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The Konrad Adenauer Stiftung (KAS) is a political foundation of Germany, with 
the vision to promote international dialogue, sustainable development, good 
governance, capacity building, regional integration and enhance understanding 
of the key drivers of global developments. It is named after the first Chancellor 
(Prime  Minister) of the Federal Republic of Germany, Konrad Adenauer whose 
name represents the democratic rebuilding of Germany, the anchoring of German 
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is present in around 120 countries, with over 100 offices on six continents.  With 
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ForewordExecutive Summary

The experiences made in dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic over the last two 
years have made clear that we not only have to better prepare our national and 
international medical, health-organisational and political response and “tool-kit” 
for such incidents. On a secondary look, we also have to acknowledge that crises 
like this have a massive impact on the psychology and the mind-set of human be-
ings. The effects of this are sometimes no less severe than the pandemic itself, 
having the potential to cost lives by the thousands. This analysis examines the 
(imperfect) psychological human response to disaster and the possible lessons to 
be learned by political actors.

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a firm grip on our daily lives and has preoccupied politics 
ever since its first appearance on the world stage in early 2020. We have had some - even 
international - experiences in handling comparable epidemics in recent history, with pre-
vious worldwide outbreaks of diseases like SARS-CoV and MERS-CoV. Nevertheless, the 
world was caught largely unprepared for this pandemic in terms of medical, health-organ-
isational and political responses on the respective national and the international levels. 
These lessons had to be and were, by and large, learned rather quickly. We had to and did 
learn how to “change tires” while the car had to be kept on track at the same time. More 
difficult to answer, and certainly more unexpected, was the question of how to deal with 
the human mind and psychology responding to the vagaries of the crisis. The inexplicabil-
ity of certain phenomena and conflicting scientific views created levels of uncertainty that 
were hard to process for the human brain. People did not know what to believe and where 
to turn to to get the right answers in order to carry on with their lives. In addition to these 
uncertainties, restrictions on personal freedoms had to be implemented in order to suc-
cessfully battle the pandemic. In the long run, these restrictions only stood a chance to be 
accepted if they proved to be successful and proportionate with regard to the restricted 
individual rights. This turned out to be a big and under-estimated problem, especially in 
free and liberal societies, where the public - rightly so - was demanding a stringent politi-
cal accountability for the actions taken. And so, inevitably, as a seemingly easy resort for 
a troubled mind, some individuals and groups turned to violence and conspiracy theories 
in order to make sense of what was happening. In our globalized digital world, conspiracy 
theory can be spread quickly and effectively, so that we soon had to deal with growing 
international, highly irrational movements, opening up a sort of “second front” in dealing 
with the pandemic. For this paper, our author takes a deep and comprehensive look at the 
human psyche and certain evolutionary patterns that are to be observed when the human 
mind struggles to find explanations. We hope that this will leave the interested reader with 
a better understanding of “crisis psychology” and lead to more effective problem-solving 
mechanisms for politicians and other practitioners in the related fields. As the turning to 
violence and an affinity to conspiracy theory are not limited to the Covid-19 crisis, with the 
current, terrible events of war in the centre of Europe sadly being accompanied by them 
as well, the take-aways from reading this analysis may apply more generally to a variety 
of topics.

The Covid-19 pandemic that started in early 2020 brought to public attention the 
commonalities between violent extremists and Covid deniers and conspiracists.

Extremist groups across the political spectrum embraced a variety of conspiracy theo-
ries on the Covid-19 pandemic, and far-right movements assumed the forefront of the 
spreading of Covid-19-related conspiracies. This convergence of violent extremists and 
conspiracists has been explored from a variety of approaches and methodologies across 
disciplines. This paper particularly focuses on the dimension of narrativity and explores 
the psychological grounds on which these groups stand. Drawing on the latest research on 
social psychology, behavioural science, and cognitive science, the reasons behind the rela-
tively easy distribution of these narratives are explained. Four major contributing factors 
are addressed: uncertainty and the need for cognitive closure (NFCC), certitude, attitude 
extremity and polarisation, and narrativity. It is argued that narratives of conspiracism and 
violent extremism resonate with intuitive and fast thinking patterns by providing simple 
explanations and models in response to complex and multifaceted questions. Their nar-
ratives communicate effectively with hard-wired, often automated, intuitive patterns of 
thinking inherent to the human cognitive system. In contrast, scientific and critical think-
ing requires analytical skills, the ability to process complexity, and openness to ambiguity, 
all involving effort, training, and education. Thus, belief in narratives of conspiracism and 
violent extremism requires less effort than scientific explanations and evidence-based 
enquiries. Belief in science is like running uphill; it requires us to spend enormous mental 
resources to overcome our inherited thinking patterns and cognitive processes.

