
Pre-proposal for a Thesis on Conspiracy
Theories

§1: The Definitional Issue - In ordinary parlance, a Conspiracy Theory is usually
taken to be a covert plot, actioned by a cabal, to bring about certain events.
This is a folk notion that covers an entire continuum of theories that we might
classify as Conspiracy Theories. There are various definitions posited by such
philosophers as Karl Popper and Charles Pigden, as well as journalists such as
Jonathan Vanakin and Robin Ramsay, which can be critiqued.

§1.1: Question: What is the taxonomy of Conspiracy Theories?
§1.2: Answer: The term Conspiracy Theory is vague; the umbrella term,

when unpacked, includes such notions as conspiracy size, explanatory power
and unificatory strength. Individual Conspiracy Theories differ in respect to
the degree to which they exhibit these notions.

§2: Question: The Characterisation Issue - What kind of a thing is a Conspiracy
Theory?

§2.1: Answer: Conspiracy Theories are some kind of explanation.
§2.2: Reply: One worry might be that inferences to the truth of Conspiracy

Theories are simply inferences to any old explanation. Given the occurrence of
an historical event and a number of facts about it any number of inferences can
be drawn to support any hypothesis as to why it occurred. If I suddenly reappear
in Auckland after a half years absence you could draw upon my correspondence
and argue that I returned to resume studies or you might point out a number of
financial irregularities in my British banking history and argue that I returned
for other reasons, such as avoiding my Saudi Arabian employers. Conspiracy
Theories can resemble such ‘Just So’ stories. Whilst my tale of banking fraud
and Saudi Arabian masters would logically support my sudden and unexpected
arrival in Auckland it would not entail that this is the actual reason for the
occurrence of the event. The explanation of my return to Auckland could be a
Just So story, one of a number of possible explanations.

§2.3: Follow-up Question: What kind of explanations are Conspiracy Theo-
ries?

§2.4: Answer: Conspiracy Theories are examples of Historic Explanations.
Like many traditional historical explanations Conspiracy Theories typically are
a species of motivating reason explanations. Motivating reasoning explanations
used purported psychological laws as explanans. There is a great deal of litera-
ture on the appropriateness of such statements which mostly critiques the notion
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that human psychological states are not the right kind of explainers of histori-
cal events because they are not good examples of lawlike statements. Does the
criticism of motivating reason explanations inform the intuition that, in general,
conspiracy theories are bad explanations?

§2.5: Another, related, answer: Many theorists contrast Conspiracy Theories
with what is known as the Cock-up Theory of History, a term used by writers on
the subject like Charles Pigden. The Cock-up Theory of History is the theory
that whenever a Conspiracy Theory is proposed as explanation of the occurrence
of an event(s) it is more plausible to posit that the event(s) in question is the
result of a ?cock-up.? Where Conspiracy Theories claim that a cabal is directly
and causally responsible for an event or chain of events the competing Cock-up
Theory of History claims that this is an overly simplistic account of historical
processes and that the most likely explanation is a combination of agent-directed
actions, general historical processes and accidents.

§2.6: Reply to the above: The contest between a Conspiracy Theory and
the Cock-up Theory of History explanation of an event seems to be a false
dilemma; it is likely that there are many examples of historical events which are
a combination of the two.

§2.7: Furthermore: It may turn out that depending on what you construe
the explanandum to be in a given historic explanation that this will influence
the kind of explanation, be it a Conspiracy Theory or Cock-up Theory of His-
tory, you attribute to the events under consideration. The Warren Report on
the JFK assassination is a good example of this; the report contained neither
an index nor any categorisation. You might have taken this lack of index and
categorisation to be indicative of a conspiracy theory (the lack of an index and
categories hides the conspiracy seemingly in public view) or you might take this
same information and claim that it is simply the result of bureaucratic cock-up.

§3: Question: The Epistemological Issue - What warrant do we have for believ-
ing in the claims of a given conspiracy theorist?

§3.1: Answer: If Conspiracy Theories are merely ‘Just So’ stories then it
seems that belief in them is unwarranted, for reasons shown in §2.2. If Conspir-
acy Theories are examples of some kind of Social Explanation then the warrant
depends on the epistemic considerations of that kind of explanation.

§3.2: Furthermore: If a conspiracy theory, irregardless of what kind of ex-
planatory story it purports to be, is of a type that has been shown in the past
to have been historically verified then that might be good reason to take it se-
riously. The people involved with the IRAN-CONTRA scandal in the US, who
lied to Congress about their activities were also involved in the investigation of
the assassination of JFK. You might argue that if a group of people were known
to conspire against the government in one situation then this means you have
at least some warrant to believe that they might be conspiring to lie against the
government in another similar situation. Prior beliefs about the truth (or fal-
sity) of Conspiracy Theories will influence the belief in claims about Conspiracy
Theories now.

§3.3: Furthermore: You might expect Conspiracy Theories to be cited as
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explanations in certain contexts (such as assassinations, burglaries and corpo-
rate takeovers). Some events, especially social phenomena, are the result of
human agency and in these such situations explanations that cite the actions
and intentions of individuals or groups seem appropriate. Thus there might be
warrant, given the right context, to explanations of social phenomena that cite
motivating reasons because they are, in some way, responsible for the occurrence
of the event in question.

§4: Question: The Motivational Issue - What motivates people to believe in
Conspiracy Theories?

§4.1: Answer: At the very least some of the logical and epistemic facts we
have discussed might shed light upon these questions about motivation. An ex-
ample of this is that people are overly keen to accept ‘Just So’ stories as being
explanatory.

§5: Question: The Developmental Issue - Conspiracy Theories look like they
are Lakatosian Research Programmes. What light can methodologies of the
Natural Sciences et al shed upon Conspiracy Theories and the way they work
as explanations.

§5.1: Related Question: Conspiracy Theories balloon (i.e. grow in size with
respect to seemingly ad hoc addition of auxiliary theories) not only when they
are seemingly degenerating, in that they gain lots of increasingly weird auxiliary
hypotheses in order to protect the core, but often out of enthusiasm. In these
cases the Conspiracy Theory in question gains a lot of auxiliary theories that
link what would normally be unrelated phenomena to the central Conspiracy
Theory hypothesis. An example of this is the conspiracy theory that claims that
the French Revolution was caused by the remains of the Bavarian Illuminati also
purports to claim that this also explains the American Revolution and, in some
cases, the Communist Revolution. Is this ?ballooning by enthusiasm? proper
research programme behaviour?
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