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PRELUDE


Nearly two centuries ago, a young Scotsman named Charles Mackay simultaneously attacked the subjects of God and Mammon in memorable style. Born in 1814, he enjoyed a distinguished literary career as a popular poet, writer of ballads, and American Civil War correspondent and editor for British newspapers. But posterity remembers him best for his 1841 authorship, at the tender age of twenty-seven, of Memoirs of Extraordinary Popular Delusions, which narrated multiple historical episodes of mass mania, several of which had to do with either religion or money.1 It has been in print ever since.

Mackay chronicled the end-times delusions that supposedly gripped Europe as it approached the year a.d. 1000, as well as the remarkable religious madness of the Crusades. The book’s best known chapters, though, detail the financial mass delusions of the Dutch tulipmania of the 1630s and the twin stock market bubbles in Paris and London in 1719–1720. These episodes, which constitute the first three chapters, are what propelled the book to its long-lasting fame.* Successive financial manias followed the book’s publication with such frequency, regularity, and global impact that, nearly two centuries after it was written, the book is still required reading among finance professionals.2

Mackay was certainly not the first to intuit the contagious nature of human irrationality. Consider, for example, this passage from Herodotus:


When [Darius] was king of Persia, he summoned the Greeks who happened to be present at his court, and asked them what they would take to eat the dead bodies of their fathers. They replied that they would not do it for any money in the world. Later, in the presence of the Greeks, and through an interpreter, so that they could understand what was said, he asked some Indians, of the tribe called Callatiae, who do in fact eat their parents’ dead bodies, what they would take to burn them. They uttered a cry of horror and forbade him to mention such a dreadful thing. One can see by this what custom can do, and Pindar, in my opinion, was right when he called it “king of all.”3



The Greeks, after all, were antiquity’s intellectuals, and Darius must have been tickled to box their rhetorical ears. His unspoken messages to the Greeks: You may be the most learned among humankind, but you are just as irrational as the rest of us; you are simply better at rationalizing just why, despite all evidence to the contrary, you are still right.

While the ancients and Mackay were well acquainted with human irrationality and popular manias, they could not know their precise biological, evolutionary, and psychosocial wellsprings. Mackay, for example, must have asked himself exactly why groups of people, from time to time, chase the same ludicrously overpriced investments en masse.

Today, we have a much better idea of how this happens. In the first place, financial economists have discovered that human beings intuitively seek out outcomes with very high but very rare payoffs, such as lottery tickets, that on average lose money but tantalize their buyers with the chimera of unimaginable wealth. In addition, over the past several decades, neuroscientists have uncovered the basic anatomic and psychological mechanism behind both greed and fear: the so-called limbic system, which lies close by the vertical plane that divides the brain between its right and left hemispheres. One symmetrically placed pair of the limbic system’s structures, the nuclei accumbens (singular: nucleus accumbens), lie approximately behind each eye, while another pair, the amygdalae (singular: amygdala), sit just under the temples.

Using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), researchers have found that the nuclei accumbens fire not only with reward, but even more intensely with its anticipation, be it culinary, sexual, social, or financial. In contrast, the amygdalae fire with disgust, fear, and revulsion. If, for example, you adore your aunt Flo’s lasagna, your nuclei accumbens and their connections will fire ever more rapidly on the way over to her house, and likely peak just as the aroma wafts from the serving dish. But as soon as the first bite is taken, their firing rate decreases, and if your aunt informs you upon arrival that she’s burned the dish, they will almost completely cease firing.4

The benefit of an active anticipatory circuitry seems obvious; Mother Nature favors those who anticipate and strive, whereas the enjoyment of satiation, once achieved, offers little evolutionary advantage. And few things likely stimulate the nuclei accumbens as does the knowledge that some of those around us are becoming effortlessly wealthy. As economic historian Charles Kindleberger observed, “There is nothing so disturbing to one’s well-being and judgment as to see a friend get rich.”5

Novelists and historians have known for centuries that people do not deploy the powerful human intellect to dispassionately analyze the world, but rather to rationalize how the facts conform to their emotionally derived preconceptions. Journalist David Halberstam’s magisterial The Best and the Brightest illustrated how the nation’s most brilliant policy makers deluded themselves about American military involvement in Vietnam, a tendency once again evident; our recent foreign adventures suggest that we have not successfully climbed that particular learning curve.6

Over the past several decades, psychologists have accumulated experimental data that dissect the human preference of rationalization over rationality. When presented with facts and data that contradict our deeply held beliefs, we generally do not reconsider and alter those beliefs appropriately. More often than not, we avoid contrary facts and data, and when we cannot avoid them, our erroneous assessments will occasionally even harden and, yet more amazingly, make us more likely to proselytize them. In short, human “rationality” constitutes a fragile lid perilously balanced on the bubbling cauldron of artifice and self-delusion so lucidly illustrated by Mackay.

