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			Praise for Tom Phillips’s Brief History series:

			 

			‘This book is brilliant. Utterly, utterly brilliant.

			Apart from the epilogue, which is idiotic’

			JEREMY CLARKSON

			 

			‘Witty, entertaining and slightly distressing . . .

			You should probably read it’

			SARAH KNIGHT

			 

			‘In dark times, it’s reassuring to learn that

			we’ve always been a bunch of clueless f*cking nitwits’

			STUART HERITAGE

			 

			‘If you ever find yourself looking at the news

			and wondering how humanity has got so many things wrong,

			over and over again, this book is a very funny answer

			to just that question’

			MARK WATSON

			 

			‘A light-touch history of moments when humans

			have got it spectacularly wrong . . .

			Both readable and entertaining’
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			A History of Boll*cks Theories, and How Not to Fall for Them

			 

			From the Satanic Panic to the anti-vaxx movement, the moon landing to Pizzagate, it’s always been human nature to believe we’re being lied to by the powers that be (and sometimes, to be fair, we absolutely are).

			 

			But while it can be fun to indulge in a bit of Deep State banter on the group chat, recent times have shown us that some of these theories have taken on a life of their own - and in our dogged quest for the truth, it appears we might actually be doing it some damage.

			 

			In Conspiracy, Tom Phillips and Jonn Elledge take us on a fascinating, insightful and often hilarious journey through conspiracy theories old and new, to try and answer a vital question for our times: how can we learn to log off the QAnon message boards, and start trusting hard evidence again?

		

	
		
			

			Jonn dedicates this book to Agnes.

			Tom dedicates this book to his parents, Don and Colette.

			Additionally, we both dedicate it to our secret overlords.

		

	
		
			 

			Introduction

			On 6 January 2021, a man stood behind the desk of the Vice President in the United States Senate and led the chamber in prayer. 

			There were several clues that the man in question was not, in fact, the Vice President. One is that leading the Senate in prayer is not generally the sort of thing VPs do. Another is that the man was speaking through a bullhorn and was armed with a spear, to which he’d attached a US flag.

			Perhaps the biggest giveaway was that the man’s face was covered with red, white and blue paint, and his chest with tattoos inspired by Norse mythology. These were visible because he was naked from the waist up, except for a furry hat with horns sticking out of it. This was Jake Angeli, a one-time US Navy seaman who had been born Jacob Chansley but who, by 2021, was better known by the label ‘the QAnon Shaman’. The people he was speaking to weren’t senators, either, but a coalition of Donald Trump supporters, activists and conspiracy theorists, plus a few uncomfortable-looking police officers. 

			This was not how things were supposed to go. The Senate Chamber was supposed to be full of, well, senators, who were supposed to be confirming Joe Biden as the 46th President of the United States. But they had fled, for their own protection. So had the actual Vice President, Mike Pence, whose job it was to oversee the Senate’s confirmation. So, too, had the fourteen Republican senators and 140 Republican members of the House of Representatives who had made it clear that they would be voting against confirming Joe Biden and were, in fact, on roughly the same side as the protestors. As the sack of the Capitol Building continued, pretty much everyone who worked inside it was either hiding or running.

			This was a reasonable response to the arrival of several thousand people intent on preventing the confirmation by any means necessary. Many of the protestors were armed; one was carrying eleven Molotov cocktails. Out on the Mall, mock wooden gallows had been erected, to cries of ‘Hang Mike Pence!’ Over the course of the day, multiple journalists covering the protest were attacked; fifteen police officers were hospitalised. An officer assigned to protect the Senate, fifty-one-year-old Howard Liebengood, would die by suicide several days later. One of the rioters, a thirty-five-year-old former US Air Force officer named Ashli Babbitt, was shot in the shoulder while attempting to break through a door in the Capitol, and died from her wounds. 

			With the world watching agog on live TV, a mob was trying to overturn the results of a democratic election – yet at least some of its members were sincerely convinced they were trying to save democracy. Later, many were just as sincere in their shock at learning that this was not, in fact, how the justice system saw things.

			So why did several thousand people – citizens of a country whose democracy is core to its sense of self – attempt, in the sight of the world, to launch what was, if not quite a coup, at least coup-adjacent?* The answer lies in a conspiracy theory. Or, more accurately, in a number of conspiracy theories – most of them false, and one of them basically true. 

			The main false theory was most pithily expressed by President Trump on 4 November, the morning of the election. ‘We are up BIG,’ he tweeted, with his customary commitment to the shift key, ‘but they are trying to STEAL the Election.’1

			There were lots of theories about exactly how the Democrats planned to ‘STEAL the Election’, most of which … didn’t really fit together. Bags of ballots had been thrown out, it was claimed, or suitcases of fresh ones mysteriously found. Mail-in votes were supposedly rife with fraud. Illegal immigrants and dead people were said to have voted in droves. Many claimed rigged voting machines had fiendishly switched Trump votes to Biden ones. Six months after the election, a spurious ‘audit’ in Arizona was still microscopically scanning ballot papers for traces of bamboo, in an effort to prove they’d been shipped from China.2 (That the allegations mostly centred on major urban areas with large non-white populations – despite the fact that Trump largely increased his vote share in these places, while losing in the suburbs – may provide a hint about what was fuelling some of these claims.)

