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Prologue – The Eternal Swindle
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Picture this: a dirt road in some no-name 19th-century frontier town, the kind of place where half the people have scurvy, the other half have syphilis, and the main source of entertainment is watching chickens fight over discarded whiskey-soaked corn. The air smells like horse shit, sweat, and desperation. Into this scene clatters a painted wagon, bright red with gold trim that screams wealth I don’t actually have. A man in a battered top hat leaps from the seat with the kind of confidence only a conman or a drunk preacher could muster. He carries no medical degree, no science, no evidence—just a bottle filled with sugar water and a story. “Ladies and gentlemen!” he booms, arms wide like he’s parting seas. “Behold the miracle elixir! It will cure your cough, your gout, your melancholy, even your mother-in-law’s constant nagging!” And because the crowd is poor, sick, and desperate, they listen. They want to believe. They hand over coins. And they swallow the lie, sometimes literally, sometimes until it kills them.

Now fast-forward a couple of centuries. Replace the wagon with an iPhone camera on a tripod. The top hat becomes a man-bun. The miracle elixir is no longer brewed in a copper pot but branded with sleek pastel labels that whisper “science” while screaming “bullshit.” The pitchman is an influencer in overpriced athleisure, speaking directly into the lens with the confidence of a televangelist and the vocabulary of a freshman philosophy major who just discovered the word quantum. “Friends,” they purr, “these detox patches rebalance your energy field, aligning your cellular vibration with the frequency of abundance.” Thousands of people, sitting on couches surrounded by Amazon boxes and existential dread, click Buy Now. Same scam, new packaging. Humanity has learned nothing, and that’s the point.

This book is about that loop. About why we, the so-called apex predators of Earth, keep falling for the same recycled garbage ideas, century after century, as if hope itself requires gullibility. We are not rational creatures; we are hopeful, horny, greedy, scared, and tragically predictable. If you want logic, go talk to a calculator. If you want delusion, gather a dozen humans in a room and wait five minutes. Someone will start a cult, someone else will try to sell a supplement, and the rest will form a committee to regulate it badly. We like to think of ourselves as enlightened, modern, and too smart for nonsense—but then we buy crystal water bottles, elect leaders who promise to “drain the swamp” while building new ones, or join Facebook groups where Karen insists her cousin’s chiropractor can cure cancer with essential oils. We laugh at the medieval peasants who bought vials of “saint’s blood” that was actually pig fat, but we Venmo strangers for NFTs of pixelated apes. Meet the new swindle—same as the old swindle.

Take medieval Europe. The cathedral square is packed with pilgrims who’ve walked a hundred miles to see a vial said to contain a drop of Christ’s blood. The priest presents it with a flourish, promises blessings, healing, salvation. People drop coins into baskets like they’re buying salvation at retail price. In reality, the vial contains pig fat and dye. But the pilgrims don’t know, and honestly, they don’t want to know. They want to believe. They want to touch the divine. And for a moment, they do—at least in their minds. That’s the secret: half the con lives in the buyer’s imagination. Faith is a hell of a drug.

Or jump ahead to the 20th century, when late-night TV turned into a playground for con artists. Picture a slick-haired man in a cheap suit shouting into the camera: “But wait, there’s more!” He’s waving a knife set, a hair regrowth tonic, or a Bible with gold trim that “God Himself wants you to own.” Millions of insomniacs, lonely and bored, pull out credit cards. They aren’t buying products; they’re buying hope. Hope that they’ll look younger, live longer, cook like a chef, or get a slice of divine favor. It doesn’t matter that the knives rust, the tonic stinks, and God probably isn’t running an endorsement deal. The pitch worked because it sold possibility, not reality.

The eternal swindle works because it taps into something deeper than logic. It taps into the engine that keeps our species alive: the desperate hunger for meaning, the terror of death, the thrill of belonging, and the lust for shortcuts. Life is brutally hard and mercilessly short. We want escape. We want hope. We want to feel like someone has the answer, whether it’s a shaman rattling bones, a pope selling indulgences, a guru promising enlightenment, or a startup founder swearing his app will make us immortal. If you can package that desire and sell it with a smile, congratulations: you’ve got a business model older than agriculture. And if your customers get sick or die? Well, that’s just the free market thinning the herd.

Every age has its signature flavor of bullshit. The ancients had astrology and alchemy. The medievals had relic scams and witch hunts. The Enlightenment had mesmerism and phrenology. The Victorians were obsessed with séances and ectoplasm. The 20th century brought pyramid schemes, miracle diets, televangelists, and alien abduction cults. And the 21st century? We’ve upgraded to algorithmic brainwashing, influencer-led “movements,” crypto fever dreams, and billionaires selling us Mars as a backup planet while they loot Earth. You’d think the sheer volume of historical faceplants would’ve taught us something, but no—every generation believes this time it’s different. Spoiler: it’s never different. It’s just the same eternal swindle, dressed in whatever costume the culture is horny for at the moment.

