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Dedication

This book is dedicated to the misbelievers who helped me understand their worldview and, in the process, better understand the world we all share. Many of them started out as personal antagonists but became my anthropological guides. A few, in a strange way, became sort of something not exactly unlike friends. My deep thanks for your time and guidance.
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Demonized

An Introduction That You Should Read Even If You Are the Kind of Person Who Usually Skips Introductions

Never imagine yourself not to be otherwise than what it might appear to others that what you were or might have been was not otherwise than what you had been would have appeared to them to be otherwise.

—LEWIS CARROLL, ALICE’S ADVENTURES IN WONDERLAND

“Dan, I can’t believe you have become this person. When did you get so greedy? How have you changed so much?”

I recognized the name on the email—Sharon, a woman I had met several years earlier when she asked me for help with a corporate workshop she was delivering on behavioral change. At the time, I spent three hours helping her add more substance to her presentation, free of charge. After the workshop, she called to say thanks, and that was the end of our relationship—until July 2020, when I received this strange and cryptic message.

I fired off a reply: “What exactly are you referring to?”

Her answer contained several links, and when I clicked on them, I found myself embarking on one of the most disconcerting, disturbing, yet fascinating journeys of my life. It was as if I had walked to the edge of my known reality and pulled back a curtain to reveal a parallel universe in which someone with my face, my voice, and my name was perpetrating evil deeds that threatened humanity on a global scale—and had been doing so for a while. It felt like the opening scene of a sci-fi novel. The links Sharon sent me led to numerous websites that portrayed me as “the chief consciousness engineer” of the “Covid-19 fraud” and a leader of the so-called Agenda 21 plot. In this parallel universe, my Illuminati friends and I were in cahoots with Bill Gates, designing a fiendish plan to inject women with a vaccine that would make them infertile and reduce the world’s population, while simultaneously creating an international vaccine passport system that would allow those in power (allegedly Bill and the Illuminati, including me) to track the movement of everyone around the globe. Many online contributors took these ideas further and claimed that I was collaborating with multiple governments to control and manipulate their citizens.

I didn’t know what to think. As I read further, I started smiling to myself. After all, it was absurd—and, in case you were wondering, blatantly false. My main connection with Bill Gates was some brief work I’d done with the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation on early-childhood nutrition in Africa some years earlier. I’ve certainly never joined the ranks of the Illuminati (and even if I wanted to, I have no idea how one would do so). No Covid-19 vaccine had yet been approved and I’d played no part in the effort to develop one. As for advising governments, I did do some of that, but my advice was limited to issues such as incentivizing adherence to pandemic restrictions and mask wearing; distributing financial aid more effectively; improving motivation for educators and students; and working to decrease domestic violence. I saw myself as someone who works tirelessly to make things better, yet here were many people comparing me to Joseph Goebbels, Adolf Hitler’s devoted underling and chief Nazi propagandist. Could this be anything but a bad joke? Or perhaps just a bizarre misunderstanding? Surely no one would take this seriously.

However, I followed the links deeper into the bowels of the internet, and it appeared that many people were taking it quite seriously indeed. Posts about me garnered thousands of comments. My “evil twin” appeared in clumsily edited videos, sometimes dressed in a Nazi uniform and always with despicable intentions. Online conference panels debated my character flaws and nefarious motives. There were calls for “Nuremberg 2.0 trials” to find me guilty and sentence me to public execution.

After several hours of reading and watching videos, I no longer found it remotely funny. In fact, it was painful and confusing, especially when I later learned that the people who believed these lies about me were not only strangers but included people who had previously studied and respected my work, and even some people who had known me personally for years. How could they have it all so wrong? Surely, I thought, if I could just have a conversation with them, they would realize their error and all this lunacy would end. Maybe they would even apologize.

I saw that one of the discussion leaders, Sara, had a phone number listed. She was the one calling for me to be put on trial. She was absolutely sure that once my crimes against humanity became public, I would be one of the first to be hung for everyone to watch, cheer, and celebrate. I decided to call her up and set the record straight. What could go wrong?

Well, a lot, it turned out. It didn’t go well—for reasons that are probably obvious to anyone who has spent even a few minutes considering the odds of convincing someone to change their mind via a surprise phone call. Only I wasn’t thinking; I was deeply offended and emotional. After introducing myself, I told her that I wanted to set the record straight and that she was welcome to ask me anything she liked. Her first set of questions surprised me. She asked me about my views on what was going on. When I started talking about Covid-19, she stopped me immediately.

“No, no, no, what do you know about how Covid-19 fits with Agenda 21 and the globalists?”

“I don’t even know what Agenda 21 is,” I responded, “and I am not sure which globalists you have in mind.”

“Don’t play innocent with me,” she responded. “I know who you are and what you do.”

