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Matthew Dentith is a PhD candidate at the Univer-
sity of Auckland’s Department of Philosophy, writing 
his dissertation on conspiracy theories. He gives 
papers on his pet subject at academic conferences 
both locally and internationally, and gets invited to 
give talks around the country. At the end of last year 
he got into trouble with the 9/11 Truth Movement 
for daring to criticise the work of Architects and En-
gineers for 9/11 Truth founder, Richard Gage, which 
somewhat showed that the Truth Movement isn’t 
so much interested in honest debate but rather 
wholesale acceptance of their views.

Matthew, when he isn’t working on writing his 
thesis and trying to stop the slide into wholesale 
paranoia, teaches critical thinking skills both at the 
undergraduate level and in the adult edication sec-
tor. He is available either as an entertaining after 
dinner speaker or as a drunk at your next shindig.

WHAT IS YOUR THESIS ON?

Well, I’m writing a thesis in the particular sub-
discipline of philosophy called “Epistemology,” which, 
roughly, is the study of what rational people ought to 
believe, given the evidence. My interest is in what kind 
of story can we tell to explain not only why our suspi-
cion of  conspiracy theories is warranted but also why 
that suspicion doesn’t allow us to dismiss conspiracy 
theories out of hand. Conspiracies do occur and whilst 
it’s very likely that they don’t occur anywhere near as 
often as conspiracy theorists think they do, they prob-
ably occur more often than skeptics think.

WHY DO PEOPLE BELIEVE IN CONSPIRACY 
THEORIES?

Well, that’s a question for a pyschologist (I’m a 
philosopher, so my brief is more “What would count 
as a rational belief in a given conspiracy theory?”). 
Some psychologists think that people form belief that 
a conspiracy has occurred because they are paranoid. 
However, that can’t be the full story because conspira-
cies do actually occur and some conspiracy theories 
end up being examples of the actual explanation of the 
event in question.

! e question, I suppose, really is, why do people 
believe in conspiracy theories which aren’t true? One 
reason might be that we think events in our lives must 
have been caused by someone or some group of peo-

ple. Events have causes and we 

like to attribute praise or blame when things happen, 
so if they happened for a reason, then we often want to 
know who or what is responsible for them. However, 
some events, like natural disasters, are not caused 
intentionally and are merely physical events that hap-
pen (so it makes little sense to say “Who caused the 
earthquake?”) and some events are accidental. ! ey 
might have been caused by some particular person 
(my " atmate might have caused the # re in the kitchen, 
for example, but presumably he didn’t intend to do 
so), but because they weren’t intentionally caused, it 
makes no sense they wanted the event to occur. Yet, 
and this is the important point, because we like to 
attribute praise or blame, we often like to think, some 
pyschologists have claimed, that events that matter 
to us were intentionally caused. Karl Popper, who 
was the # rst philosopher to talk about conspiracy 
theories (back in the 1930s) believed that belief in 
conspiracy theories was analogous to belief in the 
gods; just as we used to blame the gods for bringing 
strife and ruin upon us via natural disasters we 
now think that all that is bad in the world is due to 
a shadowy cabal of “them” who are out to get us. 
Popper’s point was that we’ve replaced the gods 
with conspirators. 

I think the problem is that we sometimes infer to 
any old explanation rather than the best explana-
tion; it’s easy to be confused over rival explana-
tions and it takes quite a bit of e$ ort to assess 
just how plausible di$ erent explanatory hypoth-
eses really are. Conspiracy theories are extraor-
dinary claims; they explain events by reference 
to the secretive actions of mysterious cabals 
who haved plotted to achieve some end. You 
need a really good argument to support a claim 
like that, and I think most conspiracy theories 
fail to provide such an argument, especially 
when there are plausible rival explanations 
that do not rely on some claim of conspiracy. 
Some conspiracy theories do provide a good 
argument for the claim that a conspiracy 
caused the event, of course, which is what 
makes studying them so interesting.

IS THERE A CERTAIN KIND OF PERSON 
WHO IS MORE LIKELY TO BUY INTO 
CONSPIRACY THEORIES, OR ARE 
PEOPLE MORE LIKELY TO BUY INTO 
CERTAIN CONSPIRACY THEORIES?

Maybe people on the Left are more likely to 
buy into conspiracy theo-

ries that claim 
that people on the Right are 
out to get them, and maybe 
people on the Right think 
the same about the people 
on the Left, but it’s not clear 
that there’s a speci# c trait 
to particular individuals 
that make them more likely 
to believe. One thing that 
might be a factor is just how 
critically you think about 
things, but that’s, arguably, a 
problem across the board and 
yet not everyone seems to be 
an extreme conspiracy theorist 
(although most of us will be 
a conspiracy theorist about 
some event or phenomena). 
Conspiracy theorists are usually 
people like you and me; we often 

characterise them as being weirdoes, but they actually 
make the up the (visible) minority of people who believe 
in conspiracy theories.

DO YOU THINK WE’VE SEEN FRINGE VIEW-
POINTS BECOME MORE COMMONLY ACCEPTED 
WITH THE ADVENT OF THE INTERNET?

