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a change in mood, this suggests avenues for future research, to figure out exactly how cat 
ownership impacts a person’s relative mood and mental state. 

Theory—A theory is not a guess, a claim, a hunch, or even a hypothesis, but rather it 
is a proposal about how something works that accounts for all available information 
and conforms to experimental research. Theories are not untested ideas, and they are 
not opinions, they are an expression of the best current information and investigation 
into an issue.1 Many of the ideas that are called “theories” in American culture would be 
more accurately called “opinions” or “hunches,” and this brings us to the first paradox of 
conspiracy theories, which is that most conspiracy theories aren’t really theories. 

A conspiracy theory can be defined as a collection of ideas about a conspiracy that is 
either historical or is currently happening in the world. Often conspiracy theorists believe 
themselves to be expressing theories when, in fact, they are expressing their own opinion 
about what the evidence they have personally seen suggests. The idea, for instance, 
that aliens have visited the earth in the past cannot be verified by available data and 
contrasts with much of the data that is available on this topic, and so this cannot be 
considered a theory in the strict sense. While it is possible for a conspiracy theory to 
be an actual theory, most often conspiracy theories are better described as “conspiracy 
hunches.”

While most conspiracy theories are logically flawed, there are times in which individuals 
do actually conspire to achieve some perceptively negative goal. The American Revolution, 
for instance, included what the British saw as a conspiracy to undermine faith and fealty 
to the British Crown, while the assassination of Abraham Lincoln, initially thought to 
have been committed by a lone gunman, was later discovered to have been a conspiracy 
of at least nine people, including Mary Surratt, who became the first woman to be 
executed in the United States. Conspiracies do happen, and when they do, they can 
be very dangerous and the fact that these kinds of secret unions and plots do occur 
also means that the threat of conspiracies is real. This fact, the real underlying threat 
of conspiratorial plots, fuels interest and belief in conspiracy theories that often lack 
substance and so are not really theories in the strict sense.

More often than not, conspiracy theories are not even born from an honest effort to 
understand something. Many conspiracy theories, including many of the most famous in 



Historical Timeline

1000 BCE: Jewish people occupy the region known as Canaan or 
the Levant.

6th Century BCE: The Jewish Diaspora begins.

180: Christianity enters Britain.

1188: Gerald of Wales publishes Topographica Hibernica 
inspiring generations of anti-Irish and anti-Catholic 
prejudice.

1492: The Alumbrados secret society forms in Spain.

1519: The Protestant Reformation begins.

1534: King Henry VIII separates England from the Catholic 
Church.

1606: First British colonists arrive in the New World.

1615: The Rosicrucian order publishes Fama Fraternis.

1678: The Popish plot occurs in England, with a group of 
Protestants claiming that Catholics were planning to 
assassinate King Charles II.

1692: The infamous Salem Witch trials begin in 
Massachusetts.

1721: Inoculation is introduced to the United States by John 
Boylston and Cotton Mather.

1765: The Stamp Tax drives colonists toward the 
independence movement.

1770: The Boston Massacre is inspired, in part, by propaganda 
warning of an imminent British invasion.



Introduction
The “Illuminati” is a fictional conspiracy of powerful individuals who are believed by 
some to exert covert control over the world’s governments and economies. The Illuminati 
was the first conspiracy theory in this class to become popular in the United States, but 
there have been many other theories involving alleged secret societies that exert hidden 
influence over the global economy or global society. Modern examples include the “Deep 
State” and “Global Zionist” conspiracies. Over the centuries, the idea of the Illuminati 
has become so familiar in American society that jokes about them have appeared in many 
forms across American popular culture. Fiction authors have contributed to legends 
of the Illuminati, associating the organization with comic-book superhumans or other 
supernatural forces and individuals. While conspiracy theories involving the Illuminati 
are more fantasy than reality, these theories derive from several historical groups that 
have used this name over the centuries. 