Then she switched tracks and demanded to know what projects I was working on with different governments. At the time, I was working quite intensely on projects related to Covid-19 with the Israeli government and a bit with the British, Dutch, and Brazilian governments as well. In the face of Sara’s demanding questions, I felt as if I were on trial and she was the prosecutor. I told her that I was mostly working to try to get the police to use rewards to incentivize good mask-wearing behavior and observance of social distancing instead of using fines. I was also working on how to effectively carry out distance learning in schools and trying to figure out what financial support the government should give to those who were forced to shutter their businesses.

Sara did not buy any of it. Not for a minute. “What about tearing families apart by telling grandchildren not to see their grandparents? What about increasing loneliness and stress, leading to more deaths? What about forcing kids to wear masks that decrease the supply of oxygen to their brains?”

My feeble attempts to deny all these accusations had no effect.

“How do you explain the millions you were paid for your consulting services to different governments?” she demanded. Here, in my naiveté, I saw a glimmer of hope. All the accusations thus far had been so far-fetched that I didn’t know how to begin to refute them. There is a phrase in Hebrew that loosely translates to “How can you prove that your sister is not a prostitute when you don’t even have a sister?” But getting paid? That I could refute. Though I do help a lot of governments, I see it as part of my academic mission, so I never charge governments for my time. Plus, like all other US citizens, I file my taxes every year and all my income sources are listed on my tax returns.

“What if I showed you my tax returns,” I proposed, “and you saw that there are no payments from any governments? Would that change your mind?”

She muttered something and then abruptly asked me if she could post a recording of our conversation online. I was surprised. I’d had no idea she was recording our conversation. (Since then, I’ve learned that people in her “line of work” record everything.)

“No, you can’t,” I said.

“Are you hiding something?” she challenged me.

“No, I am not hiding anything,” I responded, “but if I had known this was a public conversation, I would have prepared for it in a different way.” I paused, unsure what more I could say. The conversation seemed to have reached a dead end. Eventually, after a few more false starts, I told her, “I’m sorry we could not get past our differences,” and hung up.

A few minutes later, Sara published another post on Facebook in which she shared that Professor Dan Ariely—“The Professor,” she now called me—had telephoned her to try to vindicate himself. But no need to worry, she told her followers, she had not let the Professor pull any tricks on her or feed her any lies. She added that the discussion had made it clear that if governments hire people like the Professor, it is only for brainwashing purposes. After all, why would governments need services from people like the Professor if what we were facing was a real pandemic? She concluded her analysis by saying, “The Professor was very insistent that he did not get paid for his services, and this insistence makes me extra suspicious that there is in fact even more going on under the surface that we will reveal one day in his public trial.”

That discussion with Sara was obviously not very fruitful. You know how some people are slow learners? Count me in that camp. Even after that experience, I didn’t stop trying. Next I ventured onto Telegram, the preferred social media platform of my detractors. This Russian-developed app is designed for people with low trust. The source code is posted publicly to make sure that nothing funny is taking place behind the scenes, and the platform makes it easy to record and send one-minute videos. I jumped right in and posted a series of videos replying to a slew of accusations: I was responsible for the quarantines. I was responsible for people being forced to wear masks, which damages the brain by depriving it of oxygen. I was responsible for the lack of basic human freedoms, for the fear, for tearing families apart, for asking kids not to see their grandparents, and for the loneliness of people around the globe.

Point by point, I offered rational clarifications of what I was and was not doing in my work with governments. Domestic violence reduction, yes. Quarantines, no. Motivation of kids to learn remotely, yes. Fearmongering, no. I presented evidence that clearly refuted the mask concerns. If masks deprived the brain of oxygen, wouldn’t we have seen some cognitive decline in surgeons and dentists long before Covid-19? I shared my sadness about the isolation people were feeling and the impact of staying home on children. I also pointed out that I didn’t agree with everything that governments were doing but that many things were complex and had lots of costs and benefits.

Each video I posted was attacked by comments and videos containing dozens of further accusations, flying across my screen like a growing swarm of angry wasps. I couldn’t keep up with them, and I couldn’t respond fast enough. Trying to swat them away only enraged them more. Soon it felt as if it was a thousand against one, and not one of them genuinely wanted to engage in dialogue. They took my words and twisted them into further evidence for their narrative. They threw out new claims faster than I could refute them. At a certain point, I realized that I was just providing more raw video footage for their unscrupulous editors. I gave up and deleted my videos, an action that was interpreted as another piece of evidence for my low moral character and an admission of guilt. As I logged off Telegram, I reflected that it might be impossible to reason with people who want to believe what they already believe and who already feel such intense hatred. Hate is not a conversation.

Soon the negative content spilled out of the parallel universe and into my world. My social media channels were flooded with hateful comments. People declared that they were burning my books. They called my business associates and smeared me and even my family. I began receiving death threats almost daily.

