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			If we are on the outside, we assume a conspiracy is the perfect working of a scheme. Silent nameless men with unadorned hearts. A conspiracy is everything that ordinary life is not. It’s the inside game, cold, sure, undistracted, forever closed off to us. We are the flawed ones, the innocents, trying to make some rough sense of the daily jostle. Conspirators have a logic and a daring beyond our reach. All conspiracies are the same taut story of men who find coherence in some criminal act.

			—Don DeLillo, Libra

			The conspiracy theory of society . . . comes from abandoning God and then asking: Who is in his place?

			—Karl Popper, Conjectures and Refutations
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			Introduction

			The Paranoid Republic

			The United States was born in paranoia.

			It has been with this country from the very beginning, shadowing it ever since. From the earliest European settlers to reach this land to the present day, we have mused about secret plots, hidden conspirators, invisible groups that threaten to control us. Puritan theologian Cotton Mather, in his defense of his behavior at the Salem witch trials, warned of a “PLOT of the Devil, against New-England, in every branch of it.” Never, Mather proclaimed, “were more Satanical Devices used for the Unsetling of any People under the Sun” than the Devil’s work against his chosen flock. In 1775, president of Yale Ezra Stiles reported a story that the American Revolution was part of an elaborate plan by a French pretender to the English throne to draw British troops away from their homeland, so as to “leave Engld so defenceless that the Pretender with 20 Thousd Troops might land & march all over Engld &c &c &c.” Stiles was skeptical of the theory, but he was not the only one who heard rumors of a conspiracy behind America’s independence: Roger Lamb, a sergeant in the British Army, also reported that the American Revolution was organized by the French. “The first step taken by France to secure this object was to employ her secret emissaries in spreading dissatisfaction among the British colonists,” Lamb wrote in his memoirs after the war’s end, “and the effects produced by her machinations were precisely such as she had intended and expected. The disposition of the inhabitants of North America began gradually to alter from that warmth of attachment to the mother country which had so particularly characterized them.” George Washington, in his Farewell Address at the end of his presidency, described unity of government as the central pillar of democracy and “that very liberty which you so highly prize,” then immediately warned that unnamed foreign and subversive forces would employ “many artifices” to weaken it, “often covertly and insidiously.”

			One of the most enduring narratives that defines the United States is simply this: secret groups are conspiring to pervert the will of the people and the rule of law. The specifics change, but the core narrative remains stubbornly the same. This book is a history of that narrative: where it comes from, how it’s evolved through successive generations, and why it remains so powerfully evocative.

			For many in America, the failed 1964 presidential campaign of Barry Goldwater was their first experience with conspiracy theories bleeding over from the fringes of culture into the mainstream. Goldwater’s embrace of far-right anti-Communist paranoia, and his refusal to distance himself from his most paranoid supporters (“Instead of just laughing these people off,” he told Steve Allen in May 1964, “I recognize them as people who are concerned, people who recognize that some things in this government are not going the way they like.”) shocked journalists and the intelligentsia. That someone with a real shot at the highest office in the land could make common cause with conspiracy theorists was a sobering wake-up call, and it led, most famously, to historian Richard Hofstadter casting a long view over the history of American democracy, trying to understand where its fringe conspiracists come from. Taking in its anti-Catholics, its anti-Illuminati, its anti-Masons, and grouping them together with the John Birch Society and other 1960s nativist campaigns, Hofstadter’s late 1964 essay “The Paranoid Style in American Politics” argued that a certain kind of nativist paranoia is a fundamental component of American democracy.

			Hofstadter saw this element of America as a perpetual fringe movement. Every so often, as with Goldwater’s presidential campaign, the paranoid nativists got perilously close to power, but that didn’t change the fact that they existed primarily on the margins, and were best constrained by a healthy, sensible middle ground. Hofstadter fretted that in a “populistic culture like ours, which seems to lack a responsible elite with political and moral autonomy,” democracy was open to being co-opted by “the wildest currents of public sentiment for private purposes,” where “a highly organized, vocal, active, and well-financed minority could create a political climate in which the rational pursuit of our well-being and safety would become impossible.” The solution, he argued, was a rational, civic-minded centrism that could moderate and restrain these dangerous excesses.

			The 2016 election seemed to many a confirmation of Hofstadter’s warning of what happens without a sensible middle: a fringe candidate espousing obvious lies and conspiracy theories swept into power while the sensible moderators of American politics were asleep. Donald Trump’s embrace of an endless string of conspiracy theories—that Barack Obama was not born in America, that the father of his Republican primary opponent Ted Cruz was involved in the assassination of John F. Kennedy, that Bill Clinton had a hand in the death of deputy White House counsel Vince Foster, to name just a few he had espoused before taking office—would have seemed to utterly disqualify him as a serious candidate for the highest office in the land. In the wake of his election, many concluded that his win was a fluke, the result of a series of democratic safeguards breaking down that allowed for the American fringe to erupt into the mainstream, echoing Hofstadter’s thesis of American democracy. It was a dispiriting event for many who believed in rational arguments and the truth; as political scientist Paul Musgrave wrote in the Washington Post in the days before Trump’s inauguration, “Conspiracy thinking has been normalized in American politics in a way that almost nobody could have expected a year ago.” Months into his tenure, those who’d long assumed that Trump’s paranoia was anathema to the office of the presidency were horrified to discover that, in the words of columnist Maureen Dowd, the “office has not changed Trump. Trump has changed the office.”

			But Donald Trump was not the first American president to embrace conspiracy theories. Throughout 1774 and 1775, George Washington believed that England was controlled not by George III but by a secret cabal of ministers fomenting dissent in the colonies. Abraham Lincoln argued that political developments in the 1860s were the work of a “slaveocracy”: a combine of wealthy enslavers who were perverting the will of the American people from behind closed doors. In 1971, Richard Nixon told his aide Bob Haldeman that “Jews are all over the government,” further arguing that they were, by nature, “disloyal.” Even Trump’s 2016 rival, Hillary Clinton, seemed to give serious consideration to the theory that the American government is covering up evidence of extraterrestrials.

