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Nobel Peace 
Prize 2021: 
Maria Ressa and 
Dmitry Muratov

”The battle for this 
generation will be the 

battle for truth.” 

(M. Ressa)



This lecture

• How to identify a conspiracy 
theory

• Countering conspiracy theories 
in the classroom



Study for the Swedish Civil 
Contingency Agency MSB (2021)
• https://www.msb.se/sv/publikationer/conspiracy-theories-and-

covid-19--the-mechanisms-behind-a-rapidly-growing-societal-
challenge/

• the ongoing crisis (COVID-19) we are placed into

• that the pandemic also has released an ’infodemic’: dis- and 
misinformation related to COVID-19 is disseminated globally, 
accelerated by social media and different political agendas

• that conspiracy theories occupy a particular position in this 
infected infoscape since they are effective means to provide with 
explanations to big events (such as the pandemic)

• that we need to discuss threats to democracy and the necessity of 
strengthening psychological defence 

• The report has 4 parts:

(1) COVID-19 and conspiracy theories

(2) What are conspiracy theories? (definitions)

(3) Identifying conspiracy theories and who believes in them

(4) Responding to and countering conspiracy theories

https://www.msb.se/sv/publikationer/conspiracy-theories-and-covid-19--the-mechanisms-behind-a-rapidly-growing-societal-challenge/


Involvement in educational 
projects 

• Special issue of Grundskoletidningen (3:2021), Swedish 
journal for Y1-Y9-education 

• Consulting Malmö City Council, Sweden in school project 
countering Antisemitism 

• Lecture presented for organizations/teachers in tertiary 
education (‘folkhögskola’)

• Many requests from individual teachers at different schools 
and educational levels of what to do when conspiracy 
theories are expressed in class / how to teach about 
conspiracy theories 

On a shoestring: 

it is a complex area with many pitfalls

there is no ‘one-fits-all’-approach 

source criticism, critical thinking and increased media literacy 
is not sufficient to fix the problem 

WHY? 











The twelve 
elements of the 
conspiracy 
narrative



SUSCEPTIBILITY TO BELIEVE IN CONSPIRACY THEORIES

COGNITIVE STYLE

WORLDVIEWS AND VALUESACCENTUATED PERSONALITY TRAITS

Who’s
information/knowledge
do you trust?

Visualization



Educational resources at 
www.conspiracytheories.eu

(COMPACT – Comparative
Analysis of Conspiracy 
Theories) 

http://www.conspiracytheories.eu/


Countering Conspiracy Theories in the Classroom
• Occasioned by triggers in world politics: disasters, crises, conflicts, terrorist attacks 

• Questioning of dominant explanations of issues in media, science and school => hierarchies of 
knowledge and privileges/power of interpretation (bottom – up) 

• Group dynamics (inside <=> out): stereotypical narratives about ‘us’ and ‘them’ (the enemy 
collective) reinforcing cultural identity

Step 1: 

• Is it a conspiracy theory? What is the source? Who is the sender and the addressee? Does it run 
contrary to the law and the values of the educational establishment? Is it a threat (direct or 
indirect)? 

Step 2: 

• How ‘radical’ is the conspiracy theory expressed? Is it a matter of 1) cognitive style, 2) accentuated 
personality traits or 3) worldviews/values? Make a risk analysis of your pedagogic work! What is 
potentially compromised? 

Step 3: 

• Who should counter the conspiracy theories? Immediate debunking (risky strategy)? Other 
subjects? Collaboration with other teachers? Plan carefully how you would like to respond in a 
pedagogically responsible way: source criticism, psychology, worldviews and values etc. 



Countering Conspiracy Theories in the Classroom
(Anne Frank Foundation, The Netherlands)

• Set boundaries: do not accept hate speech potentially leading to violence or outright 
lies that contravene the values of the educational institution

• Relate to conspiracy theories as ’coded social criticism’ and relevant to identity: 
identify conflicts of knowledge hierarchy and privilege of interpretation

• Don’t add fuel to the fire: to disprove, debunk or discard conspiracy theories might 
lead to antagonizing the students and reinforcing their perception of teacher and 
school as part of the conspiracy

• Question your own beliefs: focus instead on teaching the methods of finding out valid 
truth statements and value judgments 

• Focus on the emotional appeal: what has made the conspiracy theory attractive to the 
students in the first place? Why are they attracted by its narrative and the explanation 
it promises? 



Anne Frank Foundation 2020: 
https://conspiracytheories.eu/education/
resources/reading-materials/

https://conspiracytheories.eu/education/resources/reading-materials/


Why not working 
with counter-
narratives?