Bertil Wenger 
Director for KAS Australia and the Pacific
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Despite these shocking numbers, misinfor-
mation, disinformation, and conspiracy theo-
ries still have considerable followers around 
the world. Australia is no exception: a survey 
by The Guardian and the YouGov-Cambridge 
Globalism Project conducted in August 2020 
indicates that 18% of Australians believe 
COVID-19’s fatality rate has been exagger-
ated, 23% think it was developed by some 
powerful forces in the business world, 21% 
expressed concern about the supposedly 
harmful effects of vaccines being kept under 
wraps, and 33% are convinced a cabal of 
global elite is running the world.7

In addition, health conspiracies have become 
a central theme in violent extremism, en-
abling “new forms of terrorism”, as warned by 
Gilles de Kerchove, the EU’s Counter-Terror-
ism Coordinator.8 Examples are many: from 
the attack on the US Capitol by followers of 
QAnon in January 2021, to the 2020 Christ-
mas Day bombing in Nashville, and attacks on 
5G cell towers all over the globe. Further, re-
search shows that Covid-19 lockdowns have a 
role to play: “in states that have had local stay-
at-home orders in place for 10 or more days, 
there has been a 21% average increase in en-
gagement with violent extremist content.” 9

Conspiracy theories constitute the core of 
violent extremist messaging. The alt-right 
terrorist attack on mosques in Christchurch, 
New Zealand, in 2019, which resulted in 
the deaths of 51 Muslim worshippers, was 
justified by conspiracies such as that of the 
Great Replacement, a conspiracy theory 
alluding to the intentional demographic 
change of Europe by Muslims among others. 
The popularity of such theories is alarming. 
According to a report by the Institute for 
Strategic Dialogue (ISD) in London, 1.48 
million social media posts referred to the 
Great Replacement in the seven years 
preceding the Christchurch attack (2012–
2019) in English, French, or German.10 In 
the same vein, the Covid-19 pandemic has 

seen a surge in antisemitic violence, mostly 
driven by conspiracy theories.11 The historical 
precedent is shocking: Jews were blamed for 
the bubonic plague in the fourteenth century 
as well as the influenza pandemic of 1918–
1920. Indeed, researchers have linked the 
rise of the National Socialist Workers’ Party 
in Germany and antisemitic sentiment in the 
wake of the influenza pandemic as a response 
to the disproportionately high death rates 
of Germans in that pandemic, which was 
blamed on Jews.12

The problems of violent extremism and con-
spiracy theories are multifaceted, complex, 
and highly distributed and diffused.13 Like-
wise, a variety of approaches are adopted to 
investigate these intersections between con-
spiracists and extremists.14 However, there is 
no single universal theory that explains any 
of these questions. Scholars from diverse dis-
ciplines have highlighted various aspects of 
these phenomena from their own perspec-
tives and implemented different methodolo-
gies ranging from sociological to psychological 
and political. This article should not be taken 
as a sweeping theory to explain these two 
phenomena but only an attempt to elabo-
rate on and highlight one important and less 
visible aspect of their underlying narratives: 
that of the common psychological processes 
and thinking patterns behind them. It argues 
that susceptibility to pandemic conspiracies is 
fed by and a result of (among other factors) 
the same psychological vulnerability that 
makes many prone to extremist  narratives.

Drawing on dual process theories of cog-
nition, this article starts with a short theo-
retical overview of how the brain deals with 
complexity. Then it proceeds to explain each 
of the four contributing factors that underlie 
thinking patterns in conspiracists and violent 
extremists: uncertainty and the need for cog-
nitive closure (NFCC), certitude, attitude ex-
tremity and polarisation, and narrativity.