			It’s not just the presidents. A 2019 survey revealed that 21 percent of Americans believe that the Illuminati secretly control the world and 23 percent believe that the attacks on September 11 were an inside job. In 2021, there were 15 percent of Americans willing to agree with the statement that the US government, its media, and the financial markets “are controlled by a group of Satan-worshipping pedophiles who run a global child sex trafficking operation.” That translates to tens of millions of Americans who believe that secret actors are pulling the strings behind world events. If Hofstadter is right that conspiratorial thinking mainly exists along the edges of democracy, why do so many people—including some of the most powerful people in the country—continue to subscribe to it? What if paranoia, particularly a paranoia of secret, subversive societies, is not just peripheral to the functioning of democracy, but at its very heart?

			Viewing conspiracy theories as perpetually fringe ideas depends on a dramatic distortion of American history. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, conspiracy theories were not only tolerated, they were understood to be the factual explanation of the way the world worked. The events of history were the product of human actions, and if such actors were not immediately visible, that didn’t mean that they weren’t out there somewhere. It may be difficult, from a twenty-first century vantage, to immediately recognize them as such, because they often lacked the paranoid affect of modern conspiracists. These theories were not ranted about by men on the street corner; instead, they were calmly discussed by ministers and presidents.

			Another reason the conspiracy theories of early America seem unfamiliar to us now has to do with their target: originally, nearly all such theories hypothesized an attack on the government from external forces, conspirators either foreign or otherwise diabolical. Conspiracists believed that the country’s democratic government, its shining innovation and proof of America’s supremacy, was under constant attack. The sole exception to this belief was the Slave Power conspiracy theory advocated by abolitionists and Republicans in the 1850s, which argued that the government had already been infiltrated by a cabal of enslavers and their minions, who’d perverted the national will. But this was an outlier; for the most part, the government was seen as the target of conspirators, not its home.

			Only in the twentieth century did this gradually change. By 1960, when Eisenhower warned of a “military-industrial complex” in his farewell speech, he echoed a prevailing belief (one that has only become stronger since) that the American government has been overrun by conspirators who control it through shadowy means and prevent the flourishing of representative democracy. Since then, the distrust has become more firmly entrenched: a survey of American fears in 2021 found that more Americans (79.6 percent) reported being afraid of corrupt elements in their own government than they did of loved ones dying (58.5 percent). We have gone from a nation paranoid that conspirators are out to attack our government to one that believes that the government itself is the conspiracy.

			

			—

			Of course, there are conspiracy theories and then there are actual conspiracies. On the surface, it may sound to someone unfamiliar with American history that there is little difference between alleging the Ku Klux Klan was behind JFK’s assassination and arguing that the most powerful man in the United States was behind a bumbling, idiotic break-in at the Watergate Hotel. The difference is that over time, one of these theories was repeatedly and thoroughly confirmed while the other was not. Accordingly, while nearly all conspiracy theories have a degree of plausibility, and many contain at least some small kernel of truth, history suggests that genuine conspiracies have a tendency to unravel almost as soon as someone goes looking into them. Whistleblowers, deathbed confessions, sworn depositions, petty vengeance—any number of basic human motivations will undermine an active conspiracy. And the larger a conspiracy supposedly is, the more actors it will require to be successful, which in turn demands a larger and larger sphere of absolute secrecy for the conspirators to remain undetected. Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein learned a great deal about Watergate from secretaries and other low-level office workers—people integral to the implementation of Nixon’s schemes but who lacked the ideological dedication of his higher-ups.

			Thus, while many conspiracy theories may seem plausible in the immediate wake of whatever event they respond to, the more time that elapses between the positing of a theory and the appearance of any kind of objective evidence that supports it, the less likely it is that it is valid. The conspiracy theory posits at its core an unshakable tenet: the Jews are behind everything, the government has evidence of UFOs, etc. That tenet must be absolutely impervious to any counter-indicative evidence; everything and anything must be made to “prove” the central tenet. But this is a difficult rhetorical and logical position to maintain, and thus it requires the constant shifting and reinterpretation of the past, present, and future. To maintain a conspiracy theory in the absence of evidence, particularly as more time elapses, requires an increasingly extreme contortion of reality and the past. And as such, the most vital step in thinking past conspiracy theories is to start by engaging with them historically.

			There are a myriad of conspiracy theories out there, but beliefs in secret groups of malevolent actors have not only been among the most durable in American history, they have also had the most concrete effect on the shaping of this country. Various secret societies have fascinated Americans through the years, but the fear has remained much the same, with only the names and details changing. We have distrusted actual secret societies—most notably, Freemasonry, whose roots predate the United States but which has become intertwined with the country’s founding and its subsequent story. (Furthermore, various other secret and not-so-secret groups, from the Ku Klux Klan of the 1920s to the John Birch Society, have implicitly or explicitly adopted Masonic structures and ritual.)

			Alongside these actual organizations is a long tradition of mythic secret societies—groups that exist only in the fevered imagination of Americans. The Illuminati, for example, which appears early on in the American story and gradually becomes a bedrock feature of myriad American conspiracy theories. And then there are groups that exist in a sort of strange gray area. To what extent, for example, was there a secret plot by enslaved Americans to set all of New York City on fire in 1741? How organized and networked—and violent—were the Molly Maguires? In some cases, there are simply no easy answers. What becomes clear in a history of secret societies is how the very idea of such groups is often enough to trigger a strange and legally nebulous zone, where we end up unable to rescue enough basic factual history to understand what really happened.

			At nearly every crucial juncture of American history—from the founding of the nascent democracy to the question of slavery to the country’s post–World War II assumption of itself as a world power—conspiracy theories about secret groups were deployed out of anxiety about those transitions and developments. At key moments when we have undergone major cultural or political shifts, fears of secret groups with hidden agendas are stoked to stymie and blunt the effects of those shifts. Conspiracy theories have also been a regular tool in maintaining and regulating how America will accept and integrate new populations, from religious to ethnic groups. Every time a traditionally marginalized segment of America has attempted to fight for equity, conspiracy theories have been used to suppress or curtail that fight.

			While many of these conspiracy theories originate on the right of the political spectrum—and are used to sabotage progressive change in favor of conservative, reactionary, and often outright racist, sexist, and homophobic ideals—conspiracy theories of course exist on the left as well. In the nineteenth century, the Slave Power conspiracy theory formed a bridge between abolitionists and other Northerners who were otherwise more ambivalent about slavery, ultimately helping to drive Lincoln’s election and the Civil War. While conservative conspiracy theories often invent mythical power structures or demonize marginalized groups, conspiracy theories on the left tend to exaggerate existing power structures rather than inventing new ones. Government agencies abusing civil liberties, corporations wielding outsized power, well-connected politicians with occult connections—such narratives work to make sense of and simplify existing power imbalances, and they focus less on wholly invented groups.

