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Preface

In November 1589 the senate of Venice elected a new official alchemist for their Most Serene Republic. He came from Cyprus and introduced himself as Marco Bragadino. Whispers had it his real name was Mamugnà.

His charisma was spellbinding, and stories about him abounded. That was no accident: Mamugnà had spent years carefully seeding rumors that he had finally cracked the age-old secret of turning base metal into gold.

This caught the senators’ attention. Venice was in the middle of a fiscal crisis—its trade with the east was undercut by new long-distance shipping from Portugal and Spain to Asia and the Americas. The old city on the lagoon, once a Mediterranean superpower, had been slowly losing power for three generations: only a miracle could turn its fortunes. And the senate decided Mamugnà would be that miracle.

They put him up in a lavish palazzo on the island of Giudecca, at city expense. There, Mamugnà cultivated an air of mystery while making a show of enormous wealth. He didn’t explicitly claim he could make gold, but the shocking ease with which he spent money left little room for doubt. The newcomer threw balls of such opulence, flaunted his money with such astounding openhandedness that no one dared doubt him.

In a spectacular public demonstration, the alchemist showed the amazed patricians how he could heat a small amount of base metal, add to it an amount of a secret substance, and, with a flash and a bang, transmute it into a solid nugget of gold.

Contemporary accounts describe a man of magnetic charm, who often referred obliquely to the secret insights garnered from his youth in the mystical East, in far-off Cyprus. He needed only time, he said, to make the process work at a scale large enough to solve the city’s budget crisis.

How much time?

A smidgeon under eight years, he said.

In the meantime, naturally, Mamugnà would live a life of decadent luxury on the city’s dime. Noblemen paraded through his drawing room, families in tow, dreaming of marrying their daughters off to the man who could literally make gold. Mamugnà partied like it was 1599, his palazzo becoming a focal point of the city’s feasting culture. City fathers tied themselves up in knots to keep him happy; at any hint of disapproval over his extravagant lifestyle, Mamugnà would rage, threatening to defect to one of Venice’s rivals.

That kept them in line.

He was not short of offers. The Grand Duke of Tuscany made a bid to secure his services, as did the city fathers of Padua, Venice’s old mainland rival. The pope himself tried to win Mamugnà over to Rome. Nobody in Venice dared go against the mysterious Cypriot… imagine being the man who squandered Venice’s chance to restore its glory.

The story, laid out in Grete De Francesco’s magisterial 1939 tome, The Power of the Charlatan, captures a man who had the measure of his marks.1 Venice’s noblemen would not let go of their dream of global power and glory. They had been brought up to believe it was their city’s destiny to rule the Mediterranean and stand at the pinnacle of the Western world’s wealth and power. The world they knew made sense only if Venice led it, as it had done for centuries.

Mamugnà exploited that dream ruthlessly; he made it synonymous with support for him. And because their identities were wound up with that dream, his supporters in the senate went far—very far—to protect him. He employed psychological jujitsu to trick them into believing protecting him meant protecting it—the dream of restoring Venice’s power and glory.

He took them for an amazing ride—but he didn’t have to convince them of anything. They wanted to believe, so they convinced themselves.

This is a book about public figures who have a knack for manipulating groups of people into trusting them, and who then use that trust to exploit those people without overt coercion. The first, in our opinion, are charlatans. The people they victimize are their marks, who come to trust the charlatans so completely that they become enthusiastic participants in their own exploitation.

Charlatanism is an age-old phenomenon, and the techniques used today by the most talented charlatans aren’t all that different from the techniques Mamugnà used to bamboozle Venice’s noblemen. And yet, even if the techniques aren’t different, the landscape in which charlatans ply their trade is completely transformed.

In the twenty-first century, charlatans have access to many more marks—or victims—than was ever before possible. Some of them rely on television to beam their pitches into their marks’ homes. But new technologies enable schemes that are digital, viral, scalable, and potentially global in scope. They’re leveraging new technologies in fundamentally new ways to target more marks with a greater variety of pitches than was historically possible.

The variety is truly bewildering: In Chapter 2, we’ll see how a daring charlatan targeted middle-class Istanbul moms by championing the dream of Turkish rural simplicity. In Chapter 5, we’ll meet a charlatan who specifically crafted her digital-marketing campaign to reach people actively considering suicide. You may never have suspected that many city dwellers in Turkey long for a simpler agricultural past; it may never have occurred to you that the suicidal could be targeted for exploitation. But there are hucksters out there who spotted these people as gaps in the market and crafted pitches that earned them a devoted following—as well as millions of dollars.