			And why were the Democrats stealing the election? The answers here ranged from your basic hunger for power, to Marxist takeovers, to the belief that the President had been fighting a one-man war against a Deep State cabal of cannibalistic, Satan-worshipping paedophiles, possibly operating out of a pizza restaurant basement, and that they needed to rig the election to avoid their imminent date with justice. This last idea stemmed from QAnon, the sprawling conspiracy theory based largely on a series of anonymous messages on the troll-infested website 4chan, to which Jake Angeli, in his horned hat, had subscribed. 

			At any rate, conservative America’s fears about the election, nurtured by decades of overstated or baseless claims of electoral fraud, had been brought to the boil by months of assertions from President Trump that the Democrats were trying to steal the win. (This was, after all, a man who four years earlier had insisted that an election he’d won had been rigged against him.) This was amplified by the widely anticipated ‘blue shift’ during the night of the election, as the running count began to include different types of votes from different types of area. None of this was unexpected.3 But if you were the sort of person who simply couldn’t conceive of how the President could lose – which, it turned out, a significant minority of Americans were – it all looked pretty suspicious. A poll in May 2021 found that a majority of Republicans believed the election had been rigged, that Donald Trump was still the true President, and that the Capitol riot was led by left-wing protestors trying to make Trump look bad.4

			The thing is, there was fairly compelling evidence that somebody was conspiring to steal the 2020 presidential election: the guy who lost. That the Trump camp had planned to declare premature victory and cast doubt on the election – whatever the result and whatever the evidence – had been reported well before election day.5 In the aftermath, the President openly discussed his expectation that the Republican majority in the Supreme Court would help hand him victory; in addition, his campaign and sundry hangers-on had filed over sixty separate lawsuits in an attempt to overturn the vote in various states, while state election officials were pressured, sometimes directly by the President himself.6 It all culminated in early January, with the novel legal theory that the Vice President – the real one, not the guy in the furry hat – had the power to unilaterally reject the election outcome and declare himself still the Vice President. We know this part because, helpfully, they wrote the plan down, in clear violation of the Stringer Bell rule about whether you should take notes on a conspiracy.†

			So, that was the true conspiracy theory – the one about a real conspiracy that relied on a slew of other conspiracy theories, which would end up with over 400 people being charged with federal crimes and a man with no shirt leading the prayers in the United States Senate. 

			Several things are worth noting about this story. One is that the Trump camp’s conspiracy theories – whether they genuinely believed them or not – look surprisingly like the real conspiracy between the President and his fellow travellers. Another is that conspiracy thinking, so often dismissed as the preserve of outsiders, weirdos and the generally disenfranchised, was being propagated by the actual President of the United States. 

			The third is that conspiracy theories have real consequences. People died, and for the first time in its history – which included one election held during an actual civil war – the United States failed to have a completely peaceful transfer of power. 

			All of which raises the question: how the hell did we get here?

			 

			There’s no doubt that the conspiracy theories that helped drive the Capitol insurrection were a product of the modern age, born in the fever swamps of 4chan, popularised through YouTube and Facebook, and spearheaded by a President who ruled by tweet and got his intelligence from cable news. And it has sometimes felt, over the last few years, that conspiracy theories are playing a bigger role in the world’s politics than ever before. Social media has made it easier to propagate theories, while algorithms designed to keep people clicking or watching videos have doubled as conveyor belts to pull people towards more radical viral content. 

			But while Donald Trump may be the most famous head of government to use and spread conspiracy theories to achieve his goals, the recent history of Viktor Orbán’s Hungary or Jair Bolsonaro’s Brazil are a reminder that Trump is hardly unique. And all this was true even before the Covid-19 pandemic kicked off, and we all had to come to terms with the fact that a bat in central China had coughed and millions had died as a result (with the rest of us stuck inside for over a year and left unexpectedly celibate, unemployed or simply getting really into sourdough).

			If it sometimes feels like we are living through a golden age of paranoia, though, it’s important to remember that conspiracy theories have a very, very long history. They were present in the politics of Ancient Athens and Rome.7 And while many historical conspiracy theories have been lost in the mists of time, some have endured: as we’ll see, many of the theories that motivated the Capitol rioters have lineages that can be traced back centuries. 

			Indeed, the very American democracy that was threatened by conspiracy theories that day in January 2021 was originally founded on conspiratorial thinking. Several historians argue that the Declaration of Independence – with its dark warnings of covert British plans for imminent tyranny, and its long list of supposed ‘abuses and usurpations’ – didn’t so much include a conspiracy theory as it, in itself, was a conspiracy theory.8 Conspiracy theories may be having A Moment right now, but that doesn’t mean they are new.

			These theories rarely spring from nowhere. Very often, they’re adapted from earlier versions, updated and adjusted to fit new social contexts. Sometimes the villains, whether individuals or institutions or entire ethnic or religious groups, change over time. Sometimes – as many Jewish people who have tried living in Europe over the last thousand years or so could probably tell you – they do not. 

			The stereotype of conspiracy theories often says that they’re something that the masses believe about society’s elites – a backlash of the powerless against the powerful. And sometimes that’s true. But, as we’ll see, conspiracy theories are often spawned and spread by elites themselves. The patronising view that they’re the sole preserve of the left-behind, the under-educated and the ill-informed, couldn’t be further from the truth. Among the conspiracy believers we’ll meet in this book are monarchs and political leaders, lawyers and businessmen, mathematicians and chemists, eminent physicists and pioneering inventors. There are plenty of military officers, and a fair few priests. There’s one Nobel laureate who’d feature on any decent list of ‘smartest people of the twentieth century’. 