Comorbidity of two 
social disorders

The Covid-19 pandemic that started in 
early 2020 has brought to attention an odd 
alliance between violent extremists and 
Covid deniers and conspiracists. Violent 
extremist groups have embraced and 
actively engaged in spreading health-related 
conspiracy theories, and Covid conspirac-
ists have called for and, on some occasions, 
committed acts of violence. While even 
before the pandemic the intersection 
between conspiracism and violent extrem-
ists had been investigated by scholars, the 
pandemic has highlighted the need for more 
thorough examinations of this issue.

The most salient commonality between 
extremism and belief in conspiracy theories 
is that both are potentially deadly social 
disorders. The lethality factor is vividly 
visible in extremism, given enormous 
media coverage of acts of terror. With con-
spiracy theories this is not the case to the 
same degree. The warning of the Direc-
tor-General of the World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO) provides some context: “[W]
e’re not just fighting an epidemic; we’re 
fighting an infodemic [emphasis mine]. 
Fake news spreads faster and more easily 

than this virus and is just as dangerous.”  1 

Belief in misleading information and con-
spiracy theories has health implications: it 
erodes trust in scientists and governmen-
tal institutions and leads to lower vacci-
nation intentions, decreased preventative 
behaviours, and delayed treatment. For 
example, misperception about vaccines 
leads to the deaths of tens of thousands 
of people and threatens public health,2 

and belief in Covid-19 conspiracies results 
in lower adherence to government guide-
lines and less willingness to be diagnosed 
or vaccinated.3 It is estimated that belief in 
misleading information about the curing 
effects of highly concentrated alcohol on 
Covid-19 resulted in around 800 deaths in 
2020.4 According to the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC), almost the 
majority of Covid-19 cases, hospitalisations, 
and deaths occur among the unvaccinated 
or not fully vaccinated.5 As another example, 
Ali Khamenei, the Supreme Leader of Iran, 
said that the virus “is specifically built for Iran 
using the genetic data of Iranians.” Based 
on this conspiracy theory, Iran rejected 
US- or UK-made vaccines, leading to tens of 
thousands of avoidable deaths.6

“Intolerance of ambiguity is the mark of an authoritarian personality”
—Theodor W. Adorno, 1950
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Inherent cognitive 
vulnerability to conspiracist 
and extremist narratives

On a more sophisticated and often con-
scious and cultural level, humans have 
further made connections between ab-
stract concepts by creating theories, 
stories, and narratives. Myths are a high-
er-level means of modelling reality dating 
back thousands of years. Modern experi-
mental science and evidence-based social 
sciences and humanities are other ways 
of making sense of the complexity of the 
world, and these are also based on models, 
metaphors, and narratives that connect dif-
ferent pieces of observation and evidence 
into a coherent theory. However, unlike 
myth-making, scientific methodology em-
phasises objectivity, repeatability, and 
experimentation. This often results in ex-
planations and theories that do not match 
intuitional and automated thinking pat-
terns. It is true that science is fundamen-
tally an attempt to extract patterns and 
make models from the complex natural en-
vironment, which necessarily requires high-
lighting some facts and hiding some others. 
However, unlike other forms of model-mak-
ing such as religion, myth, or conspiracism, 
science only tolerates a limited degree of 
divergence from facts. Because of its com-
mitment to ‘facts’, science is not necessar-
ily capacitated to produce comprehensive, 
universal, perfectly cohesive and narrativ-
ised models of the world. Myth, religion, 
and conspiracy theories can, because of 
their loose commitment to facts.18

This commitment to facts and evidence 
and low reliance on naïve and automated 

thinking patterns functions as a com-
munication hazard for science and other 
evidence-based human enquiries, thus 
making them more difficult to convey and 
persuade and longer to memorise and re-
trieve. Narratives underlying conspiracy 
theories and violent extremism match up 
better with some of our inherent intuitive 
thinking patterns and ancient and deeply 
held myths, metaphors, and symbolisms.19 

It must be noted that this notion that people 
are cognitively vulnerable to narratives of 
violent extremism and conspiracy theories 
does not mean that such narratives are 
adhered to by the majority. Most modern 
societies have efficient educational institu-
tions that at their core are aimed at training 
people to avoid these cognitive vulnerabili-
ties and think critically. However, given the 
evolutionarily ingrained predilection to fast 
and easy thinking, people are still prone to 
irrational thinking, and more so, those who 
are less educated.