Topics Covered in this Chapter Include:
 Bavarian Illuminati
 Rosicrucianism
 Jewish Kabbalah
 Alumbrados
 Christian Gnosticism

2ILLUMINATING MYTHOLOGY
The Illuminati in Reality and Fantasy (1776–Present)

This Chapter Discusses the Following Source Document:
“Letter to the Editor,” The Gazette, December 10, 1798
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continued

official either requests or accepts instructions on 
public policy from the Pope, the National Council 
of Churches or any other ecclesiastical source; 
where no religious body seeks to impose its will 

directly or indirectly upon the general populace or 
the public acts of its officials; and where religious 
liberty is so indivisible that an act against one 
church is treated as an act against all.1

While Kennedy’s speech was well received in 1960—an era in which younger Americans 
were pushing for progressive reforms and had become critical of the long-standing prejudic-
es and conservative attitudes that had long been characteristic of American thought—had 
Kennedy delivered the same speech in the early 1800s, he would never have been elected. 
Americans at the beginning of the nineteenth century were still struggling with the embrace 
of religious freedom. Though many claimed to support this freedom in principle, in practice 
many Protestant politicians and political leaders utilized policies and legislation in efforts to 
keep America a predominantly Protestant nation and to jealously protect Protestant Ameri-
ca, as they saw it, against the challenge of other faiths and sects. The primary opponent, for 
those who sought to retain the nation’s allegedly Protestant character, were the Catholics, 
because they were part of a much older and much more organized branch of the faith that 
had long been the single pillar of Christian thought and ideology.

Anti-Catholic angst also reflected the disruptive changes wrought by the Industrial Revo-
lution and the competition for work that these changes brought about. Understanding the 
many factors involved in animating the intense suspicion of Catholicism that thrived in the 
early part of the 1800s thus requires an understanding how the Protestant/Catholic contest 
for power began and evolved over the centuries.

Reform and Rebellion
Toward the end of the Roman Empire, Rome’s leaders and military elite had embraced a 
“mystery cult” known as Mithraism, which had itself been imported into Rome from the 
Middle East. Mithraism shared a number of characteristics with Christianity, as it was focused 
on a single individual, Mithra, who was the child of the creator God and was a messianic 
figure whose return to the earth was supposed to signify the dawn of a new golden age. 
Christianity, at this time, was still considered a radical sect of Judaism focused on elevating 
the prophet Jesus, who is also honored in the Jewish faith but is not considered the direct 
son of God. This radical Christian cult had been slowly gaining steam in the Roman Empire 
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“Editor’s Reply” 
continued

will take the trouble to look at the Congressional 
Globe himself, as we are doing while we write, he 
will find that the House adjourned its sittings for 
that day (Feb 12, 1873) at precisely 8 o’clock and 
seven minutes, p.m., and that that act was signed 
by the Speaker of the House and by the Vice 
President before one o’clock in the afternoon, at 
which time both Houses went into joint session to 
count the electoral vote.

As to the retractions, we have not that of Mr. 
Weed before us, but it was published in so many 
papers that it is strange if it has escaped the 
attention of Mr. Lee. We shall endeavor to give it 
place next week. In the Congressional Record of 
November 9, 1877, Mr. Lee will find a speech by 
Mr. Riddle favoring the repeal of the Resumption 
act. He was repeating the usual claptrap about 
how the demonetization of silver was brought 
about when Mr. Kelly, interrupted him with the 
following: 

I ask the gentleman to yield to men to correct 
an error into which he has been misled, as 
I was. I know that he wants to state facts 

and that a misstatement injures a cause. The 
Ernest Lloyd referred to by the gentleman is 
Ernest Seyd and his name has been published 
as Ernest Lloyd. The record is that Mr. Seyd 
is and always has been an opponent of the 
demonetization of silver. Therefore the story 
is an invention put afloat to his prejudice, 
and I think to the prejudice of the canse (sic) 
in which I have used it as the gentleman 
has, supposing that it was Ernest Lloyd. I 
know Mr. Seyd by his writings to be now 
and to have been uniformly an opponent of 
the demonetization of silver. Therefore the 
gentleman will not care to give publicity to 
the statement which can be exploded by our 
enemies. He would sooner be corrected by 
one who agrees with him in opinion. 

All the other statements started by Pomeroy, Carey, 
and Devil & Co., are equally false and as easily 
exploded when tested by facts. Mr. Lee we suppose 
is “setting” on the inflation nest in good faith. When 
he has hatched onto the eggs he will find himself 
like the hen that “set” on the snake’s eggs. He will 
find himself the mother of a dangerous family.8

The Populist Revolution That Never Really Happened
One question that remains is why so many popular figures and politicians seemed to change 
their stance on demonetization in the years that followed the 1873 Coinage Act. Politicians 
who had supported or at least had not challenged the shift to the gold standard as it was 
occurring changed their stance when a sufficient number of voters in their states or districts 
expressed dissatisfaction with the policy and its ramifications. Therefore, legislators in the 
West and South, where the disruption of the currency controversy and the Civil War were 
most keenly apparent, framed the demonetization effort as a Republican Party attack on the 
working class, though this was not an accurate assessment.