Charlatanism used to be on the sidelines of society. It is moving to the center. In 2025 a tsunami of charlatans descended on Washington, taking control of the governing institutions of the world’s only superpower. Understanding charlatanism has never been more urgent.

It is not only the supply side of charlatanry that has been upended in the twenty-first century. The same technologies that make it easier to target people also render them more socially isolated, leaving them more vulnerable because they lack the social connections that might otherwise have protected them from charlatans. In 2023 the US surgeon general published an advisory warning that an epidemic of loneliness and social isolation was leading to a sharp deterioration across measures of social well-being. The report notes that “from 2003 to 2020, the average time that young people spent in person with friends declined by nearly 70 percent.”2 It presents evidence that the increasing use of technology to mediate social relationships “displaces in-person engagement, monopolizes our attention, reduces the quality of our interactions, and even diminishes our self-esteem,” which can “lead to greater loneliness, fear of missing out, conflict, and reduced social connection.”3

This is an evolving area of research, but in many of the charlatan stories that follow, social isolation seems to play a key role in laying victims open to exploitation. We’ll meet isolated immigrants cut off from social connections back home who are swindled out of thousands of dollars by storefront astrologers, devout Christians disconnected from local church communities who are victimized by scammy televangelists peddling an absurd prosperity gospel, and the thousands of Trump enthusiasts who substituted the imagined bonds of the QAnon community for the local bonds they lack.

Socially isolated people are ripe for the picking by charlatans. And charlatans have an uncanny knack for turning socially isolated people into their own worst enemies. But how? What exactly is it that leaves people vulnerable to this type of victimization?

In the first chapter, we discuss how charlatans have found a way to hack into people’s dreams: they identify some key belief a group of people is passionately committed to and secure their trust by championing that belief with zeal and charisma. Mamugnà knew Venice’s nobles were desperate to believe their city’s power and glory could be restored, so he positioned himself as the only one able to make that happen. Venice’s noblemen wanted to believe in that dream, so they wanted to believe in him.

In earlier eras, before technology made it simple to microtarget people according to their specific dreams, charlatans had to confine themselves to just a couple of tried-and-true niches proven to have wide appeal. The word charlatan comes down to us from seventeenth-century Italy, where sketchy ciarlatani—roughly “loud mouths”—went from town to town hawking miracle cures to treat the health problems that no doctor could tame. Similar swindlers arose in many different places over the centuries. A rich lore exists around the snake oil salesmen who plied their trade across the old West, telling tall tales about the curative power of the dubious concoctions they hawked.

In fact, until recently, almost all charlatans haven’t been able to microtarget their marks, so they’ve had to specialize in just a handful of fields with very wide appeal. People have always dreamed of sudden riches, and they’ve always dreamed of regaining their lost health. These simplest of scams are the hardy perennials of charlatanism, and as we’ll see, they’re still popular among the panoply of twenty-first-century charlatan schemes.

But today, search algorithms powered by artificial intelligence make it easier to burrow into many more types of dreams: dreams of perfect union with a love mate; dreams of cosmic connection with divinity; dreams of overcoming death; dreams of spiritual growth and frictionless community; dreams of racial reconciliation or, alternatively, of racial purity; dreams of connecting with the nation’s agricultural soil; and dreams of transcending money altogether.

These kinds of dreams were far too niche for previous generations of charlatans to target: How would you even find enough people to exploit who share such dreams? Modern technology solves this problem, resulting—among many other things—in a kind of golden age of charlatanism, where any dream you have, no matter how recondite it may feel, can become a vulnerability a talented charlatan uses to exploit you.

Modern charlatans use the same kinds of techniques the ciarlatani used centuries ago. They exploit the same weak points in human cognition as the snake oil salesmen of the old West. They earn their mark’s trust. They skillfully manipulate them by championing their dreams with passion and charisma. Then they exploit them. And the marks fall for it, again and again, just as often now as they did then.

And yet charlatans today can cause much wider harm.