According to dual process theories of 
cognition, mental processes are divided into 
two broad categories: fast and automatic, 
and slow and deliberative.15 The human 
brain has a limited processing capacity. The 
external world of facts is complex, and the 
number of stimuli received by the brain 
far exceeds this limited capacity. Survival 
requires reconciling between data overload 
and available processing power. The brain 
has developed several strategies to that 
end. It filters incoming stimuli by attending 
to some and neglecting others, simplifies 
them, and organises and models them. For 
example, human ears only detect sounds 
within a limited frequency range of 20 Hz 
to 20 kHz. Human eyes can only see elec-
tromagnetic radiation within the visible 
spectrum (wavelengths between the ul-
traviolet and infrared). Further, through its 
mechanism of attention, the human brain 
singles out only a tiny fraction of received 

stimuli for processing and hides others. Less 
data is being stored in short-term memory 
and even less in long-term memory.16 To 
be more efficient and save precious and 
limited brain processing power, most 
complex cognitive and motor tasks and 
patterns have become automated. The 
brain has developed shortcuts and naïve 
thinking patterns, sometimes called heu-
ristics or cognitive biases. For example, 
humans unconsciously detect stimuli that 
are deemed negative far more easily than 
those deemed neutral, and as such are 
risk-averse and have a negativity bias. 
Widespread recognition of this factor in 
economic decision-making has revolu-
tionised contemporary economic theory 
(e.g., prospect theory). Other similar naïve 
thinking patterns and cognitive biases 
include confirmation bias, the availability 
heuristic, the illusion of control, and the 
endowment effect.17
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Uncertainty and the need 
for cognitive closure (NFCC)

Thus, those who have an answer, even if 
it is not sound or evidence-based, satisfy 
NFCC and, thus, have the upper hand. As an 
example, we do not have a definite answer 
to the question of what causes the existing 
gap between developed and underdevel-
oped countries. There might be a variety 
of reasons for economic development de-
pending on each specific country and its 
context. Extremists provide simple nar-
ratives to address these questions. For a 
disadvantaged, discriminated against, and 
underachieved engineer in the outskirts of 
Cairo, these complex theories hardly offer 
a compelling answer to his existential crisis. 
Conspiracy theories about events that arise 
out of the blue, such as those relating to the 
Covid-19 pandemic, appeal to this cognitive 
vulnerability. Science does not have easy, 
ready-made stories; conspiracies move in 
to fill the gap. NFCC and human discomfort 
with ambiguity and uncertainty are among 
the most fundamental psychological traits 
that provide conspiracy theories and ex-
tremist narratives with fertile ground to 
grow and flourish. Even with the most ad-
vanced technologies, virologists need at 
least several weeks, if not months, to de-
termine the lethality and infectiousness 
of a specific coronavirus variant. Humans 
barely have the patience to wait for lab 
results to arrive, much less peer-reviewed 
papers to be published, to reach a conclu-
sion. Covid-19 conspiracy theories quench 
this thirst for certainty. 24

Another related thinking pattern is that of 
intolerance to randomness. Researchers 
have indicated that digesting and process-
ing accidental events is extremely difficult 
for the human brain, especially if these 
accidents set off large-scale events. Reg-
ularity is an everyday human experience 
in many natural and cultural contexts: the 
diurnal cycle, seasons, and cultural rituals 

are examples of this regularity. Thus, 
humans seek structure, coherence, order, 
and regularity in events around them. Pre-
diction and pattern extraction provides a 
sense of control over the natural environ-
ment that has proven to be essential for 
survival.25 Perceptions of order, regular-
ity, and rules work in favour of the brain 
economy as they reduce the dimension of 
matters and make it easier to understand, 
process, store, communicate, and retrieve 
information. Researchers in diverse fields 
have conceptualised this disinclination to 
randomness in different terms and frame-
works: from apophenia (an inclination to 
perceive connections in unrelated events) 
to patternicity and the clustering illusion.26 

In fact, many real-world phenomena are a 
result of a sheer random and unpredictable 
sequence of irrelevant events. Exceedingly 
rare, random, and unpredictable events, 
the so-called black swans, may have been 
more consequential in changing the course 
of history than events with normal distribu-
tion. These extreme outliers may contrib-
ute more to our lives than regular events.27 

This nothing-happens-by-accident heuristic 
leads to a proclivity to believe that behind 
every major event there must be a ‘plan’ 
or a ‘conspiracy’. How could a life-changing 
phenomenon such as a global pandemic be 
a result of a random passage of a virus from 
a bat to a human? There must be some-
thing else at work. How could the death of 
Princess Diana be random? How could the 
material and economic plight of the Muslim 
world be accidental? It must have some-
thing to do with a pre-planned and ancient 
Judeo-Christian plot to keep Muslims down 
rather than a plethora of social, economic, 
and, often, accidental causes. For the 
human brain that is so deeply inclined to 
seek patterns and plans behind events, ac-
cepting that events of such import are only 
a result of trivial accidents is a difficult ask.