			Conspiracy theories regarding secret societies are effective because they foster and encourage moral panics, which create a climate whereby reactionary forces can control and regulate public discourse. Any hope of forming a more perfect union involves first reckoning how central such conspiracy theories are—they are not merely the province of the distant fringe, best ridiculed or ignored.

			After all, we ignore such threats at our peril. And almost always, these moral panics are forgotten almost as soon as they subside. The Salem witch trials remain the most famous American moral panic about a secret group of infiltrators and saboteurs, and one of the few that still gets talked about, always treated as a singular and unique event. The other major American social panic that’s familiar to most of us is the Red Scare of the early 1950s, exemplified by Joseph McCarthy’s allegations of secret Communists in the government and military. Often referred to as a “witch hunt,” and allegorized by Arthur Miller in his 1953 play about Salem, The Crucible, it’s held up as the modern-day equivalent of Salem.

			These two moral panics became metaphorically linked to each other in popular consciousness, and now stand as cautionary tales of aberrant distrust and paranoia. The way both stories get taught is similar: during these two brief, horrible periods, Americans went too far, things got out of hand, and innocent people suffered. We must never again let such things happen.

			But these things happen all the time. In terms of sheer lives lost, the New York slave conspiracy panic of 1741 resulted in more (almost certainly) innocent people executed—even though it’s not generally known by the public or taught in schools today. (That the lives lost were overwhelmingly Black may have something to do with it.) The show trials of the Molly Maguires and the Haymarket martyrs involved the same hysteria and egregious miscarriages of justice, and yet outside of labor history they are rarely mentioned. The Satanic ritual abuse panic of the 1980s ruined dozens of lives and was almost immediately brushed under the rug afterward (one prosecutor who made a name for herself pursuing Satanists, Janet Reno, went on to be Bill Clinton’s attorney general). And this represents only moral panics where the convictions and executions were attributable to official, legal means—more people were killed at an El Paso Walmart in August 3, 2019, than at Salem, victims of a murderer who subscribed to the Great Replacement conspiracy theory alleging that whites are being systematically bred out of America. The belief that Salem or the McCarthy hearings were singular outliers is a fundamental distortion of our understanding of the American justice system and its relationship to popular imagination.

			Thus this attempt to maintain Salem as a singular and unrepeatable incident in America’s history—a specific event of disgrace from which we have learned and which we resolve never to repeat—is a deeply misguided understanding of how American history and American democracy works. To assume that conspiracy theories have mostly lingered in the margins of American political thought, policed by a sensible middle, only occasionally erupting into the mainstream, is to misunderstand the story entirely. These panics have been with us all along. Their prevalence and success depends on our willingness to treat each moral panic as an isolated, exceptional incident, an embarrassing bit of xenophobic exuberance that flares up briefly and then fades away, best forgotten entirely.

			Moral panics arise regularly, almost like clockwork, as a means to place certain elements of behavior and thought outside the bounds of acceptable American discourse. Hysterias about Satanists or Freemasons or the Jews are not spontaneous, irrational bursts of fear from an irrational and ignorant populist—they are almost always a carefully controlled and nurtured rhetorical tool to shift and shape what will and won’t be considered “American.” What happened in Salem in 1692 is not a singular outlier; it was as American as apple pie.

			When faced with moral panics like the Salem witch trials, we often seem receptive to explanations that cast the accusers as outliers—that what drove them was hysteria borne of religious mania, or even (as some have suggested) ergot poisoning. The actual explanations behind Salem—rising complications surrounding money and real estate, and internal tensions over how to deal with the neighboring Indigenous populations pushing back against these colonizers—are so prosaic, so commonplace, that they seem unable to account for such wild spectacles. But once we recognize that moral panics and conspiracy theories around secret societies such as those that gripped the people of Salem are commonplace, woven into the fabric of American life and expressed repeatedly nearly every generation, everything begins to fall into place. Moral panics are common because their causes—unresolved tensions surrounding America’s long history of racism, slavery, xenophobia directed toward immigrants, and Native genocide; class and money in American capitalism; or democracy itself—are also common. The Salem witch trials of 1692 and the Red Scare of the 1950s were not outliers in an otherwise mostly healthy democratic system; they are two more or less unremarkable panics from a long list of similar tragedies that make up American history, the rest of which are neglected, forgotten about, or actively erased from view so as to make these two events seem the exceptions rather than the rule.

			To admit instead that they are a constant facet of American culture, that they never go away, even if they sometimes shift guise and focus, is to rethink how we see America’s constant, if sometimes difficult, forward progress. To believe in America is to believe, for many of us, in a nation that is always in a state of improving, that has its shortcomings and injustices but seeks to build on the mistakes of the past and make a better world for future generations. We believe, in defiance of all available evidence, that the arc of history bends not only toward justice, but toward wisdom and clarity. Sometimes paranoia grips our nation, such thinking goes, but we not only think that such things are momentary blips but also that once we’ve learned better, such beliefs will not appear again.

			American history suggests the exact opposite. It suggests that on a fundamental level, conspiracy theories involving secret groups and subversive forces have become inextricable from how we participate in democracy. It is my hope that by better understanding this process, we might better begin to imagine more lasting solutions to the problems spread by such paranoias.

			

			—

			
			There is always a fundamental contradiction in writing about secret societies. Take the Freemasons, an organization around which conspiracy theories swell constantly. Not being a Freemason myself, I can’t definitively assert what happens in their secret rituals one way or another. Had I joined the Freemasons for research purposes, getting myself initiated into their secret rites and rising through the ranks until I had reached the highest echelons and visited the inner sanctums, I would be no better off—for if I were to write an exposé on what I had witnessed, revealing that there were no deep secrets, that it was largely a social club of middle-aged men, who would believe me? Clearly, one could argue, by that point I was myself just a Freemason trying to throw everyone off the trail.

			In other words, the mechanism of secret societies is such that one can never definitively debunk or disprove a conspiracy theory about them, because they are untouchable by the normal laws of open scrutiny. And whether or not such societies exist, it is far more important that there be the idea of a group beyond normal scrutiny, whose activities cannot be proven or disproven one way or another.

