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Chapter One

The Systemic Conspiracy Theory

Conspiracist thinking can be seen as an offshoot of apocalyptic Christianity. In the Old Testament, horrific events are the work of an angry God, punishing sinners with fires, disasters and assorted plagues. But the Book of Revelation, written in the first century AD, introduced a new agent of suffering – God’s antagonist. It attributed all the evil in the world to a conspiracy between Satan and his lieutenants, the Beast and the Antichrist. This was a wild and wacky new narrative for humanity, with a lurid climax involving horrific monsters, clashing armies, lakes of fire and a final judgement. Framed as secret knowledge, Revelation proposes that eternal happiness is possible only once all the wrongdoers have been exterminated. The decisive battle of Armageddon is just around the corner. It always is.

Revelation is full of code names and cryptic numbers – most famously 666 – that invite endless reinterpretation. For John of Patmos, the book’s bloodthirsty author, Satan’s beasts represented the Roman Empire, which really was a repressive regime. But once Rome converted to Christianity and Paradise did not arrive, readers of Revelation naturally started seeing beasts everywhere. Kings, emperors and popes were not just political opponents but ambassadors of absolute evil.

The essence of every conspiracy theory is ‘Them’. Who ‘They’ are changes frequently – Illuminati, Freemasons, Jews, communists, the CIA, the United Nations and so on – but the fundamental structure of thinking does not. ‘They’ always have certain qualities. They are unfathomably evil, extremely clever, weirdly glamorous and hypercompetent. They meet in secret, and they are responsible for everything you don’t like. The Antichrist and his minions were the original ‘Them’. These days, the villain in every conspiracy theory is a pale imitation of Satan.

Conspiracy theories also have an apocalyptic relationship to knowledge. Apocalypse comes from the Greek word for ‘revelation’, or ‘unveiling’. In apocalyptic texts, prophets are granted previously concealed knowledge about the way the world works because they are righteous enough to be worthy of it. Secular conspiracy theorists are the modern version of this figure. They believe they have received secret information because they are morally and intellectually superior to the slumbering herd.

Just as millenarian Christians feel compelled to spread the word about the Second Coming, systemic conspiracy theorists dedicate themselves to alerting others to the plot. This is one reason why they are hard to dissuade. A global conspiracy theory plucks the believer out of the overwhelming muddle of billions of lives and gives them a starring role in the vanguard of history. To abdicate that responsibility would be both a dereliction of duty and a return to the insignificance of ordinary life. Who would readily abandon such a compelling internal narrative and go back to sitting in front of the TV like any other normie?

It is helpful, then, to think of the paranoid style not as a species of politics but as a transformative, all-consuming pseudo-religion. ‘The adoption of the conspiracy theory can hardly be avoided by those who believe that they know how to make heaven on earth,’ the philosopher Karl Popper wrote. ‘The only explanation for their failure to produce this heaven is the malevolence of the devil who has a vested interest in hell.’ For Popper, the systemic conspiracy theory comes from abandoning God: ‘His place is then filled by various powerful men and … sinister pressure groups, who are blamed for having planned … all the evils from which we suffer.’

This is one of the great dangers of conspiracy theory. Democratic politics is based on the peaceful mediation of competing interests. It relies on the idea that we are all willing to compromise and accept partial victories. But conspiracy theories are grounded in a battle between darkness and light, in which conciliation is tantamount to surrender. ‘Since what is at stake is always a conflict between absolute good and absolute evil,’ wrote Richard Hofstadter, ‘the quality needed is not a willingness to compromise but the will to fight things out to the finish. Nothing but complete victory will do.’

Daniel Pipes traced the two main strands of conspiracist mythology back almost 1,000 years to the Crusades. The first of these was anti-Jewish paranoia. Jews were seen, for the first time, as foreign agents – in league with Islam, sabotaging Europe from within. They were accused of crimes such as poisoning water sources and using the blood of murdered Christian children in their rituals: known as the blood libel. One particularly cruel aspect of early antisemitism was the idea that Jews were so mistreated they would inevitably seek revenge. The spectre of the vengeful Jew enabled their persecutors to imagine themselves as their future victims. Jews were punished for power they did not possess and crimes they had not committed.

The second strand was secret societies. In 1119, the French knight Hugues de Payens established an order of warrior-monks to protect pilgrims from bandits on the way to the Holy Land. They headquartered themselves in Jerusalem’s Temple Mount and called themselves the Poor Fellow-Soldiers of Christ and of the Temple of Solomon – also known by the rather snappier title of the Knights Templar. Initially consisting of just nine knights, they gradually secured papal support and a flood of donations from the European aristocracy. While the Templars included a formidable fighting unit, most of their members were civilians who operated an early form of banking, guarding the assets of pilgrims and crusaders while they were away. As a result, they became integral to the life of Christendom. They were arguably the world’s first multinational corporation.