Narratives of violent extremism and con-
spiracy theories meet the human need for 
cognitive closure (NFCC), which is an innate 
aversion to ambiguity and uncertainty. 
People with a high rating of NFCC tend to 
be less receptive to diversity, prefer firm 
and immediate answers, and are more 
inclined to follow authoritarian leaders and 
apply stereotypes.20 This famous quote 
attributed to Adorno is among the first to 
allude to this link in the 1950s: “Intolerance 
of ambiguity is the mark of an authoritar-
ian personality.”21 This discomfort with 
ambiguity leads to a preference for pre-
dictability. Time pressure, which is a typical 
feature in pandemics and other moments 
of social upheaval and rupture, increases 
NFCC, partly because the brain avoids 
spending its limited resources on costly 
reflection and analysis.22 Studies indicate 
that NFCC positively predicts receptivity to 

conspiracism and extremism, whether they 
are  right-wing or its Islamist variant.23

Evidence-based social science and hu-
manities have no overarching answers for 
some of our social, economic, and histori-
cal questions and existential challenges. 
The answers they do have are often partial 
or conditional and interwoven with uncer-
tainty. Moreover, they address only limited 
dimensions of a phenomenon with multiple 
and often conflicting theories, method-
ologies, and approaches to it. These ex-
planations are costly and demanding in 
terms of the currency of the brain’s pro-
cessing power. Thus, commitment to evi-
dence-based social science often results in a 
very discomforting and disquieting suspen-
sion. The alternatives provided by pundits, 
conspiracists, and extremists do not. For 
our closure-seeking brains, “I do not know” 
does not qualify as a valid answer.
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Certitude

The human brain is hard-wired to seek 
certitude, which often is an indication of 
power and confidence. More importantly, 
beliefs held with high certainty are more 
durable than low-certainty beliefs. One 
recent study showed that greater percep-
tion of certainty is associated with greater 
stability.28 This perception of certainty in 
one’s attitudes (characteristic of conspir-
acists) leads to more impact and increases 
advocacy for one’s attitude.

The factual world often does not bend to 
our clear-cut models and conceptualisa-
tions. Real-world phenomena, especially 

those in biological organisms and human 
society that are the subject of many conspir-
acy theories, are often chaotic and full of 
randomness. In addition, our knowledge of 
these phenomena is partial and subject to 
change. Since scientific and evidence-based 
endeavours are constrained by their com-
mitment to facts and evidence, they are 
expressed in an intentionally modest tone. 
It is not uncommon in academic papers to 
use conditional forms and myriads of un-
certainty markers such as ‘if such and such’, 
‘within the scope of this study’, ‘with the 
margin of error’, ‘under these laboratory 
circumstances’, ‘may’, ‘might’. 

Extremist and conspiracist narratives, 
in contrast, make big claims in absolute 
terms and with certitude. Thus, narratives 
of conspiracism and extremism are natu-
rally more appealing to our naïve minds. 
These factors point to an insurmountable 
problem for science communication in 
terms of reaching such minds, especially 
during perilous moments of a global pan-
demic. A sense of certitude about their 
beliefs reinforces emphaticalness, which 
means they are “less inclined to process or 
think carefully about attitude-relevant in-
formation”. So, 

“when people feel certain, they assume 
they have sufficient knowledge and thus 
see no need to process additional infor-
mation carefully, if at all. When they feel 
uncertain, however, this signals a lack 
of complete knowledge, or insight, and 
the systematic processing of informa-
tion can be an effective way to restore 
knowledge and feel more certain.”29 

Abundant sources have indicated that 
conspiracy theories rise during uncertain 
times. Likewise, scholars of violent extrem-
ism have confirmed “the contributions of 
threat perceptions to out-group hostility 
and violence across cultures”.30