And here’s the kicker: bullshit spreads faster than truth. A lie is sexy, sticky, and fun to repeat. Truth is boring, complex, and demands nuance. Which one do you think sells better on TikTok? The influencer who says, “Drink celery juice to cure cancer” will always outpace the scientist who carefully explains that cancer is complicated, multifactorial, and requires chemotherapy, surgery, and luck. Humans hate boring. We want simple answers, and simple answers are almost always wrong. But damn, they feel good going down, like whiskey shots for the soul.

It’s not just scams in the marketplace. Entire governments have run on the eternal swindle. Kings claimed divine right, dictators claimed destiny, politicians claimed they alone could fix it. Every tyrant worth his salt has mastered the conman’s art: promise safety, stoke fear, and keep the mob distracted. Bread and circuses, propaganda and hashtags—it’s all the same. Bullshit is the glue of civilization. Without it, half the empires in history would never have existed. Without it, most of us would’ve realized long ago that nobody actually knows what the hell they’re doing.

And before you feel too smug, thinking you’re immune because you read books like this one: you’re not. None of us are. The brain you’re carrying around in your skull is a kludge of ancient survival software. It was optimized for spotting leopards in tall grass, not fact-checking Instagram reels. That’s why we see patterns that don’t exist, trust voices that sound confident, and fall in line with the herd even when it’s stampeding off a cliff. Your skepticism might save you from one scam, but it won’t save you from all of them. Someone, somewhere, knows the exact cocktail of fear, hope, and horniness that will get you to open your wallet or sign your life away. You haven’t met them yet, but you will.

So why write this book? Because laughing at our gullibility is the only defense mechanism we’ve got left. You can’t reason your way out of bullshit—you have to mock it, expose it, drag it into the sunlight, and roast it until it’s crispy. History is a carnival of scams, cults, and nonsense, and we’re all paying admission whether we like it or not. This is your field guide to that carnival. I’m not here to tell you humanity will get smarter, because it won’t. I’m here to remind you that we’ve always been this way, that it’s not going to change, and that the only sane response is to point, laugh, and maybe avoid joining the next cult unless they’ve got really good snacks.

As you read, we’ll wander from bone-rattling shamans to crypto bros, from relic sellers to wellness influencers, from witch hunters to bunker-building survivalists. You’ll see how the same core bullshit—fear, greed, horniness, and hope—drives every scam, every cult, every con, every time. You’ll recognize the patterns, not because they’re clever, but because they’re so pathetically obvious once you know what to look for. And maybe, just maybe, next time someone slides into your DMs promising eternal health, infinite wealth, or cosmic enlightenment for three easy payments of $99.99, you’ll laugh, slam the door, and pour yourself a drink instead.

But let’s be honest. You probably won’t. You’ll keep hoping. You’ll keep scrolling. You’ll keep buying. Because that’s what humans do. That’s the eternal swindle. And that’s why this book exists—not to cure you of gullibility, but to make you aware of it, to arm you with humor, cynicism, and a little rage. Enough to see the con for what it is. Enough to survive it without falling too hard. Enough to laugh, rage, repeat.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 – The First Shaman with a Bone Rattle
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Before there were kings, before there were priests, before there were hedge fund managers with cocaine habits and suspiciously well-timed stock trades, there was a guy in a cave shaking bones. Not because he had scientific evidence, not because he ran double-blind trials, not because he understood jack shit about microbiology, but because he realized something simple and timeless: humans are scared, humans are gullible, and humans will give you food, sex, and power if you convince them you can talk to the invisible forces that scare them. The first shaman wasn’t a healer, wasn’t a scientist, wasn’t even particularly holy. He was the original con artist. And his prop? A rattling bone tied to a stick. Primitive special effects, but effective as hell. Imagine a group of hunter-gatherers huddled in a cave during a thunderstorm. The sky is exploding, lightning is splitting trees, and everyone is terrified they’re about to be roasted alive by some angry sky god. The shaman steps forward, bones rattling, chanting nonsense syllables that sound authoritative because they’re loud and weird. Suddenly, he’s the man with answers. The storm eventually passes—because that’s what storms do—and everyone decides the bone guy must have scared the thunder away. Congratulations: he’s now the spiritual CEO of the tribe.