If you’ve experienced any form of hate—online or offline—or been a target of misrepresentation, you may have some sense of how I felt: sometimes helpless, sometimes infuriated, sometimes scared, always wronged. I was also intrigued. Why was this happening to me? How had I become a target? Bill Gates? Okay, I get it, he’s rich and famous and has a foundation that works in public health. Of course, that doesn’t make him an evil mastermind, but you can see why he might be targeted. Dr. Anthony Fauci? Well, he’s on TV a lot, saying unpopular things about masks and lockdowns. That doesn’t make him an evil mastermind either, but again, you can see why he might draw some fire. The Illuminati? Well, if they even exist, no one really knows who they are, but they sound pretty shady, so maybe they deserve to be the target of a few conspiracy theories. But a moderately well-known social scientist who’s written a few books about why people are irrational? I couldn’t figure out how I’d ended up in such illustrious company.

Why Me?

I started looking more carefully at the “evidence” that was persuading so many people to hate me. The most widely shared piece, it seemed, was a video of me suggesting that in order to cut medical costs we should get ambulances to arrive more slowly, encourage smoking, and increase overall stress for the entire population. The face was indeed mine, with my half beard (if you are curious to know why I have half a beard, I’ll explain in a moment), the words were mine, and I remembered giving this speech. But I had never given that exact speech. How could this be? To clarify, let me take you to Ireland in 1729.

Jonathan Swift, best known for authoring Gulliver’s Travels, also wrote a fantastic but somewhat less popular satire that became known as “A Modest Proposal.” The full name of the essay basically gives away its content: “A Modest Proposal For preventing the Children of Poor People From being a Burthen to Their Parents or Country, and For making them Beneficial to the Publick.” In that essay, Swift suggests that poor Irish people might ease their economic troubles by selling their children as food to rich gentlemen and ladies. And Swift did not stop there; he got into the details: “A young healthy Child well Nursed is at a year Old a most delicious nourishing and wholesome Food, whether Stewed, Roasted, Baked, or Boiled, and I make no doubt that it will equally serve in a Fricassie, or a Ragoust,” he wrote. The essay, now often used as an example of the satirical art, makes a shocking—and effective—point about attitudes toward the poor.

How, you might wonder, is this essay related to our story? Well, in 2017, I decided to make a modest proposal of my own. I’d been invited to address a medical conference on the future of medicine. I’m obviously not a physician, so my role was to reflect on medical challenges from the perspective of behavioral economics. “The problem of modern medicine,” I said, “is obviously a problem of supply and demand. People want a lot of health care, and the system can provide just so much. Now, most people approach this problem by trying to figure out how the health care system can change to provide more. I want to propose a different approach, which is for people to want less. This is clearly a much cheaper way to balance the gap between supply and demand. So how might we get people to demand less health care?” I went on to suggest, keeping as straight a face as I could manage, that slowing down ambulances might mitigate the need for expensive hospitalizations, as would increasing smoking and adding to the stress people were experiencing (it turns out that from a purely financial perspective, smoking and stress kill people who are sick faster and in total they reduce health expenses). My punch line, in case anyone had missed the joke, was “But wait, we are doing these things already.”

Obviously, my intention was to emphasize that the health care system doesn’t concern itself with people until they pass through its gates (an ambulance, in my story) and that we don’t invest enough in preventive health, in fighting smoking, and in reducing stress. I tried very hard during that speech to stay serious, but if you looked carefully, from time to time you would see a small smile escape. Appropriately, the video on YouTube indicated that it was a humorous speech that was accepted with laughter and applause by the audience.

Unfortunately, none of that context was preserved in the hands of the video editors, who manipulated the speech to create evidence of my evil intentions. They combined excerpts with images of Nazi concentration camps and a soundtrack of evil laughter. The video ended with an ominous voiceover: “And this is the person setting our country’s agenda.” The text that accompanied the video made it seem that the film producers’ incredible detective work had uncovered a set of facts about my true character, and they presented it as if it were an important exposé on 60 Minutes.

Another commonly shared piece of “evidence” was a clip from a TV show I once participated in. I appeared to state that I had worked with Bill Gates on issues related to vaccinations. If you examined the clip closely, however, you would notice a slight glitch in the sentence, because the video editors took a sentence in which I talked about the project we had done with the Gates Foundation on hunger and early childhood nutrition in Africa and spliced it with a different sentence in which I had referred to vaccinations. And voilà: Professor Dan Ariely admits he is working with Bill Gates on vaccinations.

Yet another exposé-like video opened with pictures of me as a teenager in the hospital following an injury that left me with 70 percent of my body burned (that actually happened). It showed close-ups of my burned face and images of the bandages all over my body. But it took a surprising turn and claimed that my disfiguration and suffering had made me angry and hateful toward healthy people and that all I wanted was for everyone to suffer as much as I had. In reality, my injury had the opposite effect: it gave me more compassion and a drive to alleviate suffering. Again, the video ended with a dramatic statement about my role in the destruction of the world as we know it.

There were many more pieces of “evidence,” some in video format, some in text, followed by derisive comments about my scars, people saying that I should have been burned to death and observations that my half beard makes me look like the devil.