Academic and scientific explanations have 
another major communicative constraint: 
they are subject to change. It is because our 
methodologies improve, our instruments 
and evaluations advance, and we learn and 
accumulate more knowledge over time, 
which often fine-tunes our previous ex-
planations or rules them out altogether. 
Moreover, at least when it comes to more 
versatile contexts such as a biological or-
ganism or human society, even the objects 
of knowledge are constantly changing. 
Thus, scientific and academic explanations 
change through changes in input data, ev-
idence and observations. They are not 

stories, ideological statements, or religious 
dogma detached from reality to remain 
the same forever. When new data, obser-
vations, and evidence emerge, scientists 
have to accommodate these in their ex-
planations. These changes are often inter-
preted as signs of hesitation and weakness, 
and, thus, of the unreliability of science. 
What impression is produced when within 
less than a year, scientific theories about 
the origin of Covid-19, the mechanisms of 
its working, and the efficacy of its vaccines 
change several times? These modifications 
or corrections in the scientific literature, es-
pecially about a novel and sudden phenom-
enon, make it easy to find contradictions 
and complications and use them as a tool 
against science. Given the limited process-
ing capacity of the brain, it values stable, 
enduring, and unalterable statements, 
and even more so when in the face of un-
certainty and existential threats, such as a 
pandemic or major social disruption. 

In contrast, conspiracism and extremism 
can offer explanations that do not react 
to changes in the environment. They are 
stories without hooks in reality. Strong at-
titudes that are change-proof are more ap-
pealing to our naïve brain. The reason why 
some extremist pundits and conspiracists 
can present these narratives as immutable 
truths is that they are neither verifiable 
nor falsifiable: they are expressed in such 
vague and broad terms that no fact, obser-
vation, or test can refute them. 
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Attitude extremity 
and polarisation

Extreme attitudes are easier to understand, 
communicate, memorise, and retrieve from 
memory and more likely to affect behaviour 
compared to non-extreme attitudes.31 

Further, “[p]eople with extreme attitudes 
often view the topic as more important, are 
more committed to the issue, and are more 
resistant to change than people with less 
extreme attitudes”.32 Another relevant ob-
servation is that individuals on the extreme 
ends of the political spectrum (far left and 
far right) have greater proclivity to conspir-
acy theories.33

Conspiracist and extremist propaganda 
are often built on an underlying grand 
narrative of a polarised, binary, black-or-
white, and good-or-evil world excised of 
middle ground or grey areas. The reality is 
not binary and does not fit into neat cate-
gories; neither do scientific and other evi-
dence-based enquiries that take pride in 
the virtue of approximation to reality if not 
correspondence to it. This commitment to 
evidence and facts in scientific and historical 
enquiries translates into a communication 
hazard in that it systematically precludes 

sharply defined, plain, binary statements.34

To shed light on how this cognitive 
mechanism affects narratives of conspir-
acy theory, consider the example of cor-
ruption in the pharmaceutical industry. 
Cases involving corruption, ghost-writ-
ing clinical trial articles, bribing medical 
practitioners, government officials, and 
other decision-makers, influencing politi-
cians through the funding of their election 
campaigns, and influencing scientific 
research through funding are abundant in 
the pharmaceutical industry all over the 
world. Indeed, this corruption may have 
contributed to the deaths of thousands 
and to serious monetary loss and health 
burdens on millions of people.35 Evi-
dence-based approaches to explain this 
issue will distinguish between different 
contexts where these happen. Different 
countries have different laws and regu-
latory contexts that govern the industry 
and regulate its relationship with other 
medical institutions. 

These differences in regulatory environ-
ments may render one country more 
prone to corruption than another. More-
over, such an explanation shall distinguish 
between different practices that lead to 
corruption: practices involving corruption 
in research funding may have different 
explanations and solutions from those in-
volving funding of political campaigns. Ev-
idence-based enquiry does not provide 
an extreme, yes-or-no, good-or-evil, con-
ceptually neat and tidy answer to this phe-
nomenon. The narrative of conspiracism, 
however, is constructed upon a good-or-
evil binary worldview of a secret cabal of 
a few big, sinister players who control the 
whole industry, politicians, and public insti-
tutions and who hide effective medicines 
from the public and produce drugs that 
do more harm than good. Understanding, 
processing, and remembering a global Big 
Pharma conspiracy is more energy-effi-
cient for the brain compared to a collec-
tion of diverse and complex explanations 
for each corruption case that sometimes 
contradict each other.36