The genius of early shamans was their ability to weaponize ignorance. Nobody understood weather patterns, germ theory, or why Uncle Gruk keeled over after eating the wrong berries. But everybody wanted explanations. Randomness is terrifying; order is comforting. Enter the shaman, who could spin a narrative to make sense of chaos. Lightning? That’s the anger of the gods. Sickness? Evil spirits. Successful hunt? The ancestors smiled upon us. None of it was true, but it scratched the itch in the human brain that screams give me a reason, any reason, before I lose my mind. And the kicker was, once people believed the story, they treated the shaman as indispensable. He was the guy who stood between them and the void. That’s job security. That’s leverage. That’s bullshit elevated into a profession.

If you think this is just prehistoric trivia, consider how much of modern nonsense is the same play with better graphics. Astrology is basically the shaman bone-rattle ritual mapped onto the sky. Homeopathy is the same performance with sugar pills. Influencer wellness routines are shamans shaking ring lights instead of bones. The packaging changes, but the con is the same: sell a narrative of control in an uncontrollable world. Early humans didn’t have data sets or randomized trials. They had rattles, chants, and charisma. And charisma, as history proves again and again, can outmuscle evidence any day of the week.

Anthropologists will tell you shamans also played functional roles—they were community healers, mediators, proto-therapists. Maybe so. But let’s not romanticize it. Yes, some probably stumbled on real remedies—chewing willow bark for pain relief, for example, which gave us aspirin thousands of years later. But for every genuine discovery, there were ten bullshit rituals involving smoke, feathers, and animal guts that did nothing except convince the sick they should stop whining while they died. Placebo effect? Sure. Placebo effect is powerful. But placebo isn’t medicine; it’s theater. And shamans were the first great playwrights of human gullibility.

Think of the incentives. Hunting was brutal, farming didn’t exist yet, and survival was a full-time job. Being the guy who convinced everyone you could summon rain or banish demons was cushier than chasing mammoths off cliffs. Shamans carved out careers by selling invisible products—health, hope, protection from death. The beauty of invisible products is that nobody can measure whether they work. Rain will fall eventually, sickness will sometimes pass, prey will sometimes stumble into your traps. You credit the shaman when things go well, you blame “angrier spirits” when they don’t, and the cycle continues. Built-in deniability. It’s the perfect scam.

And it wasn’t just about survival—it was about hierarchy. Every tribe had leaders: the hunter with the best aim, the elder with the longest memory, the shaman with the most convincing bullshit. Those three formed the tripod of early society. Hunters brought food, elders brought knowledge, shamans brought meaning. And meaning always won, because meaning is addictive. A full belly keeps you alive, but a story makes you think you’re alive for a reason. That’s heroin for the human psyche. No wonder shamans became untouchable. You don’t stab the guy who supposedly negotiates with the storm gods, even if he’s eating the last of your dried meat behind your back. You keep him around, because what if he’s right? Fear kept him safe. Fear kept him fed. Fear made him sacred.

Cross-cultural evidence backs this up. In Siberia, shamans wore reindeer hides and claimed they could fly to the spirit world. In Mesoamerica, they downed hallucinogenic mushrooms and spoke with jaguar gods. In parts of Africa, shamans performed elaborate possession rituals that made entire communities believe they were channels for ancestors. The tools varied—drums, smoke, feathers, potions—but the structure was identical. Fear, performance, belief. You see the same in Australian Aboriginal traditions, Polynesian spirit journeys, and Native American medicine men. Independent cultures, separated by oceans, arrived at the same business model: bullshit pays. Not because people are stupid, but because people are human. When your child is sick, when your crops fail, when your tribe faces drought, you’ll believe in anything that offers hope.

Over time, shamanic bullshit metastasized into religion. Once tribes got bigger, shamans evolved into priests, oracles, prophets. The bone rattle became elaborate rituals, temples, holy texts. But the skeleton of the con was the same: you don’t understand the universe, but I claim I do, and if you listen to me (and give me stuff), you’ll be safe. It’s easy to dunk on cave shamans for dancing around fires, but honestly, are they really that different from a modern televangelist demanding you sow a “faith seed” of $100 to secure God’s blessing? Same con. Same gullibility. Different production budget.

Of course, not every shaman was a conscious scammer. Some probably believed their own act. Self-delusion is the ultimate sales strategy. If you’re high on your own supply, people buy it more easily. Anthropologists digging up cave art and burial sites argue shamans entered trance states, maybe with the help of hallucinogenic mushrooms or fermented honey brews. In other words, the original “I can talk to spirits” was just some dude absolutely blitzed on psychedelics, babbling about glowing elk and cosmic serpents while the rest of the tribe nodded, terrified and impressed. He believed it. They believed him. Feedback loop complete. Humanity’s first great TED Talk, except instead of PowerPoint slides, there were smoke fumes and interpretive dance.