Given the deliberate editing of the videos to erase context and put words into my mouth, you might expect me to conclude that there must be somebody with bad intentions behind all of it. But although the possibility of an evil adversary crossed my mind, I quickly discarded the notion. First, the edits made to the videos were not particularly high quality. Second, why would anybody have any interest in going after me? It is not that I have zero ego, but it was hard for me to imagine that I am sufficiently important for anyone to spend energy trying to take me down. My guess was that the people behind the videos were do-gooders, at least in their own minds, who had stumbled upon the unedited pieces of information, connected dots, drawn their own conclusions, trusted their own conclusions, edited the relevant pieces together to highlight the connections for other people, and then disseminated their handiwork to help other people see the light. Of course, gaining social media credit in the form of likes and comments was both an important bonus for their efforts and a motivation to continue.

I was particularly saddened by the people who said that they were burning my books (some even promised to share videos of the burnings). Those people had presumably purchased and read the books, and therefore they knew my history, my motivation, how I think, and the results of my research. How could they discard everything they knew about me in favor of a three-minute video? Even if they thought the “evidence” in the videos was worth considering, how could they weigh it against everything they knew about me and come away with so much hate and anger? There were many statements in their social media feeds about “doing their own research” and calling on others to do the same. But it was clear that no one was really doing any research beyond watching some heavily edited videos, taking them at face value, and then rushing to conclusions. The oft-quoted (and variously attributed) phrase “There is no expedient to which a man will not resort to avoid the real labor of thinking” came to mind as one that is exceptionally true in social media.

I still find myself puzzled by how I ended up being demonized in this way. But I think it is largely a function of having posted a lot of material online for people to pick and choose from; having a somewhat odd sense of humor; looking different with my scars and half beard; and working with governments on many projects. There is also an element of simple bad luck: someone started looking at me with a negative perspective, created some videos, and it became an avalanche of misinformation and hate that took on a life of its own. That was not a very satisfying answer, but it was the best I could come up with. Now I was ready to move on to bigger questions. You probably are, too. But first, a brief explanation for those who are curious about why I have half a beard.

What’s the Deal with My Half Beard?

The basic reason for my unusual style of facial hair is that because of my burn scars, I have no hair on the right side of my face. Of course, I could choose to shave the other side and look less asymmetrical, which I did for many years. The somewhat more complex story behind the half beard started with a monthlong hike I took when I turned fifty, during which I didn’t shave and hardly saw what I looked like. When the hike ended, I didn’t like how my facial hair looked and had no plans to keep it. But it was a reminder of the trip, so I decided to postpone shaving for a few more weeks.

Then something unexpected happened: I started receiving emails and messages on social media from people thanking me for the half beard. They told me that they also had injuries and that my openness with my scars gave them a bit of courage to expose their own. Those messages brought up memories of my early days being out in the world with very visible scars. People would point at me and sometimes laugh. Parents would tell their kids, “This is what happens when you play with fire.” It was pretty awful.

So I decided to keep the half beard. It did make more people look at me in a funny way and more kids laugh, but I felt that going back to shaving would be hiding my injuries instead of being clear and open about them.

Over the following months, something even more unexpected happened: the oddity of the half beard helped me feel a greater acceptance of myself. And not just of my facial scars. I have lots of other asymmetries because of my burns, and somehow having the half beard helped me change my attitude toward them, so much so that I now just think of them as a part of who I am. They simply document a chapter of my life story.

This new self-acceptance made me realize something about the daily act of standing in front of the mirror shaving that I’d done for so many years. In my case, it was not simply shaving; it was also engaging in a process to make me look less asymmetric and disguise my injury a bit. What was the impact of such daily self-concealment on the way I was thinking about myself and my scars? In retrospect, I realized that shaving/concealing was holding me back from accepting my injured self. Now that I’ve stopped, things have gotten much better for me.

As a social scientist who is supposed to understand human nature, I am a bit embarrassed to admit that the benefits of my half beard took me by surprise. I had not even the slightest intuition of the positive perspective change that my decision not to shave would bring about. (I also didn’t have the slightest intuition that I would become known, in shadowy corners of the internet, by the Harry Potter–esque moniker “The Half-Beard Professor.”) Maybe it is another reminder that our intuitions are limited and that we need to be more willing to experiment with all kinds of changes, even if we initially expect that they will not bring us any benefits.

What Should I Do?

As I spent hour after hour reading posts and watching videos about the imaginary me, I felt as though I was losing my mind. To be clear, I don’t just mean that metaphorically. It was as if part of my brain was constantly engaged with the hate I was experiencing, and it left less brainpower to do my actual work. Imagine a computer that spends too much processing power on a background function. That was how I felt. Unlike a computer, however, I was fully aware that I was slower than usual. And I suspected that it would take more than a reboot to get me up to speed again. I took longer to make decisions, and I was less confident that I was making good ones. Was my IQ being eroded by my preoccupation with misinformation? Why was I unable to regain control over this part of my brain? Why was I so obsessed with their untruths that I repeatedly argued with them in my mind?

