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Abstract

I argue for a kind of sub-category generalism about conspiracy theories. I identify 

four features that negatively contribute to the evaluation of any conspiracy theory 

that has them. I argue that particularism about conspiracy theories is in conflict even 

with this moderate position. I explain the implications of sub-category generalism 

for questions about the epistemic environment in which epistemic agents operate. 

I argue that even if there are pragmatic reasons for being vigilant about the pos-

sibility of malign conspiracies, this does not support rejecting the claim that it is a 

prima facie epistemically wrong to believe a conspiracy with any of the four features 

I identify. I discuss how the favoured sub-category generalism may help to refine 

discussion about the relationship between the psychology of those who believe con-

spiracy theories and subjects who have delusions. There are grounds for thinking 

that believers in conspiracy theories display irrationality at least as bad as those suf-

fering from delusions. This is not to pathologise believers in conspiracy theories but 

recognise the continuities between those who have delusions and believers who are 

not the subject of clinical attention.

Keywords Conspiracy theory · Delusion · Generalism · Particularism

A central philosophical debate about conspiracy theories concerns whether they 

should be assessed solely upon their evidential merits, as Particularists urge, or 

whether there are features which negatively contribute to their epistemic evaluation 

independent of the evidence in favour or against their content, as Generalists claim. 

Although this debate can be taken in isolation, it has implications for the connec-

tion between the attribution of epistemic properties to subjects and how collectives 

should be organised to maintain appropriate vigilance with regard to ways in which 

their democratic organisation may be undermined, for the psychology of those who 

believe in conspiracy theories, and how they relate to subjects with delusions.
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The paper will proceed as follows. In the first section, I characterise the Particu-

larism vs. Generalism debate more precisely. We shall see that particularism also 

denies that there is even a sub-category of conspiracy theories characterised in terms 

of features that negatively contribute to their epistemic evaluation independent of 

evidence for or against the theory. In the second section, I will identify four features 

that negatively contribute to the evaluation of any conspiracy theory that has them. 

These features cover quite a large class of conspiracy theories including ones that 

some say that we should take seriously. In defending the significance of these fea-

tures, I will be arguing for a Sub-Category Generalism. In the third section, I will 

explain the implications of this position for questions about the epistemic environ-

ment in which epistemic agents operate and how pragmatic benefits for collectives 

of certain epistemic behaviour relate to the assignment of epistemic properties to 

individuals regarding what they believe. In the fourth and final section, I will dis-

cuss how the favoured sub-category generalism may help to refine discussion about 

the relationship between the psychology of those who believe conspiracy theories 

and subjects who have delusions. There are grounds for thinking that believers in 

conspiracy theories display irrationality at least as bad as those suffering from delu-

sions. This is not to pathologise believers in conspiracy theories but recognise the 

continuities between those who have delusions and believers who are not the subject 

of clinical attention.

1  Particularism‑Generalism Debate

The recent consensus of philosophical thinking about conspiracy theories is that one 

should be a particularist. According to the particularist, we should assess individual 

conspiracy theories on their evidential merits (the positive thesis), we should not 

make generalisations about the class of things labelled conspiracy theories concern-

ing whether or not they should be believed (the negative thesis) (Buenting and Tay-

lor 2010, pp. 568-9; Dentith 2016, p. 582; Keeley 2019, p. 424; Dentith 2021, p. 

9900-1).

An important part of the support for the particularist position is their cham-

pioning of a minimal neutral understanding of conspiracy theories according to 

which conspiracy theories are simply theories that explain a certain phenomenon 

by appealing to a conspiracy. A conspiracy is understood to be a plan developed 

between two or more people directed toward a certain end where they keep their 

intentions, and some activities related to the plan, hidden as necessary in order 

for the plan to be successful (cf. Keeley 1999, p. 116; Pigden 1995, p. 9, Dentith 

2016, p. 577; Dentith 2017, p. 3; Dentith 2018; Dentith and Orr 2018 for why 

secrecy may be necessary in many circumstances but not essential to any con-

spiracy; Keeley 2019, p. 423). The phenomena explained do not need to be the 

target of a conspiracy. The reason why they occurred may be due to a conspiracy 

that was botched (Pigden 1995, pp. 12 − 4). Particularists urge that there is no 

more plausible definition of a conspiracy theory, with a typically negative conno-

tation, that applies to what people generally have in mind by conspiracy theories 

– for example, that covid vaccinations are to implant a micro-chip to get us under 
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control – and not to well-established historical conspiracies. They conclude that 

the only way to assess any conspiracy theory, in this sense, as a result is on the 

basis of evidence.

As the negative thesis of particularism indicates, it is defined in opposition 

to Generalism. Although particularists can sometimes define generalism very 

loosely as the thesis that it is irrational to believe in conspiracy theories, in their 

more circumspect moments, they identify a weaker thesis more plausibly attrib-

uted to generalists that the particularists judge to be mistaken:

There is, at least, something (a) prima facie or (b) by default, epistemically 

wrong with believing anything which falls in the class of conspiracy theo-

ries in virtue of certain of features that all of their class share (Buenting 

and Taylor 2010), pp. 568-9; Dentith 2017, p. 5; Dentith 2016, p. 581, talks 

about believers being thought ‘typically irrational’, Dentith 2021, pp. 9900-

1, some plausibly understood moderate generalists agree with this charac-

terisation of their position, e.g. (Harris 2018, p. 240).

Here we may take ‘prima facie’ to be a contribution to the issue of whether 

having such a belief is wrong (cf. Ross’s notion of prima facie duty, Ross 1930, 

pp. 19–20). If the ‘default’ alternative adds something, it is that the contribution 

may be defeated if the condition, which is required for the contribution to the 

issue to hold, fails to hold. The wrongness in question is epistemic. When par-

ticularists assert that conspiracy theories should be assessed by their evidential 

merits they are not taking a stand against those who claim there might be prag-

matic reasons in favour or against beliefs (for example, you are not taken seri-

ously by the public). The debate is over whether there are features relevant to the 

truth of a theory, or epistemic rationality in believing it, distinct from evidence 

for or against it. Here relevant to should be understood to be compatible with, 

in fact, the presence of the features sometimes being misleading. Some particu-

larists characterise generalism in terms of conspiracy theories being prima facie 

false (e.g. Basham 2016, p. 4; Dentith 2021, p. 9906). My preferred characterisa-

tion explains the idea of something being prima facie false, although perhaps, in 

fact true, in terms of there being an epistemic mistake in believing it.

Without the negative thesis, there is no immediate clash between particular-

ism and generalism. If there is something prima facie, or by default, wrong with 

believing something that falls within the class of conspiracy theories, it doesn’t 

follow that they should not be assessed on a case by case basis. If the prima facie 

wrongness may be outweighed by evidence in favour of the theory (e.g. highly 

fortuitous events that would have to be written off as chance by the official story 

but receive satisfying explanation by a conspiracy theory), then conspiracy theo-

ries still need to be assessed on a case by case basis (for illustrations, see Buent-

ing and Taylor 2010, pp. 573-7).

The clash with the positive thesis of particularism only arises if it is taken 

as the claim that, on a case by case basis, conspiracy theories should only be 

assessed on their evidential merits. Refining the positive thesis of particularism 

in this way brings out its connection to the negative thesis. Any generalisation 
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about a conspiracy theory that presents a hurdle for evidence (or candidate evi-

dence) in favour of the theory to overcome would imply that the theory should 

not be assessed on its evidential merits alone. Let Particularism be the thesis that 

whether or not it is epistemically wrong for a subject to believe any conspiracy 

theory, T, is settled by the evidence that the subject has in favour or against the 

conspiracy theory alone (Harris characterises this as weak particularism and 

claims that it is unobjectionable and no philosopher has objected to it (Harris 

2022, p. 13). Tightening the characterisation of particularism in this way brings 

out the conflict with the weaker position that I intend to support.

Sub-Category Generalism Certain types of conspiracy theories have features such 

that it is prima facie, or default, epistemically wrong to believe any of that category.

If there is a characterisation of a sub-category of conspiracy theories in which 

theories in this sub-category have features that present a hurdle for the evidence 

(or candidate evidence) to overcome, then it is not true that all conspiracy theories 

should be assessed on the basis of evidence as to their truth or falsity alone. Particu-

larism is not just a denial of generalism but of any form of sub-category generalism 

(contrary to what Clarke, and Boudry and Napolitano, seem to suppose, Clarke 2023 

p. 58; Boudry and Napolitano 2023, pp. 22 − 3).