The fate of the Templars was bound up with the Crusades. Muslim armies seized Jerusalem in 1244 and took complete control of the Holy Land in 1303. No longer militarily important, the Templars were now resented for their financial power and international connections. In 1307, King Philip IV of France had the Templar Grand Master, Jacques de Molay, arrested along with scores of his members. Philip convinced Pope Clement V to order the detention of Templars across Europe, the confiscation of their assets and the dissolution of the order. Leading Templars, including de Molay, were tortured into making false confessions of fraud and blasphemy and burned at the stake. As we shall see, the apparent crushing of the Templars gave rise to centuries of rumours that they were still operating through proxy secret societies. Whether satirised by Umberto Eco in 1988’s Foucault’s Pendulum or breathlessly popularised by Dan Brown in 2003’s The Da Vinci Code, theories about the Templars are relatively harmless, except when they merge with theories about Freemasons, Illuminati and Jews.

Over the next few centuries, these twin paranoias about Jews and secret societies would often emerge in times of crisis and trauma. When the Black Death swept through Europe in the middle of the fourteenth century, killing around half the population, medical science was centuries away from being able to identify its cause. Many fearful Christians naturally attributed it to the wrath of God, but others looked for terrestrial malefactors. One eccentric theory blamed an international conspiracy headquartered in Spain. A widespread rumour that Jews were poisoning the wells led to gruesome pogroms that wiped out many Jewish communities.

Another popular scapegoat was entirely illusory: the witch. Conspiracy theories always exploit new forms of communication. The witch-hunting German priest Heinrich Kramer’s 1486 work Malleus Maleficarum (Hammer of Witches) was an early beneficiary of the invention of the printing press and became one of history’s most lethally influential books. For two centuries it was Europe’s second bestselling book after the Bible. The villains in conspiracy theories adore secret societies, nocturnal meetings, initiation rituals and the infiltration of communities behind a mask of innocence. Witches ticked all those boxes. The witch craze Kramer ignited was a conspiracy theory that lasted more than 300 years and killed tens of thousands of women.

‘Witches’ were usually accused of making their neighbours’ children sick or causing their crops to fail, but the show trials in Salem, Massachusetts, in 1692 were more ambitious. One defendant was forced to confess that Satan’s plan was to abolish Christianity in Salem and then spread its evil ideas throughout America. In this satanic new society, ‘all persones should be equall’ – the worst imaginable outcome for a hierarchical society. Usually it was foreigners, social outsiders or followers of other religions who were accused of evil plots. But the hysteria of Salem targeted ordinary members of the community. The enemy within could be anybody.

The Black Death pogroms and the witch hunts were a primordial form of conspiracist thinking, but they were qualitatively different to what we experience today. They operated in a social and psychological context that was fundamentally distinct from ours, when religion rather than reason was thought to offer answers for events in the material world. 

Modern conspiracy theories only really came into existence once reason was accepted as the appropriate way of looking at the world. They are the dark mirror to the Enlightenment.

If the conspiracy theory as we know it began anywhere, it was in Bavaria on 1 May 1776, with a 28-year-old law professor called Adam Weishaupt. Weishaupt was a passionate Enlightenment intellectual who believed that the Jesuit authorities were suppressing knowledge and stifling humanity’s potential. He decided to form a group of outstanding individuals dedicated to promoting freedom, equality and rationalism. The group was called the Illuminati, which to him represented ‘enlightening the understanding by the sun of reason, which will dispel the clouds of superstition and of prejudice’. He dreamt of a meritocratic brotherhood of rationality that transcended the divisions of class, religion and national borders. He could never have guessed that he had chosen a name that would inspire political nightmares for centuries to come.

Weishaupt’s justified fear of Jesuit surveillance and infiltration led him to adopt clandestine methods that made the Illuminati appear distinctly shady: codes, rituals, covert meetings. Weishaupt’s code name was Brother Spartacus. Political paranoiacs often mimic their enemies – they fight secrecy with secrecy and plots with plots. The Illuminati became a kind of cult, which separated its members from friends and family in the name of total obedience. After a while, some Illuminati infiltrated a much older secret society and recruited many of its members to the cause. That group was the Freemasons – another source of perennial suspicion and crazed fantasies. They were a guild of English stonemasons, founded in the late fourteenth century, who had evolved into an international fraternity of Enlightenment free-thinkers. Open to all religions, they saw God as an architect rather than an autocrat – their task was to understand his grand design rather than follow his rules. Inevitably, the Vatican denounced Masonry for the first time in 1737.