Mackay’s own behavior demonstrated just how susceptible even the most rational and well-informed observers can be to a financial mania. Shortly after he published Extraordinary Popular Delusions in 1841, England experienced a financial mania that revolved around the great high-tech industry of the time, the railroad, which was even larger than the twin bubbles that swept Paris and London in 1719–1720. Investors, greedy for stocks, underwrote the increase in England’s track mileage from two thousand in 1843 to five thousand in 1848, and thousands of more miles were planned but never built when shares finally went bust. If anyone should have foreseen the collapse, it was Mackay.

He did not. During that mania, he served as the editor of the Glasgow Argus, where he covered the ongoing railroad construction with a notable lack of skepticism and when he published the second edition of Extraordinary Popular Delusions in 1852, he gave it only a brief footnote.

Financial manias can be thought of as a tragedy like Hamlet or Macbeth, with sharply defined characters, a familiar narrative arc, and well-rehearsed lines. Four dramatis personae control the narrative: the talented yet unscrupulous promoters of schemes; the gullible public who buys into them; the press that breathlessly fans the excitement; and last, the politicians who simultaneously thrust their hands into the till and avert their eyes from the flaming pyre of corruption.

The promoters follow a classical Shakespearean tragic path and are consequently the most fascinating of the actors. Most begin as brilliant, hardworking visionaries who intuit before others the riches that a new technology will bestow upon society. In the process of bringing their visions to fruition, they grow rich and powerful and, in a capitalist society that judges men by their wealth, become their nation’s lions. When the speculation runs its course and bursts, they wind up disgraced and bankrupt and usually, but not always, narrowly escape the jailer.

The public proves easy pickings for the blandishments of the heroic, charismatic promoters. Competent investing requires a rare combination of mathematical ability, technological expertise, and, most critically, a working knowledge of economic history. Alas, people greatly prefer stories to data and facts; when faced with such a daunting task, humans default into narrative mode, and perhaps the most pleasing story of all is one that involves the effortless wealth to be had from buying into a new technology.

The press falls prey to the promoters in the same way as the public. Few things corrode journalistic excellence as the ease of writing about the revolutionary ventures of brilliant businessmen, who with alarming frequency grace magazine covers, first as heroes, then as accused felons.

Finally, financial manias sweep into their ambit politicians, whose reputations and popularity are enhanced by the economic prosperity that temporarily results from speculative excess, and who not infrequently get caught raiding the cookie jar.

The narrative arc of financial manias does not vary much either. Most speculative episodes combine two factors: exciting new technologies that foretell prosperity for all, and easy credit. Today in the United States, only about 10 percent of the money supply consists of actual circulating bills and coins; the rest exists as credit that can be created, within limits, at will by the banking system. That, in turn, depends upon how optimistic banks, mortgage companies, and other lenders are that they will be repaid. This process is such a counterintuitive and shocking notion that it bears repeating: banks print money. Indeed, they are as manic-depressive as the public they serve, and in the midst of the euphoria of a bubble, banks often fan the flames of speculation by “making money” with abandon, as occurred most spectacularly in the run-up to the 2007–2009 financial crisis.

Four characteristic subplots accompany a bubble. First and foremost, financial speculation begins to dominate all but the most mundane social interactions; whenever and wherever people meet, they talk not of the weather, family, or sports, but rather of stocks and real estate. Next, otherwise sensible professionals quit reliable, good-paying jobs to speculate in the aforementioned assets. Further, skepticism is often met with vehemence; while there are always some folks old enough, and with memories long enough, to have seen the play before and to know how it ends, their warnings are met with scorn and ridicule, which over the past several decades has been usually capped with these five words: “You just don’t get it.” Finally, normally sedate observers begin to make outlandish fi-nancial forecasts. Asset prices are predicted to not merely move 10, 20, or 30 percent up or down in a given year, but rather will double, triple, or add a zero.

Beyond its three chapters on financial manias, Extraordinary Popular Delusions also contained three long chapters on religious manias: one each on biblical prophecy, the Crusades, and the pursuit of witches. While religious and financial manias might seem to have little in common, the underlying forces that give them rise are identical: the desire to improve one’s well-being in this life or the next. And the factors that amplify the contagion of financial and religious mass delusions are also similar: the hardwired human propensity to imitate, to fabricate and consume compelling narratives, and to seek status.

Religious manias seem a near constant feature of human history, a fairly recent example of which was the Solar Temple tragedy. On the evening of October 4, 1994, residents of the Swiss village of Cheiry were startled by flames coming from a farmhouse perched above the town, where firefighters encountered a bizarre, ghastly sight: twenty-two bodies, most wearing red, black, or white capes, with a few women wearing golden ones. All but three of the victims had been shot, and in addition, ten had plastic bags over their heads. Most were found lying in a circle, their heads pointed outward; shell casings and empty champagne bottles littered the floor.