Recently, some particularists have accepted that some conspiracy theories may 

have ‘suspicious-making’ features, which brings them much closer to the sub-cat-

egory generalist position (e.g. Dentith 2022). There is an important difference of 

emphasis though. They take these features to indicate that a theory with them is not 

currently warranted. Nevertheless, they insist that we only discover that a theory 

should not be believed if the theory is investigated to see whether the suspicion is 

merited and the theory is shown to be false (Dentith 2022, pp. 6–10). The suspi-

cious-making features prioritise which theories we should take more or less seri-

ously but the features, by their lights, do not license the conclusion that we should 

not believe a theory that has suspicious-making features. So they retain the position 

that all conspiracy theories should be assessed on the basis of evidence as to their 

truth and falsity alone, which sub-category generalism denies.

My position is no heroic defence of the prima facie or default epistemic wrong-

ness of believing any theory of the kind specified by the minimal neutral defini-

tion of conspiracy theory. I claim that there is a sub-category of conspiracy theories 

for which it is prima facie, or default, epistemically wrong to believe (hereafter, I’ll 

just say wrongness rather than epistemic wrongness). We can set aside the ques-

tion of whether this sub-category is what people always have in mind when they 

talk of ‘conspiracy theories’. Although there is some linguistic evidence that ‘con-

spiracy theory’ has a negative connotation, we can focus on the interesting epistemic 

question regarding conspiracy theories of a certain type without settling the general 

semantic question (for linguistic evidence in favour of a negative connotation, see 

Napolitano and Reuter 2023). In this respect, I concur with Boudry and Napolitano’s 

separation of the epistemic issue from the semantic issue as the basis for discussion 

to progress (Boudry and Napolitano 2023, pp. 23 − 4). 

In the next section, I will identify four features drawing upon the conspiracy 

theory literature. The failure to appreciate that these features support a version of 
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sub-category generalism derives from certain epistemic mistakes and a failure to 

focus on the accurate characterisation of the generalist position. Obviously, sub-cat-

egory generalism is in danger of being trivially true if the feature in question is the 

epistemic one of being unjustified or its negation being more justified. So the fea-

tures in question have the interesting feature of having epistemic implications while, 

at the same time, being characterised either in non-epistemic terms or, although they 

are, at least partly, characterised in broadly epistemic terminology – for example, 

by talking about treatment of evidence – the characterisation does not prejudge that 

there is something epistemically wrong with believing a theory which has that fea-

ture. The claim that there is something epistemically wrong remains informative. 

This raises the question of how there can be features that contribute to a prima 

facie epistemic evaluation of a belief in a theory which are not evidence bearing on 

the theory. One example is that of epistemic entitlement. Perception, memory, infer-

ence and testimony are candidate processes that entitle a subject to believe a propo-

sition without the nature of these processes figuring as evidence for, or justification 

in, the proposition in question (e.g. Burge 1993, p. 458). That is not to deny that 

what is perceived or given in testimony may be evidence for the belief. For example, 

if I see the actions of some conspirators related to the conspiracy, I have evidence in 

favour of the conspiracy. The claim is that the belief is not supported by evidence in 

favour of, or a justified belief concerning, the process of perception, memory, infer-

ence, or testimony being, for example, reliable or having the function, in normal 

circumstances, of conveying reliable information or being truth preserving. This is 

compatible with the outcome of these processes being evidence for a belief. 

A second example is higher-order evidence concerning the nature of the pro-

cess that resulted in a particular belief, for example, evidence that the kind of pro-

cess that typically results in epistemic entitlements is questionable in the circum-

stances or that the justification that one has offered may involve a mistake. In the 

case of higher-order evidence of either sort, the evidence is not in favour or against 

the content of the outcome except in so far as it is the outcome of a process and 

the higher-order evidence concerns that process. The higher-order evidence is that, 

whatever the outcome, there is something epistemically suspect about that outcome. 

For example, evidence that one is very tired and tiredness results in overconfidence, 

throws into question the confidence you have in the outcome of a process, under-

taken while tired, that typically results in an epistemic entitlement. Potentially more 

relevant to the case of conspiracy theories, the existence of peer, or indeed expert, 

disagreement is evidence that the process at which one arrived at a particular belief 

is suspect. Some of the features below might plausibly be thought of as higher-order 

evidence concerning the quality of the process that gave rise to a subject’s belief in a 

conspiracy theory. Others involve general criticism of presumed evidential relations 

relied upon by conspiracy theorists. 

The debate between particularists and generalists is either a debate over whether 

there are such features or whether these features should be taken into account in 

the overall evaluation of our belief practices. We shall look at the second option in 

Sect.  3. It faces the challenge of shifting an epistemic discussion in the direction 

of something more pragmatic. Understanding the debate in the first way presents 

particularists with a different challenge. Is their resistance to the existence of such 
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features for a sub-category of conspiracy theories based upon a general resistance to 

relations of entitlement, taking higher-order evidence, or candidate evidence-under-

mining features, to bear upon whether a subject should believe a certain proposition, 

or does their resistance just apply in the particular case of conspiracy theories? If 

so, why? It has been noted that appeals to such features can be the basis for a pes-

simistic meta-induction against conspiracy theories derived from the past falsity of 

theories with these features (Harris 2022, pp. 14 − 7). The considerations canvassed 

in the next section are independent of any such argument. 

One final qualification is needed. Consider the case of the subject who is told by 

somebody they trust as a medical practitioner that there is something wrong with 

vaccines but governments’ health programmes/big pharma cover this up. Is there 

something prima facie wrong with the subject believing this no matter what features, 

unbeknownst to the subject, the theory may have? Arguably not. They are arriving at 

a belief on the basis of testimony from an expert they may reasonably trust. 

It is better to see the relationship between the putative features of a sub-category 

of conspiracy theories to be detailed below, and the prima facie or default wrong-

ness of belief, in the following way. If the subject is, at least implicitly, aware of 

these features of conspiracy theories and they form a belief in the theory, then the 

belief is prima facie or default wrong to have been formed. I talk in terms of implicit 

awareness to capture the idea that they might not have quite conceptualised these 

features in the suggested way but seem to recognise them in some way. They would 

be even more mistaken if, not only were they aware of these features but this aware-

ness was either appropriately conceptualised or even part of the reason they had for 

forming the belief in the theory. Hereafter, the implicit awareness condition should 

be read into what follows. 

The implicit awareness condition highlights the fact that the proposed features 

identify when epistemic blame is appropriately attributed. Epistemic blame is typi-

cally understood as the guiding idea behind internalist accounts of knowledge and 

justification. I remain neutral about what the appropriate character of knowledge and 

justification is because there will be a question of epistemic blame even if external-

ism is the appropriate approach for knowledge and justification. It is to this that talk 

of prima facie or default wrongness of a belief in a conspiracy theory adverts. One 

consequence of this point is that a subject might be epistemically blameworthy even 

if, in fact, the feature identified fails to bear on the support for the conspiracy theory 

so long as it is reasonable to think that it does.

2  Prima Facie or Default Wrong‑Making Features of Conspiracy 
Theories

2.1  Counter to a Well‑Supported Official Story

The first feature, of the sub-category of conspiracy theories in which we are inter-

ested, is that they are counter to some official story of what has happened that is 

well supported by relevant expertise from socially accredited epistemic authorities, 
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that is those authorities that, for a particular subject matter, are taken by the society 

of which they are a part to provide support for belief contents on that subject mat-

ter. Call this feature the Counter to Well-Supported Official Story feature. This is a 

complex idea that needs a bit of unwrapping.

If a conspiracy theory is counter to an official story, that, in itself, is no reason to 

think that there is prima facie something wrong with believing it (Keeley mentions 

this feature, Keeley 1999, pp. 116-7). Official stories can be poorly supported and, 

indeed, official stories can be deliberate misrepresentations of some situation, as 

particularists are keen to point out (e.g. Coady 2003, p. 206; Harris 2018, pp. 236-

7). The latter may even be widely known. For example, the ‘dodgy dossier’ that is 

sometimes alleged to be the basis for the UK Parliatment’s support for the Iraq War 

was widely reported to be dodgy at the time with, it was alleged, some parts copied 

from a 12 year old PhD thesis (see Guardian, Tuesday 19th August, Timeline; the 

evolution of the Iraq dossier, https:// www. thegu ardian. com/ media/ 2003/ aug/ 19/ bbc. 

iraqd ossier). The interesting case is where there is an official story that is supported 

by relevant sources of expertise upon which the official story may even draw.