			And none of us – whether we’re on the political left, right or centre – are immune from believing in conspiracy theories. Our brains are built to see patterns in the world, and do it so well that they sometimes see patterns where none exist. At the same time, our world is often shaped in profound ways by unseen forces that can seem like the product of conscious design – from social change to patterns of disease to the effects of the market. 

			Many of these forces are, as Adam Smith wrote in The Wealth of Nations in 1776, ‘not originally the effect of any human wisdom’, but simply a ‘consequence of a certain propensity in human nature’.9 All our lives, we’re constantly pushed, pulled and prodded by invisible hands. Is it really surprising that, sometimes, we imagine those hands must be attached to somebody? Conspiracy theories allow us to put a face to those forces, to give a name to the most primal fears and deepest anxieties that haunt us. They give us someone to blame.

			There’s one other thing it’s worth stating outright before we get too far into the weeds here: sometimes, conspiracy theories are true. 

			Sure, we can be pretty confident that the Earth is a globe, that the ‘chemtrails’ left behind by planes are harmless condensation, not some kind of bioweapon, and that Bill Gates has not been using vaccination programmes to turn humanity into his personal slave army. But in 1956, the British and French governments really did secretly coordinate an Israeli invasion of Egypt, so they could march in as peacekeepers and take control of the Suez Canal. The US Department of Defense really did draw up (though didn’t carry out) plans to commit terrorist attacks on US soil as a false flag operation. And the US Public Health Service and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention really did leave several hundred African-American men with untreated syphilis for decades while telling them they were healthy, just to see what would happen. You could write a whole other book just on the conspiracies that may once have been dismissed as crazy talk, but turned out to be absolutely real. 

			Just because you’re paranoid, that doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you. They’re just probably not.‡

			So, if we’re going to understand the role that conspiracy theories play in our societies – how they affect our politics, our culture, and how they can draw our loved ones down obsessive rabbit holes – we need to understand their history. We need to understand where conspiracy theories come from, why people believe them, why they’re more likely to pop up in some circumstances than others, and what it is about our brains that makes us prone to believing them.

			In the first part of this book, we’ll dive into the theory behind the theories: what is a conspiracy theory, what are the different types, and why do our brains seem irresistibly attracted to them? Then we’ll look at the history of conspiracy theories that try to explain specific events – from revolutions to assassinations, from UFOs to pandemics – many of which teeter on the boundary between the implausible and the all-too-plausible. 

			After that, we’ll look at the theories that expand their scope and, in doing so, become increasingly detached from reality. These are the ones that suggest that our world is not as we know it, that global events have been maliciously engineered, and that everything is controlled by shadowy groups, who may be the Illuminati or possibly aliens. We’ll see how these have developed over history – and confront the possibility that history itself may be a lie.

			We’ll finish back in the present day, as we return to look at our modern age of conspiracies – and, finally, we’ll suggest some helpful tips on how to avoid falling down the rabbit hole yourself. How can you tell the difference between a bullshit theory and an actual conspiracy?

			There are a lot of conspiracy theories in this book. Sometimes they link up; often they don’t. And the further in we get, the more we’ll find that people have found ways of connecting them, all the same. Along the way, we’ll see both how conspiracy theories have helped create the world we live in, and how they often reflect our societies and ourselves back at us. We’ll learn that the Illuminati really did want to change the world in secret, but that this wasn’t as scary as it sounds, and anyway they weren’t very good at it. We’ll see that, sometimes, conspiracies spring from nothing more than the excitement of deciding that everything you know is wrong. We’ll discover that many of them are weird; some are funny; others are terrifying. And we’ll find that none of us is immune from believing them.

			But first, we need to ask: what exactly are they?

			

			
				
					* There’s a bit of an academic debate about this, which basically boils down to ‘How are we defining coup?’

				

				
					† In The Wire, Idris Elba’s economics-minded drug gang consigliere Stringer Bell attempts to introduce modern management techniques to Baltimore’s crack and heroin trade. This is misinterpreted by an enthusiastic underling, who starts keeping minutes during a meeting between rival gangs. The rule isn’t stated explicitly, but can be inferred from Bell’s comments as he snatches the notepad away: ‘Is you takin’ notes on a criminal fuckin’ conspiracy? What the fuck is you thinking?’

				

				
					‡ But they might be. 

				

			

		

	
		
			Part I

			Theory about Theories

			In which we attempt to work out what a conspiracy theory actually is, and ask why our brains love them so.

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			1

			What Is a Conspiracy Theory?

			It was early in the morning on the Saturday of Holy Week in the year 1144 when the dead boy was found in the forest. Actually, he was found several times: because reporting a death would lead to no end of hassle, the first few people to discover the corpse decided to let it be somebody else’s problem. So a peasant and a nun both saw the dead child and passed on by, before eventually the peasant told the forester, and the forester had to acknowledge that this was in fact his problem, because he was in charge of the forest.

			The boy’s name was William, and the forest was Thorpe Wood, which covered a large swathe of ground to the north-east of Norwich. Several centuries of deforestation means there’s less woodland there today than there used to be, and the exact location where young William’s body lay is lost to history. But still, a few miles out from the city centre – somewhere off the A1024, probably just across from the Homebase and the DFS – is the spot where a twelve-year-old boy was found dead at the foot of an oak tree. This is where one of the most enduring and destructive conspiracy theories in all of history began.