			While this book offers a fair amount of historical background about what we do know for sure about these groups, for the reasons outlined above, I cannot hope to reveal once and for all what happens behind closed doors. Nor is that the particular aim of this book. Rather, I’m more interested in this idea of the secret society, which exists not in closed-off rooms but in the minds of the general public. This idea can be far better tracked and outlined, and its impact, I would argue, is far more consequential than whatever Freemasons or whomever may really be doing behind closed doors.

			It is the idea of the secret society—the fiction and suspicions, the paranoia and speculation—that has time and time again driven events in American history, far more so than the groups themselves (many of which never existed anyway). It is a necessary fiction that drives America, and it’s time to stop treating it as an aberrant and fringe obsession. If we hope to stop the rising tide of conspiracy theories that increasingly are dominating twenty-first century politics, it would be helpful to first recognize the long, quite mainstream history of such beliefs, then admit that they did not spring out of nowhere in the past decade. Donald Trump, Facebook, Alex Jones, Covid denialists, anti-vaxxers—all these actors have fanned the flames of paranoia and furthered their spread. But the fire has been with us from the start.

			No imagery is more immediately associated with secret societies—and more publicly prominent—than the symbols of Freemasonry: the square and the level and the compass—and, most of all, the mysterious eye that radiates down from above. What do they mean and why are they everywhere? Why is this supposedly secret society so plainly visible, its symbols here for all to see?

		

	
		
			Part One

			As Above, So Below
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				Americans prefer to isolate villains who despoil a preexisting innocence, rather than admit that there might not have been any innocence there in the first place.

				—Rick Perlstein, Before the Storm: Barry Goldwater and the Unmaking of the American Consesus

			

		

	
		
			One

			The Arch and the Cenotaph

			The landscape seems to swell up toward it, this massive stone arch. The way it stands on this gentle hill, projecting dominion over the rolling fields that stretch out in every direction. All around is the natural splendor of rural Pennsylvania, and strolling through the bucolic landscape, you can almost forget that the purpose of such a place is to commemorate a savage war waged here several hundred years ago.

			The heat is oppressive on the late June day when I arrive at Valley Forge National Historical Park to see the United States National Memorial Arch. It’s the summer of 2021, when many are still preferring parks to indoor spaces, and yet the blistering humidity—like a suffocating hand of God pressing down from above—has driven nearly everyone away; only a few scattered people are out here. Designed by Paul Philippe Cret in imitation of Rome’s Arch of Titus, the sixty-foot-tall arch is not as large as a similar one in New York City’s Washington Square Park, but standing here alone, it feels much more significant, looming over everything.

			Beyond the arch and across the road is a marker resembling a large gravestone, embedded with a series of architectural tools and other strange symbols: a trowel, a hammer, a level, two hands in prayer. The granite marker details both the construction and the renovation of the arch. Originally completed in 1917, it was badly in need of repair by the 1990s. The National Park Service was strapped for cash and couldn’t afford to save the arch.

			The Freemasons stepped in. The fraternal organization raised $1.5 million for the renovation of the arch, and at its rededication, they added this granite marker. One side of the granite tablet states that the renovation project “was funded entirely by the Freemasons of Philadelphia”; the other side notes George Washington’s connection to Freemasonry and states that “the Freemasons of Pennsylvania place this monument so that future generations will know that freedom was as important in 1997 as it was in 1777–1778.” The arch may be there to remind visitors that this is a place of war and sacrifice, but the granite marker is there, curiously, to remind visitors of the power of the Freemasons.

			Walking back to the arch itself, I notice something I’d missed before: the plaque on the interior arch is a dull bronze, already weathered with age, and under the unyielding summer sun the relief is difficult to make out. But it’s there: the Eye of Providence.

			The same eye that figures on the dollar bill: a symbol of divine providence or a symbol of a secret New World Order. Perhaps it is merely meant to suggest the approving eye of God looking down on us, or perhaps it is an insignia of a hidden group of conspirators, signaling globe their plans for world domination, hiding in plain sight, taunting us.

			

			—

			Freemasons these days often bristle at the suggestion that they’re an all-powerful society pulling the strings behind the scenes. And yet, everywhere you look there are signs that the Masons want you to see to remember how entwined they are with power—specifically, presidential power. In stone and bronze, their symbols dot the landscape, all insinuating a deep and abiding connection between Freemasonry and America’s most powerful figures. This is where the conspiracy theories surrounding the Masons start. Why, some wonder, would a supposedly secret society litter the country with prominent and obvious symbols, seemingly hiding in plain sight?

			A 2017 thread on the website 4chan (a site infamous for its racist, pornographic, conspiratorial, and anarchic content) devoted to Freemasons ran through the various accusations that float around concerning the fraternity. While one “anon” (all posts on 4chan are, by default, anonymous) attempted to explain that Freemasons are, in actuality, stunningly boring old men devoted mainly to philanthropy and drinking, another added “every freemason I’ve know in real life was an ultra conservative evangelical mega christian in their day time persona.” Others, though, weren’t buying it. One anon claimed that any defense of the Masons is “gonna be filled with b.s. Mockery. They will make themselves look like the average Joe.” This person then added, presumably referencing the Masonic apron, “Won’t even tell u their dumb outfits to cover the private parts is a mockery of adam and eve. When they knew they were naked and wanted to cover up.” Another pointed out that if the Masons are involved in nefarious dealings, “they aren’t gonna talk about it openly if they do. It’s a load of shit It’s obvious that the triangle and eye are Lucifer.”

			There is a lot of talk about the number 33: referencing not just the thirty-third degree of the Scottish Rite (one of the main branches of Masonry practiced in the United States) but the number of years the Twin Towers stood before being destroyed on September 11, 2001 (they actually stood for twenty-nine years, but who’s counting), and suggesting that 33 is a reference to the number of the beast, 666. The translation of the number 33 into the number of the beast is so obvious, so self-evident, that there can be no other explanation. As one user exclaims, “They’re totally just rubbing our noses in it and expecting us not to notice!”

			Few sentiments capture the perspective of the conspiracist like this one: not only are these evil groups acting in secret, they’re also being very public about it. Conspiracy theorists will decode symbols and translate public statements by politicians and celebrities using incredibly obtuse and byzantine methods, and then proclaim that not only are such statements evident to all, they’re purposefully designed to be, to taunt us.