A related idea is that a conspiracy theory of the relevant type is counter to an 

official story which is the obvious account (Keeley 1999, pp. 116-7). If an account 

is obvious in the relevant sense, then it will be well supported by socially accredited 

epistemic authorities. But there may be official stories that are not obvious but well 

supported. It would be a prima facie error to believe a conspiracy theory that con-

flicts with the official story in this case.

A number of points should be noted about the socially accredited epistemic 

authorities. The first is that these need not correspond to those endorsed by currently 

dominant political authorities. Populist parties in government can define themselves 

against socially accredited epistemic authorities. The second is that, although they 

are socially accredited epistemic authorities, it does not follow that they are reli-

able. Social accreditation can be either mistaken or making the best of a bad job 

because, for that particular subject matter, no source of knowledge is reliable (e.g. 

early weather forecasting). Some have argued that reliability is a necessary con-

dition. This is a mistake. The question is not whether they are reliable but rather 

whether they are more reliable than other sources of information on a matter. If they 

provide the best grounds a subject has for beliefs based upon testimony upon these 

matters, a subject is criticisable for not drawing upon them.

If governments have too much control over the social accreditation of epistemic 

authorities relevant to a particular conspiracy theory – such as limiting them to the 

promotion of certain views as in authoritarian or totalitarian states – then this feature 

ceases to be a prima facie or default wrong-making feature concerning a conspiracy 

theory in that subject area. The qualification does not apply to states in which there 

is a pretty good spread of opinion allowed in the subject area that may figure in pub-

lic debate. There can be reasonable disagreement over how much control a govern-

ment has compatible with this condition being met. When it is met, that is sufficient 

to support the first feature indicating something prima facie or default wrong with 

believing a conspiracy theory in conflict with a well-supported official story.

Some particularists argue that the question of whether governments have too 

much control over the social accreditation of epistemic authorities can’t be answered 

https://www.theguardian.com/media/2003/aug/19/bbc.iraqdossier
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2003/aug/19/bbc.iraqdossier
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independently of the question of the extent to which there is evidence that a govern-

ment conspires to control its citizens in various ways including social accreditation 

(e.g. Basham (2002), pp. 273-4). Presumption that the first feature shows something 

prima facie or default wrong with believing a conspiracy theory is question-begging.

There may be reasonable disagreement about precisely how much control govern-

ments have but it is hard to hide whether we are under a totalitarian or authoritarian 

regime. It is not question-begging to dismiss this possibility if there is no evidence 

that we are. Even if it were question-begging, this would not be sufficient to under-

mine application of the first feature. The fact that you can’t rule out the possibility 

of being under a totalitarian or authoritarian regime doesn’t imply that you fail to be 

aware of the first feature. By being aware that a conspiracy theory has the first fea-

ture, without having reason to believe that you are not under such a regime, you are 

still prima facie or default wrong if you believe the theory. You only avoid epistemic 

fault if your awareness of the feature can be set aside because you have reason to 

believe that you are living under a totalitarian or authoritarian regime.

Although being against what socially accredited epistemic authorities conclude 

can be itself a mark against a conspiracy theory, talk of an official story is not redun-

dant. An official story can be based upon additional information available to govern-

ments but not to other institutions. Although governments may have an advantage 

in the information available to them, that does not mean they cannot be subject to 

correction by socially accredited epistemic authorities because the latter can often 

detect whether there is genuine additional information or the government is spinning 

a line. Governments also face additional responsibilities in the development of an 

official story because they take it to be an official story for which they will be held 

responsible and so must be robust.

Concerns about the character of the society you are in, and the motives about the 

actors in government, are potentially good grounds for failing to believe the official 

story but they are much more dubious grounds for believing a conspiracy theory. 

Journalists, and investigators more generally, espousing a conspiracy theory running 

against the official story have to establish their epistemic credentials in the mind of 

the consumer to make their considerations sufficient to be a basis for believing a the-

ory as opposed to making the theory one hypothesis among potentially many con-

cerning the target subject matter. The fact that some well-supported official stories 

in the past have been shown to be wrong doesn’t change the picture. The question 

isn’t whether a conspiracy theory might be true but rather what are the conditions 

in which a subject should believe a conspiracy theory. The suggestion is that there 

is something prima facie or default wrong in believing it if it has the first feature we 

have identified and, thus, substantial evidence in favour of it is required.

2.2  Contrary to Preponderance of Appropriately Independent Relevant Experts

The second feature is that the preponderance of socially accredited sources of exper-

tise, or experts, hold a theory that contradicts the conspiracy theory or, at best, 

couldn’t be true if the conspiracy theory is true. The qualification of ‘appropriately 

independent’ to the talk of preponderance reflects the fact that the feature doesn’t 
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involve a straightforward appeal to numbers. The experts must be appropriately 

independent in the sense that each of their beliefs in a theory T, one that contra-

dicts the conspiracy theory, is relatively causally independent of each others’ for 

each expert to count towards the number of experts. The proper characterisation of 

this idea requires some further work that cannot be undertaken here but the prelimi-

nary idea is as follows. While there is most likely to be, and entirely properly, some 

causal connection between each expert’s beliefs as they draw upon each others’ 

work, it is not the case that a belief having the content of the theory in question in 

one expert is part of the most precise causal explanation of a belief having the con-

tent of the theory in question in another expert, if they are both to count towards the 

number of experts holding the theory in question (see Noordhof (1999), Noordhof 

2006, Noordhof 2020, pp. 274-5, for further discussion of related issues, see Gold-

man 2001, pp. 150-6). In less abstract terms, if one expert believes the theory only 

because another does, and they defer to them, both of the experts shouldn’t both 

count towards the number of experts. It may not be easy to detect how independent 

the experts are from each other in this sense. Nevertheless we are used to receiving 

information about group think, the influence of one expert on another, and so on, 

which qualifies the extent to which we take expert consensus seriously.

We’ll call this second feature the Contrary to Preponderance of Experts. It is of 

additional importance if the government of a particular country is not to be trusted 

and, thus, any official story may be a misrepresentation.

Subjects who are led to distrust socially accredited epistemic authorities find it 

difficult to go it alone. We are all dependent on many other people to form beliefs 

about the world required for leading our lives successfully. Such subjects are led to 

put their trust in more discreditable sources of which one of the more likely is the 

source of the conspiracy theories they started to believe in the first place. Believing 

a theory on the basis of some other source than a socially epistemically accredited 

one, or at best one that is in a considerable minority, already displays a way in which 

the subjects are making a cognitive mistake. The point is not that the preponderance 

of socially epistemically accredited ones are reliable, or cannot fail to be true, but 

rather that in most cases they are still the best source we have (Harris 2022, p. 7). 

The credentials of the preponderance of expert opinion are better and there is readily 

available information about how the sources of conspiracy theories tend to be unreli-

able (Harris 2018, p. 255).

It is not enough to argue that appeal to typical sources of expertise may be mis-

taken because these have proven to be unreliable. It must also be argued that these 

sources of expertise are less reliable, and worthy to be the basis of belief, than what a 

subject knows about the proponents of conspiracy theories. Without the latter claim, 

there would still be something prima facie wrong with believing a conspiracy theory 

rather than the view expressed by the preponderance of experts with which it con-

flicts, even if the view expressed by the preponderance of experts is, in fact, wrong 

or, as it turns out, unreliable in this instance. While a conspiracy theory rightly may 

be given some credence, and the contents of beliefs formed from a socially accred-

ited epistemic authority lose some credence, as Hagen suggests, any more radical 

response than this displays an error (Hagen 2022, p. 212-4). If somebody believes, 

as opposed to give some credence to a conspiracy theory, or withhold belief in the 
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negation of the conspiracy theory, over what is proposed by the preponderance of 

socially accredited epistemic authorities, then they are doing something prima facie, 

or by default, mistaken.