To understand the role of cognitive ex-
tremity in narratives of violent extremism, 
I mention the example of a centuries-old 
conundrum of the Muslim underdevelop-
ment (however it is understood). An evi-
dence-based and methodologically sound 
explanation would consider a plethora of 
factors. For beginners, such an explanation 
will place into doubt the validity of the ques-
tion itself since the question presupposes 
the existence of a homogeneous concep-
tual category of ‘Muslims’ that share major 
ideological beliefs, psychological traits, 
cultural characteristics, and historical jour-
neys. An evidence-based inquiry will neces-
sarily dismantle this overarching category 
of ‘Muslim’ and analyse underdevelop-
ment according to more concrete factors. 
It may conclude that what contributes to 

poverty in a Somali village near its border 
with Kenya might be entirely different from 
the reason behind poverty in outskirts 
of Dhaka, Bangladesh. Similarly, a critical 
ethnographic study might suggest that an 
Indian Muslim and her Hindu neighbour 
have more in common in terms of their re-
ligious beliefs and practices and cultural 
traits than an Indian Muslim and a Turkish 
Muslim. These kinds of evidence-based 
analyses would result in numerous, frag-
mented, nuanced, detailed, and sometimes 
contradictory explanations. An alternative 
approach is provided by extremists: that 
the current “Muslim” plight is a result of 
the “infidel invaders” against the “Muslim 
ummah”.37 This master narrative is built 
upon and squarely fits within an age-old 
conceptual schema that divides the world 
into the binary of God-or-Satan, good-or-
evil, believer-or-non-believer, and a peren-
nial and eternal battle between Islam and 
Kufr that existed from time immemorial 
up to Muhammad’s battles with Jewish and 
Christian kafirs, to the Crusades, European 
colonisation, and, more recently, the US in-
vasion of Afghanistan and Iraq. Islamists’ 
answer is extreme, strong, clear-cut, and in 
tune with historical myths, prototypes, and 
metaphors. Research indicates that grad-
uates of engineering who have more pro-
pensity and exposure to neat, definitive, 
and perfect models are overrepresented 
among members of both violent Islamist 
extremists and right-wing extremists. Not 
unexpectedly, graduates of social sciences 
and humanities are almost absent in both 
groups. This predilection to radicalisation is 
often associated with this clear-cut, binary, 
simple view of the world and project-ori-
ented mentality toward social change so 
endemic to engineering as opposed to 
social sciences.38 
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Narrativity

A narrative is a cohesive organisation 
of past facts into a chain of events that 
are causally linked to each other. Among 
many other designations, humans have 
been labelled homo narrans or storytell-
ing human.39 Stories help us think, under-
stand, and communicate, but also affect 
behaviour and exert power. Narratives help 
us make sense of the past and present and 
predict the future. The human brain is evo-
lutionarily hard-wired to organise the world 

around it into narratives to better under-
stand and react to threats and reduce risks 
before they materialise. Our brain receives 
gigantic amounts of data through sensory 
organs every second, but it has the capacity 
to process only a tiny fraction of this data. 
Organising data into stories is an effective 
way to cope with the complexity and an 
efficient use of the limited capacity of the 
human brain.

Studies show that when storytelling is 
used, information is better communicated, 
better stored in the memory, and more 
quickly retrieved compared to non-nar-
rated descriptive modes.40 Research has 
shown that people read narrative text 
twice as fast as non-narrative text.41 Nar-
ratives consistently outperform non-nar-
rated facts, and descriptions and stories 
incite people to act more quickly than do 
statistics and numbers.42 Further, narra-
tives have extraordinary persuasive power. 
Once information is bundled together into 
narratives, people tend to pay less atten-
tion to the individual ingredients that went 
into them, and thus the weight of count-
er-arguments is reduced. Narratives also 
change behaviour. Once they gain cur-
rency, narratives can result in cascading 
spirals of collective action and cause major 
economic, social, and political trends. Ac-
cording to Robert Shiller, an economist and 
Nobel laureate, the Great Financial Depres-
sion in 2007–2009 was very much a result of 
a turn from a narrative of houses as incom-
parably profitable investments to one focus-
ing on the housing price bubble.43 