Observing my sluggishness gave me a new insight into a research topic that I had been very interested in but until then had never fully appreciated: scarcity mindset. Research on this topic showed that participants scored much lower on IQ tests when they were relatively poor (farmers who were a few weeks away from the harvest season, for example) compared to when they had some money (farmers who had just harvested and sold their crops). And the differences were substantial in terms of their mental ability (fluid intelligence and executive control) when they were stressed over money. My crisis was not financial, but the effects of constantly thinking about those worries felt similar. I looked at more and more research on scarcity mindset—the notion that poverty impedes cognitive capacity by taking up part of the brain’s limited bandwidth—and I began to understand this effect in a deeper way and feel greater empathy for the people who were described in those papers. Being haunted by worries day and night is a heavy burden to carry. Some degree of worry can be useful because it might make it more likely that we will pay attention and make better decisions. But nonstop worrying, worrying that eats up so much of our attention and brainpower, can’t possibly be useful.

Recognizing my own reduced bandwidth and its similarity to scarcity mindset was only a small insight, but making that simple connection between self and science shifted my emotional state. My dark sense of helplessness receded a little. In its place, like a glimmer of light, was an old friend: curiosity. After all, I’m a social scientist. My life has been dedicated to shedding light on human behavior, in all its wonderful irrationality, and the starting point of my intellectual adventures is often my own experience. I might be unable to reason with this group, let alone silence them, but I could strive to understand them and the impetus for the stories they created about me. In so doing, I might become a better social scientist and in the process regain some control of the story. I resolved to see where this research might take me.

Upon hearing about my intentions, my mother became worried about my safety. She asked me to first consult some experts in social media and PR, which I did. Not surprisingly, all of them had the same advice: Do nothing. That’s the standard advice in our age of misinformation, ever-increasing polarization, hair-trigger outrage, and democratized media: Ignore it. Don’t feed the trolls! (That’s good advice, by the way, and if I had a different psychological makeup, I might have listened.) One expert even told me that to be grouped with Bill Gates and the Illuminati by Covid deniers might even boost my reputation among the rest of the population.

I did try to stop engaging with my detractors. During the day I was very busy with research and various programs to manage the social implications of the pandemic, so it was easy to stay off social media and focus on work. At night, it was a different matter. The nightmares kept coming, terrifying dreams in which I was hunted and haunted. I also had a recurring dream in which I was traveling the world, going from city to city looking for a place with less hate and anger to call home. After a few weeks of that, I realized that I could not go on that way. Amid the hurt and confusion, my curiosity grew. My coping mechanism of choice was to try to understand the phenomenon and use everything I knew from social science to make sense of what I was experiencing. I had never imagined being turned into a villain by tens of thousands of people, but when it happened, it felt as if my sanity depended on figuring out how—and why. Hence this book.

How I Approached This Book

The journey of this book began with my own experience but it quickly became about a phenomenon that affects all of us. It led me to venture into research areas that are new for me, such as personality, clinical psychology, and anthropology. The spread of conspiracy theories and the scourge of misinformation are challenges that reach beyond the realm of social science and exceed the scope of my expertise and the capacity of any single book. Technology, politics, economics, and more play a role in driving and accelerating these problems. With the advent of advanced AI tools such as ChatGPT and its siblings and the ongoing polarization of everything, it’s hard to see from a societal and structural perspective how we might solve them anytime soon. What fascinates me—and where I see leverage for positive change—is understanding why people are so susceptible. Why do we not only believe but actively seek and spread misinformation? What is the process by which a seemingly rational person begins to entertain, adopt, and then defend irrational beliefs? Approaching these questions with empathy, rather than judgment or ridicule, is both illuminating and disconcerting.

In this book, I will use the term misbelief to describe the phenomenon we’re exploring. Misbelief is a distorted lens through which people begin to view the world, reason about the world, and then describe the world to others. Misbelief is also a process—a kind of funnel that pulls people deeper and deeper. My goal in this book is to highlight how anyone, given the right circumstances, can find themselves pulled down the funnel of misbelief. Of course, it’s easiest to see this book as being about other people. But it’s also a book about each of us. It’s about the way we form beliefs, solidify them, defend them, and spread them. My hope is that rather than simply looking around and saying to ourselves, “How crazy are those other people?,” we will start to understand—and even empathize with—the emotional needs and psychological and social forces that lead all of us to believe what we end up believing.

Social science provides us with a valuable set of tools for understanding the various elements of this process and for interrupting or mitigating it. Much of the research I present in these pages is not new. I have found myself returning to some of the cornerstones of the field in my quest to shed light on the emotional, cognitive, personality, and social elements that lead people into misbelief. This isn’t surprising. After all, a propensity for misbelief is part of human nature.

In many ways, this book builds on my previous body of work, especially my research into human irrationality. After all, what could be more irrational and more human than to adopt a set of beliefs for which there is little or no evidence? And to insist on the truth of those beliefs even as they alienate us from our family and friends and cause us to live in a painful state of suspicion and mistrust?

