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Conspiracy theories



Conspiracy theories

Theories whereby events are understood as being caused by 
secret, malevolent plots involving powerful conspirators 

Often quite implausible

Yet as much as 50% of the US population believes at least one 
by various past estimates
Oliver & Wood, 2014; West & Sanders, 2003; Uscinski & Parent, 2014; van Prooijen & Douglas, 2018



How can so many people believe conspiracies?

Conspiracy beliefs often used as paradigmatic example of 
resistance to evidence/correction
Lewandowsky et al., 2013; Napolitano, 2022; Napolitano, 2021; Sunstein & Vermeule, 2008

It is argued that conspiracy theories satisfy psychological needs 
& motivations (e.g. feeling of control, predictability, uniqueness)
Whitson & Galinsky, 2008; Kay et al., 2008; van Prooijen & Jostmann, 2013; van Prooijen, 2019; 
Lantian et al., 2017

Thus believers “want” to believe, and are highly resistant to 
counterevidence - its almost impossible to reach people once 
they’ve “gone down the rabbit hole”



An alternative perspective

Conspiracy theories are extremely varied, each believer may have their 
own idiosyncratic set of evidence they see as supporting the belief, etc

Effectively refuting conspiracy theories is likely to require (a) access to 
vast stores of information across a wide array of topics and (b) the 
ability to personalize counterarguments to match the specific 
conspiracies and evidence the believer brings to bear

Prior attempts have not had these capacities – so maybe this was the 
problem, rather than needs & motivations making believers resistant to 
evidence



A potential solution

What has (a) access to vast stores of information across a wide 
array of topics and (b) the ability to personalize 
counterarguments to match the specific conspiracies and 
evidence the believer brings to bear? 

AI “large language models” like GPT! 

We tested whether GPT-4-turbo can effectively counter-argue 
against conspiracy theory believers
→ Can reason and arguments move conspiracy believers?
→ Or do identity and motivations blind them?



Design

Step 1: Participant describes, in their own words, a conspiracy 
theory they believe & the evidence they see for it



Design

Step 2: AI summarizes the conspiracy belief, and asks participant 
to rate their belief in the statement using 0-100 scale



Design

Step 3: Have 3-round conversation with AI

Treatment:

GPT prompt:



Step 3: Have 3-round conversation with AI

Control: 

Design



Design

Step 3: Have 3-round conversation with AI



Design

Step 3: Have 3-round conversation with AI



Design

Step 3: Have 3-round conversation with AI



Design

Step 4: Re-rate belief in conspiracy theory



21% decrease in belief
d = 1.1 

Experiment 1: N=1,055 American participants from Cloud Connect, quota-matched to national distribution



Works for entrenched believers?



Read the 
paper:

Try it 
yourself:

www.DebunkBot.com

http://www.debunkbot.com/


Deference to AI?

It is something special about attitudes towards AI?
→ If a human delivered the same facts+evidence, would 
     it work as well?
→ (Although it wouldn’t be feasible for to do it anyway)

N=506 from Lucid
Make LLM chat seem plausibly human & randomize:
(i) interaction labeled as with “an expert” vs an AI
(ii) whether AI is prompted to speak in a more human way

Boissin et al 2025 PNAS Nexus

Esther Boissin
Cornell Psych



Human vs AI debunker

No significant differences

Bayes Factor strongly 
supports null

Similar results for epistemically unwarranted but non-conspiratorial beliefs



What makes it work?
The facts and evidence it provides!

If a human could come up with the facts, it 
would probably work just as well – but of 

course we can’t!



Antisemitic conspiracy theories

Antisemitism and conspiracy theories about Jews have been 
deeply intertwined for over a thousand years
→ Blood Libel since 12th century
→ Accusation that the Jews conspired to have Jesus killed
→ Global domination (Protocols of Elders of Zion, Rothschild and 
     Soros families)
→ Claims that Holocaust was exaggerated or fabricated



Antisemitic conspiracy theories

Given these theories’ long history and deep connection they can 
have to religious, ethnic, and ideological identities, are they more 

resistant to debunking via human-AI dialogues?

Does debunking antisemitic conspiracies reduce antisemitism?



Design
Antisemitic conspiracy theories
A secretive group with significant Jewish influence controls governments and media worldwide.

Powerful Jewish families like The Rothschilds or the Soros family manipulate world events to advance their own interests.

The COVID-19 pandemic was an engineered emergency created in order to generate profits for Jewish pharmaceutical heads like Pfizer’s CEO Albert Bourla.

The historical evidence supporting the events of the Holocaust is unreliable or exaggerated.

Jewish interest groups are deliberately attempting to alter the demographic makeup of the US in order to tip elections in their favor and advance their policy objectives.

The 9/11 attacks were not undertaken by Al Qaeda but by Israeli operatives working in secret and trying to hide their involvement.

Other conspiracy theories
The Oklahoma City bombers, Timothy McVeigh and Terry Nichols, did not act alone, but rather received assistance from neo-Nazi groups.

Area 51 in Nevada, US, is a secretive millitary base that contains hidden alien spacecraft and/or bodies.

US agencies intentionally created the AIDS epidemic and administered it to Black and gay men in the 1970s.

