
Matthew Richard Xavier Xander Xanthias Xerxes Xanatos X Dracos Hieronymus Oliphant Ransome Dentith, PhD (Auckland)

We’re all Conspiracy Theorists now!
Or, at least, we should be



FACT: We are all conspiracy theorists!

✤ Not a fact at all, but...

✤ Whilst I will argue for this position...

✤ My argument only works if you accept 
stipulative definitions of both “conspiracy 
theory” and “conspiracy theorist.”



No one likes to be called a 
conspiracy theorist



“I’m not a conspiracy theorist, 
but...”

Patsy, not "pasty," (a delicious Cornish treat) as I originally 
claimed in the first draft of this talk.



Conspiracy Theorists

✤ Definition: A “conspiracy theorist” is 
someone who believes some conspiracy theory 
or promotes a conspiracy theory.







✤ So, what is a conspiracy theory?

✤ Well, it’s any candidate explanation which 
cites a conspiracy as a salient cause of an event.



✤ First feature: A conspiracy theory can be any 
explanation of conspiratorial activity.

✤ Second feature: Conspiracy theories do not 
necessarily describe sinister states of affairs.

✤ Third feature: It turns out we should believe at 
least one conspiratorial explanation of an event.

Conspiracy Theories







✤ If you were what the Soviet government labelled a 
conspiracy theorist about the verdicts of the Moscow 
Trials, then:

✤ you still would have been right to think they 
were a sham but only:

✤ if your reasons for believing that the verdicts 
were the result of an elaborate conspiracy was 
based upon a good inference to that explanation.



✤ If we we are going to argue that a 
conspiracy existed we need to to say that:

✤ 1. There existed a group of agents who

✤ 2. Worked in secret to

✤ 3. Achieve some end.



✤ It is not enough to show that a conspiracy 
existed.

✤ We must also show that the conspiracy is the 
best explanation of the event.

✤ This might be a difficult burden of proof to 
discharge!





✤ Shouldn’t we be worried that belief in conspiracy 
theories engenders radical scepticism?

✤ Is such scepticism inappropriate?



✤ Surely our suspicion of the term “conspiracy theory” is 
based upon just how implausible most conspiracy 
theories turn out to be?





✤ 1. Removes some of the poison from debate by 
acknowledging that we indulge conspiracy theories all the 
time.

✤ "The Nats pretend to be nice but they secretly just want 
their rich mates to reap the rewards of wholesale 
privatisation and deregulation!"

✤ "The Greens hidden agenda, disguised as a solution to 
climate change, is secretly arguing that humanity should 
go extinct!"

Some benefits to admitting we’re 
all conspiracy theorists



✤ 2. We often put entertain conspiracy theories:

✤ "National is evil and secretly wants to sterilise the 
poor!"

✤ "The Greens are really the Red Menace: the Green co-
leaders are basically just like Stalin!"

✤ "Universities are just a Marxist breeding ground and 
their one agenda is to make the white man feel 
guilty!"



✤ 3. We often don’t just entertain conspiracy theories, we 
try to persuade others to believe them too with the 
caveat:

✤ "I’m not a conspiracy theorist, but..."



✤ The problem of common usage: my argument relies upon a non-
standard, stipulative definition.

The downside?