Soon, a nearly limitless supply of charlatans will be able to target marks individually. As historian Yuval Harari has argued, new forms of artificial intelligence allow anyone to “mass-produce intimacy,” with bots now confidently playing the role of confidant, of mentor, of priest.4 The internet made charlatanry digital, social media made it viral, and AI is making charlatanry scalable in ways it had never been before. Already, a few of the most successful charlatans operate at a global scale, and AI is creating the conditions for many more to join them.

The advent of the AI charlatan is the logical conclusion of trends that have been in play for decades. Over the first three decades of this century, charlatans acquired tools that mock borders and geographies, putting the machinery of twenty-first-century surveillance capitalism to the worst of ends.5 Their pool of potential marks has multiplied from the few dozen people a ciarlatano might be able to gather in front of his soapbox on market day to literally billions spread worldwide.

The power of the digital technologies charlatans now wield, together with the shift to an online-based social life, creates ideal conditions for them to operate in. Rather than having to rely on a few universal themes like the cure-alls of thirteenth-century Italy or the American West, they can specialize in fulfilling—or pretending to be able to fulfill—dreams based on a much wider array of human needs. This works because the dreams charlatans exploit have their roots in things everyone needs: health, wealth, love, security, and connection.

Charlatans, by definition, are exploitative: they specialize in convincing people to do things that go against their own interests. This leaves marks in a peculiarly contradictory position: they are victims who are happy to be victimized, victims who reliably end up among the charlatan’s biggest supporters and most convinced defenders—and often play a lead role in recruiting yet more marks for the charlatan.

All this happens even though the charlatan is saying things that in any ordinary context would sound really quite crazy: claiming exclusive access to secret knowledge, special powers, and secret insights in ways that would normally set all your alarm bells ringing. Charlatans regularly convince marks to take extreme measures: to cut off their relationships with their dearest family members, to sleep with people they would never have dreamed of sleeping with, and, of course, to give all their money to them.

How can people be so gullible? How can they be so completely taken in?

These are the questions that kept coming to us as we studied the charlatans that you will read about in the pages ahead. They’re not very charitable questions. On hearing a charlatan story, almost everyone’s first instinct is to be quite dismissive of the charlatan’s victims.

Marks must just not be very smart. Or perhaps they’re not very well educated. The image that tends to come to mind is of older, poorer, less educated, simpler people. Maybe they are too needy, or too insecure, or just too ignorant. Perhaps they lack the family, friends, or community that might shelter them from the advances of the charlatans. Perhaps it’s unrequited love, the loss of a loved one, a spiritual crisis, or financial woes that make them easy prey for unscrupulous people smarter than they are. One way or another, we want to believe there is something wrong with them.

But that can’t be right. Just think about the victims of some of the century’s most notorious charlatans: Elizabeth Holmes, of the blood-testing scam company Theranos, or the financier Bernie Madoff, whose investment scam cost investors billions. Nobody can call their victims stupid or unsophisticated. Holmes snookered the most celebrated brains in America, putting the likes of former US secretaries of state Henry Kissinger and George Shultz, alongside a who’s who of former four-star generals, former high-ranking cabinet members, and top public health executives on her company’s board. Bernie Madoff swindled everyone from Steven Spielberg’s charitable foundation to Kevin Bacon to Nobel Peace Laureate Elie Wiesel.

What the rich and powerful people who fell for these charlatans have in common with the everyday victims is that both have needs. Different kinds of needs. Normal needs. Legitimate needs. And those needs express themselves through deep, abiding wants, the kind of driving wishes that you organize your identity, indeed, your whole life around. We call those deep longings “dreams.”

To dream is human; the human capacity to dream is endless. Anyone who has been sick has dreamed of health. Anyone who has been heartbroken has dreamed of love. Anyone who has been poor has dreamed of wealth. And anyone who has been lonely has dreamed of connection.

In the first chapter, we’ll go into considerable detail on the specific mechanisms charlatans exploit to prey on people’s dreams, whatever those dreams might be. We’ll see how they treat our dreams as a vulnerability they can exploit for profit. We’ll see how some common cognitive biases create openings that charlatans can take advantage of to gain power over their marks.

In the chapters that follow, we’ll look at the story of twenty-four supremely successful contemporary charlatans. They come from all around the world. They exploit rich people and poor people, young people and old people, men and women, religious people and secular people.