In other ways, however, this is a very different book from any I’ve written before. First, it’s more personal than my other books. The experiences that sparked it were challenging and emotionally difficult, and doing this research meant I had to dwell on those experiences for an extended period, further increasing my discomfort. Second, this book examines a phenomenon that is much more complex and multifaceted than anything I’ve researched before. In the past, the research I conducted and then described in my books was about specific topics such as procrastination, motivation in the workplace, online dating, and how we misthink about money, among others. My hypotheses were precise (at least, I’d like to think so), and the research answered questions that were, I hope, both practical and theoretically interesting. The problem I set out to understand here draws its power from multiple sources and includes numerous intersecting elements. From the start, I knew it would not yield a simple answer. My hope is that I will nevertheless be able to provide a helpful framework through which to understand the general process that people undergo on their journey from being believers to being misbelievers.

My approach, by necessity, has been a combination of personal reflection, conversation, anthropological research, and a wide-ranging review of the social science literature that can help shed light on different aspects of this topic. To write the narrative elements of this book, I relied on my memory of the events described, augmented with research and the corroboration of others where possible. Spurred on by my own experience, I spent thousands of hours examining different sources of information and misinformation; listening to and sometimes participating in online discussions; reading the academic literature; and conducting my own research (and by “research,” I don’t mean watching YouTube videos).

In a departure from my approach up to this point, I also engaged in ongoing conversations, even relationships, with misbelievers—the very people who were propagating hate about me online. You’ll meet many of these people in the pages of this book. They started out as personal antagonists but became anthropological subjects, essential to my broader research. I tried to get to know them, to empathize with them, to understand what led them down the funnel of misbelief, and then to use the lens of social science to generalize what I learned. I have changed the names of some of these individuals and modified identifying details, including physical descriptions, nationalities, and occupations, to respect their privacy without damaging the integrity of the story. I have reconstructed conversations to the best of my ability and drawn on texts, email communications, and social media posts (sometimes summarized and sometimes translated). These conversations are not written to represent word-for-word documentation; rather, I’ve retold them in a way that evokes the feeling and meaning of what was said, in keeping with the essence and spirit of the interaction.

My hope is that through these stories and reflections, maybe we’ll come to understand a little more about what’s happening in the world we all share and discuss the ways in which we as individuals, families, and societies, might mitigate it. As the scale of the problem seems ever more overwhelming, a focus on the human element—on understanding and combating misbelief in ourselves and in others—may be the most immediately hopeful avenue for change. That doesn’t mean it’s simple. But there are many small actions we can take to guard against falling into misbelief ourselves, to discourage those around us from adopting false narratives, and to slow or reverse the process by which someone we know and love is succumbing to misbelief. Throughout the book, I’ve highlighted my ideas about how to do this under the heading “Hopefully Helpful.” They include various tools and insights from social science that may prove useful as we navigate these difficult waters. I sincerely hope that these suggestions will be helpful, while also acknowledging that we all have much to learn about how to untangle the web of misbelief and misinformation that has ensnared our public and private discourse.

Perhaps the most helpful—and hopeful—place for any of us to start is with understanding and empathy. Yes, the content of the misinformation we encounter can range from laughable to strange to ludicrous to offensive and even dangerous. Some of it deserves the pejorative label “conspiracy theory.” But what drives people to engage with this content may be more relatable than we’d like to admit. I tried to approach the misbelievers I met with genuine curiosity, recognizing that there is nothing to be gained by dismissing, ridiculing, or canceling people whose beliefs appear irreconcilable with my reality. This is one reason why I have chosen the term misbelievers rather than the judgment-laden “conspiracy theorists.” I hope that this approach will help all of us better understand the people in our lives who see the world in ways that may be incomprehensible to us. And perhaps, in the process, we will also get around to questioning some of our own beliefs and the way we got to those beliefs. After all, we are each, in our own ways, misbelievers.




Part I

The Funnel of Misbelief




Chapter 1

How Could That Person Believe That Thing?

I know that most men—not only those considered clever, but even those who are very clever and capable of understanding most difficult scientific, mathematical, or philosophic problems—can very seldom discern even the simplest and most obvious truth if it be such as to oblige them to admit the falsity of conclusions they have formed, perhaps with much difficulty—conclusions of which they are proud, which they have taught to others, and on which they have built their lives.

—LEO TOLSTOY, WHAT IS ART? (1897)

“We talk about the weather,” a friend told me with a sad smile, referring to her in-laws. Most other topics of conversation—work, health, politics, even her kids—have become dangerous ground, likely to expose the gaping ideological rifts between her and the people who had once welcomed her into the family like a daughter.

These days, it seems as though we’ve all gotten used to having people like that in our lives—friends, family members, or colleagues with whom we carefully restrict our conversations. Perhaps they’re just casual acquaintances on social media, but they may also be people we know intimately. I’d be willing to bet that almost everyone reading this knows someone who has undergone a dramatic shift in their deep beliefs about health, the media, the government, the pharmaceutical industry, and more over the last few years. They may not suddenly believe that the earth is flat (though a surprising number of people do). But they may well deny the existence of Covid-19 or think it’s a bioweapon. They may refuse to admit the legitimacy of the 2020 US presidential election or think that Antifa staged the storming of the Capitol. They may insist on telling the real story behind the assassination of John F. Kennedy, climate change, the events of 9/11, or the death of Princess Diana. Some may confidently declare that all vaccines are evil. Others think that antivaxxers are actually lizard people who came up with an ingenious plot to destroy humanity. (Okay, the last one was made up by the folks behind the ScienceSaves campaign to promote vaccines. But you get my point.)

