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Understanding the Rhetoric of COVID Conspiracy Theories
We all have a desire to morally and physically distance ourselves from those things we have moral and political disgust for.  It’s very easy to put “us” in the “moral category” and “other” in the “immoral category.”  Unfortunately, some unscrupulous people know how to exploit this desire by using extreme language of “god terms” and “devil terms” to get praise from those on the “us” side and to form moral disgusts about the “other” who is “on the wrong side.”  
Looking at our current climate, some are falling prey to conspiracy rhetoric about COVID as well as other unhealthy tendencies spurred on by the current political climate.  This is because unhealthy conspiracy rhetoric tells a story that sounds like secret knowledge, that seems plausible, and that often appeals to people with: 
· Uncertainty about the future.  For those who desire immediate black-and-white answers, this uncertainty causes great fears. 
· Feelings of inadequacy or shame about experts (educators) knowing more than they do.  Unfortunately, many have felt “put down” by some in academia because they don’t have the same level of education or access to information.
· If these feelings persist and deepen it can create a strong mistrust of experts and authorities.  Therefore, credible and reputable facts from said experts and authorities are not accepted.  In short, one’s ideology (belief system) overrides any facts.
Because of this, unhealthy conspiracy theory rhetoric is very close to the logic of authoritarianism and of covert abuse.   It’s also really closely related to fascistic rhetoric, for good reason—these folks often abuse conspiracy rhetoric and sow misinformation to discredit potential opponents (the media, educators, experts) to their ideological views in order to gain and maintain power at the expense of others.  Thus, it is important to recognize the seven traits of an unhealthy conspiracy theory rhetoric:
1. Contradictory beliefs: conspiracy theorists are so committed to disbelieving an official account, it doesn’t matter if their ideology is internally contradictory.  One such pandemic conspiracy theory advances two false origins for the coronavirus.  It argues that SARS-CoV-2 came from a lab in Wuhan (China)—but also argues that everybody already has the coronavirus from previous vaccinations, and wearing masks activates it.  Believing both causes is mutually inconsistent.
2. Overriding Suspicion: conspiracy theorists are overwhelmingly suspicious toward the official account.  That means any scientific evidence that doesn’t fit into the conspiracy theory must be faked.  This leads to disbelieving any scientific organization publishing or endorsing research consistent with the “official account”.  For COVID-19, this includes the World Health Organization, Anthony Fauci, or any group or person who actually knows anything about science must be part of the conspiracy.
3. Evil Intent: in a conspiracy theory, the conspirators are assumed to have evil motives.  There is no room for considering a “honest mistake.”  Good people have made bad decisions, and, as terrible the consequences may be, there was no intentional desire to do harm.  Conspiracy theorists will disregard any notion of good in the “other.”  In reality, conspiracy theorists exploit pre-existing fears, prejudices, coping mechanisms, and us vs. them logic to make people feel better about themselves and their group at the expense of another group, regardless of whether that other group is actually a problem.
4. Conviction that something’s wrong: even if conspiracy theorists don’t have any facts supporting their case, even if all facts point to their conspiracy theory as being untrue, they will still maintain that “something is wrong”, “it’s too fishy.”
5. Persecuted victim: conspiracy theorists think of themselves as the victims of organized persecution.  They often characterize the entire world population as victims of a vast deception, which is disseminated by the media and even ourselves as unwitting accomplices.  At the same time, conspiracy theorists see themselves as brave heroes taking on the villainous conspirators.  They pretend to care about justice and truth, but actually prefer certainty and feeling potentially superior about knowing what is justice and truth.
6. Immunity to evidence: it’s so hard to change a conspiracy theorist’s mind because their theories are self-sealing.  Even absence of evidence for a theory becomes evidence for the theory: “the reason there’s no proof of the conspiracy is because the conspirators did such a good job covering it up!”
7. Reinterpreting randomness: conspiracy theorists see patterns everywhere- they’re all about connecting the dots.  Random events are reinterpreted as being caused by the conspiracy and woven into a broader, interconnected pattern.  Any connections are imbued with sinister meaning.
And let’s be absolutely clear: Specifically in the case of this COVID-19 public health emergency, this unhealthy conspiracy theory misinformation is damaging real people. Conmen and hucksters and other unreliable people purporting to be “real experts” trying to raise their profiles on YouTube are putting out false information. And that’s hurting people.  In the time of COVID-19, misinformation, including conspiracy theory rhetoric that demonizes even the valid parts of the scientific and medical models, is causing further stress to the actual doctors on the front lines.  In this case, if those who believe the conspiracy rhetoric fail to take good precautions, it also puts other vulnerable populations also at risk and increases deaths. 
Science and the medical model are not perfect in part because we’re still deeply vulnerable as a society to that which we don’t fully know or understand.  And because this virus is new, even though a bunch of smart people are working on it, there’s going to be a lot of shifts in what we know, and that’s going to feel unstable to a lot of us.  Because science is slow, it’s going to be a long process and impatient people, especially those feeling dependent on things “getting back to normal” quickly, are more vulnerable to conspiracy rhetoric that claims to understand and to be able to control that uncertainty.  All of this is deeply uncomfortable to deal with, and unfortunately, there are no easy shortcuts to figuring out this virus. 
Having unhealthy conspiracy theory rhetoric out there unchallenged literally hurts people.  Understanding and revealing the technique of conspiracy theorists is key to inoculating yourself and others from being misled, especially when we are most vulnerable: in times of crises and uncertainty.  Therefore, here’s a few short tips on how to confront the rhetoric most effectively: 
1. Validate the fears and uncertainty that lie behind the embrace of unhealthy conspiracy theories without agreeing with the unhealthy conclusions. 
2. Acknowledge that the medical model and scientific methods aren’t fully perfect while standing firm on what they do right. 
3. AND, and this is possibly the most important, draw attention to the harm this kind of rhetoric does and the further stress and deaths it causes. Rehumanize yourself and others. In the context of this, talk about your own concerns for the lives of those in vulnerable populations and on the front lines, and also for the conspiracy theorists’s health. 
It’s not a perfect situation but this much is true: unhealthy conspiracy theory rhetoric hurts people.
Editor’s note: this is an edited and summarized version of two articles 
· Deborah S. Leiter in Assertive Spirituality: http://assertivespirituality.com/about-dr-d-s-leiter/
· [image: ]World Economic Forum: https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/05/coronavirus-plandemic-and-the-7-traits-of-conspiratorial-thinking?fbclid=IwAR2a_N8wkh6cfcs4GH4bh58h0fPz7OLONc-5ToeLrzEpBApLPNDKKc2LgD8
About the Editor: Fr. Chris Saenz is a missionary priest with the Missionary Society of St. Columban.  He served 20 years in South America. Currently, he resides in Nebraska, is the priest assessor to Comunidad Emaús Omaha and chaplain to the Spanish Marriage Encounter of Omaha.
Reflection Questions:
1) Am I drawn to any conspiracy theories currently being discussed in the media?
2) As I am facing the future do I feel more uncertain because it is unclear what I should do, or do I just feel inadequate to the challenges of the pandemic?
3) As you consider the pandemic, what is black, white, and grey?
4) How do you decide who to believe and why have you made that decision?
5) How can be, at the same time, acknowledge or own fates and limitations and yet stand firm on what we know is true?
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