			It’s not just on the dark corners of the Internet. In 2016, the FBI arrested a man who had bought several machine guns and silencers, and who, they alleged, was planning an attack on the Freemason temple in Milwaukee, and was claiming, “They are all Masonic; they are playing with the world like a game, man . . . these are the ones that need to be killed.” This was after a 2004 attack on a Masonic lodge in Istanbul that wounded six and killed two, including one of the attackers. And 2021 alone saw arson attacks on Masonic lodges in Dublin, Ireland, and in Vancouver, Canada, where the perpetrator claimed that lodges were used by “dark souls and evil” to perpetrate mind control. (Another attack by neo-Nazis in France was foiled before it could be carried out.)

			It’s hard to quantify exactly the public attitude toward Freemasons, but they are—as we shall see—often used synonymously with two other conspiracy theory groups: the Illuminati and the New World Order. A 2021 survey reported that over 47 percent of Americans agree or strongly agree with the statement that the government “is hiding something” about the Illuminati and/or the New World Order (up from 42 percent in 2018, suggesting the influence of the Covid-19 pandemic on such beliefs). While the Illuminati are alleged to be a shadowy organization behind the scenes, the Freemasons are often singled out as a public-facing version, which is why their lodges are so frequently the targets for attacks.

			The conspiracist sees the world as not just inherently fraught with peril but loaded with symbolism everywhere. No image is innocent. To believe in a secret society is not just to believe that an invisible malevolent hand controls everything—it is to believe that the world is alive with symbols ready to deciphered, and that there is no noise, just signal. It’s partly why we’re so fascinated by these societies and the cranks who obsess over them: they invite us to see the world as pregnant with meaning and direction. Even for those of us not given to paranoia, there’s something perpetually fascinating about these symbols: Who hasn’t spent at least some time wondering about the eye on the pyramid on the one-dollar bill? It’s the same fascination that’s driven our love of mega-bestseller Dan Brown’s The Lost Symbol (a novel about a secret Masonic pyramid hidden somewhere in Washington, D.C.) and the 2004 Nicolas Cage blockbuster National Treasure, which also revolves around decoding Masonic symbols to unearth the titular treasure.

			The Freemasons may be a secret society, but their symbols are everywhere. If any secret group seems to be rubbing our faces in . . . well, something . . . it’s these guys.

			

			—

			Several hundred miles to the north of Valley Forge in a small cemetery in Batavia, New York (about a thirty-minute drive east from Buffalo), there is a very different monument to the Freemasons. The graves here are old, the marble starting to wear smooth, but the Masonic symbols are on numerous headstones: the compass, the square, the all-seeing eye. But these are commonplace; you can find such symbols everywhere. What sets apart the Batavia graveyard is technically not a grave at all: it’s a cenotaph, a memorial without a body.

			In the southwest corner of the cemetery, a solid, square plinth, a few feet long on each side and higher than my head, dwarfs the neighboring headstones. Out of its top rises a simple column some forty feet high, topped with a statue of a man named William Morgan. Because it’s so tall, you can’t really see the statue well from the cenotaph’s base; it’s best appreciated from across the street, where you take the full height of it in and get the best view of Morgan’s distant gaze. Then you can walk closer to read the inscriptions on the plinth that detail how, in 1826, Morgan was abducted and murdered by the Freemasons.

			“Sacred to the memory of Wm. Morgan,” one side reads, along with a short biography that calls Morgan “a martyr to the freedom of writing, printing, and speaking the truth.” On another face is a quote from Morgan himself: “The bane of our civil institutions is to be found in Masonry, already powerful and daily becoming more so. I owe to my country an exposure of its dangers.” Located on the edge of the cemetery, what seems most striking is that Morgan faces outward, away from the other graves. Even in death, it seems, he’s turned his back on the community that betrayed him.

			Morgan had himself been a Mason until he grew disillusioned with the organization and threatened to publish a book detailing the rites and secrets of his lodge. The Masons first harassed and threatened him and his publisher, David Miller, including attempting to burn down Miller’s printing press. Then, on September 11, 1826, the Masons (whose numbers included many in local law enforcement) had Morgan arrested on false pretenses. The next morning, a man unknown to Morgan arrived to pay his bail; as he was being roughly escorted out to a waiting carriage, Morgan cried out to horrified onlookers that he was about to be murdered, and then he was taken away into the night.

			William Morgan was never seen again. His body was never recovered.

			

			—

			The riddle of American Freemasonry can first be sensed in these two very different monuments: one bursting with civic pride, a philanthropic organization with nothing to hide that sees itself as a vital part of the American story, the fraternal organization of presidents and Founding Fathers. The other monument speaks to a dark, conspiratorial organization that murders to keep its secrets.

			It is impossible to fully understand America without reckoning with the Freemasons and this duality. Not because so many founders (Washington and Franklin foremost among them) were themselves Masons, though that’s an important element to the story. Rather, as the founders, in the early days of the republic, were attempting to figure out just how to construct civil society in this new democracy, they turned to the structure of the Masons for inspiration. But Masonry would also lead to the earliest populist backlashes in America (spurred by the national outcry over Morgan’s disappearance), and this, too, is vital to understanding how America came to be what it is today. As the country’s foremost elite society, one composed of men who saw their roles as first among equals, whose duty it was to shepherd the country to its destiny, it was only a matter of time before it became a target of populist conspiracy theories.

			The way that large segments of American culture lionize billionaires like Bill Gates and Beyoncé, while other segments simultaneously accuse them of belonging to dangerous secret societies (and some hold both attitudes at once), is all just the latest articulation of a long-standing confusion in American culture. And it is one that began with the Freemasons.

		

	
		
			Two

			The Craft

			The National Memorial Arch is not the only public monument in the region paid for or conserved by the Masons. Adjacent to the national park is Freedoms Foundation, a nonprofit civic group, and overlooking the Foundation’s Medal of Honor Grove is a massive statue of Washington kneeling in prayer, donated by Freemasons in 1967. They also maintain several statues in Philadelphia itself, including one of a young Benjamin Franklin working his printing press and James A. West’s statue, The Bond, which depicts Franklin handing a Mason’s apron to Washington. This last stands outside of the Masonic Temple: a medieval stone castle in the heart of downtown, the building contains a library, banquet hall, and seven different lodge meeting rooms, each decorated in a distinctive style. It stands across the street from Philadelphia’s city hall, in case there’s any confusion about how close to the seat of power the Masons are in this city.

			The Temple is open to the public, and the tour will take you through the nine beautiful and ornate meeting halls, including the Egyptian, Ionic, and Norman rooms. Throughout the tour, I see the Eye of Providence, which appears in the intricate ceremonial aprons on display in the museum and is worked into the motifs of various decorative elements throughout the building.