			William’s death would become the origin of the ‘blood libel’ – the utterly fabricated claim that Jews practise the ritual murder of Christian children, supposedly so they can use their blood in religious ceremonies. In the years that followed, this theory would spread out from Norwich across medieval Europe and beyond. It would be embraced, denounced and exploited by monarchs, politicians and clerics, and it would become embedded in the belief systems of cultures across multiple continents. It would fuel individual accusations and notorious trials, and contribute to centuries of religious persecution, ethnic cleansing and genocide. It remains widely believed to this day, and echoes of it can be heard in contemporary conspiracy theories, from the Satanic panics of the eighties and nineties to the QAnon theories that drove many of the Capitol insurrectionists on 6 January 2021.

			Nowadays, the blood libel is most commonly called something other than a conspiracy theory – it’s a ‘myth’ or ‘folklore’ or an ‘anti-Semitic canard’. It is all those things, of course. But that can seem to suggest it’s something eternal, inevitable; that it simply emerged fully formed from our ancient collective well of prejudice and superstition. As we’ll see, the specifics of how the blood libel was created – a story involving a grieving uncle, a dissolute knight, and an ambitious monk – show that this simply isn’t true.

			The blood libel spread because it was a theory about a conspiracy.

			 

			The term ‘conspiracy theory’ gets chucked around an awful lot these days. Twitter threads about celebrity gossip are introduced as conspiracy theories. Completely standard interpretations of history are branded as conspiracies, usually by people who don’t like those interpretations. Politicians will angrily denounce basically any criticism directed at them as a conspiracy theory, and bemoan with serious faces the decline in standards of public discourse. The term is applied to everything from scandalous rumours whispered in schoolyards to emailed urban legends about sinister hitchhikers. Not only is the phrase used extremely loosely, but a lot of energy is expended arguing about who and what deserve to have that label – almost always pejorative – slapped on them. You are a conspiracy theorist; I am just asking questions.

			But given this is a whole book about them, it’s worth asking: what exactly do we mean when we say ‘conspiracy theory’?

			This is one of those areas where the seemingly simple quickly gets pretty complicated. As the phrase itself helpfully indicates, a conspiracy theory has two key components. No prizes for guessing. But while a conspiracy theory obviously needs to be a) a theory about b) a conspiracy, looser uses of the term often lack one or the other. 

			Most often, they don’t involve a group of people working together in secret. ‘Conspiracy theory’ is often used to mean any kind of previously unknown truth, be it celebrity gossip or the existence of aliens. But unless it involves people actively working to keep that truth hidden, it’s not a conspiracy. You can’t have a conspiracy if nobody conspired. 

			You wouldn’t necessarily know this from the way the media uses the term, however. To pluck just a few examples of things described as ‘conspiracy theories’ recently: ‘the Loch Ness Monster is real’ isn’t a conspiracy theory, it’s just speculative biology; ‘the actress Anne Hathaway is actually the reincarnation of Shakespeare’s wife Anne Hathaway’ is not a conspiracy theory, it’s just being confused about how names work; and ‘Anna and Elsa’s little brother is Tarzan’ is not a conspiracy theory, because Anna and Elsa are fictional characters in the movie Frozen whose relationship or otherwise to the fictional character Tarzan is entirely a matter for the imagination.* 

			That said, ‘a bunch of people doing stuff in secret’ isn’t quite enough to qualify as a conspiracy either. There needs to be some attempt to affect the wider world – to gain some advantage, to screw someone else over, to shift the course of history. If you suggested that, say, every meeting of the British cabinet ends in a secret orgy, then … well, that’s a disturbing and horrifying image, but it doesn’t really rise to the level of a conspiracy. Conspiracies need some kind of tangible and deliberate impact outside their own boundaries. Otherwise they’re less a conspiracy, more a private members’ club.

			Another unexpectedly thorny aspect of defining a conspiracy as ‘people doing stuff in secret’ is what, exactly, we mean by ‘secret’. To do something in secret suggests more than simply not doing it in public – that’s just private, and it’s where all of us conduct large parts of our lives. ‘Secret’ implies that you’re actively taking steps to conceal what you’re doing. 

			Claims that something was ‘secret’ are central to conspiracy theories – and to why we find them compelling – because, as any tabloid editor knows, you can make almost anything sound sinister or salacious if you call it ‘secret’. (‘Secret love nest’ sounds so much more exciting than ‘the flat you share with your partner’.) We love finding out stuff we weren’t supposed to, and promising to reveal behind-the-scenes information is a sure-fire way to get people to pay attention. But just because you didn’t know something before now doesn’t mean anybody was actively trying to keep it secret. During the Covid pandemic, a number of vaccine conspiracy theories suggested they were revealing secret information … which had literally been publicly released months earlier by the organisations involved.

			What’s more, the boundaries between what’s public, what’s private and what’s secret are fuzzy, and we often can’t agree about exactly where they should lie. Many things that affect our lives, in ways large and small, happen in those ambiguous spaces where nobody’s watching. Bad things can sometimes happen behind closed doors. But so too does a huge amount of everyday life. Our difficulty distinguishing between the two is one reason we sometimes see conspiracies everywhere.

			 

			It didn’t take long after William of Norwich’s death before the first accusation of a conspiracy came along.

