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QANON AND THE RETURN OF JFK JR.

ETHICALLY COVERING CONSPIRACY THEORIES IN THE NEWS

On November 1, 2021, hundreds of ordinary, every-
day Americans amassed on the streets of Dallas,
Texas with the intention of gathering the next
morning at Dealey Plaza - the location where 35th
President of the United States, John F. Kennedy, was
assassinated in 1963. The crowd was drawn here !
by the political movement QAnon, under false

pretenses that the son of President Kennedy, John
F. Kennedy Jr., was to address the crowd and
announce that 45th President of the United States,
recently defeated incumbent Donald Trump, would
be reinstated as president with Kennedy Jr. as his
vice president. Although this sounds like most
other conspiracy theories regarding the 2020
presidential election, the flaw in this particular scenario is that JFK Jr. was Kkilled in a plane crash in 1999.

A USA Today article about the event included a series of tweets from various journalists dismissing the crowd
as “nuts,” taking on a condescending tone through mockery and sarcasm (Pitofsky, 2021). While the impulse
to dismiss the crowd is understandable, doing so in an interpersonal format are done with intent to reach a
wider audience. However, the same cannot be said for media outlets. We tend to believe that media should
operate in an objective manner to inform the public, but news outlets instinct to take a flippant and
patronizing voice towards the Dallas group begs the question: Does the media have a responsibility for
engaging conspiracy believers? And to what extent should an ethic of objectivity apply to such cases?

The USA Today article is an exemplary case of the media’s status quo treatment of conspiratorial beliefs,
especially about a political institution or event such as the 2020 presidential election. Current media
attitudes towards people engaged in QAnon conspiracy thinking are comprised of condescension,
haughtiness, and ridicule. For example, an article from Maclean’s titled “Welcome to Crazy Town: The QAnon
Movement Explained,” discusses the political affiliations and intersections of theories peddled by QAnoners.
The author refers to the individuals roped into these ideas as “trolls” and likens the group to “cockroaches”
(Bethune, 2021). Similarly, The Chicago Tribune ramps up this discourse with a piece called “If You Fall for
Conspiracy Theories, You're Either Delusional, Psychotic, Dangerous, or Flat-Out Stupid. Take Your Pick.” In
it, author Jerry Davich repeatedly uses terms like “nut-jobs,” “psychotic,” “dangerous,” “gullible dupes,” and
says that these people are “flat-out stupid” (Davich, 2022). Davich goes on to say that he is “...here to publicly
mock [them]” (Davich, 2022).

»n «

The issue here isn’t the fact that outlets are choosing to report on QAnon and its various manifestations, but
how they discuss those who have been misled to believe these ideas. The disdainful tone used by media
outlets, from calling people “nuts” to saying they have “the mind of a child,” isn’t neutral or objective - it’s
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lazy and counterproductive. Journalism that is more concerned with attacking people, rather than ideas, isn’t
journalism concerned with informing an audience objectively. If it were, there would be more attempts to
substantively deny claims being made by these groups. Strawman and ad hominem attacks on people within
the QAnon movement isn’t the kind of informative journalism that attempts to understand, sway, or
rehabilitate these people. Calling people “stupid” or “psychotic” isn’t doing the work to equip them with
knowledge about the world that could help them disarm a conspiracy claim when it is first introduced. Even
news articles claiming to ‘debunk’ the beliefs are rife with language that belittles believers (Pitofsky, 2021).
Altogether, these things not only actively discourage changing one’s beliefs to align with popular media, but
it creates a feedback loop whereby conspiracies undermine confidence in the media, and the media
reinforces that by attacking believers, which just further emboldens those beliefs (Andrews & Jadeja, 2020
and Davich, 2021).

On the other hand, media companies may be operating within their rights to dismiss QAnon believers, as it’s
possible that most of these people are engaging in conspiracies simply for entertainment. According to a
study published in the British Journal of Psychology, people are more likely to endorse conspiracy theories
when they are entertaining, especially in context of a “hotly contested presidential election” (Dolan, 2021).
At some level, a choice is being made by individuals to dig in to QAnon literature, to wait for the next ‘drop’
of cryptic and infrequent messages posted by the leader “Q,” and join Reddit pages dedicated to these beliefs.
This would seem to justify the current treatment of believers by the media, as it means that QAnoners have
chosen to ignore the advice of the media even when they had the agency to accept the truth, evidenced by
their intentional denial of it. Moreover, taking these groups seriously could have the opposite effect of
lending credibility to these groups. Indeed, moves to cover or debunk the minutiae of conspiracy theories
may actually help the story and overall message spread to audiences “much faster than it would have
traveled otherwise” (Phillips, 2018). In fact, contributors in chatrooms and message boards have directly
“thanked journalists for the coverage and resulting wave of new participants” (Phillips, 2018).

While some say it is impossible to rationalize with QAnon believers, current media representations of
conspiracy theorists don’t get at the heart of why people feel like they need conspiracy theories. When
information changes quickly and sometimes contradicts, it may “lead to the rapid generation of... conjecture,
and potentially [conspiracy theories]” (Georgiou, 2020). During uncertain times like the COVID-19 pandemic,
political turmoil, and economic hardships, some may feel the need to latch onto “far-fetched theories to make
sense of the... current crisis” (Coninck et al., 2021). Media coverage of things like the Dallas rally, while
perhaps entertaining, fail to help make sense of the world, leaving some to turn to conspiracy. In the end,
though news outlets do not have to agree with conspiracy theorists, perhaps they would best be served by
reexamining their treatment of them.

Discussion Questions:

1. What ethical values conflict in current representations of QAnoners in the news?

2. Do you think that the treatment of the Dallas rallygoers in the media was fair? Why or why not?

3. Some propose “strategic silence” as the best way to address conspiracy theories. Do you think this is
an effective strategy?

4. What sort of principles ought to govern media outlets in covering fringe sources and movements?
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