There are certain narrative structures that 
resonate well with most people. Aristotle 
explained this structure in three acts: initial 
settings, disruptions, and return to stability 
or a new equilibrium. Propp believed each 
story has certain basic elements: a hero, a 
villain who disrupts the ordinary condition 
and suppresses the hero, a victim (such as 
a princess), and a false hero. Other literary 
theorists have offered similar structures.44 

However, most evidence-based discourses 
are fundamentally narrative-evasive: it is 
hard or impossible to express them as nar-
ratives or stories.45 Even simple scientific 
models require complex mathematics and 
non-intuitive reasoning. Evidence-based 
history often does not match our perennial 
myths and narrative structures. Extremists’ 

and conspiracists’ theories do not need to 
contend with this obstacle. They assume the 
“decisive role of human agency, intention-
ality and collusion in social and historical 
causality”,46 which are significant elements 
of a cohesive narrative. Their rhetoric is 
often full of tales about secret individuals 
and organisations whose actions match 
those of the “classic morality tale about the 
battle between Good and Evil.”47 Many con-
spiracy theories fit within the archetypal 
fable of “overcoming the monster” in which 
a handful of rebels fight the powerful evil 
cabal that is ruining society.48 Similarly, nar-
rativity is an instrumental factor behind the 
extraordinary potency of violent extremist 
messaging. Indeed, master narratives of Is-
lamist extremism

“possess an internal coherence for 
their intended audiences that connects 
them to grand, deeply culturally em-
bedded, views of history—to master 
narratives—that Muslim audiences, in 
broad terms, readily understand, iden-
tify with, or feel little need to question. 
As an exercise in transhistorical pattern 
recognition, those narratives, and 
their connection to master narratives, 
contain powerful persuasive messages 
that not only resonate or “ring true,” but 
also compel a certain level of ideological 
identification, behavior, and actions.”49
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CONCLUSION

Explanations provided by conspiracy 
theorists and extremists about most 
human challenges are often built upon 
underlying master narratives that have a 
clear storyline, are expressed in general 
terms, and trace the issue at hand back 
to ancient origins. They meet the human 
need for cognitive closure and certitude, 
are conveyed in familiar and established 
narrative structures, and ride on cognitive 
vulnerabilities and biases. Evidence-based 
explanations of the same challenges, if a 
compelling explanation exists at all, are 

often diverse, complex, and difficult to 
frame into narratives, and in most of them 
a historical continuity does not exist. For 
the human brain, which strives to find the 
most cost-effective solutions that require 
less cognitive processing, narratives of con-
spiracists and extremists win.

The transformation of the media landscape 
from its domination by traditional big 
players to the internet and online social 
media has disproportionately intensified 
these inherent vulnerabilities. 

Conclusion  
and policy implications

Without the existence of mechanisms of 
oversight, verification, or fact-checking, 
these media have turned into a hotbed 
of misinformation, disinformation, con-
spiracies, and extremist narratives. When 
supported by malign state players, these 
targeted information operations can turn 
into weapons of mass manipulation or a 
“narrative arms race”.50 Several studies 
have pinpointed how conspiracy theories 
about Covid-19 have been disseminated by 
news outlets or social media accounts affili-
ated with China, Russia, and Iran.51 

Based on the studies consulted for this 
article, governments need to enhance crit-
ical thinking skills across the population 
to empower people to overcome cognitive 
biases that underlie most narratives of con-
spiracists and extremists. Training in critical 
thinking is the most significant long-term 
solution: it needs to be consistently inte-
grated within the educational system from 
early childhood to adulthood. Studies have 
demonstrated that belief in conspiracy the-
ories is lower in people with higher levels of 
analytic thinking.52 Given the negative cor-
relation between the study of humanities 
and social sciences and the tendency to join 
extremist groups, an effective strategy is to 
invest in public humanities, especially for 
vulnerable demographics.53 

A similar strategy is to communicate 
health and anti-extremist content in ways 
that are easier to access, process, and re-
member. This requires an effective and 
evidence-based use of narratives, stories, 
metaphors, and models, simplifying and 
framing messages. Implementing insights 
from the behavioural sciences in guiding 
public action has shown promising results 
in the last two decades, and these insights 
need to be applied to health and count-
er-radicalisation communications.54
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