			According to William’s mother, the boy was last seen alive entering the house of a local Jewish family, with a suspicious man who had claimed to be offering the lad a prestigious job working in the archdeacon’s kitchen. How reliable the mother’s testimony was is open to question, as it appears to have been based in large part on a dream she had in which some Jews were attacking her. But still, that single piece of evidence soon expanded as people speculated about what might have happened behind that closed door; before long, accusations were being levelled against the entire Jewish community of Norwich.1 

			In this, it followed a familiar, dispiriting, path: they were a small group of recent immigrants (indeed, the accusation is virtually the first historical evidence of the community’s existence), and as such were subject to all of the usual suspicions and resentments. Such issues were magnified by the social context of the time: the Jews were seen as wealthy, and they were strongly associated with the Norman elites who had come to England with the conquest less than a century before. In 1144, both England and Normandy were in the middle of the brutal, two-decades-long war of succession known subsequently as ‘the Anarchy’, which divided communities, resulted in a widespread breakdown of order, and created a pervasive atmosphere of suspicion and paranoia. Additionally, a wave of anti-Jewish sentiment was rising up across much of Europe in the 1140s, fuelled in part by the Crusades, which both fostered a general atmosphere of religious violence, and forced crusaders to take on debts to equip themselves for their mission. At least some of those debts were owed to Jewish lenders.

			While William’s mother may have been the original source of the accusation, by far the loudest voice accusing the Jewish community of responsibility for the boy’s death was his Uncle Godwin, a local priest. At the annual synod, he demanded that the Jews be brought before an ecclesiastical court and subjected to trial by ordeal. It’s striking that, even with a respected community figure advancing this accusation, many of his peers remained sceptical; the trial never happened, and while his oratory did stir up local sentiment against the Jewish population, the sheriff – a Norman named John de Chesney – took the community under his protection until things simmered down. 

			Which they did, remarkably quickly. The most notable thing about the original accusation is how rapidly it subsided: it just doesn’t seem to have been an especially big deal. People had bigger things to worry about. Outside of his family, most people had largely forgotten about William within just a few years.

			But then a debt-ridden knight murdered his creditor, and needed a legal defence. 

			The knight in question was Sir Simon de Novers, and he was bad news. Quite why he was so heavily in debt isn’t known for certain, but in her book The Murder of William of Norwich, historian E. M. Rose suggests that the most plausible explanation is that he had been involved in the Second Crusade – a catastrophic failure that saw many minor nobles returning home in the late 1140s to a pile of debt, no spoils of war with which to pay, and the distinct absence of a hero’s welcome.

			Whatever the reason, in 1149, Sir Simon had the man to whom he owed money ambushed and killed on the road in the woods outside Norwich. The victim was one of the wealthiest men in the city. He was also Jewish.

			Even by the standards of the time, and even in the midst of a civil war, there was no way that was going to be allowed to slide. The Jewish community demanded justice, King Stephen had to show that law and order had not completely collapsed, and Sir Simon did not help his case by apparently making little secret of the fact that he definitely did it. His trial before the king in 1150 should have been an open-and-shut case, were it not for a devious ploy cooked up by de Novers’ counsel, the local cleric Bishop William Turbe.

			Faced with a flimsy defence, Turbe decided to instead go on the attack, by reviving Godwin’s claim regarding his nephew’s death. Entirely baselessly, Turbe asserted that the dead man had in fact been the ringleader of the Jewish community’s murder of William of Norwich. Sir Simon had not been trying to avoid paying his debt; he had merely been delivering justice! Turbe didn’t need to make an especially convincing case (which was lucky, because he didn’t); he just needed to throw out enough accusations and sow enough uncertainty to turn the straightforward trial of an errant knight into what Rose calls a ‘double trial’, in which the Jews of Norwich were suddenly facing judgement, too. 

			It worked. Presented with what was now an unexpectedly confusing and complex case – and in no political position to offend any of the interested parties, lest he lose their support – the king and his advisers decided to simply … not deliver a verdict. They stuck the case in a drawer, and never took it out again. Sir Simon was free to spend the rest of his life being a dick in the Norwich area; meanwhile, the accusation of child murder against the Jewish community was allowed to fester in a grey zone of permanent suspicion – unproven, yet unrefuted. 

			The accusation of conspiracy had shown that it had staying power, and that it could be wielded by powerful people for their own ends. But it wasn’t until an ambitious monk came along that the claim of conspiracy would turn into a full-fledged theory.

			 

			Actual conspiracy theories have been around a lot longer than the term ‘conspiracy theory’. That’s a relatively recent invention, and there is, naturally, a conspiracy theory about the origin of the term ‘conspiracy theory’ itself, which holds that it was invented by the CIA in 1967 to discredit criticism of the Warren Report into the JFK assassination. It wasn’t, of course: the document cited as evidence for this, in which the CIA describe accusations made against them as conspiracy theories, simply reflects that the term was already in common use.2

			But what we mean by conspiracy theory has changed over time. When the phrase was first used in the press, in the late 1800s, it didn’t convey quite the same meaning that we understand it to have today. In fact, it was a lot closer to the accusations of conspiracy that had been hurled at Norwich’s Jewish population centuries earlier. A crime had been committed, the newspapers would report, and the police investigating it had a ‘conspiracy theory’, much as they might have an ‘arson theory’.3 It was only decades later, largely from the 1950s onwards, that our modern use of the term took off.

