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Any fact becomes important when it’s connected to another. The connection changes the perspective; it leads you to think that every detail of the world, every voice, every word written or spoken has more than its literal meaning, that it tells us of a Secret. The rule is simple: Suspect, only suspect.

— Umberto Eco, Foucault’s Pendulum


Introduction

What Is a Conspiracy Theory?

Not so long ago, conspiracy theories felt almost cosy. Back in the 1990s, audiences would settle down to watch The X-Files on a Thursday night. Stoner friends would stick posters of UFOs to their bedroom walls. Rappers like the Wu-Tang Clan would spin thrilling webs of hidden connections and secret codes. Even long-running conspiracy theories about the assassination of John F. Kennedy were introduced to a new generation by the reassuring, all-American Kevin Costner in Oliver Stone’s movie JFK. How could anything featuring Kevin Costner be dangerous? 

Now, though, this way of thinking has metastasised into something corrosive, vicious and deadly. Donald Trump used a conspiracy theory to try and overturn an election, inspiring a mob assault on the US Capitol. Deranged internet subcultures concerned with non-existent satanic paedophile rings sparked terrorist violence in the real world. Worldwide protests against COVID-19 restrictions threatened to turn the worst public health emergency of our lifetime into something even more severe.

By the early 2020s, the fringe had colonised the mainstream. Conspiracism had become a psychological addiction, a political strategy and a booming industry. It took in the 	world’s richest man (Elon Musk), its most successful public intellectual (Jordan B. Peterson), its most popular podcaster (Joe Rogan) and its most powerful man (Donald Trump). Leading US politicians like Marjorie Taylor Greene amplified the most outlandish far-right conspiracy theories available online and, far from being ostracised, actually advanced their careers. In the UK, front-bench politicians like Suella Braverman echoed the anti-migrant language of far-right conspiracy theories about a deliberate plan to replace native populations. Former culture secretary Nadine Dorries wrote a wild-eyed book about an alleged conspiracy inside the British government while literally serving in that government. Former prime minister Liz Truss talked about a ‘deep state’ trying to undermine British democracy, in a desperate attempt to justify her own extensive political failures. It felt as if the world had gone mad – as if fiction were now as powerful as reality.

More and more, we look at our political opponents and realise that our differences are no longer about opinions or even values. They are about the existence of a shared reality. We often seem to be living in different dimensions. As a result, the possibility of reasonable discussion and civil disagreement seems increasingly like the naïve dream of a bygone era. Conspiracy theories are no longer the territory of entertaining TV shows, hip hop lyrics or late-night chats in smoky student rooms. They are an existential threat to liberal democracy.

It is now terrifyingly clear that we were wrong all along to assume that conspiracy theories were the preserve of a kooky, powerless minority. At various times throughout the last few centuries, they have burst forth from the shadows to warp entire societies and justify mass murder. Conspiracism has altered the course of history for the worse, and it has the power to do so again.

It goes without saying that the origin of the term conspiracy theory has itself inspired a conspiracy theory. According to this version of events, the CIA invented the term in 1963 to discredit anybody who questioned the official investigation into the assassination of President Kennedy. It also goes without saying that this is abject nonsense. Although the phrase only became widespread after Kennedy’s death, it had been circulating since at least 1863, and its origin had nothing to do with the CIA, which at that point did not exist.

What exactly is a conspiracy theory? The Oxford English Dictionary says it is ‘the theory that an event or phenomenon occurs as a result of a conspiracy between interested parties’, specifically ‘a belief that some covert but influential agency (typically political in motivation and oppressive in intent) is responsible for an unexplained event’. The European Commission suggested a similar definition in 2020: ‘the belief that certain events or situations are secretly manipulated behind the scenes by powerful forces with negative intent’. 