The assassination of John F. Kennedy was not committed by the lone gunman, Lee Harvey Oswald, but was rather a detailed, organised conspiracy to kill the President.

The Apollo moon landings never happened and were staged in a Hollywood film studio.

True conspiracies
The tobacco industry deliberately hid evidence about the health risks of smoking from the public for many years.

The U.S. Department of Defense created proposals for acts of terrorism to be committed on U.S. soil to justify military intervention in Cuba, known as Operation Northwoods.

Special interest groups are suppressing, or have suppressed in the past, technologies that could provide energy at reduced cost or reduced pollution output.

The CIA conducted secret experiments on human subjects in the 1950s and 1960s as part of Project MKUltra in an attempt to develop mind control techniques.

Step 1: Participants rate belief in 15 conspiracy theories (0-100)



Design

Step 2: If participants rated any antisemitic conspiracy > 50, they 
were asked to restate their beliefs about the antisemitic 
conspiracy theory they rated most highly in their own words, and 
explain what evidence supports that belief (free-text)

Step 3: Rate their confidence in the claim they articulated in their 
free-text (0-100)



Baseline beliefs

N = 2432 Americans, 1/3 each Democrat, Republican, Independent



Baseline beliefs



Baseline beliefs

Favorability towards Jews
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Design

Step 4: Text chat conversation with AI (Claude 3.5 Sonnet)
• Debunking dialogue: AI is instructed to debunk the 

conspiracy
• Minimal treatment: AI instructed to debunk the conspiracy but 

not allowed to use evidence and arguments
• Control: Discuss irrelevant topic with the AI

Step 5: Re-rate confidence in the belief they articulated, belief in 
the antisemitic conspiracy theory they discussed, and favorability 
towards Jews



16.5% decrease
0.64 standard deviations

Reducing belief in antisemitic conspiracy 
theories

Before After 5 weeks later



Effect on favorability of Jews?
I view…

Jews

Christians

Muslims

Hindus

Atheists

Whites

Blacks

Hispanics

Middle Easterners

Africans

Asians

0 – 100 scale labeled Very unfavorably, 
Somewhat unfavorably, Somewhat 

favorably, Very favorably



Effect on favorability of Jews?

Debunking dialogue

Minimal treatment

Control

7.33 points, 25% / 0.45 standard deviation increase



Some examples of what the model is saying
Secretive Jewish group controls 
governments & media
• Mathematically implausible: Jewish 

people are <0.2% of the world
• Major media owners are mostly not 

Jewish (Comcast, Disney, Fox, 
Warner)

• Media is fragmented & competitive: 
Fox vs MSNBC contradict each 
other daily

Rothschilds & Soros manipulate 
world events
• Not even close to the wealthiest: 

Walmart heirs, Musk, Bezos all 
richer

• These families lose money too 
(Soros lost in '08; Rothschild bank 
now small)

• Open philanthropy ($32B+ from 
OSF) contradicts pure self-interest

COVID engineered for Jewish 
pharma profits
• Profit math fails: chronic-disease 

drugs make far more than vaccines
• Many countries & companies 

developed vaccines simultaneously
• Inability to make a universal 

vaccine disproves engineering

Holocaust evidence is unreliable / 
exaggerated
• Nazis' own meticulous records 

document the killings
• Pre/post-war census, transport logs 

& Eichmann's testimony converge
• Jewish scholars argued for lower 

estimates (Hilberg: 5.1M), not 
inflation

Jewish groups alter US 
demographics to tip elections
• Top immigration lobbies are 

business sectors (ag, tech, 
Chamber): not ethnic

• Jewish Americans are ~2% of US: 
too small to engineer demographic 
change

• Policy swings (Obama → Trump → 
Biden) refute coordinated control

9/11 was Israeli operatives, not Al 
Qaeda
• Al Qaeda openly claimed 

responsibility: bin Laden videos, 
KSM confessions

• Documented money trails, flight 
schools, hotel records trace to AQ

• "Dancing Israelis" cleared by FBI, 
no foreknowledge or explosives



Summary

Evidence+arguments can change beliefs about conspiracy 
theories, including antisemitic conspiracy theories
Needs, motivations, identity, prejudice do not totally blind you 
once youve gone down the rabbit hole - it just requires detailed, 
tailored evidence to help pull you back
Evidence that antisemitic conspiracy theories cause antisemitism 
Highlights persuasive power of LLMs



Other applications

Increases
...climate change beliefs and willingness to sacrifice, more than 
    standard-of-care consensus messaging
…donations to the environmental charity the NRDC
…intentions to vaccinate children
…allocation of actual $ to efficient charity instead of favorite charity
…endorsement of structural explanations for the racial wealth gap in US
…support for having an overdose prevention center in your area



Conclusion

Dialogues with LLMs can have large effects on attitudes and 
behavioral intentions
→ Even for attitudes thought to be resistant to evidence

LLMs = excellent tutors

There are certainly many nefarious applications of this technology
But there is also great potential for positive use cases!



100k+ visitors
Replicate debunking effect
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Thanks!

dgr7@cornell.edu

Support 
our work: 

Try it 
yourself:

www.DebunkBot.com

mailto:dgr7@cornell.edu
http://www.debunkbot.com/
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