
A Pinch of Salt 
 
Who doesn’t love a good conspiracy theory? Bush planned 9/11, the moon landing was 
faked, JFK’s death, Princess Diana was murdered, Beyoncé is part of the Illuminati and (my 
personal favourite) lizard people dominate global politics.  
 
As humans, we all naturally have curious minds, and many search for big causes for big 
outcomes, refusing to accept that such drastic disasters were merely the consequence of 
human error or some incredibly minor occurrence. 2,996 people dead and more than 6,000 
others wounded on 9/11 all because of a terrorist attack? No, too easy. That’s when the 
conspiracy theorists come in. The government allowed it to happen; it was all part of some 
racist plot to spread hatred of the Middle East. There’s no way such a horrible thing could 
have been orchestrated by anyone except government. Their fault.  
 
My question is, why does it matter? 2,996 people are still dead. What’s the point in all of 
these theories? To assign blame? To plant suspicion in the minds of young adolescents 
worldwide? To make us paranoid and question everything around us? Or simply to spark an 
argument? Well, I have a theory. 
 
Many conspiracies can be brushed off and laughed at. Hitler colonised the moon?  Hilarious! 
Aliens landed at Roswell? Don’t make me laugh! However, recent psychological studies have 
shown that some of the more serious theories creeping around the internet can have a 
much larger social impact than you might realise. Granted, some theories are harmless, 
interesting and laughable - but what about the nutjobs who actually believe this garbage? 
Journalists, Daniel Jolley and Karen Douglas found that people who were more exposed to 
anti-government conspiracies online were less likely to vote than those who were not. Crazy 
or not, we all have a vote and every vote counts. But this small group of citizens have been 
put off exercising their democratic right to vote based on some half-assed theory that some 
dweeb living in his mother’s basement posted on the internet. There is no exact figure for 
how many have opted out of their vote based on online conspiracy theories, so we have no 
idea how drastic the consequences of these theories actually are. It may be a small number, 
or it may be a huge number. This is a tangible threat to our democracy. 
 
There are more linear examples: those who read climate change conspiracy theories are less 
likely to express an interest in decreasing their carbon footprint, to the detriment of the 
environment. Anti-vaccine conspiracy readers risk their own health and the health of their 
children based on these theories. It is clear to see that conspiracy theories have had a 
significant effect on social engagement; however there is evidence of them affecting much 
more than our political views. 
 
One of the major impacts conspiracies have on people is the feelings of rage and 
powerlessness they evoke. They make people feel that they have no stake in the democratic 
system and no way to make change. It has been reported that John Patrick Bedell (who 
opened fire on Pentagon police officers in 2010 and was subsequently shot dead) was 
motivated in part by 9/11 conspiracy theories, and that Jared Lee Loughner (who killed six 
people in Tucson in 2011) was obsessed with the 9/11 attacks, the New World Order and 
supposed Mayan prophesies about the world ending in 2012. Conspiracy theories flourish 
when people feel vulnerable and thrive on paranoia, which is especially damaging to those 
already mentally disturbed or paranoid. 



 
The appeal of conspiracy theories for such people can be explained a number of ways. Some 
people believe it provides a sense of control when there is missing information. Some 
research suggests that conspiracy belief is strongly related to lack of socio-political control 
or lack of psychological empowerment. This is backed up by the belief that when people 
can’t control the outcome, they’ll search for a way to explain their powerlessness in the 
situation rather than accept that, as individuals, many of us are in fact powerless in the 
broad scheme of things. However, while this goes some way to explaining why many people 
turn to conspiracies, there is no evidence to support that it helps people any. It seems to 
only heighten their intense paranoia, providing a short period of feeling in control before 
sending them down the rabbit hole of internet conspiracy once again. You will note that 
most conspiracy theories are insoluble – they can’t be solved. Why would someone choose 
to try and solve the impossible? Because it suggests that they have special insight, that they 
are more intelligent than “sheeple”, and the world should pay more attention to their 
investigative genius.  
 
However, we shouldn’t label all conspiracy theories as ‘bad’, after all, many are harmless. 
Some scholars have even described them as ‘adaptive’, including individuals previously 
alienated from regular society and providing them with a sense of community. Not to 
mention, some can be incredibly funny and light hearted. There’s no harm in most of them, 
it’s only when they start to shape our social and political views that there’s a problem. And 
we must not be so quick to label investigative journalism with the connotation-riddled word 
“conspiracy”. Without the astonishing against-the-mainstream work of Woodward and 
Bernstein, Nixon would have completed his term in office. Without Carole Cadwalladr, 
Facebook would still be selling your data to shady elements of the government. But these 
are examples of double-source-verified journalism; not some stoned teenager, like, telling it 
like it is, man. 
 
In order to feel a sense of belonging, many agree with these online conspiracies in order to 
be ‘different’ and to be seen not to be controlled by ‘the establishment’, which is fine. But, 
for the love of god, please don’t get carried away. While you’re reading conspiracies, maybe 
research some counter arguments. Gather your information, make your own decision. 
Evaluate your sources. Check the origins of data. Put in some work. Don’t cast away your 
vote, or continue to destroy our planet, because some online article said so. In trying to be a 
‘free-thinker’ you’re actually more of a puppet than you were before. 
 
We have never in human history had access to so much information. In a piece of metal and 
plastic the size of a Dime bar, you can access more knowledge than Julius Caesar ever had. 
More than Napoleon. More than Churchill. But you must trawl and check, trawl and check, 
because the most important part of holding a view, is to base it on something real. 
 
