
Conspiracy Theories & 
COVID-19

PHIL 334: Pandemic Ethics

PPE in a Time of Pandemic

Thursday, April 8th 

2-3PM Pacific Time

https://ppe.unc.edu/event/ppe-in-a-time-of
-pandemic-collective-action-public-choice
-and-the-pandemic/

Come for the bonus points, stay for the 
knowledge!

Stephanie Collins (Australian Catholic 
University) on Collective Action, Public 
Choice, and the Pandemic. Review:

Allocating Healthcare 
during COVID-19
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Questions about Rationing During COVID-19

Question: 
Is there a moral difference between withholding care and 
withdrawing care from someone in order to give it to 
someone else?

Questions about Rationing During COVID-19

Question: 
Should we be aiming to maximize the sheer number of 
lives saved, ignoring facts about expected life years and 
quality of life?

Things That (Might) Matter 

- What are the patient’s chances of survival?

- What is the patient’s life-expectancy (if they survive)?

- What will the patient’s quality of life be like (if they survive)? 

- How old is the patient? (Why might this matter?)

- How much overall happiness would be produced?

What else might matter?



Questions about Rationing During COVID-19

Question: 
Should we prioritize the lives of healthcare professionals? 
What about the police, delivery workers, those involved in 
the supply chain for food, etc.? What about famous people?

Questions about Rationing During COVID-19

Question: 
Should a lottery be used rather than some other method 
(at least in cases of “ties”)?

Questions about Rationing During COVID-19

Question: 
Should we prioritize patients with COVID-19 over other 
patients requiring similar healthcare resources?



Conspiracy Theories

What is a 
conspiracy theory?

What Is a Conspiracy Theory?

It’s not easy to give a definition of 
a conspiracy theory. 

Conspiracy:
Two or more people acting 
together (in secret) to accomplish 
some goal.

Examples:



What are some 
examples of 
conspiracy theories?
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What Is a Conspiracy Theory?

It’s not easy to give a definition of 
a conspiracy theory. 

Conspiracy:
Two or more people acting 
together (in secret) to accomplish 
some goal.

Examples:

9/11 Truthers

JFK Assassination

Obama “Birther”

Alien Encounters 

Moon Landing

Sandy Hook “Hoax”

...

COVID-19 
Conspiracy Theories

COVID-19 Conspiracy Theories

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=05oZVBOH_1Q
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Why Do People 
Believe Conspiracy 
Theories?

Why Do People Believe in Conspiracy Theories?

(1) Cognitive Biases
[Evolutionarily 
Advantageous?] 

Intentionality Bias
Things don’t just happen by accident

Confirmation Bias:
Only look at the evidence that confirms 
your view, not the evidence against it

Proportionality Bias:
Big events must have “big” causes
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Why Do People Believe in Conspiracy Theories?

(1) Cognitive Biases
[Evolutionarily 
Advantageous?]

(2) Politically Motivated 
Cognition 

Conspiracist Mindset, which is linked 
to political ideology, that disposes you 
to believe in conspiracy theories.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P1ULjJ3EqyY


Why Do People Believe in Conspiracy Theories?

(1) Cognitive Biases
[Evolutionarily 
Advantageous?]

(2) Politically Motivated 
Cognition 

(3) Epistemic FOMO

FOMO:
Fear of Missing Out

People believe in conspiracy theories 
because they’d rather believe falsely 
than miss out on having true beliefs.

What Can Be 
Done?