2.3  Counterevidence Neutralisation

The third feature is a certain characteristic way of dealing with counterevidence as 

follows. Suppose that a conspiracy theory is a conjunction of statements, H, con-

cerning a particular conspiracy. H together with some auxiliary hypotheses, A, 

which are assumptions about the way the world works that are not part of the con-

spiracy theory, have implications about what has happened: O (for occurrence). In 

fact, there is evidence that not-O is the case. The conspiracy theory is retained with 

some adjustment either to the conjunction of statements that constitute it or to the 

auxiliary hypotheses. Call these adjustments H* or A* respectively. H* and A or H 

and A* or H* and A*, depending on the adjustments made, either fail to imply that 

O or they imply that not-O. The adjustments have neutralised the counterevidence 

while retaining something which is a plausible successor of the conspiracy theory. 

The adjustments to the conspiracy theory, if any, don’t change its central claims. 

Treatment of evidence in this way is the invariable response to counterevidence and, 

when the adjustments are made, no implications about what has happened or will 

happen are identified which would be suitable tests of whether the adjustments are 

appropriate. The adjustments are just made for the sake of dealing with the evidence 

(Clarke 2002, notes a feature like this). For example, evidence against the conspir-

acy theory is taken as evidence that the conspirators are highly effective at cover-

ing up traces without acknowledging that there would be likely traces of the cover 

up which could then be investigated (Boudry 2023, pp. 619 − 22). Call this feature 

Counterevidence Neutralisation.

As with the preceding two features, the third feature is a relational feature charac-

terising a particular type of theory, this time in virtue of how its proponents respond 

to evidence against it. There may be two theories making the same claims about the 

world, one of which has the feature concerned, the other of which does not and, as 

a result, the second theory is unproblematically rejected because of counterevidence 

without further theoretical development. Partly for this reason, the significance of 

the feature does not suffer from the general problems raised with criteria for the 

demarcation of the sciences from the non-sciences. The aim is not to identify a gen-

eral feature of the content of some theory, or to distinguish one practice, scientific 

practice, from another, but characterise a relational feature that, if a theory possesses 

it, renders it prima facie wrong to believe it.

The feature is not properly thought of as evidential insulation (proposed by 

Napolitano 2021, pp. 88–95). The feature does not describe a theory insulated from 

evidence. The evidence against a conspiracy is taken to imply an adjustment to the 

theory, for example, to involve, in addition, competent covering of tracks that might 

have revealed a conspiracy of that type. Adjustments in a theory to explain away the 

evidence apparently against it is not necessarily a flaw. It is standard that a scientific 

hypothesis H plus auxiliary hypotheses A relating to how there may be evidence 
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relating to the truth of the hypothesis allows retention of high credence in H by 

adjusting to low one’s credence in A, or adopting A*. In Bayesian terms, a situation 

in which evidence E is made less likely by H and A than not-(H and A) allows reten-

tion of a high credence in H at the expense of lowering credence in A, or rejecting 

A, with raised credence in a substitute proposition A*, without irrationality (Poth 

and Dolega 2023, pp. 7–14).

When scientists are engaged in legitimate evidence neutralisation, they recognise 

the dangers in protecting a favoured hypothesis by adjusting other claims, say substi-

tuting A* for A, and look for the possibility of straightforward supporting evidence 

for H together with A*. An illustration of this characterisation of legitimate scien-

tific practice is Imre Lakatos’ idea that, when scientists deal with counterevidence 

to theories in this way, we don’t have a case of a degenerating scientific research 

programme if there is the ability to make novel predictions as a result of doing it 

(Lakatos 1978, pp. 31–37; Harris 2018, p. 246). In the case of conspiracy theories 

with the damaging feature identified, the aim is evidential neutralisation for its own 

sake. There is no interest in considering the implications of how one has neutral-

ised the evidence, making new predictions on the basis of the evidence-neutralising 

adjustment and searching for evidence that these predictions are born out. As Clarke 

notes with regard to the controlled demolition theory of the World Trade Centre 

Towers’ destruction, sometimes the conspiracy theory is not even developed in suf-

ficient detail to have testable predictions but rather persists simply by pointing out 

failures in the official theory which are consistent with an alternative theory of that 

general type (Clarke 2007, pp. 172-5). If this is a persistent feature, then we have a 

way in which counterevidence is neutralised at the start rather than as an upshot of 

the adjustment I mentioned earlier.

Probably one of the main reasons why conspiracy theorists neutralise evidence 

for its own sake without misgivings is that it seems a natural explanatory move to 

suggest that conspirators suppress evidence for the conspiracy and create what may 

be easily taken as evidence to show that there is no conspiracy (Keeley 1999, pp. 

122-5; Harris 2018, p. 247). Lee Basham argues that competent conspiracies would 

be ones in which the absence of evidence for the conspiracy is to be expected and 

can indicate the presence of a competent conspiracy. Since such a conspiracy can-

not be ruled out, the rational response to the possibility of competent conspiracy 

theories explaining a sequence of events is agnosticism (Basham 2011, pp. 8–9). If 

Basham is right, it might be thought my candidate third feature cannot be a feature 

showing the prima facie, or default, wrongness in believing a conspiracy theory.

There are a number of problems with this line of thought. First, a feature that 

shows the prima facie, or default, wrongness in believing a conspiracy theory of 

the relevant kind doesn’t touch on the question of whether a subject should believe 

that a conspiracy theory of the relevant kind is false. The existence of the feature is 

even compatible with the evidence favouring a credence in the conspiracy theory 

being greater than credence in its negation so long as the credence falls short of that 

required for belief.

Second, even if a competent conspiracy cannot be ruled out to explain the absence 

of evidence, if there is a much more probable explanation, that may be enough to 

believe that there is no conspiracy behind the events. Given what we know about 
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human incompetence, indiscretion, and the potential benefits of defecting on a con-

spiracy, then, although we cannot rule it out, a more probable explanation of the 

absence of evidence may well be that there is no conspiracy at work (for discussion 

of the possibility of defection, see Pidgen 2016, pp. 209 − 15). Taking the absence of 

evidence to be evidence of particularly competent conspirators covering their tracks 

is not properly constrained by evaluation of how effective people are in conspirato-

rial behaviour. That’s why we should be interested in evidence of cover-up.

Sometimes friends of conspiracy theories claim that earlier conspiracies of which 

we now have evidence provide grounds for taking the possibility of a competent 

conspiracy to explain the target events seriously. However, evidence of prior con-

spiracies is evidence of how conspiracies give themselves away. In which case, it is 

less plausible as a basis for allowing that it is probable that there is a conspiracy that 

hasn’t given itself away for the events in question. Any preliminary support derived 

from the idea that there have been conspiracies that didn’t initially give themselves 

away dwindles because of the evidence that even competent conspiracies are eventu-

ally detected.

The assumption behind the envisaged objection to the third feature seems to be 

that the only options are that either we believe that there is no conspiracy at work or 

remain agnostic on the subject. A natural way of understanding remaining agnostic 

is withholding belief that there is no conspiracy at work and withholding belief that 

there is. In fact, something more general still seems to be needed. We are not agnos-

tic that there is no conspiracy at work if we give more credence (short of belief) to 

there being no conspiracy at work than to there being a conspiracy at work. Being 

agnostic in this more general sense is to hold that either no credences are to be 

attached or that the credence in the proposition that there is a conspiracy at work 

is identical to the credence that there is no conspiracy at work so that the subject 

is neutral on whether there is. Once we appreciate what is involved in agnosticism 

understood either way, a third option is available. While we attach some credence to 

there being a conspiracy at work, we attach more that there isn’t a conspiracy. None 

of the considerations offered count against this option.

2.4  Lack of Explanatory Constraint

The feature of evidential neutralisation for its own sake interacts with the last feature 

of the sub-category of conspiracy theories I want to identify: Lack of Explanatory 

Constraint. It is the result of three factors. A fundamental difficulty with conspir-

acy theories involves the resources upon which their candidate explanations draw. 