			The change comes down to our understanding of the second element of conspiracy theories – namely, the ‘theory’ bit. We take this to mean not just a suggestion of ‘I reckon this thing happened’, but something that explains it more fully: placing it in a framework for understanding the world at large. Crucially, it also suggests that there are rival theories – there needs to be an ‘official narrative’ that the theory provides an alternative to. 

			You can see this reflected in how our attitude to conspiracy has changed over time. Fears of conspiracy were almost universal among the elites of late medieval and early modern Europe, beset as they were by religious schisms, regular wars and all manner of courtly intrigue. But that’s unsurprising, because in those societies – lacking as they were in many of the trappings of modern democracies, like ‘being able to criticise the king without getting your head chopped off’ – conspiracy was also pretty much the main way of getting things done. So while the dukes and barons of sixteenth-century courts might have seen conspiracies everywhere, their beliefs about them weren’t quite the same as our modern notion of conspiracy theories, because they weren’t necessarily presenting an alternative to a rival narrative. When everything happens behind closed doors, there’s not much to distinguish conspiracy from business as usual. 

			A belief doesn’t necessarily have to have a fully worked-out explanation of every detail to count as a conspiracy theory: as we’ll find out, many of them really, really don’t. But it does need to propose some kind of joined-up alternative reading of the facts. You can’t just go around shouting random claims: ‘Harry Styles is secretly dead!’ ‘Cows are robots in disguise!’ ‘The sun is actually just a cleverly positioned cylinder!’ That just makes you a bit odd. For a proper conspiracy theory, you have to offer some kind of explanation. You need to delve at least some way into the ‘how’ and the ‘why’ of the situation. 

			Without that, what you have is – at most – a conspiracy hypothesis.

			 

			Thomas of Monmouth was a Welsh monk who had become obsessed by the story of William of Norwich, and who, over time, would turn a simple accusation into something grander. He provided the theory to explain the conspiracy. It’s Thomas who, more than any other single figure, is responsible for the dissemination of the blood libel, thanks to his work The Life and Passion of William of Norwich, a lengthy tome that he spent two decades writing, starting in the year of de Novers’ trial.

			Significantly, Thomas wasn’t an eyewitness to any of the events he documented. He wasn’t even in Norwich when William actually died: he only rocked up some years later, in the late 1140s. His interest in William was probably sparked by the realisation among the ecclesiastical population of Norwich that Bishop Turbe’s claims in the trial – initially intended only to get Sir Simon off the hook – could serve a second purpose. If a good Christian child like William had indeed been murdered in a gruesome religious killing, then that made him a martyr. And if he was a martyr, then he could be made a saint. 

			Norwich was England’s second largest city at the time, a major hub of both trade and learning. It didn’t have a saint, though. Lots of other, lesser places had a saint. This stuff really mattered when it came to status, and the lack of a saint would have been keenly felt; so Thomas decided to devote himself to being the champion of William’s saintly cause. 

			To do so, he filled out what was missing from the family’s initial accusations, and from Turbe’s defence of de Novers: he added the how and the why. The religious rites of the Jews, he claimed, called for the sacrifice of a Christian child at Passover; and so in the days before Easter, they had chosen William for that purpose, torturing him with a parody crown of thorns before ‘in mockery of the Passion of the Cross, sentenc[ing] him to be crucified’.4 Thomas also expanded the conspiracy outwards – not only did they conspire to murder William, he suggested, but the local sheriff de Chesney was in on it, having been bribed by the murderers to protect them from the consequences. 

			Thomas’s book may have been written more than eight centuries ago, but it has many of the hallmarks of the conspiracy literature being published today. While much of it is devoted to assembling a list of supposed miracles linked with William’s remains (another crucial component of the sanctification process), the sections about the murder itself set a template that would become very familiar. It includes florid descriptions of events that took place behind closed doors, of which the author couldn’t have had any knowledge. And it piles up reams of ‘evidence’ for its thesis: no single piece is convincing on its own; but the effect of them all together, read in the context of the already-asserted truth of the conspiracy, creates a sense of certainty entirely unjustified by reality. Thomas also casts himself in the role of the dogged lone investigator hunting down the truth, visiting the crime scene and spotting vital clues. (Indeed, one academic has suggested that it can be read as one of the earliest examples of the ‘peculiarly English genre’ of detective stories ‘in which the investigator is an amateur without official standing’.)5

			If it was simply a case of Thomas spending twenty years writing a book slandering Norwich’s Jewish population in order to promote the sainthood of a child whose death had been all but forgotten, then we probably wouldn’t be talking about it now. But when he expanded the conspiracy accusation into a conspiracy theory, he made it reproducible. What served as an explanation for one event could serve as the explanation for other events, too. And as the news of William’s provisional sainthood spread, people began to wonder whether their own small local tragedies might also be candidates.

			In the following decades, Thomas’s theory would be repeated elsewhere, first in other parts of England, and then overseas. The spread was underway. The blood libel’s long, deadly journey had begun.

			 

			Conspiracy theories are not all the same. What Thomas initially wrote was one thing: a narrowly focused theory about one specific incident. What it became – a sprawling, mutating belief that was used to explain and justify a vast number of terrible things over the course of many centuries – was something very different. By 1903, when another infamous anti-Semitic conspiracy theory was published – The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a crude forgery that pasted together text plagiarised from multiple sources to depict a Jewish plot for world domination – it was clear that conspiracy theories had become something else again.