It’s not actually clear that the internet has lead to 
people being more inclined to believe fringe views. 
It’s easier now, of course, to get your fringe view-
points out there (I’ll now plug my website about my 
research, if you don’t mind: http://all-embracing.
episto.org) but that doesn’t entail that people are 
now more likely to believe you; you still have to 
actually persuade people with an argument that 
your, say, particular conspiracy theory or alterna-

tive medical treatment is warranted. 

Indeed, one philosopher, Steve 
Clarke, recently argued that the internet is actually 
bad news for conspiracy theories; twenty years ago, if 
you wanted to promote some conspiracy theory you 
had to # nd someone to publish your article or book, 
essentially, to get your theory out there. It thus took 
a long time before you’d get any critical commentary 
on your thesis, because you had to wait for publica-
tion and then wait for the next issue of the magazine 
to come out, and so forth. ! e internet has changed 
that; if I blog that X occurred because of a conspiracy, 
the skeptics will descend en masse and start debunk-
ing my claims right away. Clarke argues that this 
has actually lead to the death of quite speci# c and 
# nessed conspiracy theories; once upon a time con-
spiracy theories were very detailed and made explicit 
claims as to who, how and why. Now, on the net at 
least, they are frustratingly vague, as explanations, 
because if you make de# nite claims about X doing Y, 
someone is bound to show how X couldn’t have done 
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Planes. We have to remember, though, that 

the official story that 9/11 was the out-‐
come of a plot by Al-‐Qaeda is as much a 

conspiracy theory as the inside job hypoth-‐

esis that says 9/11 was committed by George 

Bush, Dick Cheney and the other members 
of the Executive of the Government of the 
United States of America. The hijackers 
conspired to keep their activities a se-‐
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characterise them as being weirdoes, but they actually 
make the up the (visible) minority of people who believe 
in conspiracy theories.

DO YOU THINK WE’VE SEEN FRINGE VIEW-
POINTS BECOME MORE COMMONLY ACCEPTED 
WITH THE ADVENT OF THE INTERNET?

It’s not actually clear that the internet has lead to 
people being more inclined to believe fringe views. 
It’s easier now, of course, to get your fringe view-
points out there (I’ll now plug my website about my 
research, if you don’t mind: http://all-embracing.
episto.org) but that doesn’t entail that people are 
now more likely to believe you; you still have to 
actually persuade people with an argument that 
your, say, particular conspiracy theory or alterna-

tive medical treatment is warranted. 

Indeed, one philosopher, Steve 
Clarke, recently argued that the internet is actually 
bad news for conspiracy theories; twenty years ago, if 
you wanted to promote some conspiracy theory you 
had to # nd someone to publish your article or book, 
essentially, to get your theory out there. It thus took 
a long time before you’d get any critical commentary 
on your thesis, because you had to wait for publica-
tion and then wait for the next issue of the magazine 
to come out, and so forth. ! e internet has changed 
that; if I blog that X occurred because of a conspiracy, 
the skeptics will descend en masse and start debunk-
ing my claims right away. Clarke argues that this 
has actually lead to the death of quite speci# c and 
# nessed conspiracy theories; once upon a time con-
spiracy theories were very detailed and made explicit 
claims as to who, how and why. Now, on the net at 
least, they are frustratingly vague, as explanations, 
because if you make de# nite claims about X doing Y, 
someone is bound to show how X couldn’t have done 

why because they were with Z at the time, and so forth. If 
you make vague claims, however, about “them” plotting 
towards some unspeci# c goal (like “world domination”) 
it’s hard to falsify those claims. ! is allows conspiracy 
theories to persist in the face of " amewars and trolling, 
but often at the cost of telling us anything useful.

HOW OFTEN ARE CONSPIRACY THEORISTS ACTU-
ALLY RIGHT?

Nowhere near as often as they would like you to believe. 
Whilst there are some very notable big conspiracy 
theories that turned out to be warranted at the time, 
like the Dewy Commission on the Moscow Show Trials 
of the 1930s and the investigation into Watergate, most 
other conspiracy theories end up on the rubbish tip of 
History. What makes this interesting, to me at least, is 
that they are still able to persist in their own little com-
munities. This could get me into trouble (again) with 
the 9/11 Truthers, but despite the fact that the hypoth-
esis that the events of September 11th, 2001 were an 
inside job have been discredited time and time again, 
certain conspiracy theorists continue to insist that they 
are a) right and b) that the evidence that will show this 
is just around the corner. There’s a certain logic to this; 
if you really believe that there is a massive cover-up 
going on in the USA to hide the evidence that 9/11 
was an inside job, then that also predicts the lack of 
evidence for the conspiracy theory. Conspiracy theories 
are inherently unfalsifiable; they predict disinforma-
tion, which is the information skeptics use to debunk 
the conspiracy theory. This isn’t a fallacious move if you 
think there is a conspiracy and the conspirators want 
to hide its existence. So, conspiracy theorists continue 
to believe in the righteousness of their cause and their 
conspiracy theories and claim that history will vindi-
cate them in the end. Still, you might argue that con-
spiracy theories are examples of what some philosopers 
call “degenerating research programmes;” the longer 
they go on without a significant “Gotcha!” moment the 
less likely it seems they will bear fruit.