These are not particularly helpful definitions. The reason they’re not helpful is that those beliefs are sometimes well founded. During the US Iran–Contra affair in the 1980s, for instance, officials in Ronald Reagan’s administration secretly facilitated illegal arms sales to Iran in order to fund anti-communist militias in Nicaragua. It was top-grade conspiracy material – powerful men in the heart of Washington breaking their own laws in order to supply weapons to religious fanatics and funnel money to murderous far-right paramilitaries. And it was entirely true. There are many other stories like this one. Paranoia is sometimes justified. There are powerful forces with negative intent. There are covert agencies. There are conspiracies. To get over this problem, the historian Daniel Pipes characterised a conspiracy theory as ‘the fear of a non-existent conspiracy’. But how can you know straight away that a conspiracy is non-existent? Journalists and historians have to weigh the evidence, and it sometimes take decades to decisively conclude that a plot did or did not exist. The journalist David Aaronovitch therefore countered with a sturdier and far more effective definition: ‘the unnecessary assumption of conspiracy when other explanations are more probable’.

This clarifies two classes of belief. There are theories about a conspiracy – hypotheses where someone might reasonably believe that a conspiracy has taken place on the basis of the available evidence. And there are conspiracy theories – hypotheses where someone cannot reasonably believe that a conspiracy has taken place on the basis of available evidence, but they do so anyway. A real conspiracy usually involves a small number of people with prior relationships pursuing a limited objective with variable success. An imagined conspiracy, however, involves a huge cast of seemingly unconnected characters, somehow capable of watertight secrecy, working towards a vastly more complicated goal with superhuman efficiency.

The scholar Michael Barkun usefully divided conspiracy theories into three broad categories. The first is the ‘event conspiracy theory’. This involves a single incident – 9/11, the Kennedy assassination, the COVID-19 pandemic – that is so shocking and consequential that the official explanation just won’t do. The second is the ‘systemic conspiracy’. This is exponentially more ambitious. It proposes that all events such as the ones listed above are the fault of a malevolent international cabal: the communists, the Jews, the Illuminati, whoever. The cast of characters changes but the structure remains the same: good versus evil, international elites versus patriotic citizens, Us versus Them. And when systemic conspiracy theories are connected into a giant hierarchy that has been pulling the strings for centuries, perhaps under the command of evil extraterrestrials, they produce a third category: the ‘superconspiracy theory’. A totalising story that encompasses everything. A kind of religion. A sinister secret history of the world.

The origin of COVID-19 is a good example of the distinction between Barkun’s three categories. Currently, the most likely explanation is that the virus leapt from animals to humans in a wet market in Wuhan, China, where the pandemic began in December 2019. But the consequences – lockdowns, recessions, millions dead – were so extreme that many people found it hard to put it down to simple bad luck, so other theories naturally developed.

One theory is that the virus leaked from a lab. The most reasonable version of this hypothesis is that scientists working on coronaviruses in a laboratory in Wuhan created an exceptionally virulent strain that somehow escaped into the city, and the Chinese government covered up the accident. This is not a ridiculous idea. It has inspired serious investigation by the World Health Organization and various intelligence agencies. It is therefore a theory about a conspiracy. And that is what it will remain until it is either refuted or proved.

Another version of the lab-leak hypothesis is much more dramatic. In this telling, the virus was designed as a bioweapon, albeit an incredibly inefficient one, which either leaked or was deliberately released. This is an event conspiracy theory. And then there is the far-out idea that the virus never existed, and the entire pandemic was a hoax to wreck economies and trample on civil liberties. This is a systemic conspiracy theory of the highest order.

It is perfectly possible for somebody to believe a theory about a single conspiracy and no others. A 2013 poll found that 63 per cent of Americans believed in at least one. But conspiracy theories are extremely moreish: once you pop, you can’t stop. Escalation is inherent to the conspiracist worldview. In Suspicious Minds: Why We Believe Conspiracy Theories, Steve Brotherton observed that Americans who believe that the government is concealing evidence of extraterrestrial life in the Nevada military base Area 51 are more likely to oppose vaccines, and Britons who think climate change is a hoax are more likely to think Princess Diana was assassinated by the royal family. Incredibly, this is true even when the theories are mutually contradictory. A study by Mike Wood and Karen Douglas found that people who believed that Diana had been murdered were more likely to believe that she was still alive.