To enhance their mystique, the Freemasons cooked up a dubious history in which they were the custodians of ancient secrets passed down from the Egyptians through heretical sects: the Gnostics, the Cathars, the Knights Templar, the Rosicrucians. They had no idea that this fanciful genealogy would one day be used against them. Their elaborate initiation rituals, secret handshakes, code names and symbology aroused fascination and suspicion. In reality, most Freemasons were boring, prosperous establishment figures, but their enemies spread the theory that the leaders were plotting a revolution, a conspiracy so secret that not even ordinary members realised it: the ‘double doctrine’.

The Illuminati was just one of many Mason-inspired secret societies in eighteenth-century Europe. The continent was awash with men who liked dressing up and acting as though they were more important than they really were. Some conspiracy theorists even thought that the Illuminati had forged a secret alliance with the Freemasons at the 1782 Congress of Wilhelmsbad. Weishaupt imitated the Masons’ use of mysticism and mythology but saw the Illuminati as far superior. His secret society was going to do nothing less than liberate humankind from tyranny and superstition.

This plan did not work out. Soon the Bavarian government took against the Illuminati. In 1785, it banned all secret societies and Weishaupt fled Bavaria. By 1787, the group was completely defunct. And that’s it. That’s the story of the Illuminati – the actual objectively real group that existed in history, rather than the one that people made up elaborate claptrap about afterwards. At its peak, it had at most 2,500 members, many of whom violently disagreed with one another. They were young and powerless and they accomplished nothing. There was no obvious reason to talk about the Illuminati ever again. But in 1789, something occurred that was so radically new it rendered conventional explanations of political change inadequate. 

This was the French Revolution. Nothing like it had ever happened before. Its delighted supporters thought the future had arrived. ‘Old things seemed passing away, and nothing was dreamt of but the regeneration of the human race,’ wrote the English poet Robert Southey.

Those who saw the revolution as a hellish development, especially once it mutated into the Jacobins’ murderous Reign of Terror, needed somebody to blame. Secret societies made a very attractive target. They were often supporters of the Enlightenment principles that had birthed the revolution, they behaved suspiciously and they were international. Indeed, several key revolutionaries, like Marquis de Lafayette and Voltaire, were genuine Freemasons, and a few minor figures were bona fide former Illuminati. But in reality, the revolutionaries were often just as paranoid and hostile towards secret societies as their opponents. The Jacobins actually outlawed Freemasonry in 1791. 

That, however, did nothing to dispel the clamour for a compelling storyline to explain the revolution. A number of pamphlets that circulated in Europe during the 1790s identified the Illuminati as the driving force. In 1797, these pamphlets were expanded into two popular books: Memoirs Illustrating the History of Jacobinism, by the exiled French Jesuit priest Augustin Barruel; and the more verbose Proofs of a Conspiracy Against all the Religions and Governments of Europe, Carried on in the Secret Meetings of Freemasons, Illuminati, and Reading Societies, Collected from Good Authorities, by John Robison, a Scottish physicist and inventor.

Both authors used extensive research into the real activities of the Illuminati as the foundation for wild claims that the revolution was the result of a multi-century conspiracy between the Illuminati and the Freemasons. Robison argued that it was part of ‘one great and wicked project fermenting and working all over Europe’, whose ‘real intention was to abolish all religion, overturn every government, and make the world a general plunder and a wreck’. Barruel likewise claimed that the events in France had been ‘foreseen, contemplated, contrived, resolved upon, decreed’ as a prelude to ‘that general Revolution which is to overthrow all thrones, all altars, annihilate all property, efface all law, and end by dissolving all society’. Scary stuff. This was the birth of the one-big-plot systemic conspiracy theory: a skeleton key that could unlock all of history’s mysteries and expose its villainous manipulators.

Obnoxiously bossy though he may have been, the earnest, idealistic Weishaupt now looks like an unlikely candidate for the role of ‘human devil’, as Robison claimed, but these frenzied political anxieties would have made perfect sense at the time. In the 1790s, as France’s experiment in liberal democracy descended into the Terror, conservatives associated liberty and equality with the guillotine. Barruel and Robison’s evidence was tenuous and their conclusions fantastical, but both books sold tremendously well. The philosophical forefather of conservatism, Edmund Burke, praised Barruel’s scholarship: ‘The whole of the wonderful narrative is supported by documents and proofs with the most juridical regularity and exactness.’

