Empowering learners against conspiracy theory

Example of use of the Allo-Tolerance Toolbox

The link between conspiracy theory and radicalism has been scientifically established by Dutch researchers
in a survey published in the Social Psychological & Personality Science journal “Political Extremism
Predicts Belief in Conspiracy Theories”. Conspiracy is also considered as a stepping stone to Jihadist
radicalisation that offers a vision of the world inspired by victimism, of a Muslim world that would be the
victim of a plot by the Western world to enslave Muslims or to create a third world war. French sociologist
Gérald Bronner states that radicalisation is an incremental process, a staircase with small first steps. The
conspiracy theory is very attractive. There is a re enchantment effect when you are offered a behind-the-
scenes look: it is much more exciting than the dull news. Knowing "what's really going on" gives the
impression of being smarter than others. It also makes it possible to put in coherence a whole series of
incoherent events. But with the Internet, the information market has deregulated: any information can now be
placed in the public space. It is the law of the strongest that applies, meaning that those who are motivated to
impose their opinion win the battle for visibility. And the most motivated are the believers, the activists and
the radicalised, because radicality is an indicator of motivation. The result is that we make a confusion
between the visibility of a point of view and its representativeness.

The Allo-Tolerance Toolbox can be used to build a global awareness action by using a succession of
available tools.
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E.g.: He claimed that Jorg Haider (a popular right-wing politician in Austria) had in fact been
murdered and did not die in a car accident; that the migration movements were part of a
higher plan to conquer and “islamise” Europe; that refugees were simply economic migrants
who receive a higher minimum income from the government than native (Austrian) citizens
do, ete.

The reactions of the other participants were diverse: restrained, smiling, annoyed, but also
interested. The VET eventually wanted to find an appropriate way to react to these

Through an example teachers or trainers can evaluate how conspiracy theories are modifying individual and
collective behaviours. They can exchange about situations they may have lived, involving any kind of
radicalism or conspiracy.
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Counteracting conspiracy theory
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* Understanding the metoric of conspiracy thaones.

= Preparing to react when leamars Usa conspracy argume
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1. Facing conspiracy theories in class

* Participants share concrete experiencas from the classroom. Examples ars writtan down
on the blackboard.

= They Iry 10 Organisa e lis: of exampies: s 1 possible, and if so, In wnat way, 1o
catagorise them? There are several possinlities: are the conspiracies organised by
minarities, or by people in power? How can conspracies be categerised acconding to the
postion of the enamy [ouside, wihin, above, below)? Etc.

* Participants create a st of siuations in which conspracy words/phrases emenge.
* Participants share and exchange their ideas on tha above topics.
2. Anaiysis of conspiracy mechaniama.

Groups of 3-4 teachers are created. Each group choosas a conspiracy example, analyses i1s
structure, and presents thair findings to the who'e group. They can use compusers for their
research. The naxt step is the detarmination of a common scheme.

3. How to react to conspiracy thearies?

Open discussion on the difficulties related to fighting conspiracies {cf. refuting conapiracy
theory). What can be done in the classroom? The proposed guidelines are distributed
participants are reminded that the idea is to carmy on with & discussion ruled by ‘ogic and
common sense. & basic common agreement should ba formead: the nead to ralse doubts in
the mind of the lsarner.

4. Aole playing

Organisation of two succesaive role plays comesponding 1o two differsn: cases.

a) After a termorist attack. a lsamer says that ‘the attack was orobebly an operation organizsd
by the United States to und, the culture and image of lslem, with the sim of joining
European nations against lsiam. It is likely that Israel's secunily agents are involved. *

b Based on a case selected by the group, In the anaiyss phasa, or on an unsatisfactory
stuatien experienced by one of the participants.

Each role jsamaniteacher is played by a group of 2-3 1eachers. The otners cbsarve and take
notes.
For each case, an exchange of roles is parformed, the same teachers playing aternatively
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Activity to implement with learners: 2 options

Fake News
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Fake news Learning resource

Famiiarse students wih crteria used to assess the crediility of news, help them distinguish
batween facts, nformation and opinions
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1. Ask students what sites they usually visit and why. Ask tem fthey know whether she
stes are raliable or nat and what oritera they use if any.

2. Sett students In groups and ask tham to negotiate and write dowrn
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Preventon of radicaisaton  Age 15-25 Moderated discussion
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* Empowering lsamers regarding their sccess io information

* Analysing what we are saarching for with information

Trre
* Buiding a critcal approach towards information.
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PEDAGODICAL MODALITIES
The activity s performed in ¢ steps. The trainer does not Inftialy ntroduce any contents: they
o not mention conspiracy theories, or enter into discussions about what (s (supposed to be)
true or faise. They ask questons, introducs nterssting exampies, nep lsamers 1o keep trace
of what ia being sa'd and suppar: them 1o formalise their work,

Coighorative activity

HumeER oF PARTICEANTS

NUMBER OF FARTICEANTS

1) Group discussion sbout the use of the Intemet e
Each partcipant gives examples, Duranon
Uses are listed on a blackboard Sl
2} Group discussion about nformation Cosr
The trainer asks questians to encourage and stimuizte discussion Hone
Can we caiegorisa information? Wit are the possible categories? i

With “Fake News” activity, learners write down criteria they use in selecting sites and compare them with a
set of questions provided by the trainer. By using “Information analysis protocol” we take another angle: the
teacher is not saying what is true or false, but s/he helps learners to think about their use of information and
to determine their own criteria of trust regarding their access to information.
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