			There are a lot of potential ways you could carve up and label the conspiracy universe, but space is short, so we’ll focus on two of the most interesting.† One of the most useful ways of categorising and understanding conspiracy theories was introduced by political science professor Michael Barkun, in his 2003 book A Culture of Conspiracy: Apocalyptic Visions in Contemporary America. He divides them into three basic types: event conspiracies, systemic conspiracies and superconspiracies.

			Event conspiracies

			Event conspiracies are the basic form of the conspiracy theory – an attempt to explain a single event, or a closely linked series of events, by positing a secret conspiracy as its true cause. A plane crashes, a government falls, a disease rips through a population, a princess dies in a car accident: what could be explained by random chance, by a confluence of complex social factors, or even by the publicly acknowledged actions of known figures, is instead explained as the machinations of a hidden group manipulating events for their own ends.

			One distinguishing aspect of such theories is how they respond to the question, ‘What do the conspirators want?’ Event conspiracies tend to offer a relatively simple answer to this. The plotters have a clear, limited and understandable objective – whether that’s to perform a religious rite, gain a political advantage, or murder two Supreme Court justices so that the court will be more likely to rule in favour of plans to drill for oil on a protected nature reserve in Louisiana. These plotters can set goals, hit milestones, and have well-defined success metrics. Their annual review process, if organisations of shadowy puppet-masters have such a thing, should be quite straightforward.

			Because of their relatively narrow focus, it’s possible to believe in an event conspiracy theory without it having much impact on the rest of your worldview. After all, some events really are explained by secret cabals of people plotting behind closed doors – this doesn’t imply that everything else is a conspiracy as well.

			Systemic conspiracies

			These are bigger in size and scope: rather than trying to explain a discrete set of facts or events, these theories credit the conspirators with a wide range of events, in multiple locations, across a long span of time, in different areas of life. The conspiracy isn’t just limited to a narrow set of actions, but is viewed as an organisation that infiltrates and influences many institutions and walks of life – the government, business, academia, media and so on.

			The supposed goals of systemic conspiracies are both more ambitious and often vaguer than those of event conspiracies: the plotters are often said to want something as broad as ‘power’ or ‘control’, often with some overarching ideological or religious motivation. 

			Because of their sweeping nature, systemic conspiracy theories can have a significant impact on the worldview of believers. It becomes difficult to fully understand many aspects of the modern world without understanding the reality of the conspiracy. Dealing with the conspiracy is likely to be an overwhelming priority; large swathes of politics and culture might get reframed as a battle between the conspirators and those trying to resist them. As Richard Hofstadter put it in his classic essay, ‘The Paranoid Style in American Politics’, in this view, ‘History is a conspiracy, set in motion by demonic forces of almost transcendent power, and what is felt to be needed to defeat it is not the usual methods of political give-and-take, but an all-out crusade.’6

			Superconspiracy

			The final type of conspiracy theory is the superconspiracy, which is what happens when a lot of different conspiracies join up and have a party. Superconspiracies aren’t fundamentally different from systemic conspiracies in their form; it is their scale that sets them apart, as they combine multiple different theories into one. In the superconspiracy world, there is no longer a single conspiratorial organisation, but a vast network or hierarchy of conspiracies, becoming ever more secretive and malign as you get closer to the centre of the web. The Illuminati are working for the aliens, or maybe the aliens are working for the Illuminati; or perhaps they’re both working for some mysterious hyper-powerful third party. It’s the Marvel Cinematic Universe of conspiracies, filled with crossovers and connections and interweaving plot threads.

			The impact of superconspiracies on the worldview of believers is almost total. At this point, virtually everything about the world can only be understood and explained with reference to this network of conspiracies. Conspiracy is the overwhelming driving force shaping the world around us, and virtually any person or institution may be suspected of being in on it in some way.

			 

			One important thing to note about this classification system is that things have a tendency to escalate. This can apply to an individual’s journey into conspiracism, with the simple conspiracies acting as a gateway drug into more complex ones. And, as we’ll discover, it can also be seen in the way conspiracy theories evolve over time: what began as basic event conspiracies grow into systemic ones, as later theorists build on the work of earlier conspiracists. Superconspiracies have only really taken off in recent decades (Barkun traces their explosion to the 1980s), but now make up a significant proportion of what we commonly understand as conspiracy theory culture.

			This approach to classifying conspiracy theories rests on descriptions of the theories themselves. It only incidentally says anything about how plausible the theories may or may not be.

			If you want that, you’re better off taking our other major approach to conspiracy classification, which was introduced by American researcher Abbie Richards in a TikTok video in September 2020. Unlike Barkun’s classification, Richards’ ‘Conspiracy Chart’ doesn’t look at what the theories themselves are describing, but at how the theories relate to reality. It takes the form of an inverted pyramid, divided into segments, with ‘Grounded in Reality’ at the bottom and ‘Detached from Reality’ at the top. 

			 

			[image: ]

			 

			The lowest level is devoted to ‘Things That Actually Happened’ – conspiracy theories that are verified facts, such as MKUltra‡ and COINTELPRO§. Across the ‘Speculation Line’, we find theories that aren’t backed up by evidence, but wouldn’t fundamentally break reality if they turned out to be true – theories around the JFK assassination, for example, or the secretive nature of Area 51.