Psychology is still, unfortunately, if not in its infancy, in its early adolescence with 

regard to its application to individual people. We have no detailed understanding of 

how a particular environment interacts with the history of particular individuals, and 

their psychological make-up, to result in certain behaviour. There are very few (if 

any laws) at the requisite level of detail for application in these situations. Let’s call 

the first factor Current Lack of Explanatory Detail in Relevant Psychological Expla-

nation. At the same time, we have an interpretative theory – sometimes called a folk 

theory – the application of which enables us to make sense of how agents behave 



Sub-Category Generalism About Conspiracy Theories  

in the past, the consequence of their behaviour, and make limited predictions about 

how they will behave (for details, see Davidson 1980, Dennett 1987). This is not a 

matter of having a detailed causal explanation, because we don’t have that, but rather 

we attribute reasons to understand the behaviour. Although such a theory may give 

us a strong sense that we understand what is going, this understanding is often partly 

an illusion. The illusion stems from the way in which the attribution of reasons can 

give us the impression that we understand the agent’s perspective, in the same way 

we think we understand ourselves, and partly stems from the holistic character of 

our attribution of attitudes – governed by constraints of rationality or more general 

considerations of what seems comprehensible as part of human nature – which is 

relatively unconstrained and indefinitely adjustable to result in an attribution that 

makes sense of the agent’s behaviour and consequences of it. We may characterise 

the second factor as Interpretation Provides Potentially Illusory Understanding. This 

brings me to the last point. Whatever our position on the question of free will, when 

we think about how agents may behave, we often take them to, within their abili-

ties, be able to act to give rise to a multiplicity of different kinds of events relatively 

unconstrained by the environment they are in and how they interact with each other 

(for discussion of the various ways this has been understood, see Noordhof 2020, pp. 

391–400). This is more of an assumption than an empirically well-grounded obser-

vation about fellow agents. Call this factor the Openness of Agency.

These factors taken together should, and often do, make us hesitant about any 

explanation of, or prediction about, someone’s behaviour. The hesitancy is reduced 

when we know someone very well, there is a mass of observation and supporting 

testimony. Call these the mitigating conditions. The amount of observation and sup-

porting testimony required may be somewhat less if the explanation is highly gen-

eral and so compatible with many different resolutions of detail. The fourth feature 

is the lack of explanatory constraint in the absence of mitigating conditions.

The feature to which these factors contribute has implications for some conspir-

acy theories. These conspiracy theories often start by offering explanations of errant 

data that a more limited theory may fail to explain (Keeley 1999; Keeley 2019, p. 

425; Boudry 2023, p. 623). A conspiracy theory is generated because it enables us 

to see a pattern in the events, including the events the official theory explains, but 

extends the pattern further. However, the explanatory virtues of the conspiracy the-

ory are overstated by this ability to see a pattern because of the nature and limita-

tions of psychological explanations of individuals I have described above. We have 

relatively unconstrained explanatory development. By that, I don’t mean that there 

are no principles to which somebody developing a conspiracy theory may appeal. 

The point is rather that for any piece of evidence, there will always be available 

some explanation of it just by working back from it to a possible attribution of moti-

vational states and beliefs of two or more individuals to fit it into a pattern.

The levels of competence and discretion attributed in support of a conspiracy are 

a case in point. As we saw, it has been argued that some degree of counter-evidence 

neutralisation is to be expected given that a conspiracy theory is postulating actors 

capable of assessing the evidence in favour of their presence, and trying to create 

evidence that throws people off the scent while at the same time not giving away 

what they are up to (Keeley 2019, pp. 428-9). Although this point has some force, 
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the danger that we have identified is that it is easy for a kind of theorising lack-

ing explanatory constraint to deal with any form of prima facie evidence against a 

theory of that type. The failure to give too much consideration to the extent to which 

it is more advantageous for one or more of the co-conspirators to abandon the con-

spiracy and reveal what is going on, to defect as opposed to sticking with the plan, is 

another example (Pigden 2016, for a discussion of defection).

The feature is related to, but importantly distinct from, Steve Clarke’s idea that 

conspiracy theorists display the fundamental attribution error privileging disposi-

tional over situational explanations (Clarke 2002). Cases of the fundamental attri-

bution error involve explaining behaviour by specific dispositional properties of a 

person’s character. You explain why somebody failed to help a stranger in apparent 

need by taking them to be callous and self-absorbed rather than taking them to be 

no worse in that respect than anybody else but, as things were, they were in a rush 

and other people were around who might assist (for empirical evidence in favour of 

our bias against context, see Darley and Batson 1973). By contrast, the factors I have 

identified emphasise our relative lack of knowledge of how a situation may affect a 

particular individual and the way in which agents, have a number of options open to 

them that we take not to be closed off by their character. While we think that a par-

ticular individual may be subject to temptation, we presume they can fight against 

it and, for example, resist their desire to boast about, or express their anxieties con-

cerning, a conspiracy of which they are a part. If there were a focus on the attribu-

tion of character dispositions in the case of conspiracy theories, there would be far 

greater concern about the possibility of indiscretion, defection, the strain of keep-

ing a conspiracy going, and the like. Although attributions of beliefs and desires 

explaining an agent’s response are attributions of, at least partly, dispositional states, 

the resulting explanation does not draw upon the specific dispositional properties of 

a person’s character at work in cases of fundamental attribution error.

While the lack of explanatory constraint has its basis in something distinct from 

the fundamental attribution error, the explanation I gave of the lack of explanatory 

constraint may also help to explain why we are inclined to fundamental attribution 

errors. It will always seem that agents can respond in many ways to the context in 

which they operate unless we attribute to them particular character dispositions. In 

that eventuality, the attributed character dispositions will seem particularly salient to 

us, and general truths about how agents tend to operate under time constraints seem 

commensurately inadequate. For example, although rushed, it might seem that an 

agent could have acted more humanely unless we take them to have the character 

disposition of being self-absorbed and callous.

2.5  Errant Data: Lack of Explanatory Detail vs. the Fallacy of Probabilistic Modus 

Tollens

It has been argued that the problem with conspiracy theories’ treatment of errant 

data is that it involves a problematic form of reasoning: probabilistic modus tollens.

If if p then q is highly improbable, and not-q, then it is improbable that not-p 

(Harris 2018, p. 250).
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The fourth feature I have identified provides a more effective explanation.

Here is one illustration of the problem with probabilistic modus tollens. Suppose 

that if p (a lottery is fair) then not-q (where q is ‘I win’) is highly probable. How-

ever, I win. Therefore, the mistaken reasoning would go, it is probable that the lot-

tery is unfair (Harris 2018, p. 250, Harris references Sober 2002). Similarly, if a 

non-conspiratorial hypothesis gives low probability to certain errant data which, in 

fact, obtain, it doesn’t follow that we should attribute low probability to the non-

conspiratorial hypothesis (Harris 2018, pp. 250-1).

There are, at least, two related problems with the identification of probabilistic 

modus tollens as the fault behind conspiracy theories’ explanation of errant data. 

The first is that probabilistic modus tollens is an implausible principle of reason-

ing and there is little reason to suppose that, if conspiracy theorists are making an 

error, it captures the error they are making. If an hypothesis attributes a high, but 

below 1, probability to a certain outcome and its negation occurs, this does not have 

an immediate implication for the probability of the hypothesis. The occurrence of 

the negation is compatible with, indeed a consequence of, the hypothesis being true 

and the hypothesis antecedently may be highly probable when compared with the 

alternatives.

Second, the rejection of probabilistic modus tollens is compatible with the rec-

ognition that one theory can be favoured over another by comparing the likelihoods 

that they give a piece of evidence which, prima facie, can seem to favour a con-

spiracy theory. Thus, to quote from Sober Evidence E favours  H1 over  H2 iff P(E/

H1) > P(E/H2).

Recognition of the validity of this relationship is compatible with the verdict we 

arrived at in the lottery case. Suppose we are comparing the hypothesis that the lot-

tery is fair with one in which it is unfair. My winning doesn’t favour the hypothesis 

that the lottery is unfair because there is no reason to suppose that the lottery being 

unfair will make my winning any more probable than any other person winning. 

If the evidence to be explained is just somebody winning, then this doesn’t favour 

an unfair lottery over a fair one. By contrast, although my winning may favour the 

hypothesis that the lottery is unfair in that it favours me, the antecedent improb-

ability of the lottery being unfair in this way means that the hypothesis remains 

improbable.

The explanation for why evidence about errant data doesn’t favour conspiracy 

theories is drawn from the fourth negative feature I have identified. The putative 

high probability that a conspiracy gives a piece of errant data is inappropriately 

constrained since the capacity of human agents to carry out a particular conspiracy 

is not appropriately taken into account (cf. Sober’s point about intelligent design, 

Sober 2002, pp. 72 − 8). Human agents are just viewed as free competent agents. 