			The Eye of Providence is proof, depending on which conspiracist you talk to, that the government is secretly controlled by shadowy cabals, and the ubiquity of the eye is proof they’re doing it out in the open for all to see. For Fritz Springmeier, author, conspiracy theorist, and convicted armed robber, the eye represents the Egyptian god Osiris, who had “debauched revelries (saturualias) celebrated in his honour,” and the image “pops up everywhere the Illuminati has been,” from St. Petersburg’s Palace Square to the Mexican senate building, and, of course, Washington, D.C. Milton William Cooper, in his perennially selling conspiracy bible Behold a Pale Horse, explained that the “One Dollar bill has an unfinished top, with the Eye of Horus hovering over it,” and the reason the pyramid “on Our One Dollar Bill is unfinished [is] because the New World Order—Kingdom of Antichrist—is an unfinished work.” Increasingly, the distinctions between the Illuminati, Satanists, or Masons have all collapsed for conspiracists, who treat them as interchangeable synonyms for the same secret group.

			Ubiquitous now, the image of the eye contained in a triangle, floating above everything, has a more recent provenance than one might think. It dates back to the Renaissance, when it was definitively a Christian symbol representing God’s watchful, benevolent gaze (the three sides of the triangle would have stood for the Holy Trinity—Father, Son, and Holy Ghost). By the eighteenth century, it had lost some of its direct religious connotation, but it still suggested a kind of benevolent watchfulness. In post-revolutionary France, for example, it had come to stand in for an abstract symbol of Enlightenment thinking and a reasoning free of theology, which is how it appears in Jean-Jacques-François Le Barbier’s 1789 painting Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen: an eye in a triangle radiating light above a new declaration of rights free of religion or corruption.

			The founders of the United States, God-fearing men who were nonetheless attempting to forge a new democracy free from religious autocracy, found in this multivalent image the perfect symbol. Charles Thomson, secretary of the Continental Congress, was tasked with coming up with a seal for the new United States, and with help from lawyer and artist William Barton, he proposed the eye atop the unfinished pyramid design. The pyramid was to suggest both “strength and duration” as well as the potential for future growth (hence unfinished), and the eye represented God’s benevolent (if detached) oversight over the new project of democracy (hence the Latin motto Thomson suggested, Annuit coeptis: “He favors our undertakings”).

			For the Freemasons, who adopted the Eye of Providence as an image a few years later, it has two different meanings. Per Thomas Smith Webb’s 1797 Masonic handbook, The Freemason’s Monitor; Or, Illustrations of Masonry: in Two Parts, it is a reminder of God’s all-seeing eye, “Whom the Sun, Moon, and Stars obey, and under whose watchful care even Comets perform their stupendous revolutions, pervades the inmost recesses of the human heart, and will reward us according to our merits.” But it is also a reminder of the need for secrecy: “The eye upon your apron,” Webb cautions, “is to remind you to have a careful watch over the conduct of the craft in general.”

			The tour of the Masonic Temple ends with the Grand Banquet Hall on the first floor: there, a massive, dead-eyed bronze statue of Benjamin Franklin holds court (he’s intimidating enough that the Masons had to subsequently install a curtain for the weddings and other rental parties that didn’t want his ominous eyes watching them), and, along the north wall, are four stained-glass windows, each depicting a former president (Washington, Andrew Jackson, Teddy Roosevelt, and Harry S. Truman, that same Eye of Providence floating above his head). The message here is unmistakable: a powerful organization, connected to powerful men.

			

			—

			
			The origin of Freemasonry, historian Frances A. Yates wrote in 1986, “is one of the most debated, and debatable, subjects in the whole realm of historical enquiry”—a statement whose resonance has only grown since then. As Yates notes, “One has to distinguish between the legendary history of Freemasonry and the problem of when it actually began as an organized institution,” and yet, doing so is difficult despite the quantity of great scholarship devoted to the question.

			The problem is that both proponents and its detractors of the organization have sought to mystify and dramatize its history. For those who embrace Freemasonry, there is an attempt to connect it to a grand, mystical tradition that nearly transcends time, stretching unbroken all the way back to the Solomon’s Temple. Those who seek to stoke fears about Freemasonry likewise gain currency by exaggerating and elaborating its mysteries and purposes. The result is that getting a clear, factual history of the organization has become more or less impossible.

			But some facts can be sketched. The masons were once a guild like any other craftsmen’s guild: they worked in stone, and they made a distinction between the laborers who dealt with heavy, thick stone that was shaped into blocks, and stones like limestone that could be carved into sculptures—“free” stone, hence “freemasons.” In the wake of the Black Death, labor shortages meant that workers could charge higher rates. This, in turn, led to a crackdown by the state to cap wages. Masons, who were in particular demand by the wealthy because of their ability to build great symbolic edifices like cathedrals and palaces, recognized that their skills were in such high demand that they could circumvent these restrictions and set their rates higher. But to do so, they had to meet in secret, forming what were essentially illegal trade unions.

			It’s worth lingering on this fact for a moment. The true origin of the secrecy of the Freemasons originated from an attempt to secure better paying wages among the working class. The outlawing and vilification of such meetings came from the government acting on behalf of the church and the aristocracy. The foundation, then, is set here: when the public world is controlled by the elite, working openly to ensure an unjust world, those who want a more equitably distributed world meet in secret. And they are often demonized for this reason.

			As the demand for gothic architecture fell, so, too, did the fortunes of stonemason guilds. But then something strange happened: the craftsmen began allowing non-craftsmen into the guild. In 1646, Elias Ashmole recorded in his diary that he had been inducted into the freemasons. Ashmole was many things: a lawyer and a politician, an occultist and an alchemist, an astrologer and an antiquarian. What he was not, by any means, was someone who worked in stone.

			The turn from “operative” masonry (the elements of Freemasonry that dealt with those who actually worked in stone, involving the tools and tactics of plying their trade) to “speculative” masonry (a new version of the fraternity in which the masonic elements became symbolic, and the organization began to take on mystical, alchemical, and political elements) is difficult to trace for certain. We have, at best, conjectures. It may have been as simple as the fact that, by the seventeenth century, demand for stonework had fallen to the point that guilds began accepting non-stonemasons (in particular, wealthy aristocrats) as members simply to survive. It may have also been the case that an organization of builders was attractive to those who studied alchemy and the occult, which often used architectural metaphors in their writings. That these lodges were closed to the public and insular offered an incentive in that ideas could be discussed freely without worry of public scrutiny.