Our approach has been to pick a broad selection of charlatans from all walks of life, from different geographies and ages, actively manipulating all kinds of dreams. We will present you with charlatans from rich countries and poor, charlatans who target illiterate people and PhDs, charlatans everyone has heard of and charlatans no one has heard of, even charlatans who collaboratively deceive one another as a group.

Inevitably, most of them will be charlatans whose pitches hold no appeal to you, and you’ll recognize their pitches right away as scams or manipulative swindles. One startling regularity we’ve found when reporting these stories is that to people outside a charlatan’s target group, their pitches very often sound entirely preposterous. The problem isn’t spotting charlatans who are out to exploit others. The hard part is spotting the ones out to swindle you.

If we have done this well, there’ll be at least one charlatan who might have taken you in. Perhaps we even wrote about a charlatan who has taken you in. If so, maybe seeing the story of your tormentor alongside so many other stories of charlatans you can simply laugh at will help you see him, or her, in a new light.

We wrote this book to call attention to new forms of deception and manipulation that don’t quite fit into our usual categories for talking about such things. Charlatans aren’t mere scammers or fraudsters, like the ones behind the robocalls trying to steal your identity you probably get quite often: charlatans are public figures who keep one foot on the legal, above-board world while also developing exploitative swindles.

We’ll meet a charlatan who controls a billion-dollar empire but pretends to be a holy yogi who owns no property, a charlatan who convinced millions of Turkish people to invest their life savings in digital farms, charlatans who scam daytime TV viewers in America to buy worthless vitamin supplements, and others who convince their marks that the only way into the kingdom of heaven is to give them all their money. We’ll meet so many charlatans in so many fields, by the end you’ll start to suspect what we suspect: nobody is safe.

Governments, universities, hospitals, the military, churches, corporations, and the media are failing miserably to protect vulnerable people from charlatans. That’s not surprising. Charlatans move at the speed of electrons, while the institutions meant to police them work at the pace of bureaucracy. They struggle to collaborate across international borders and are fundamentally flummoxed by the problem of patrolling a form of exploitation that turns victims into enthusiastic champions for the very hucksters victimizing them. When exploitation involves neither violence nor overt coercion, our usual mechanisms for fighting it seize up and stop functioning. And this too is baked into the charlatan’s calculation.

We wrote this book because we realized spotting the charlatan out to exploit your dream has become a key survival skill for the twenty-first century. It’s time to name charlatanism as the scourge of our age, because you can’t solve a problem until you’ve addressed it, and you can’t address it until you’ve named it.

Of course, Mamugnà had no secret method that would transmute base metal into gold.

The demonstration he had used with the flash, the bang, and the nugget of gold was just sleight of hand, the same kind of trick magicians use at children’s birthday parties today, a craft Mamugnà had studied much more carefully than alchemy. Not long before his death, Mamugnà confessed that the gold nugget was hidden up his sleeve and released while the astonished viewers’ attention was fixed on an unrelated chemical explosion.

In 1590, after missing a series of deadlines the Venetians had set for him to show his progress, Mamugnà saw the writing on the wall and bolted for a different court. He wrote to the King of France offering his services, but he was declined. He lay low with a noble family in Padua for a while until he struck it rich in Munich, where Duke Wilhelm V of Bavaria was facing outright bankruptcy. The duke, whom contemporary accounts paint as an imbecile, was no match for Mamugnà, who won him over almost instantly. Alarmed, a group of Bavarian noblemen seized the Cypriot one night, interrogated him, extracted a confession, and put him to death before the duke could intervene.

Mamugnà’s story feels distant. Yet, all the way back in the sixteenth century we already find all the elements of the charlatan’s art; every charlatan’s basic business model is, at heart, the same. Like Mamugnà, they identify a dream—an idea so important to some people that they cannot bear for it to be called into question—and they champion it confidently, authoritatively, eloquently. They champion it so ably that the people who share that dream can’t help but believe in them, to the point that their belief in the dream gets all jumbled up with their belief in the charlatan, until the two come to seem inseparable.

Mamugnà never persuaded Venice’s city fathers of anything; he didn’t have to. He championed their dream of wealth and glory to them and portrayed himself as the key to making it a reality. After that, he didn’t even have to ask them for their praise, their palaces, or their daughters: they lined up to offer them to him.
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