The apparent probabilities that a conspiracy explanation gives errant data are in dan-

ger of being either inflated or empty (as Harris 2018 also notes, pp. 251-2). Equally, 

the improbability of a conspiracy hypothesis involving highly competent conspira-

tors is underestimated as result of the absence of explanatory constraint, in particu-

lar due to the openness of agency. Of course, that doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t 

appeal to human agency at all to explain why things happened. The issue is rather 

that we should be circumspect in using this style of explanation’s ability to mop up 
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errant data to overthrow an otherwise well-evidenced theory supported by the pre-

ponderance of experts, for example.

Taken together, these reasons explain why the fourth feature I have identified is a 

more plausible and deeper account of what is wrong with conspiracy theories than 

attributing the fallacy of probabilistic modus tollens.

2.6  Application of the Features

My suggestion is that it is possession of these four features, individually or taken 

together, that makes a sub-category of conspiracy theories prima facie or default 

wrong to believe. The more of the features possessed by a theory, the more con-

cerned we should be. The first two concern the conflict between the theory and other 

theories that have certain sorts of support, for example, the fact they are taken up by 

a pre-ponderance of experts. The latter two concern how evidence that appears to 

support the theory may, in fact, be deceptive.

Perhaps the last feature – lack of explanatory constraint – may seem to need the 

presence of one or more of the others to make it prima facie wrong to believe a 

theory of this kind. This is questionable. Consider a familiar experience in daily life, 

gossiping with a friend about the motivations of other people you know given how 

they behave. We certainly seem to take ourselves to be sharing insights even though, 

by the lights of the last feature, there is a lack of explanatory constraint unless there 

are mitigating conditions. Even here, I think the verdict is correct. We might find 

certain attributions of beliefs and desires to other people plausible, and it can make 

sense of a pattern of behaviour, but we are circumspect about believing that that is 

what was going on in most cases. It is an intriguing hypothesis rather than some-

thing we believe. That’s because we recognise that there is something prima facie 

wrong with believing it due to the lack of explanatory constraint. If this holds in 

cases in which we are very familiar, it should hold so much more in the attribution 

of conspiracies involving shadowy actors.

A theory with one or more of these features doesn’t have to be false. It is quite 

possible that the theory is true and, indeed, that a subject may be aware of evidence 

sufficient for it to be correct for them to believe the theory. It is important to distin-

guish between mistakenly believing that a conspiracy theory is false and correctly 

failing to believe that it is true. Sceptics about conspiracy theorists with one or more 

of the features I have identified claim that we should not believe the theory unless 

evidence overcomes the significance of the features in a particular case. That is why 

there is something prima facie or default wrong with believing a conspiracy theory. 

They can accept that there is evidence that conspiracies occur, and allow a certain 

probability that a conspiracy is true (just as Basham argues Basham 2002, pp. 271-

2). It doesn’t follow that there are sufficient grounds for believing a particular con-

spiracy theory.

The difference between the generalist position I am recommending and the kind 

of particularist who allows that there may be suspicious-making features of some 

conspiracy theories is this. They deny that the suspicious-making features are suffi-

cient to make a theory prima facie wrong to believe. Instead, the suspicious-making 
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features characterise which theories should be given a lower priority in investiga-

tions. We only discover that a theory should not be believed if it is investigated and 

shown to be false. By contrast, the position recommended here is that the features I 

have identified make it prima facie, or default, wrong to believe a theory with one or 

more of them. The occurrence of ‘prima facie, or default’ allows for the possibility 

that there is sufficient evidence in favour of the conspiracy theory to overcome this. 

However, in the absence of the evidence, it is straightforwardly wrong to believe 

the conspiracy theory. We do not need to discover, by investigation, that the theory 

should not be believed.

The first two features I have identified might be thought to be evidence against 

the theory that has them. In which case, the objection runs, taking them into account 

is neutral ground between the particularist and the generalist. It would be evaluating 

a theory on its evidential merits alone, which is all that the particularist insists upon.

If the pre-ponderance of experts, say, deny that p (or assert that q which is evi-

dence against p), a favoured conspiracy theory, then that is certainly evidence against 

p. It is neutral ground that this should be taken into account and is one dimension of 

the contribution that an instantiation of this feature makes. On the other side, there is 

all the evidence in favour of the conspiracy theory which, those who are concerned 

about a conspiracy theory being dismissed, may say demonstrates that the denial 

is mistaken, or that q is outweighed. The pre-ponderance of experts denying that p 

makes another contribution. It is higher-order evidence that the process by which 

those who arrived at p may be flawed in some way. This second contribution is evi-

dence about the process, whatever the output of the process, that a reasoner picks 

up by noticing the disagreement. In this sense, it is not evidence against p but rather 

raises a question over the process by which the proponent of the conspiracy theory 

arrived at p. To set this evidence aside, the proponent of p might have to be extra-

careful in thinking about whether the evidence they have is enough to support that 

p, whether they may have additional evidence that experts may not have, whether 

biases may be in operation, and so on. While these may ultimately bear upon the 

overall case for believing that p or not p, they are not evidence for, or against, p, but 

rather evidence bearing on the status of the case that a proponent of the conspiracy 

theory has for p. The particularist position – motivated by the desire to take the pos-

sibility of conspiracy theories seriously – does not cover this evidence when they 

say that we should consider the evidence for or against p alone.

A third contribution that the pre-ponderance of experts may make is an assess-

ment of the process by which those in favour of p arrived at the conclusion that they 

did which, those who favour p, may disagree with. Those who favour p may also 

disagree about the weight that should be given to q (the evidence favoured by the 

experts). The requirement that we should assess p in terms of the evidence for and 

against it alone does not make clear what a thinker should do in  situations where 

there is disagreement over whether something should be counted as evidence, or the 

weight it should receive. A proponent of a conspiracy theory may reject the putative 

higher-order evidence concerning the process that led them to p as a result of the 

bias of so-called experts. The claim I am defending is that, regardless of whether a 

thinker takes the features to be evidence, although of course they are aware of the 

features, it is prima facie wrong for the thinker to believe a conspiracy theory with 
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one or both of the first two features. It is in terms of the second and third contribu-

tions of these features that there is no common ground between the particularist and 

sub-category generalist.

Opponents of generalism tend to view the generalist position as requiring the 

identification of features of conspiracy theories that would explain why a conspiracy 

theory is a bad theory and then explain the mistake a subject is making in believing 

a conspiracy theory in terms of the badness of the theory. As a result, they take it to 

be an objection to generalism to point out that, while ordinary epistemic agents may 

not have a reason to believe a conspiracy theory in the context in which they find 

themselves, it doesn’t follow that a conspiracy theory is a bad theory (e.g. Dentith 

2018, p. 200). As I have already pointed out, the features in question are relational 

properties of a particular theory. There is nothing in the content of the conspiracy 

theory itself that makes it a bad theory. The generalist is not concerned with the 

question of whether there is something wrong with the theory in itself. The sub-

category generalist isn’t committed to the claim that there are no circumstances in 

which it would be rational to raise one’s credence in response to evidence in favour 

of a theory with any or all of the four features identified. The question is whether, if 

a subject believes it, they are prima facie, or by default, making an epistemic mis-

take. I have argued that this is the case.

3  Collective Attributions of Epistemic Properties 
and the Implications for Sub‑Category Generalism

Sub-category generalism raises questions about the relationship between epistemi-

cally relevant properties of groups and the epistemic properties attributed to the 

beliefs of the individuals that make them up.

3.1  Epistemically Polluted Environments

We are epistemically dependent upon our social context for our ability to form well-

grounded beliefs on a large range of topics. The proper exercise of our epistemic 

abilities in isolation is insufficient to ensure that the beliefs that we form are likely 

to be well grounded or true. Individuals with bad beliefs are in an epistemically pol-

luted environment (i.e. one that contains other agents that shape it in a way that 

makes the epistemic situation of other individuals worse off than it might have been) 

and it is in virtue of the latter that they arrive at the beliefs they do (Levy 2022, pp. 

110, 122-4). Because the collective has this negative epistemic property, the indi-

viduals who are part of this collective may be epistemically blameless even, presum-

ably, in the circumstances I envisage involving one or more of the features identified 

above.

One way to put the challenge from this line of thought is that we mistake an 

environmental failure for an epistemic failure of the individual. There is nothing 

prima facie or default wrong with an individual believing a conspiracy theory if 

that is taken to imply that they are displaying some kind of irrationality. The proper 
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characterisation of what is prima facie or default wrong can only refer to the connec-

tion between the individual and the social environment with no attribution of fault to 

the former.