It sometimes seems that the growing tide of misinformation and false beliefs has left no community or family unscathed. And jokes about lizard people aside, it’s no longer something we laugh about. When you hear the words conspiracy theory, what comes to mind probably isn’t tinfoil hats or little green men; it’s much more serious and more personal. Anytime I mention this topic, I see pained expressions. People shake their heads and tell me about their friend, their cousin, their parents, their in-laws, their kids. The ones they’re afraid to invite to parties or family events. The ones they can’t talk to at all. They just can’t wrap their minds around how that person ended up believing those things.

I know that feeling all too well. For me, one of the most disturbing moments in my journey into the parallel universe was a conversation with a woman I’d known since she was eight years old and thought of as almost family. Not only had she embraced the story that Covid-19 was a global conspiracy to promote evil vaccines and kill people, but she believed I was a perpetrator of it all. Even her decades-long personal relationship with me did not dissuade her, and there was nothing I could say to change her mind.

It’s confusing, frustrating, painful, and even scary to suddenly feel a chasm of misbelief opening up between you and someone you love; someone you thought was, well, just like you. But now you wonder, how did we end up living in such alternate universes? How on earth did this seemingly rational, normal person begin to adopt irrational, false narratives about reality? And why now?

I often wonder if the problem of misbelief is getting worse. It certainly appears that way, anecdotally. It seems as though conspiracy theories are propagating exponentially, fueled by the internet, the Covid-19 pandemic, political polarization, and most recently by advances in AI technology. They’re no longer relegated to the fringes of society, to clumsily dramatized homemade videos and private chat rooms. Now they’re confidently voiced by elected politicians, popular celebrities, and cable news anchors. And they spill over dangerously into all our lives with events such as the storming of the US Capitol on January 6, 2021, and hate crimes motivated by misinformation. But only time and research will reveal to what extent they’re more common or just more visible today.

We do know that the problem of misbelief predates our current era and will likely persist for the foreseeable future. Just to get a historical sense of the tenacity of misbelief, here are some ancient examples: In the year 68 CE, some ancient Romans believed that the infamous emperor Nero had faked his death and was plotting to reclaim his throne. Over the coming years, Rome was plagued by a spate of imposters claiming to be the emperor returned. Some people believed that Queen Elizabeth I actually died as a child and was secretly replaced with a boy (why else did the queen never marry and always wear a wig?). Speaking of replacements, Paul McCartney, who is eighty-one years old as of this writing, had to work very hard in the 1960s to convince certain fans that he hadn’t died and been replaced with a look-alike. You may have heard of the belief that the earth is flat, but did you know that some people believe that the earth is hollow? And then there are all the conspiracy theories that insist certain historical and current events never happened—from the Holocaust to the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr., to the moon landing to 9/11 to the massacre at Sandy Hook Elementary School. There’s even a conspiracy theory about the origin of the term conspiracy theory (allegedly, the CIA created it to discredit people who were questioning the official story about the assassination of JFK).

It’s also difficult to tell where one conspiracy theory ends and another begins. Part of the nature of conspiracy theories is the assertion of connections—hidden webs of cause and effect, secretive relationships, and alliances dedicated to shadowy causes. So it’s hardly surprising that the theories themselves tend to overlap and become woven together (as seen in the belief that the Covid-19 vaccine contains a 5G chip: two conspiracy theories for the price of one!). The crop of conspiracy theories that sprang up around Covid-19 drew on themes that were established long before anyone had heard of the virus, and although they featured a new cast of villains (people like Dr. Fauci, Bill Gates, and myself), they also brought back old favorites (the Illuminati, the Deep State, and vague shadowy elites). Old and new narratives became mutually reinforcing.

Case in point: As I was working on this book, I made a trip to Toronto. My flights, both outbound and inbound, had a stopover at Denver International Airport. That was fine by me—it’s a perfectly good airport, provided you time your arrival to avoid the afternoon thunderstorms that are common in the summer. I enjoyed the mountain views as we made our descent, and I found a decent place to get a meal. However, had any of my online detractors known about it, they might have found it suspicious, if not downright damning, that my travels took me to that particular spot. Coincidence? They would think not. You see, a surprising number of people believe that Denver International Airport is in fact the secret headquarters of the Illuminati. The modern incarnation of the ancient brotherhood is said to meet in underground tunnels beneath the terminals. I’m sure it would have been easy to connect the dots and conclude that I was there for secret meetings with my Illuminati buddies about our plot to reduce the world’s population using vaccines. And just like that, a set of conspiracy theories that have been around since the midnineties, when Denver International Airport opened, can merge with the much more recent Covid-19 misbeliefs.