So, by all means, go ahead and read up on the moon landing. Question the possibility of a 
higher power. Do some digging into the reptilian traits of politicians. Try to catch a ghost on 
camera. Just remember, the bubbling pot of the internet always needs one thing: a pinch of 
salt.  
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Rebel With A Cause  
 

What do you think of when you see the word “rebellion”? That 12 year old boy in high 
school who would always answer back to the teacher? Or perhaps it’s when you hide a 
packet of crisps in the clothing aisle at Tesco? If we trusted the media, it would be to tell 
your parents to get stuffed, to listen to moody, angry music and fight “the Man”. In fact, the 
biggest and most outrageous act of rebellion for a teenager is… to admit they go to church. 
 
I only know one or two people who regularly go to church but they have never really 
admitted to anyone that they do. People are scared to tell others about their faith in fear 
they will be bullied, laughed at, or that they will have to answer stupid questions, pointless 
questions like: how could you be bothered? Do you go every Sunday? And the ultimate 
question, why do you go?  
 
I go to church. There you go, I said it. I love and respect every person who attends. I also 
love and respect anyone who does not attend church. In my eyes, people can believe in who 
or whatever they want. No one should judge them.  
 
All my family go to church. Every one of them apart from my sister, she has rebelled against 
my parent’s upbringing. But is she the rebel or am I? 
 
Well of course in their eyes it’s her. She is the one who broke free from the Christian 
community and she is the one to disobey my parents. But in today’s society it is not cool to 
be in a small group, or to step outside the acceptable boundaries which the media set for 
us. My parents’ generation don’t understand the hardship of being a teenager in today’s 
society. If you’re not wearing the most up to date clothes, you will get bullied. If you’re not 
following the crowd, you will get bullied. If you’re not acting the way they want you to, you 
will get bullied. So for someone like me to stand up and say that I’m going to church... well 
you get the picture. 
 
Going to church should not be a shameful event, which you have to try hide from your 
friends. Many of them believe that going to church is for saps, it’s for people who aren’t 
“cool” and, more importantly, it’s for people who are weird. But this makes absolutely no 
sense what so ever. Look at it like this: If five people went to church and another five didn’t, 
this would make going to church “normal” as there would be no one who is the odd one 
out. But because nine out of ten of my peers don’t go to a church, I am suddenly “weird”. 
But this is clearly bullshit. Since when was it “cool” (whatever that means) to be safely in the 
majority? All the greatest rebels in history were famous because they rejected the herd – 
they stuck to unpopular or uncomfortable ideas. The numbers argument doesn’t hold up 
when we consider the past, when 90% of British people did go to church. What, all of those 
people were uncool? They were idiots, were they?  
 
In Utah, 60.7% of Utahans are members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. 
Even in Bible-thumping America, in 2007 the percentage of people who described 
themselves as Christians was at 78% and it decreased to 70% in 2014. This is a significant 
drop. Attitudes in America are obviously changing. In the UK, the percentage of Christians 
has decreased from 71.58% in 2001 to 59.49% in 2011, which is also roughly a ten percent 
drop. It may be that people in America and Britain are now wrestling with the philosophical 
problems of religion, and have reached satisfactory answers to things like “where did the 



universe come from” and “what happens when we die”. They may have read some Richard 
Dawkins and decided that secular life is for them. But I genuinely don’t think most people 
have done much thinking about these big questions at all. I think most people stepped away 
from religion because the media pushes an agenda which is very anti-religion. Did a 
teenager in Castlemilk decide that transubstantiation was nonsense, or did he just decide 
the question was too hard and that it was easier just not to think about it. I don’t want to 
sound mean-spirited but I genuinely believe that the media encourages people to think less, 
and to pursue fewer ideas which would be considered “spiritual”. It seems to be that they 
think you can escape the big questions by buying a new car, or drinking a different brand of 
Coke. Shopping is easier than thinking.  
 
I’m not going to excuse the church for this decline though. Frankly, church is too boring. 
Every week you go to the same repetitive service, including leads to the same repetitive 
hymns. If they made it more fun and enjoyable maybe more younger people would go. Look 
at the gospel churches in places like America. It’s more relaxed and more enjoyable. People 
don’t feel like they have to hide their faith. The place is filled with young, enthusiastic kids 
singing at the top of their lungs. It just looks better. In UK churches, many people are scared 
for their voices being heard: both when singing and when promoting their religion.  
 
The fashion thing is more difficult to understand, because so many celebrities are church 
goers or believers. Barack Obama, Ryan Gosling, Katy Perry, Bono – all devout Christians. 
Jessie J and Lewis Hamilton have admitted they believe in God. In Jessie J’s case she wrote a 
single called Thunder and dedicated it to God. Ghandi did not hide that he was a Hindu, 
Michelangelo did not hide that he was a catholic, Muhammad Ali did not hide he was a 
Muslim. They did not hide from their beliefs and look at how successful they all were. They 
were not seen as rebels because of it. Their faith underpinned their rebellious integrity – it 
made them stronger. Modern celebrities, for whatever reason, now see their faith as 
something that will make people think less of them, which is why so few are open about 
their religion. 
 
I still attend church and I enjoy it (those hymns, though…). Of course, I believe they could 
jazz it up and make it more up to date and fun, and less preaching about “Hell and 
Damnation” and more about being Christian in the way we behave. Just because I believe 
does not mean that I can’t listen to pop music or wear fashionable clothes. I was that twelve 
year old boy who answered back to the teacher and I was that person who hid the packet of 
crisps in the clothing aisle at Tesco. But I don’t swallow the advertising lie about rebellion. I 
don’t do as I’m told when they want me to buy a certain brand of clothes. I don’t do as I’m 
told when I’m asked to go through the world without questioning things. I don’t do as I’m 
told when people suggest I should be shy about my faith.  
 
As Camus said: “What is a rebel? It is a man who says no.” 
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