In the infant republic of the United States of America, these books were devoured by members of Alexander Hamilton’s Federalist Party, who were sceptical of democracy and feared that the anti-Federalists were plotting their own Reign of Terror. Hamilton suggested that a foreign power might use ‘cabal, intrigue, and corruption’ to install their puppet as president. 

In 1798, the pastor Jedediah Morse delivered three influential sermons based on Robison’s book that warned of an Illuminati-led international conspiracy to bring godless violence to America by infiltrating its institutions. Next, he warned, the Illuminati would lead a Haitian invasion of the US, recruiting slaves as they marched through the South. Morse had previously supported the French Revolution and needed an excuse for why it had gone awry. It turned out he had not been wrong after all, but hoodwinked by an evil elite.

His sermons caught the attention of former president George Washington, who wrote, in a rare lapse of judgement, that he was completely ‘satisfied’ that ‘the doctrine of the Illuminati and the principles of Jacobinism’ had spread to the US. However, he made sure to exclude the Freemasons from the plot, on the basis that he was a Freemason himself. Washington’s Federalist successor as president, John Adams, exploited this hysteria to introduce a series of draconian acts aimed at ‘aliens’ and political opponents. The more level-headed Thomas Jefferson, who became the first Democratic-Republican president in 1801, considered Weishaupt nothing more than an ‘enthusiastic philanthropist’ and dismissed Barruel’s book as the ravings of a madman. The defeated Federalists predictably accused him of belonging to the Illuminati himself, using his strong ties to France against him. Paranoia about un-American imposters has been in the nation’s bloodstream ever since.

Once the paranoid style had taken root in America, it found new targets. In 1826, a former Freemason in New York State, William Morgan, was kidnapped by Masons while writing an exposé of the order and never seen again. He was most likely murdered. Fuelled by opposition to future president Andrew Jackson, who was a Mason, the focus of the one-big-plot conspiracy theory shifted from the ghost of the Illuminati to the genuinely active and influential Freemasons.

Most conspiracy theories start with some objective truths. The Masons were a privileged elite fraternity who occupied a disproportionate number of high offices. Some of its members had abducted William Morgan. But the short-lived Anti-Masonic Party went much further. It ran on the claim that the Masons had established a treasonous shadow government that pulled Washington DC’s strings. An 1829 book, Light on Masonry, described the group as ‘an engine of Satan … dark, unfruitful, selfish, demoralizing, blasphemous, murderous, anti-republican and anti-Christian’. Hyperbole is essential to the paranoid style. The conspiracy must always be unprecedented in its scale and malevolence.

It was the Catholics’ turn next. A Jesuit, Augustin Barruel, had popularised fear of the Illuminati; now the Jesuits themselves were the alleged plotters. In 1835, Samuel Morse, son of Jedediah and inventor of Morse code, and Lyman Beecher, the preacher father of Uncle Tom’s Cabin author Harriet Beecher Stowe, both published books alleging that Jesuits working on behalf of European kings were undermining the US from within. Morse’s had the exciting title Foreign Conspiracy Against the Liberties of the United States, while Stowe claimed that puppet politicians were flooding the country with Catholic European immigrants in order to transform the electorate and sell the US ‘into an everlasting bondage’ – an early version of the twenty-first-century Great Replacement Theory, which we’ll come to later.

Some anti-Catholic nativists formed the Know Nothing movement, which fought secrecy with secrecy: when asked about the group, they were meant to say: ‘I know nothing.’ New Protestant movements also inspired suspicion. Conspiracy theories about the secret intentions of Mormons, Shakers and Jehovah’s Witnesses led to prejudice and violence.

On the left, capitalism itself was a conspiracy. The populist argument that small but powerful elites are thwarting the hopes of the people is not a conspiracy theory in itself, but it can be a gateway. In 1892, the founding platform of the People’s Party warned of a ‘vast conspiracy against mankind’ that ‘forebodes terrible social convulsions, the destruction of civilization, or the establishment of an absolute despotism’. Its author was the eccentric Minnesota politician Ignatius Donnelly, who had previously written bestselling books about the lost city of Atlantis and the theory that Shakespeare’s plays had actually been written by Francis Bacon. The party’s presidential candidate in the 1896 and 1900 elections, William Jennings Bryan, went on to become the country’s leading creationist, denying the theory of evolution.

Conspiracy theories, then, were a constant feature of American life. They were blossoming all over the place – among Catholics and Protestants, right and left, churchgoers and free-thinkers. In his 2013 book The United States of Paranoia, Jesse Walker criticised Richard Hofstadter for claiming that the paranoid style was a minority phenomenon. In fact, he countered, the paranoid style is American politics. Nineteenth-century elites had their own conspiracy theories about the People’s Party, striking workers, liberated slaves and even homeless men. At times it could seem as if everybody was accusing everybody else of perpetuating a conspiracy – a mania spoofed by Mark Twain in an unfinished 1890s novel called Tom Sawyer’s Conspiracy.