Conspiracist thinking, then, is not a rational response to the facts but a psychological disposition. The American historian Richard Hofstadter called this ‘the paranoid style’: ‘It is, above all, a way of seeing the world and of expressing oneself.’ As Hofstadter laid out in his classic 1964 essay ‘The Paranoid Style in American Politics’, it is a worldview that interprets events in terms of plots and secrecy. To suspect something fishy about one dramatic event is legitimate. But to imagine a conspiracy behind every terrorist attack, assassination, plane crash, premature death, viral outbreak or natural disaster is a symptom of the paranoid style. Event theories tend to lead inexorably to systemic theories. As the influential conspiracy theorist David Icke told an audience in 2014: ‘People say I see conspiracies everywhere. I don’t. I see one conspiracy that takes different forms.’

Barkun wrote that all conspiracy theories are founded on three essential premises: nothing happens by accident, nothing is as it seems, and everything is connected.

What unites these three beliefs is a certain relationship to knowledge. Each premise rejects coincidences and accidents, even though we see coincidences and accidents in our own lives all the time. They deny the fundamental chaos, uncertainty and fallibility of life. In the paranoid mind, everything is concerted, organised, orchestrated, planned. Perhaps it is consoling, in a pseudo-religious way, to think that planes do not crash simply due to mechanical failure and troubled men do not just walk into schools carrying assault rifles – to believe that someone, somewhere is in charge. As the journalist Fred Kaplan wrote: ‘The existence of a secret cabal means that there’s some sort of order in the world; a catastrophic fluke suggests there’s a vast crevice of chaos, the essence of dread.’

As the double meaning of the word ‘plot’ suggests, every conspiracy theory is a narrative. As we shall see, novels, films and TV shows like The Da Vinci Code, The Matrix and The X-Files have played a vital if inadvertent role in the popularisation of conspiracism.

Recent research points to the importance of storytelling as something innate in our brains rather than our culture. We all seek patterns and narratives in order to make sense of an immensely complex world because that is part of being human. We all delight in discovering a connection between two apparently unrelated people or events. You may have seen the popular meme from the sitcom It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia, in which a wild-eyed Charlie Day rants in front of a pinboard covered with documents connected by red thread. Conspiracist storytelling is like Lego, with the same satisfying childlike sense of play and completion. You can move the bricks around or introduce new ones, but they always fit together with a pleasing click. Joining the dots is what our brains want to do. But that does not make every perceived connection real or significant.

‘[Two ideas] are exactly what you want in a drama: everything’s connected and nothing is a coincidence,’ said Dennis Kelly, the writer of Channel 4’s 2013–14 conspiracy thriller Utopia. ‘That’s just not how the world works though. The world is floppy and strange and bizarre and there are lots of dead ends. The really important thing is narrative isn’t real. What’s so alluring about conspiracies is they’re narratives.’ As Hofstadter wrote: ‘The paranoid mentality is far more coherent than the real world, since it leaves no room for mistakes, failures, or ambiguities.’

More specifically, conspiracy theories are stories about power – who has it, how they use it, what they want. They are an alternative explanation of politics, but one that is emotional rather than factual. Many conspiracy theories are so full of holes and hard to follow that even the people who believe them often cannot elucidate how they work. Their political purpose is therefore not really explaining what happened but identifying scapegoats. This is why today they are inseparable from populism and extremism. Wherever they arise, conspiracy theories see the world in terms of Us versus Them, the in-group versus the out-group, the people versus the elite, the native versus the immigrant. It is a form of storytelling that aims to identify and demonise the enemy.

