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1.3
Definitions and Examples of Conspiracy 

Theories 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/?ref=chooser-v1
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/?ref=chooser-v1
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Note

• Interactive symbol: tasks for groups
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Conspiracy Theories

• In 1956, Leon Festinger and colleagues 
published When Prophecy Fails, describing 
their field research on a small occult group in 
Chicago believing in an approaching apocalypse 
brought about by a flood before dawn on 
December 21, 1954. The researchers were 
particularly interested in how the group would 
deal with prophecy disconfirmation. Build 
groups. Search online to find out more about 
the results of the case study. Work out some 
aspects of how conspiracy theories work and 
how such beliefs affect individuals and groups. 
How would you define conspiracy theories?

Source 
https://en.wikipedia.org/w
iki/When_Prophecy_Fails 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/When_Prophecy_Fails
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/When_Prophecy_Fails


12/05/20254

Conspiracy Theories

•Definitions
− Stories about obscure plots by powerful elites to serve their malevolent 

interests, while the unaware and naive population is at their mercy (Douglas 
et al., 2017)

− Conspiracy myths challenge official accounts and narratives about events 
(Harambam, 2021)

− A symptom of complexity: People adhere to easy explanations for contingent 
social processes involving mighty puppet masters to reduce the complexity of 
a world by which they are overwhelmed (Törnberg, 2018)



12/05/20255

Conspiracy Theories

• In your group: What contemporary examples of conspiracy theories 
come to your mind?
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Conspiracy Theories

•Examples
− Pizzagate, Italygate, Plandemic, Voter Fraud Conspiracies, Deep state, Great 

Replacement, Great Reset (all links)
− Podesta emails (malinformation) also fuelled the Pizzagate conspiracy myth as 

a phenomenon of motivated reasoning (Tappin & Gadsby, 2019)
− “Pallywood” conspiracy theory about allegedly staged Palestinian suffering

Source: AFP Fact Check (link)

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/00113921211034896
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2021/jun/06/donald-trump-mark-meadows-doj-italygate
https://misinforeview.hks.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/kearney_plandemic_covid19_conspiracy_20201009.pdf
https://misinforeview.hks.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/lyons_voter_fraud_conspiracy_cues_20220607.pdf
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/state-secrecy-explains-the-origins-of-the-deep-state-conspiracy-theory/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/jun/08/a-deadly-ideology-how-the-great-replacement-theory-went-mainstream
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/jun/08/a-deadly-ideology-how-the-great-replacement-theory-went-mainstream
https://fullfact.org/online/great-reset-conspiracy-theory/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/00113921211034896
https://factcheck.afp.com/doc.afp.com.343W9HQ
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Conspiracy Theories

•Examples
− Pizzagate, Italygate, Plandemic, Voter Fraud Conspiracies, Deep state, Great 

Replacement, Great Reset (all links)
− Podesta emails (malinformation) also fuelled the Pizzagate conspiracy myth as 

a phenomenon of motivated reasoning (Tappin & Gadsby, 2019)
− “Pallywood” conspiracy theory about allegedly staged Palestinian suffering

− In your group: Consider the successful examples above. What are common 
features?

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/00113921211034896
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2021/jun/06/donald-trump-mark-meadows-doj-italygate
https://misinforeview.hks.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/kearney_plandemic_covid19_conspiracy_20201009.pdf
https://misinforeview.hks.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/lyons_voter_fraud_conspiracy_cues_20220607.pdf
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/state-secrecy-explains-the-origins-of-the-deep-state-conspiracy-theory/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/jun/08/a-deadly-ideology-how-the-great-replacement-theory-went-mainstream
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/jun/08/a-deadly-ideology-how-the-great-replacement-theory-went-mainstream
https://fullfact.org/online/great-reset-conspiracy-theory/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/00113921211034896
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