One form of paranoia that was relatively quiet at that time was antisemitism. Neither Robison nor Barruel mentioned Jews in their anti-Illuminati diatribes. In fact, Barruel refused to publish a letter from a reader who blamed the Jews for the Illuminati in case it sparked pogroms. But he was privately convinced by the theory and reportedly wrote an unpublished manuscript about the connection between Jews and Freemasons, pulling together the two strands of Europe’s paranoid style into a new theory of an invisible empire. The historian Norman Cohn claimed: ‘In its modern form the myth of the Jewish world conspiracy can be traced back to … the Abbé Barruel.’

Exactly 100 years after Barruel published his Illuminati book, an event took place that inspired the most successful antisemitic conspiracy theory of all. ‘There exists a subterranean world where pathological fantasies disguised as ideas are churned out by crooks and half-educated fanatics for the benefit of the ignorant and superstitious,’ wrote Cohn. ‘There are times when this underworld emerges from the depths and suddenly fascinates, captures and dominates multitudes of usually sane and responsible people, who thereupon take leave of sanity and responsibility. And it occasionally happens that this underworld becomes a political power and changes the course of history.’ This is precisely what happened in the early twentieth century with the Protocols of the Elders of Zion.

In August 1897, the Austro-Hungarian Jewish journalist Theodor Herzl was feeling optimistic. The previous year, he had invented Zionism, a form of nationalism that called for a Jewish homeland as a refuge from what he saw as Europe’s incurable antisemitism. He had been partly galvanised by the Dreyfus affair, a genuine military conspiracy against Jewish captain Alfred Dreyfus that had deployed the utterly fake conspiracy theory that Jews were trying to undermine France. As the historian Hannah Arendt noted, Jews, Jesuits and Freemasons all defended themselves ‘by hurling at the other charges of conspiring to world domination’.

Herzl had managed to persuade 208 delegates and 26 journalists to attend the First Zionist Congress in Basel, Switzerland. Like Weishaupt, Herzl was an idealist with a modest following. The Zionist movement was tiny and powerless – it was shunned by Europe’s Jewish financial and political elites until the mid-twentieth century. But unlike Weishaupt, there was nothing clandestine about his methods. On the contrary, Herzl wanted as much publicity for his fledgling movement as possible. The Basel Program clearly spelled out the Zionists’ goal of a Jewish home in Palestine.

In 1903, however, a text emerged that purported to contain the minutes of secret meetings in Basel in which the Zionists revealed their true intentions. It was called the Protocols of the Elders of Zion. The document was first officially published, in abridged form, in a Russian newspaper run by the ultra-nationalist Black Hundreds, although it had already been circulating in underground pamphlets for a while. In 1905, the mystic writer Sergei Nilus included the full text in the second edition of his book The Great Within the Small, in a chapter called ‘The Antichrist Considered as an Imminent Political Possibility’. He billed it as ‘a manuscript that exposed with unusual perfection and clarity the course and development of the secret Jewish Freemasonic conspiracy, which would bring this wicked world to its inevitable end’.

If you are familiar with the more old-fashioned James Bond and superhero movies, then you will know the tendency of villains to explain their evil plans with great pride and relish. The Protocols reads like that: a manifesto for preposterous moustache-twirling perfidy. In the book, the Zionists lay out their dystopian plan to foment wars, revolutions, recessions and so on, until the world is so weak and chaotic that they can easily take it over and impose a form of tyranny that anticipates totalitarianism. ‘The Gentiles are a flock of sheep,’ says the leading plotter, ‘and we Jews are the wolves.’

The plot is far too large to be ideologically coherent. Somehow the Elders are responsible for communism, anarchism, liberalism, republicanism, Darwinism, democracy and monopoly capitalism, all at the same time – in short, the entire modern world. They control the levers of labour, finance, law, science and the media. 

But these apparent contradictions were exactly what made it a bulletproof ‘prophecy’. If the goal of the Elders was chaos, then every war, every assassination, every famine, every economic crisis could be read as confirmation. The incoherence broadened the Protocols’ appeal rather than limited it. So too did its absence of specific names, dates and places, leaving plenty of room for interpretation. It was not a detailed plot that could be investigated and potentially disproved, but the template for a plot. Notably, the book does not contain classic antisemitic tropes from the pre-Enlightenment period, such as blood libel or the betrayal
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