Conspiracy theories start from reasonable instincts. It is healthy to be sceptical of power, to question orthodoxy and to want the best for your community. But these impulses become corrupted by the need for a grand narrative. They take a germ of factual truth, like a real event or group, and combine it with an emotional truth, like a sense of distrust or injustice, before building a fictitious story around it.

Counter-knowledge – the things your teachers and the media won’t tell you – is an alluring thing. We all remember what it was like in school. Whatever was said in the history classroom was either boring or suspect. But the things our favourite band said about history or a friend shared in a corner of the playground were treated like nuggets of hidden truth. As Barkun wrote: ‘The belief must be true because it is stigmatized.’ 

In adulthood, this kind of outsider information gives us a prized place in society, defined as we are by our ability to see things others cannot. It makes us the heroes of our own stories. Conspiracy theorists see themselves as agents of history rather than its impotent victims. They are heroic members of a rebel alliance of warriors for truth. It is a profoundly seductive storyline to involve yourself in: there is a vast plot that has fooled most of the world but you are the plucky detective with the wit and courage to uncover it. Conspiracy theories therefore provide all sorts of attractive propositions to the believer: a sense of order, a community of like-minded fellow truth-seekers and a starring role in events.

Conspiracy theorists deploy what appear to be the usual tools of research and argumentation. Every footnote, citation, quotation and statistic is chosen to give the hypothesis the appearance of scholarly rigour and overwhelm sceptical readers who do not have the time or expertise to verify every claim. In reality, it is a Potemkin village of academia, with all the surface provisions but none of the substance. It is only when you delve into the footnotes that you realise that conspiracy theorists mainly cite each other’s work. They like to applaud quasi-experts, who have impressive credentials in an irrelevant area, and heretics, like former soldiers who hate the army or former civil servants who despise their governments. They congratulate themselves on being sceptical of mainstream sources of information, but they are amazingly credulous when it comes to any narrative that challenges the establishment view, however incoherent and self-contradicting it may be.

One essential component of serious truth-seeking is missing. It is doubt. Like scientists, historians and journalists may start with a hypothesis, but they are prepared to reject it if it is not supported by an objective analysis of multiple sources. They engage with criticism. They lay themselves open to refutation. They have considered the possibility that they might be wrong. Conspiracy theorists, however, cannot change their minds. Unable to let go of their premise, they bend the evidence around it with relentless ingenuity. The standard mantra of ‘Do your own research’ is therefore disingenuous, because their research never leads to them rejecting a conspiracy theory. It merely demands that someone reads their books and those of people they approve of. They say they are ‘just asking questions’ but they don’t want to hear the answers. They are therefore pseudo-scholars writing pseudo-history. Fiction dressed as non-fiction. Parodies of reason.

Ultimately, conspiracy theories propose that there are two versions of reality: one seen yet false, one unseen yet true. ‘In the world according to conspiracy theories, the obvious answer is never correct, and there is always more to things than meets the eye,’ wrote Brotherton. ‘Accidents are planned, democracy is a sham, all faces are masks, all flags are false.’ This detaches believers from what most of us consider reality and thrusts them into a parallel universe that the writer and activist Naomi Klein has called ‘Mirror World’. Mirror World has its own rules, logic and foundational assumptions. Once you enter it, it is difficult to leave. And its population is growing fast.

This is the Origin Story of conspiracy theories: where they came from, who promoted them, how they work and what they’re doing to us. We will tell the story of conspiracy theories from the days of biblical myth to the latest bout of online hysteria. We will illuminate the logic behind different kinds of conspiracy theory and the cognitive biases that underpin them. We will explore how they have fuelled purges, wars and genocides. We will ask how new technology and the failures of conventional politics and media have made them so popular in the twenty-first century. We will explain what happens when the human propensity to make sense of the world by telling stories ends up achieving the exact opposite, and why it is so dangerous. And we will show how we might halt the advance and turn it back.

The story begins 2,000 years ago, with the Book of Revelation and the ultimate scapegoat for humanity’s problems.
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