This was only the beginning; over the next two and a half years, dozens more murder/suicide victims were discovered in Switzerland and Canada, a total of seventy-four dead, all sect members or their children; all of the deaths that followed those at Cheiry occurred within a few days of either an equinox or solstice.

Two men led the sect: a mysterious, charming, and attractive forty-six-year-old Belgian physician named Luc Jouret, who had fled conspiracy and weapons charges in Canada in 1993; and a seventy-year-old French-Canadian named Joseph Di Mambro. Among the eventual victims were the wife and son of Jean Vuarnet, a revered 1960 French Olympic ski gold medalist who later licensed his famous name to an international sunglass manufacturer. Before his death, the young Vuarnet told a reporter, “The theme of the passage from life to death came up again and again. Jouret explained that there was nothing to fear—quite the contrary. I began to feel close to sacrifice.”7

The last Solar Temple victims were discovered on March 24, 1997; two days later, police in Rancho Santa Fe, near San Diego, found the bodies of thirty-nine members of another end-times group, the Heaven’s Gate religious sect, who had also died around the same equinox and believed that after death they would be transported off the planet by a spacecraft hidden in the tail of Comet Hale-Bopp.8

The Solar Temple and the Heaven’s Gate religious sects are just two examples in a long list of well known modern apocalyptic end-times groups: Jim Jones’s Peoples Temple, whose mass-suicide/murders in Guyana in 1978 took the lives of 918; the Branch Davidians, whose standoff with clueless federal authorities in Waco, Texas, killed 86 in 1993; and the murderous Japanese Aum Shinrikyo doomsday group, who perpetrated the 1995 Tokyo subway nerve gas attack. What’s striking about all these groups is that so many of their members, like Jouret and Vuarnet, were highly educated and accomplished.

Nor are end-times mass delusions peculiar to the modern world; medieval Europe produced a bumper crop of spectacular, if less well remembered, episodes. Modern neuropsychological research sheds some light on why groups of otherwise sane, intelligent, and well-adjusted people delude themselves that the world is going to end in a particular way and, oftentimes on a particular date. Humans understand the world through narratives; however much we flatter ourselves about our individual rationality, a good story, no matter how analytically deficient, lingers in the mind, resonates emotionally, and persuades more than the most dispositive facts or data.

More recently, psychologists have begun to appreciate just how effectively arresting narratives corrode our analytical ability. Perhaps the most compelling of all stories is the end-times narrative; if we understand our existence in narrative, then we all want to know its denouement. The end-times story is solidly embedded in many of the world’s religions, and especially in all three Abrahamic ones, so pervasive that it has become nearly invisible, lurking behind many of every day’s headlines and tweets, and so old that it goes at least as far back as, and likely further than, the dawn of civilization.

Not only does the hunger to know “the rest of the story” gnaw deeply into our consciousness; end-times narratives possess yet another irresistible attraction: the promise of delivery from a human existence famously labeled by Thomas Hobbes as “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short” and pervaded with a corruption that favors the wealthy and powerful at the expense of the righteous. Few narratives comfort as well as one that promises the return of a savior who will turn over the table and set things right. This yearning for mankind’s fresh start is deeply embedded in the Bible, most especially in the books of Ezekiel, Daniel, and Revelation, which have supplied the blueprints for several bloody end-times movements.

The nascent field of evolutionary psychology provides a convincing mechanism for the spread of mass manias. Within the space of approximately ten thousand years after the first tribes crossed over from Siberia into North America at the end of the last Ice Age, humans had established themselves from the subarctic to the Great Plains to the tropical Amazon Basin. Biological evolution could not have proceeded rapidly enough to favor the very specific skills needed to survive in such varied environments; it would have taken far too long, for example, to have evolved a genetically derived talent for kayak-making on the subarctic coast, then a talent for buffalo-hunting on the Great Plains, followed by one for making poison blowguns in the Amazon. (The most rapid known human evolutionary adaptations—the development of adult lactose tolerance among northern Europeans and high-altitude tolerance in Tibetans—are estimated to have taken 3,000 to 10,000 years.)9

Rather than hardwire into our genes a distinct ability for making kayaks, hunting buffalo, or fashioning poison blowguns, evolution instead encoded the general-purpose skill of imitation. Given a large enough population and enough trial and error, someone will eventually figure out how to build, for example, a serviceable kayak, and the rest can accurately imitate the process.10

We imitate more than other animal species; as soon as someone creates a useful innovation, others quickly adopt it. Yet our propensity to imitate also serves to amplify maladaptive behaviors, primary among which are delusional beliefs. Admittedly, in a modern postindustrial society, the imitative acquisition of skills does improve our economic potential, but it does far less to promote survival than it did, say, in the premodern era in the subarctic, Great Plains, or Amazon Basin. Thus, in the modern world, the tradeoff between imitating adaptive and maladaptive behaviors has become less favorable than it had been in the past, and we are now stuck with a late-Pleistocene imitative predisposition that has become increasingly costly in the modern age, one of the most expensive and dangerous being the spread of the belief that the world will soon end.