			By the eighteenth century, Freemasonry had completed its transition from being a guild of laborers and artisans to a fraternal organization defined primarily by its secrecy and a love of esoteric symbolism and rituals. Rather than sharing techniques for shaping stone or networking for lucrative work, Freemasons bound themselves together through bizarre rites.

			An initiate seeking admission to the brotherhood would be blindfolded, the left leg of his pants rolled up past his knee, and the right sleeve of his shirt rolled up as well. His left arm would be taken from his shirt, exposing his left breast, and a loose slipknot of rope would be placed over his neck. Entering the lodge this way, he is led around the room three times, and then certifies that he is at least twenty-one, “of good report,” and “free-born.” He pledges a belief in some kind of supernatural God (it need not be a Christian one), inscribes on the floor a Mason’s square (the right-angle tool that appears as part of the brotherhood’s insignia), and then places his hand on the sacred book of his faith and pledges never to reveal any of the secrets he is about to learn. His blindfold removed, he is thus initiated into the lodge and is taught the secret handshake and symbols of the Masons.

			This was only the first degree; there were two more to come, the third of which—the rite to become a Master Mason—involves a ritual reenactment of the murder of Hiram Abiff, the mythical architect who supposedly built Solomon’s Temple and the spiritual ancestor of the Masons. For each degree, the Mason would receive a different apron with a specific set of symbols that communicated sacred truths to the brother. He would learn the importance of moral uprightness, fidelity, and charitable works, all of which would be represented by various architectural symbols and secret words.

			While the first two aprons feature mainly architectural motifs, the Master Mason aprons are distinguished by their inclusion of a skull and crossbones, a reflection of the final lesson imparted by Masonic teaching and echoing a long-standing religious tradition, the memento mori. Freemasons reminded their brethren through these rituals that death was inescapable and that the way to master it was through facing it rather than denying it. Melding occult traditions, Masonic symbolism was notably heterodox, incorporating Greek mysteries and Egyptian symbolism, alchemy and astrology alongside Christianity. It was this curious assemblage that helped give Freemasonry its allure and its impenetrability.

			And even if the Freemasons have long since moved away from their original stonecutting guild, they continue to see architecture as a vital and central metaphor for understanding their work. It was in the construction and contemplation of great monuments and buildings that the symbolic teachings were preserved and deciphered. If mastery of death was the ends to Masonic teaching, architecture was the means.

			What we have of Freemasonry, then, is a series of fairly straightforward moral codes dressed up in a byzantine set of rituals and symbols. The origins of the rites themselves remain murky, but over time their primary purpose seems to have been merely to build a sense of community and shared purpose.

			Additionally, though, the secrecy that the Masons offered created a safe space for discussing liberal ideas in the uncertain political climate of the Enlightenment. The brothers could discuss secular philosophy and new scientific developments, and could exchange ideas about governmental reform, becoming an incubator for radical ideas (particularly amidst hostile or repressive regimes, as in pre-revolutionary France)—all so long as members agreed that what happened in the lodge stayed in the lodge. In England, a large number of Fellows of the Royal Society joined Masonic lodges in the late seventeenth century, meeting privately with radicals and agitators at the same time they were maintaining their public reputation.

			Places where such a cross section of individuals could meet and exchange ideas soon became a threat to established power structures. Rumors circulated, such as in France, that the Masons’ love of secrecy was cover for homosexual activity. And in April 1738, Pope Clement XII published an encyclical banning Catholics from joining Freemasonry altogether. It is, he argued, “in the nature of crime to betray itself and to show itself by its attendant clamor. Thus these aforesaid Societies or Conventicles have caused in the minds of the faithful the greatest suspicion, and all prudent and upright men have passed the same judgment on them as being depraved and perverted.” In an argument that would become a hallmark of denunciations of secret societies, the pope concluded: “For if they were not doing evil they would not have so great a hatred of the light.”

			In two hundred years, Freemasonry had transformed from a trade union, to a fashionable private club for the European elite, to a dangerous and subversive threat to Church and State, its reputation augmented at every point by its vaunted secrecy. What could they possibly be hiding? John Coustos, an English Freemason captured by the Portuguese Inquisition in Lisbon in 1743, was tortured repeatedly over a matter of months, his bones broken, then reset, then broken again, as authorities demanded to know what the secret of Freemasonry was and what the purpose of their secrecy was. Coustos told his captors that the only purpose of the rituals was “to maintain the secrecy which all the members are to keep. . . . The final purpose of such procedure was such secrecy.” He further explained that over time, the secrecy had itself become a recruiting tool: “as Secrecy naturally excited Curiosity, this prompted great Numbers of Persons to enter into this Society.”

			Or, as Benjamin Franklin famously wrote, “THEIR GRAND Secret is That they have no Secret at all.”

			

			—

			Like smallpox and Christianity, Freemasonry had traveled across the Atlantic with the early colonists and changed the landscape of North America forever. The first lodges on American soil appeared in the early 1730s, and the organization spread quickly through the colonies. The flowering of an organization sworn to secrecy during this period is curious, since this was an era when colonial settlers were riven with fears of conspiracy and secret groups. As the historian Gordon S. Wood put it, “Everywhere people sensed designs within designs, cabals within cabals.” These conspiracy theories took any number of forms, but the overwhelming mood of the colonies was one of pervasive suspicion.

			Colonists were, for one, fervently anti-Catholic, believing the pope to be regularly fomenting plots against Protestant settlers. Anti-papal pamphlets and tracts echoed these accusations, such as Benjamin Keach’s 1681 diatribe, Sion in Distress or the Groans of the Protestant Church, which warned of a sexually depraved Church that “not only countenanced the Stews and Brothel-Houses, where abominable Sodomy and Adulteries are practiced, but even [the] Nunneries are become Habitations of Whoredome and Filthiness, the bottoms of whose Motes and Ponds have shewed the Murders of New born Babes.” During the French–Indian War, Benjamin Franklin accused the Catholics in his midst of giving aid and comfort to the enemy, wondering aloud in “Plain Truth,” his 1747 political pamphlet, “Are there no Priests among us, think you, that might . . . give an Enemy . . . good Encouragement?” As the descendants of English emigrants, colonists still bore the long-standing religious hatred that stretched back to the Reformation, and they were quick to blame Catholicism for all manner of ills they had to endure. Catholics not only made easy scapegoats, they also provided a way to off-load troubles in the colonies to the distant power structure of the Vatican, nebulous and abstract and (surely, Franklin and others believed) capable of anything.