My response to the challenge is that the four features plausibly identify features 

of a theory which, if an individual subject is aware of the features, makes their belief 

subject to criticism. It is not the case that they are victims of misinformation with 

no insight into its character. They show a failure to deal with high-order evidence in 

an appropriate way or recognise failings in how they take evidence to bear upon a 

theory. Given that we are socially dependent for our beliefs, we should expect that 

our higher-order epistemic mistakes are some of the most significant. Some subjects 

in similar social situations fall prey to conspiracy theory beliefs while others don’t. 

Many middle class well-educated people fall for anti-vaxxer theories and yet there 

are others from the same background who, presumably, are better able to identify 

the sources of information on which they should rely.

When it is hard to differentiate between different sources of expertise, the right 

approach is to fail to have confidence about whether one should believe something. 

For example, suppose that somebody has been interacting with lots of people who 

are sceptical about socially accredited sources of expertise. This may be sufficient to 

mean that a subject fail to have a belief that they should have as a result of the expert 

testimony of these sources. But there is a step from here to believing a conspiracy 

theory. There is still something prima facie, or default, wrong with that given the 

epistemic situation in which they are. Observations about epistemic pollution are 

more effective in explaining failures of belief rather than belief in the opposite.

Subjects’ inconsistent treatment of theories with the features in question can 

reinforce this point. For example, if they tend to believe official stories when their 

favoured party is in power, generally rely upon the preponderance of experts for 

their information, or are critical of theories which display the features of evidence 

neutralisation or lack of explanatory constraint in other areas, then, despite the social 

dependence of beliefs a subject has upon the environment, another explanation is 

needed to explain what is going on in the case of belief in conspiracy theories (for 

further discussion, see Williams 2023, pp. 824 − 30). So while it might be natural for 

people to make mistakes in this area, and their sense of group identity may give rise 

to them having a particular belief to express their identity, this does not touch the 

point about prima facie, or default, wrongness.

3.2  Democratic Dangers of Sub‑Category Generalism

Particularists often argue that if it is prima facie or default wrong for individuals to 

believe conspiracy theories of any type (independent of evidence against them), then 

societies made up of those individuals will fail to be vigilant against conspiracies 

that undermine the interests of individuals making up those societies, for example, 

conspiracies that undermine the democratic structures and decision-making of the 

societies (e.g. Basham 2011, p. 9–11; Dentith 2021, p. 9901). Pragmatic consid-

erations drawn from the need to be vigilant show that there are no features of the 

kind that I have identified. If groups can be assigned beliefs, then, for a society to 
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be vigilant, it should not be prima facie or default wrong for a society to believe a 

conspiracy theory with any of the features identified. If groups can’t be assigned 

beliefs, then social vigilance requires that it can’t be prima facie or default wrong 

for individuals of that society to believe conspiracy theories with any of the features 

identified.

We have seen how sub-category generalism is compatible with considering the 

evidence for a particular conspiracy theory and, indeed, giving some credence to 

a conspiracy theory short of belief. There is no reason to suppose that this is insuf-

ficient to support the requisite degree of vigilance. If that proves to be a mistake, 

it shouldn’t be taken to be grounds for dismissing epistemic properties relating to 

believing a conspiracy theory. Differences of opinion about the nature of the threat 

– for example, the number of true conspiracy theories with the features I have identi-

fied – does not bear upon the question of whether it is prima facie wrong to believe 

a theory with one or more of the features I have identified. Instead, it is grounds for 

organising a society so that, given the fact that there are these epistemic properties 

relating to beliefs in conspiracy theories, there are other mechanisms to maintain 

vigilance. This is an instance of a familiar problem when what may be rational for 

individuals can, collectively, be self-defeating. For example, we task certain institu-

tions or media with the role of ventilating conspiracy theories to which some cred-

ibility attaches and subjecting them to further evaluation. Some particularists rec-

ognise that this is a possibility but they conceive of it as providing a substitute for 

sub-category generalism. They identify suspicious-making features of conspiracy 

theories and rank conspiracy theories, for investigation, to the extent to which they 

lack these suspicious-making features (e.g. Dentith 2022; esp pp. 9, 11). It is more 

plausible to see this kind of task as a means of attributing to subjects investigative 

roles despite the epistemic properties attaching to beliefs about conspiracy theories.

The alternative approach recommended here is supported by two further con-

siderations. The first is that the extent to which subjects should be tasked with 

the investigative role should be determined by the importance of devoting social 

resources into finding out whether there has been a conspiracy in operation. We 

might think that investigating conspiracy theories with one or more of the features 

I have identified is not justified by the resources it would involve. Investigation of 

conspiracy theories is by nature often retrospective, identifying blame. It might be 

much better to focus on whether political actors are pursuing effective policies rather 

than working out whether they conspired, or were just clueless, in pursuing more 

malevolent policies earlier.

The second is that sub-category generalism of the type I have identified reflects 

an important epistemological cost that subjects who believe in conspiracy theories 

with one or more of the features identified face. They are isolated from probably the 

most generally reliable sources of knowledge there are. This is particularly impor-

tant politically for populist politicians who have no actual solutions to the problems 

of society – by that I mean none that will work – but, by discrediting socially accred-

ited authorities, disguise this from the voters. The existence of a conspiracy will 

explain why the solutions aren’t working and, at the same time, direct people away 

from solutions that might work (Harris 2023, pp. 26–30).
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4  Psychological Implications: Belief in Conspiracy Theories 
and Delusion

The features I have identified are not meant to be exhaustive. Other features may 

be identified. Nevertheless, the features do relate to, and deepen, our understand-

ing of why some subjects are prone to believe in conspiracy theories and allow us 

to arrive at preliminary conclusions about how the epistemic mistakes involved in 

belief in conspiracy theories with these features relate to subjects with delusions.

Individuals who believe a conspiracy theory with the first two features are iso-

lated from important social sources of knowledge, relevant to the phenomena the 

conspiracy theory concerns, in societies broadly committed to democratic ide-

als, against the manipulation of its citizens, and with properly accredited sources 

of expertise. Subjects drawn to such theories are often poorly integrated with 

sources of expertise in society and often feel themselves disadvantaged by the 

society in which they live and, consequently, the government that is in opera-

tion. Commitment to conspiracy theories with these features can further this iso-

lation (Douglas, Sutton and Cichocka 2017, p. 540, Bowes, Costello and Tasmi 

2023, pp. 263-4). The poor integration of these conspiracy prone subjects partly 

explains why, even when aware of the features, such subjects feel them to be less 

of a negative and, as they believe more such theories, are inclined to see the pres-

ence of the features as less and less of a negative.

The second two features compound the epistemic isolation while providing 

subjects who believe a theory with the apparent assurance that what they believe, 

and what they develop in response to evidence, is worthy of belief. If a theory 

seems capable of development to deal with errant data without being prone to 

being undermined by further evidence and features of the theory facilitate your 

own ability to develop it, then this allows you to close down interaction with 

other epistemic agents who do not share but challenge your beliefs. Developing 

a sequence of theories within an explanatory scheme, that is relatively uncon-

strained but with which one is familiar (the attribution of beliefs, desires and 

intentions to subjects), may be done independently of relevant expertise. The fact 

that it gives one the illusion of insight reinforces the relative isolation. While 

we should not ignore the way in which belief in a conspiracy theory may bring 

you closer to co-believers, and a reduction in isolation from them, it remains the 

case that a believer in a conspiracy theory with these features is epistemically 

isolated from everybody else while having the illusion that they do not suffer 

from epistemic isolation. The apparent explanatory success of their framework 

makes alternative approaches to the phenomena they are seeking to explain not 

real options for them.