This evolutionary hangover still shapes us. Humans are pattern-seeking missiles. We’d rather see a false pattern than admit randomness. That wiring made shamans powerful because they provided patterns where none existed. Lightning strikes after a bone rattle? Pattern! Sickness eases after a ritual? Pattern! Crops fail after someone insults the shaman? Pattern! It didn’t matter if those patterns were bullshit—they satisfied the craving for order. And once order is established, loyalty follows. The tribe didn’t just trust the shaman; they needed him. He made life feel less terrifying. That’s the currency of belief: comfort in exchange for surrender.

Modern humans like to think we’ve outgrown rattles and chants, but every time we check our horoscope, retweet a conspiracy theory, or buy “immune-boosting supplements” at Target, we’re proving the bone rattle still works. Replace elk spirits with Mercury retrograde, and the pattern is identical. Replace smoke with essential oils, and the ritual is the same. Replace trance mushrooms with “plant medicine retreats” in Bali, and you’ve got yuppies in Patagonia jackets replicating the same gullibility that fueled tribes 20,000 years ago. The costumes change, but the script is eternal.

The tragedy, and the comedy, is that shamans weren’t just the first swindlers—they were the first celebrities. They had fans. They had groupies. People hung on their words, their performances, their promises. Imagine being a Bronze Age farmer trudging into a village square where a shaman is shaking rattles, chanting, and burning herbs that smell suspiciously like weed. The whole crowd is entranced. This was the original entertainment industry. Netflix didn’t exist, so the best show in town was watching a guy pretend to bargain with invisible powers. And like modern celebrities, shamans lived off the adoration, the perks, the immunity from accountability. Nobody fact-checked them. Nobody canceled them. If anything, critics were labeled blasphemers and cast out. The original cancel culture wasn’t Twitter—it was getting banished from the tribe because you called bullshit on the bone guy.

And here’s the kicker: shamans weren’t totally useless. Sometimes their bullshit rituals had side effects that actually worked. Chanting and drumming? That’s stress relief. Placebo healing? That’s a psychological boost. Hallucinogens? That’s pain management. You could argue shamans accidentally invented psychotherapy, music therapy, and palliative care. But let’s not kid ourselves: for every ritual that calmed a nervous tribe, there were five that demanded sacrifices, scapegoats, or hallucinatory visions that justified violence. The shaman’s bone rattle could comfort, but it could also condemn. And once condemnation entered the picture, bullshit gained teeth. If crops failed, maybe the gods were angry. Who angered them? Let’s ask the shaman. Suddenly, someone’s neck is on the line—literally. Bullshit had upgraded from placebo to execution.

That’s why this chapter matters: the first shaman with a bone rattle didn’t just invent religion, medicine, and entertainment all rolled into one—he invented power through narrative. He discovered the master cheat code of human society: control the story, control the people. That’s why he’s the ancestor not just of priests and gurus, but of politicians, CEOs, influencers, cult leaders, and every single person who’s ever stood in front of a crowd promising salvation in exchange for loyalty. We’re still living in his shadow. His bone rattle echoes in every campaign rally, every commercial, every motivational TikTok. The eternal swindle began in a cave, and it never ended.
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Chapter 2 – Snake Oil & Swords
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If the first shaman with a bone rattle invented the con, the ancient empires industrialized it. Once humans figured out how to build cities, mint coins, and stab each other in the name of territory, it was only natural that bullshit evolved right alongside brick walls and aqueducts. Because here’s the dirty truth: whenever people gather in large numbers, somebody will try to sell them something they don’t need, and somebody else will enforce the purchase at swordpoint. Religion and commerce were never far apart, and the line between “miracle cure” and “protection racket” was about as thin as papyrus. The Romans had their miracle oils, the medieval Church had its relics, and everyone from snake charmers to alchemists found ways to bottle hope, slap a price tag on it, and call it salvation. The sword was the customer service department—if you doubted the product, you risked losing more than your refund.

Take ancient Rome, the empire that perfected both plumbing and propaganda. The streets were full of vendors hawking miracle potions—ointments that promised to restore youth, powders that supposedly cured impotence, wines infused with herbs that claimed to ward off plague. Most of these concoctions were the ancient equivalent of Gatorade mixed with bathwater, but people bought them anyway because Roman medicine was a terrifying roulette of leeches, vomiting, and cutting you open with rusty tools. A guy selling “snake oil” (often literally made from snakes) sounded merciful compared to a physician suggesting you drill
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