Speaking of that particular airport, the theories don’t stop with the Illuminati. Some argue that those underground tunnels are the lairs of a colony of lizard people (perhaps the same ones behind the antivax campaign?). Or is it aliens? Others think the tunnels are in fact a bunker that will shelter the world’s elites when everything goes to hell. Or that there’s a whole underground city built by the New World Order. If you think all this sounds far-fetched, you’re encouraged to look for hidden clues in the airport’s art collection, which includes some pretty ugly gargoyles and a rather startling blue rearing horse with glowing red eyes, said to be a demonic representation of the coming Apocalypse. Don’t believe that? Why else would the artist who created the horse have died in the process? (This part is actually true—the sculptor, Luis Jiménez, met an untimely end after a section of the horse fell on him in his workshop and severed an artery. His sons had to finish the already overdue project.)

Anyway, all of this is to say that you can find conspiracy theories wherever you happen to land. And although many of the personal stories I share in this book feature misbeliefs associated with Covid-19, as I have the most firsthand experience with those, my intent is broader: namely, to shed light on the psychological building blocks of misbelief in a more general sense.

Another reason why Covid-19 is a particular focus of this book is that the pandemic created extreme conditions for helping us to understand the general problem of misbelief. When else have we seen such a combination of widespread stress and fear; social isolation and loss of support systems; confusing messaging; loss of trust in institutions; political polarization; free time to spend online; and more? All of that contributed to a situation in which a large number of people adopted new and false narratives about the world in a relatively short time span.

Such dramatic changes on a wide scale have historically been something of a rarity. Indeed, if there’s one thing that’s become clear to social scientists, it’s that changing people’s opinions and beliefs is very difficult. To demonstrate this to yourself, next time you are at a boring dinner party, ask the people at the table to share something they changed their mind about pre-Covid. My guess is that you will get crickets. It’s revealing how many people have no answer to this question, or at least not an interesting answer. Be honest: How would you answer this question? And think about the people you know. How many people do you know who have changed the football team they support (or any other sports team)? How many people do you know who have changed their political affiliation as an adult? Research shows that even changes in party leadership and agenda issues have surprisingly little effect on the vast majority of people.

All of this emphasizes how unusual it is that large numbers of people significantly changed their opinions and beliefs during the first few years of the 2020s. How many? It’s hard to say. But the anecdotal evidence suggests that if we take the range of people who changed their opinions—from those who now trust the World Health Organization a little less to those who now think that the Great Reset is in full swing—it’s a pretty large percentage. Just think about the people in your own circle. I think it’s safe to say that everyone knows someone who descended into misbelief during those few years.

Lots of forces came together during that time to create the conditions in which so many people could change their opinions. Were those conditions unique to that moment in history? No. But were they unusually widespread and simultaneous? Yes. And this is one reason that understanding that period is so important.

I certainly hope that the exact conditions of the Covid-19 pandemic, like the emperor Nero, will not return anytime soon. But still, it is important to understand the underlying conditions and the psychological building blocks that can facilitate this kind of dramatic opinion change. Of course, opinions and beliefs can also change for good, but what we’ve seen in this era is a lot of people changing their opinions in a way that reduces their trust in people, in society, in science, and in institutions.

A Closer Look at Misbelief

A simple definition of “misbelief” might equate it to accepting a falsehood about a particular fact. This is not the way that misbelief is used in these pages. Rather, we will think about misbelief as a perspective or psychological mindset that acts as a distorted lens through which people view the world, reason about the world, and describe the world to others. Moreover, misbelief will be explored not just as a state but as a process.

As we will discuss in chapter 2, the process of misbelief can be thought of as a funnel. When first entering this funnel, a person might just have a few niggling questions about accepted truths and established sources of information in science, health, politics, the media, and so forth. At the other extreme of the funnel, all “mainstream” sources are dismissed, and people embrace full-blown alternative truths or conspiracy theories without a moment’s hesitation. Of course, there are many steps along that road.

When we speak about misbelief, we are not just talking about them—the people who believe all kinds of odd things. To some degree, we all have the characteristics of misbelievers. Many of us don’t believe everything that pharmaceutical companies claim and we look outside of conventional medicine for additional health support. Many of us have questions about the way governments and public health officials approached the Covid-19 pandemic and disagree with some of their decisions. Most of us know perfectly well that media networks have built-in biases and unspoken agendas, though not necessarily nefarious ones. But in general, we approach information from a government, scientific institution, or the media with the attitude that there’s a good chance the information is true. That doesn’t mean we won’t check or confirm it. Skepticism is healthy, and it’s wise to ask questions and even do one’s own research or fact-checking, especially in an era in which misinformation is so rampant.

As people progress down the funnel of misbelief, however, they reach a point where healthy skepticism evolves into a reflexive mistrust of anything “mainstream” and genuine open-mindedness slides into dysfunctional doubt. There’s a tipping point where people are no longer simply questioning established narratives but instead embracing and becoming attached to a whole set of new beliefs that they’ve found in the process. At
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