WHAT’S THE POTENTIAL FOR HARM WITH CON-
SPIRACY MOVEMENTS?

Well, you could argue that the presence of such move-
ments can leads to a loss of trust in our public insitutions 
and o%  cials (although I don’t know about you, but that 
trust is pretty low for me anyway). If you look at the Tea 
Party movement in the USA, which is tightly linked to 
the  conspiracy theory that Barack Obama is a secret 
Muslim who isn’t a natural born American citizen, you 
have a sub-culture that is not only spreading vicious (and 
unfounded) rumours but they are also carrying guns to 
public meetings. Call me a paci# st (and a socialist), but 
that’s worrying.

! ere are other side-e$ ects; conspiracy theorists often 
feel that they are being unfairly picked on not just by 
the conspirators but also the conspirators’ (presumably 
unaware) lackeys. Christopher Monckton, a prominent 
climate change denier and an advocate of the thesis that 
Anthropogenic Climate Change is a conspiracy foisted on 
to us by the IPCC and a cadre of climate scientists, has re-
cently asked his supporters to help him get an academic, 
who critiqued a recent talk of Monckton’s (which was 
was riddled with distortions and outright fabrications), 
# red. ! at’s pretty serious stu$ ; often conspiracy theorists 
say they want to broaden the debate, but as soon as you 
criticise their views they do their best to shut you down. 
I’ve experienced this # rst hand when I criticised a talk by 
the 9/11 conspiracy theorist Richard Gage. I su$ ered two 
weeks of hate (e-)mail over that.

IS THERE A DANGER WHEN THE MAINSTREAM 
MEDIA LENDS CREDIBILITY TO UNFOUNDED CON-
SPIRACIES?

Yes, if only because you so seldom see follow-up reports or 
corrections. We can’t not report on conspiracy theories; 
some of them will turn out to be true, but it would be 
nice if a conspiracy theory is reported on, that we’re kept 
informed about it, rather than what usually happens, 
which is that we hear about it once and then never again. 
! e so-called “Climategate” scandal is a good example 
of this; we heard an awful lot about how scandalous the 
alleged behaviour of the climate scientists was but pre-
cious little about how all the independent reports have 
exonarated them. ! e ACT Party has tried, along with the 
New Zealand Climate Science Coalition, to tar NIWA with 
the same brush, and whilst the media has been good at 
reporting those allegations they haven’t been very good 
at following up on those allegations and pointing out how 
baseless they were.

WHAT’S THE MOST RIDICULOUS CONSPIRACY 
THEORY YOU’VE HEARD TO DATE?

! e plot of Dan Brown’s ! e Lost Symbol is a close second 
(the man can’t write, but in that book it also turned out 
he also couldn’t organise an exciting plot twist either), 
but the most ridiculous conspiracy theory I have heard 
would have to be the claim that the Academic Left and 
the Government of New Zealand are hiding the existence 
of a Celtic people who used to occupy Aotearoa/Te Wai 
Pounamu before the coming of the M ori. It’s ludicrous on 
so many levels yet there and magazines like “Uncensored” 
and “Invesitgate” have published pieces on it in recent 
note. It seems that people outside the Ivory Tower think 
we all just get along and that we aren’t all openly out to 
harpoon each other’s research projects at the earliest pos-
sible convenience. 

THERE’S QUITE AN INDUSTRY IN CONSPIRACY 
THEORIES - ARE THESE PEOPLE GENUINE OR 
ARE THEY JUST OUT TO MAKE A QUICK BUCK OFF 
NAIVE PEOPLE?

I think most conspiracy theorists are genuine; they really 
do think they are pointing out o%  cial malfesance and the 
like. I’d like to think that there are only a handful people 
who are deliberately out to fool the populace. I’ve always 
said that if I really want to make money from studying 
conspiracy theories, then # nding a vaguely plausible one 
and then mounting a defence of it would be the way to go, 
but I suspect that isn’t a common sentiment at all. Well, I 
hope it isn’t.

ARE THERE ANY WELL-KNOWN OR WIDELY AC-
CEPTED NEW ZEALAND CONSPIRACY THEORIES, 
EXCEPT FOR SUZIE THE WAITRESS AT THE 1995 
RUGBY WORLD CUP?

Well, in my home town of Devonport (I apologise for 
being a Shore Boy) we have the North Head Tunnels 
conspiracy theory, which claims that there is a hidden 
network of tunnels deep within North Head, hiding rot-
ting ammunition and precious Boeing aircraft. In the 80s 
this conspiracy theory made the national media and the 
Government even launched an enquiry into it. Actually, 
North Head was the reaosn why I started this thesis; grow-
ing up in Devonport whilst the enquiry was going on gave 
me a taste for conspiracy theories which seems to have 
made me the man I am today.
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“Murder By Decree.” A proto “From Hell;” 
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Ripper, who turns out to be a Freemason 
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well, that’s a pretty big claim and you 

better have extraordinarily good arguments 
to back that claim up.


