We are rather noting the limitations of generalizing from the
linguistic research on “conspiracy theory” and its cognates in Germanic and Romance
languages to other languages. See Gray (2020) for an overview of conspiracy theory
belief in the Middle East and Swami et al. (2020) for research on conspiracy theory in
southeast Asia.

As we said, many in the literature find Particularism to be eminently plausible (see
Hagen, 2022b, p. 27).

We note, however, that these responses are limited: as we argued, even fantastical
conspiracy theory beliefs — which might look clearly unsupported at first blush - can
be justified, at least on some standard views of epistemic rationality. It will depend on
the relevant epistemic facts about the agent’s case (e.g., their relationship to defeaters,
background beliefs) plus the theory of rationality we’re employing. Even cherry-
picking theories that strike us as false doesn’t mean that the participants beliefs
(settled or partial) are unjustified anyway.

. In addition to the application of internalism/externalism about epistemic normativity,

that abductive inference is a kind of “rational process” doesn’t mean that it always
yields rational beliefs. It will depend on the epistemic status of the inputs (are those
beliefs justified?) and whether the conspiracy theory is the better explanation.

To be sure, even Unjustified Theory allows for nuanced verdicts. If we understand
Unjustified Theory as saying that any conspiracy theory belief is prima facie unjus-
tified, this allows that it is still ultima facie justified. So, there’s room for this extremely
strong normative conceptualization to permit positive epistemic appraisals of con-
spiracy theory beliefs as well.

Barkun’s superconspiracy theories are similar to Dentith’s fantastical conspiracy
theories, but arguably different. Consider the reptilian theory. It is a super conspiracy
theory because it seeks to explain many other alleged conspiracies by reference to one
grand conspiracy. It is fantastical because it posits nearly omnipotent supernatural-
like beings. But these features can come apart: a conspiracy theory could be fantastical
because it has an incredible ontology, but seeks to explain only one conspiracy event.
Likewise, it could be super for having grand explanatory ambitions, with structural
similarities to the reptilian theory, but its ontology is not incredible, referring only to
things that are (say) quite mainstream.

For a recent work which draws insights from Bayesianism to explain how conspiracy
theory beliefs could be epistemically rational, see Poth and Dolega (2023).

One explanation of the prudentially bad-making effects of conspiracy theory belief is
that they foster a negative feedback loop. By way of comparison, consider people who
suffer from obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD). The goal of diminishing one’s
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experience of distress can motivate one with OCD to engage in activities which trigger
their compulsions. For example, one might experience distressing thoughts which, in
turn, leads one to increasingly focus on those thoughts, causing more distress (see
Calkins et al., 2013).

20. There can also be non-causal associations, such as with people who are inclined to
believe conspiracy theories and inclined to think that violence can be a justifiable
form of protest against the government (see Douglas, 2021 citing Uscinski & Parent,
2014). The tempting thought is that conspiracy theory beliefs are “guilty by associa-
tion”. But this is dubious. All proponents of violence are also disposed to wear clothes,
but that association is clearly innocuous. What seems to be implicit in these non-
causal associations is that there is an underlying tendency—a mind-set, for example —
which belies the conspiracy theory belief and pro-violence, political apathy, and so on.
Here, we bracket moral evaluations of the so-called “conspiracy mind-set”.

21. Although one might read this argument as friendly to Generalists about conspiracy
theory belief, we think it aligns more closely with Particularism, because if we’re right
then the sorts of normative conceptualizations of conspiracy theory defended in the
recent literature do not guarantee that any specific conspiracy theory belief is unjus-
tified or irrational. Instead, even granting a normative conceptualization, one would
need to investigate the specific circumstances of the target believer’s attitude toward
the specific conspiracy theory in question. In general, we need to disentangle the
metalinguistic questions from the evaluative question, and that hasn’t been suffi-
ciently kept apart.
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