			Politically, the colonists also saw conspiracy wherever they looked. As tensions between Britain and her American citizens increased, many blamed a cabal of cabinet ministers for undermining the authority of George III. Nor was this simply a perspective from the margins. Colonial America’s leading scholars and thinkers—the men who would ultimately help forge the new nation—all subscribed, to varying degrees, to a belief in conspiratorial machinations driving world events. Thomas Jefferson spoke for many white colonists as he tried to make sense of the rapid change coming from England, noting how the sudden increase of oppressive taxes and repressive laws hinted at something beyond arbitrary incompetence. “Single acts of tyranny may be ascribed to the accidental opinion of a day,” he wrote in July of 1774, “but a series of oppressions, begun at a distinguished period, and pursued unalterably thro’ every change of ministers, too plainly prove a deliberate, systematical plan of reducing us to slavery.” Faced with sudden changes that seemed to defy easy logic, conspiracy made the most sense. (That men like Jefferson and others were afraid of being “enslaved” by Britain but were themselves literal enslavers is a tremendous and terrible irony that remained entirely lost on most—but not all—of them. Washington, nearly echoing Jefferson, wrote that same year of “a regular, systematic plan” whose ultimate goal was “to make us tame and abject slaves, as the blacks we rule over with such arbitrary sway.” White enslavers knew what a lack of liberty looked like, and they would continue to insist that their “Americanness” was derived from the liberty they explicitly denied others.)

			This was partly a function of distance: colonists, separated from their government by the Atlantic Ocean, often struggled to understand what was happening in Britain. Left to make sense of the increasing hardship enforced on the colonists by the British government, conspiracy often seemed the only explanation. Joseph Warren, a Massachusetts doctor and politician, argued that the Stamp Act of 1765 was designed to foment rebellion: “If the real and only motive of the minister was to raise money from the colonies,” he stated in 1772, “that method should undoubtedly have been adopted which was least grievous to people.” The Stamp Act, thus, “has induced some to imagine that the minister designed by this act to force the colonies into a rebellion, and from thence to take occasion to treat them with severity, and, by military power, to reduce them to servitude.”

			Political conspiracies, of course, were nothing new. But in classical and medieval periods, they mostly referred to the machinations of a select group of people in power: palace intrigues, coup attempts, Machiavellian maneuvering. But something was changing in the eighteenth century, leading to a new tendency to see conspiracies everywhere—no longer just the work of the powerful against the powerless but part of the social fabric of society itself. There was a new sense that all historical events were the work of hidden hands, that conspiracies pervaded the work of humanity at nearly all levels and could explain any number of otherwise inexplicable phenomena.

			The sermons delivered in this period (many of which were subsequently published for further distribution) echoed this belief. Prominent pastor Ebenezer Baldwin stated plainly that if one viewed “the whole conduct of the ministry and parliament, I do not see how any one can doubt but that there is a settled fix’d plan for enslaving the colonies, or bringing them under arbitrary government, and indeed the nation too.” This feeling only grew in the run-up to the events of 1776. In a popular and oft-cited sermon from that January, Aaron Burr’s nephew Samuel Sherwood, an outspoken proponent of independence, warned of “intrigues and dark plots that were contriving against us.” These were not lone fringe voices in the wilderness; these were important and respected leaders. And this belief came not from the fringes of American culture; it came from the defining philosophical movement of the day, the Enlightenment.

			With the Scientific Revolution and a rise in the humanist belief that (to quote Greek philosopher Protagoras) “man is the measure of all things,” it had become increasingly unfashionable to blame the confusing and inexplicable on “God’s mysterious ways.” Instead, the ideas and actions of humans defined the world and the contours of history. But seeing human agency at the center of the world does not, by itself, eliminate the confounding or the random. The world was still just as marked by the strange, but now it was thought that anything that happened, no matter how seemingly chaotic or bizarre, could be traced to the workings of someone. Which could only mean that any strange happenings had to be the work of hidden actors whose motives and purposes were not immediately knowable. As Princeton University president Samuel Stanhope Smith argued at the time, “chance” was nothing but “a name to cover our ignorance of the cause of any event.”

			For the leading intellectuals of the era, in other words, there was nothing paranoid about seeing plots and conspiracies everywhere; to the contrary, such suspicions were themselves proof of an enlightened vision that saw human agency as the motor of history. Such thinking was by no means strictly limited to American colonists. Constantin-François de Chasseboeuf, Comte de Volney, argued in 1791 that the source of humanity’s tribulations was not to be found in “the distant heavens”; rather, “it resides in man himself, he carries it with him in the inward recesses of his own heart.” And the famous Scottish philosopher David Hume (whose work would heavily influence James Madison and Alexander Hamilton as they helped draft the Constitution) argued that only the ignorant “take things according to their first appearance, and attribute the uncertainty of events to such an uncertainty in the causes.” Enlightened thinkers, by contrast, recognize that causes in nature are not always immediately evident, and know that a “contrariety of events may not proceed from any contingency in the cause, but from the secret operation of contrary causes.”

			American’s leading thinkers embraced this conspiratorial outlook, and it filtered through to everyday sentiment. If surface events didn’t have an immediately visible cause, that didn’t mean they were random; rather it meant that, more likely, a secret hand was at work. The rapid succession of taxes (including the Sugar Act of 1764, the Stamp Act of 1765, the Tea Act of 1773, and the Coercive Acts of 1774) imposed on the colonies could not simply be the work of an inept or greedy Parliament; it was far more easy—far more enlightened—to assume a secret and deliberate plot behind it all. Thus, in 1774, the Continental Congress approved a draft of a message for “the people of Great Britain,” authored by (among others) future Supreme Court chief justice John Jay, in which he concluded that these new laws discussed “the progression of the ministerial plan for enslaving us” and called on those across the Atlantic to “Admit that the Ministry, by the powers of Britain, and the aid of our Roman Catholic neighbors, should be able to carry the point of taxation, and reduce us to a state of perfect humiliation and slavery.” In a real sense, during the Enlightenment, conspiracy theories took the place of God. The world’s first exercise in democracy was also, then, an exercise in
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