262 | CONSPIRACY THEORIES

“CIA SPECIAL RESEARCH PROJECT 
BLUEBIRD” 
January 1, 1952 

Source Document Excerpt

General Problem 

For the past several months Bluebird has been 
endeavoring to ascertain by research, study, 
instruction and some practice what value (if any) 
can be derived from SI and H techniques when 
applied to war and specific Agency problems. 
These broad problems; using known SI and H 
techniques, may be classified as follows: 

A. Can accurate information be obtained 
from willing or unwilling individuals.

B. Can Agency personnel (or persons of 
interest to this agency) be conditioned to 
prevent any outside power from obtaining 
information from them by any known means?

C. Can we obtain control of the future 
activities (physical and mental) of any 
given individual, willing or unwilling, by 
application of SI and H techniques?

D. Can we prevent any outside power from 
gaining control of future activities (physical 

and mental) of agency personnel by any 
known means?

Bluebird believes that A (above) can be answered 
in the affirmative using SI and H techniques. 
Bluebird is not fully satisfied with the results to 
date, but believes with continued work and study 
remarkable and profitable results can be obtained 
regularly.

However, B, C, and D (above) are as yet 
unanswerable although Bluebird is of the opinion 
that there is a worthwhile chance that all three 
may at some future date be answered affirmatively. 
This opinion is supported generally by numerous 
individuals having knowledge of these techniques 
and by much literature and intelligence in this 
field. 

Since an affirmative proof of B, C, and D would 
be of incredible value to this agency Bluebird’s 
general problem is to set up, conduct and carry 
out research (practical—not theoretical) in this 
direction.3

The terminology above requires some explanation. The document refers to “SI and H” 
techniques, which refer to “subconscious isolation” and “hypnosis,” respectively. Another 
document declassified from this program defines “subconscious isolation” as “a method for 
exerting immediate or prolonged influence on the mind.” The experiments conducted under 
Bluebird did not last long, because the government reclassified the experiments under a new 
cryptonym (secret name), Project Artichoke. The relationship between Bluebird, Artichoke, 
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Navy and other branches of the military provide definitive evidence that intelligent life has 
visited Earth. At the other side, another 11 percent said that military sightings are definite-
ly not evidence of alien visitation. The vast majority of Americans are in the middle, with 
around 40 percent saying that military sightings are probably evidence of visitation, while 36 
percent said that these sightings were probably not evidence.

In the Pew data, the probability that a person believes that intelligent life exists outside 
of Earth increases along with education level. Those who had college degrees were three 
percent more likely to believe that intelligent life exists beyond Earth than those with high-
school or lower levels of education. However, on the issue of whether current sightings 
provide evidence, the situation is flipped. Those with a college degree or higher level of 
education were ten percent less likely to believe that current sightings provide evidence of 
alien visitation than those with high-school or lower levels of education.16

Many of those who study space or the possibility of extraterrestrial life agree that intelligent 
life beyond Earth is likely, given calculations on the age of the universe and what is known 
about the number of possible planets that might exist within the region of a star’s influence 
where scientists believe that life is most likely to develop. The more one understands about 
these various topics, the more likely that one might be to believe that alien life outside of 
humanity exists. However, what does it mean that those with higher levels of education are 
less likely to believe that evidence of aliens already exists? It is possible that this reflects 
different levels of familiarity with critical thinking and evaluating data. Information currently 
available to the public suggests that there have been many sightings of aerial phenomena 
that are still unexplained and that science and the military, given current levels of knowledge 
and research, cannot fully eliminate the possibility of alien visitation. However, the evidence 
available does not warrant the conclusion that alien visitation has occurred and this might 
account for why more highly educated individuals are less likely to believe that what Amer-
icans know, at present, provides proof of visitation.

The U.S. military is still in possession of material showing UAPs, but the existence of this 
data is hardly a secret. Long before the Navy declassified some of its collection of UAP video 
evidence in 2020, it was already an open secret that Navy pilots and other military personnel 
had seen strange, unexplained things in the skies. Numerous former military members also 
provided interviews and made statements about having seen possible UFOs during their 
time in service. What all these reports have in common is that they reveal only that members 
of the military have seen aerial phenomena that they cannot currently explain. However, as 