			The next escalation crosses the ‘Leaving Reality’ line, where we start to find theories that don’t just lack evidence, but actively contradict what we know about the world. These become more dangerous as they become more detached – from the relatively harmless, like alien abductions or Elvis still being alive, to the more harmful, like anti-vaccination conspiracy theories. Finally, the theories cross what Richards terms ‘The Anti-Semitic Point of No Return’, where she notes that ‘once you believe one, you usually believe most’. This upper tier includes theories such as The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, QAnon, the Illuminati, and the existence of slave colonies on Mars and Nazis on the moon.

			If you compare Barkun and Richards’ frameworks, the first thing you’ll notice is that – despite the fact that they’re using different criteria – they match up pretty well. The lower, more reality-based levels of Richards’ pyramid tend to have a lot of straightforward event conspiracies; as you move up, you find more systemic conspiracies, and by the time you’re at the top, you find the beliefs that make up the superconspiracy pantheon. As Barkun suggests and Richards explicitly says, there comes a point where belief in one conspiracy theory predisposes you to believing virtually every conspiracy theory. When taken together, what Barkun and Richards provide is a journey plan for the route many conspiracy believers take: a map of the rabbit hole that people fall down.¶

			So, how can you tell that you’re looking at conspiracist thinking, as opposed to someone simply describing a real, actual conspiracy? That you’re talking to someone who’s been down the rabbit hole, rather than merely someone who once met a rabbit? 

			One of the big clues is how they react to contradictory evidence. As a general rule, our brains are not keen on being wrong. When confronted with evidence that conflicts with our beliefs, our most common approach is to simply ignore it. We merrily breeze past inconvenient truths and carry on cherry-picking only the evidence that supports our views. Conspiracist thinking, by contrast, provides ways to confront contradictory information head-on.

			For starters, you can often simply change your theory. Conspiracy theories tend to move extremely flexibly around one fixed certainty – that immovable point being the thing that believers most want to be true. The fixed quantity could be the outcome of the events (‘the election was rigged!’), or it could be the motivation behind the events (‘they want to reduce the population’); a lot of the time, it’s the nature of the culprits (‘it’s not entirely clear what happened, but whatever it was, the Illuminati were definitely behind it’). Around this fixed point, everything else can be retconned to accommodate new evidence and fresh narratives. What was done, who did it, why they did it and how they did it can all change if it serves the central purpose of the narrative.

			And if that doesn’t work, you can always fall back on the classic of conspiracy literature: claiming that any evidence against the conspiracy theory is in fact part of the conspiracy itself. This is how conspiracy theories render themselves unfalsifiable – it’s an essential part of how successful theories sustain themselves over time. If nobody can ever prove you wrong, because anybody who does is part of the plot, then you’re laughing.

			Of course, both changing your theory to fit the evidence, and questioning the validity of that evidence, are generally seen as good things. They’re basically critical thinking 101. Compared with our normal tendency to simply ignore information we don’t like, it seems almost laudable. And indeed, one of the more counterintuitive markers of conspiracy literature is that it absolutely loves evidence – or at least, stuff that feels like evidence. The conspiracist, as Hofstadter puts it, ‘carefully and all but obsessively accumulates “evidence”’,7 all of it dutifully sourced and footnoted. 

			The problem comes with a failure to apply that critical thinking back to your own theory. Conspiracists may accumulate evidence, but rarely evaluate it. They may change their theories to accommodate new information, but those fixed certainties are untouchable. And questioning evidence becomes something very different when it allows you to dismiss anything you don’t like as lies. At that point, it’s just cherry-picking by another name.

			And this is also why the theories themselves tend to grow over time and consume ever larger swathes of the believer’s reality. As every source of confounding evidence gets rolled up and accused of being part of the conspiracy, more and more of the world becomes folded into the plot. (Remember, it’s what Thomas of Monmouth did, when he asserted that the sceptical sheriff who pushed back against the original accusations was also in on the plot.) It’s how the escalation in both Barkun and Richards’ frameworks happens: how a simple event conspiracy turns into a systemic conspiracy, and how what starts as reality-based speculation gradually leaves the anchoring of reality behind and enters the realms of fantasy.

			This is one reason that it becomes harder and harder to get off the conspiracy ride the longer you stay on it: the more all-encompassing the theory is, and the more evidence you’ve had to dismiss, the fewer opportunities there are for reality to reassert itself – at least, without experiencing the psychological pain of admitting you were totally wrong.

			This doesn’t just make it hard for people to abandon conspiracies. It also provides a route down the rabbit hole for people who weren’t previously conspiracists but simply believed something that turned out not to be true. The world is full of ideas that aren’t themselves conspiracy theories, but become increasingly hard to sustain in the face of overwhelming evidence – without believing that there’s a conspiracy to suppress the truth. It’s something we’ll call ‘implicit conspiracism’, and we’ll encounter it plenty of times throughout this book. One example: it wasn’t a conspiracy theory to have believed in the early stage of the pandemic that the true fatality rate of Covid-19 was likely to be around 0.1 per cent rather than a higher figure like 0.5per cent. But as the evidence to the contrary piled up, it became harder and harder to maintain that you weren’t wrong without imagining (as at least one major newspaper columnist in the UK did) that the health authorities were fiddling their own statistics in order to exaggerate a pandemic.

			It turns out that, when the incentives are lined up in a certain way, and they’re faced with a choice between admitting error and becoming a conspiracist, a worrying number of people will choose the latter path. 

			 

			Speaking of being wrong, there’s one issue that’s worth addressing briefly: do conspiracy theories have to be false? 

			After all, that’s how the term
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