A belief in one conspiracy theory of the relevant kind may indicate little more 

than an epistemic mistake and a correspondingly small amount of epistemic 

isolation. Empirical findings in social psychology are more plausibly related to 

those who tend to favour theories with these negative features. It has been found 

that subjects who are more inclined to anthropomorphic explanations in general 

are more prone to believe in conspiracy theories (Bruder et al. 2013, pp. 9–10). 
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Subjects who are more inclined to perceive patterns in randomness, look for pat-

terns and meaning, or overestimate their capacity to understand complex causal 

phenomena, by appealing to explanations attributing agency, are also more prone 

to conspiracy beliefs (Vitriol and Marsh 2018). These tendencies naturally relate 

to the third and fourth features. Evidence is accommodated by a conspiracy with-

out testing for further predictions due to overestimating the capacity to under-

stand complex phenomena which is, in part, based on the illusion of understand-

ing supplied by explanations involving rational agency. If a subject has a need for 

cognitive closure – for example, an answer to a salient and potentially puzzling 

phenomenon for which an official explanation is unavailable – then a conspiracy 

theory is attractive (Marchlewska, Cichocka and Kossowska 2017). As the last 

point emphasises, subjects drawn to the latter two features of the sub-category 

of conspiracy theories in question need not be drawn to theories with the first 

two elements but when a theory combines the features, the resulting tendency to 

believe these conspiracy theories in some subjects will be stronger, for example, 

those combining lack of social integration with a tendency towards anthropomor-

phic explanations.

A background assumption behind work on conspiracy theories and delusions 

is that, typically, subjects with delusions display greater failures of rationality. In 

fact, the situation is much more complex. In the case of conspiracy theories of the 

kind identified, there is often a clash of testimonies concerning what is going on to 

explain certain phenomena. On the one hand, there is that provided by official or 

socially accredited epistemic authorities. On the other, there is that provided by the 

proponents of conspiracy theories with the features I have identified. Even taking 

into account claims about epistemically polluted environments and relative social 

isolation, it is hard to see how those who are the source of conspiracy theories are 

established as more reliable or authoritative with regard to the theories they favour. 

So believing in conspiracy theories of this kind typically involves either a depar-

ture from what a subject has epistemic reason to believe (epistemic irrationality) or 

improper functioning of one process of belief formation – testimony – (procedural 

irrationality), probably both (see Noordhof 2024, p. 266). Obviously, irrationality 

of either kind is not invariable because overriding evidence may make belief in the 

conspiracy theory rational.

By contrast, those with monothematic delusions, at least, are usually seeking to 

make sense of anomalous experiences (for further discussion and references, see 

Noordhof and Sullivan Bissett 2021). It is true that there is testimony from friends, 

family and medical practitioners that clashes with what they take their experience to 

support – for example, that a loved one has been replaced by an imposter – and, it 

might be argued, this places their situation on a par with those who tend to believe 

conspiracy theories. This is to neglect the fact that it is quite standard for us to privi-

lege experience above testimony, whatever epistemic credentials we give to the 

latter. However much we trust interlocuters when they describe what went on in a 

particular situation, we would have much more confidence if we could have seen it 

for ourselves. As a result, the epistemic or procedural irrationality of delusions is 

less obvious. The grip a subject’s delusions have on them is due to the salience of 

their anomalous experiences, often concerning a central aspect of their identity or 
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personal relations, rather than because of any greater irrationality that subjects with 

delusions display.

Some delusions have a comparable social dimension. In the case of folie à deux 

delusions, while the primary subject has a delusory belief typically in response to 

anomalous experiences, the secondary subject comes to share the belief of the pri-

mary subject because they often stand in an intimate relationship to the primary sub-

ject (e.g. partner, child, sibling etc.), trust the individual’s testimony and are, them-

selves more passive and/or in a felt position of inferiority (Bourgeois et al. 1992, pp. 

709 − 11; Langdon 2013, p. 75; Rahman et al. 2013, pp. 1110–1111). This may lead 

them to interpret their own experiences as supporting the delusory belief in question 

or even have similar experiences (Kim et al. 2003, p. 463). On the face of it, there is 

less reason to doubt the rationality of secondary subjects in folie à deux situations, 

setting aside the question of how bizarre the delusory content may be, than those 

who believe conspiracy theories. For example, the first two features, we identified 

relating to conspiracy theories, indicate ways in which believers should not trust the 

source of the conspiracy theories. By contrast, the relationship of trust in folie à 

deux cases provides a basis for belief. The picture becomes more complex where 

we consider subjects who believe conspiracy theories with the features in question 

because they trust friends and family who didn’t develop the conspiracy theory for 

themselves but who believe it. In this situation, it is relevant to consider the extent 

to which the subjects have considered the source of the beliefs of their friends and 

family.

Folie à deux cases are a highly distinctive and limited example of social delusions 

in general. The interest of these more general phenomena is, in part, how subjects 

arrive at quite strange beliefs (which may in turn distort their experience) when the 

same relations of trust and felt inferiority are not in place. One example is someone 

with anorexia who believes that they are fat, sees themselves as fat in the mirror, 

invests considerable importance in being thin, and, in fact, is thin (Radden 2011, 

pp. 87–90). It is plausible that in such cases there is no more substantial failure of 

epistemic or procedural irrationality but rather the difference is to be found in the 

disproportionate value placed upon being a certain way.

In some cases, the practical significance of believing a conspiracy theory of the 

requisite kind is low. This may mean that the confidence threshold for the belief 

is correspondingly lower. By contrast, a subject’s delusory beliefs are often highly 

practically significant with mixed implications for the confidence threshold for 

belief. The confidence threshold may be lower as a precautionary measure if the 

delusory hypothesis involves a threat. On the other hand, the impact that a delusory 

hypothesis has on one’s life is significant and, in that case, the confidence threshold 

may be high. These comments qualify the observation made above concerning the 

potentially greater irrationality involved in belief in conspiracy theories. Conversely, 

if a subject believes a range of conspiracy theories of the relevant type, the origin 

of the irrationality they display is plausibly attributed to the character dispositions 

we have described above. This is a second way in which the irrationality of believ-

ing in conspiracy theories may be deep seated, and thus more substantial, deriving 

from the presence of a systematic explanation of the beliefs in terms of character 

dispositions.



 P. Noordhof 

Other work has suggested that, contrary to what might be thought, self-deception 

often involves a more significant irrationality than monothematic delusions, at least, 

apart from those cases of monothematic delusion, such as patients with anosognosia, 

that have a self-deceptive element (Noordhof and Sullivan-Bissett 2023, pp. 96–106; 

Noordhof 2024, pp. 294–301; Ramachandran 1996, pp. 348, 355). It is plausible 

that some conspiracy theory beliefs are due to self-deception, for example, those 

in which individual or group narcissistic tendencies result in belief in conspiracies 

to explain why their situation is a difficult one. Beliefs in some conspiracy theories 

have also been argued to be a signal of group commitment and, thus the product of 

motivated irrationalities one sub-category of which plausibly involves self-deception 

(Mercier 2020, pp. 191-8; Williams 2022, pp. 1015-6). A key component of both 

types of cases is that the conspiracy theories in question will have one or more of the 

features I have identified. For example, in the case of group commitment, belief in a 

conspiracy theory is taken to be a sign of group commitment if there are social costs 

in believing such a conspiracy theory because the beliefs are seen to be absurd, with 

consequent reputational damage. The fact that you have committed yourself to their 

content makes it hard for you to defect from your group. The epistemic isolation I 

identified earlier is strategic.

The observations of the present section suggest that conspiracy beliefs may often 

involve more significant irrationality than monothematic delusions when the subject 

is aware of a theory’s possession of one or more of the features I have identified. 

This is not to pathologise believers in such conspiracy theories but recognise the 

continuities, within the general population, of those who are the subject of clini-

cal attention already – subjects with delusions – and the complexity of characteris-

ing what is involved with those who receive clinical attention from those that don’t 

(for further discussion emphasising the non-pathological continuities, see Ichino and 

Sullivan-Bissett (forthcoming)).

5  Concluding Remarks

I have identified four features of conspiracy theories that would make them prima 

facie, or default, wrong to believe. My observations apply to the sub-categories of 

conspiracy theories that have one or more of these features. Some of the features are 

quite inclusive. The fourth, Lack of Explanatory Constraint, might in theory apply 

to any conspiracy theory with the key qualification that the lack of explanatory con-

straint can be mitigated when we are attributing a conspiracy to actors we know very 

well, there is a mass of observation and supporting testimony and/or the explanation 

is highly general indifferent to many different resolutions of detail. For most cases, 

lack of explanatory constraint points to prima facie wrongness of moving to full 

belief rather than some credence. I have discussed how these four bases for prima 

facie, or default, epistemic properties hold in epistemically polluted environments, 

are relatively independent of pragmatic considerations concerning appropriately lev-

els of social vigilance regarding conspiracy theories, and how they relate to some 
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of the findings of social psychology, and the insight they provide concerning the 

relationship between those who have delusions and those who believe conspiracy 

theories.1
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