Not only do people respond more to narratives than to facts and data, but preliminary studies demonstrate that the more compelling the story, the more it erodes our critical-thinking skills.11 This research suggests, in addition, an inherent conflict of interest between the suppliers and consumers of opinion: the former wish to convince and will devise the most compelling narratives possible, whereas the latter, if they are rational, should intentionally avoid those narratives and rely only on data, facts, and analytical discipline.

Closely related to our preference for compelling narratives is the human tendency for self-deception. Since humans are adept at detecting the “tells” that others are lying, the ability to deceive oneself eliminates the tells, and so makes one a better deceiver.12 Throughout history, relatively few of the protagonists of religious mass delusions were the con men they seemed to skeptical outsiders, but rather the sincerely self-deceived victims of their own delusions.

Beginning about 150 years ago, Protestant Christianity evolved a doctrine, technically known as “dispensational premillennialism” (for short, “dispensationalism”), which its modern advocates have honed into the world’s most compelling end-times narrative. Although its precise content varies depending on the theological flavor, the basic narrative predicts that the Jews return to Israel, rebuild the Jerusalem Temple, and there resume sacrifices. The Roman Empire then reassembles itself in the form of a ten-member confederation under the leadership of a charismatic, brilliant, and handsome individual who turns out to be the Antichrist, the earthly manifestation of the Devil, who enters into a seven-year alliance with the Jews. After three and a half years, the Antichrist betrays the Jews and thus precipitates an invasion of Israel not only by the Russians, but also by two hundred million Chinese, who travel over the Himalayas to get there.

A cataclysmic nuclear war ensues: Armageddon, along with other horrors, collectively known as the Tribulation. At the end of the seven-year period, Christ returns to defeat the Antichrist and establish the millennium. Along the way, billions die. Christians who have found Jesus are conveniently saved from Armageddon and the Tribulation by being transported up into heaven—the Rapture—which occurs right before the trouble starts. The Jews come off somewhat less well; a third of them convert to Christianity and proselytize the rest of humanity and so survive the Tribulation. The other two-thirds are out of luck.

The current polarization of American society cannot be fully understood without a working knowledge of the above dispensationalist narrative, which strikes the majority of well-educated citizens with a secular orientation as bizarre. In contrast, for a significant minority of Americans, this sequence of prophesized events is as familiar as Romeo and Juliet or The Godfather, and the appeal of televangelists such as Jerry Falwell, Jim Bakker, and Jimmy Swaggart rest solidly on their dispensationalist credentials.

Several reasons dictate concern about the prevalence of the dispensationalist end-times narrative. The centrality of Israel, and particularly the rebuilding of the Temple, to this belief system has profoundly affected U.S. Middle East policy. Uncritical American support for Israel’s expansion of West Bank settlement and its apparent abandonment of a two-state solution can be traced directly to the advocacy of evangelicals, so-called Christian Zionists, who now exert far more influence than Jewish Zionists. Indeed, the opening and closing benedictions at the May 2018 dedication of the new U.S. Embassy in Jerusalem were given by two dispensationalist ministers. One of them, Robert Jeffress, once claimed that Hitler had helped plan the Jew’s return to Israel; and the other, John Hagee, had deemed Hurricane Katrina God’s punishment for New Orleans’s sinfulness.13

Even a mild degree of fatalism about the inevitability of Armageddon in the nuclear age is dangerous. A 2010 Pew Foundation poll found that more than a third of Americans believe that Jesus will return in their lifetime, and most of those believe in the Rapture.14 One such American was Ronald Reagan, who could discourse knowledgably about dispensational theology with the likes of Jerry Falwell. In the same vein, evangelicals, most of whom are dispensationalists, make up nearly a quarter of the U.S. military; their influence is particularly prominent at the Air Force Academy, whose service branch operates most of the U.S. nuclear arsenal.15 In 1964, when Daniel Ellsberg and his boss at RAND, who had both just audited the U.S. nuclear chain of command, screened Dr. Strangelove, a movie about a psychotic SAC general fixated on the fluoridation of drinking water—an obsession shared even today by a few dispensationalists—who triggers the Third World War, they remarked that the film could well have been a documentary.16

Throughout history, Christians have labeled Jews as the Antichrist, the very concept of which is explosive. Even today, for a few extremist evangelicals, applying that label to someone, or to any group, justifies their murder.

Finally, dispensationalism alone can and does occasionally trigger mass death, as occurred in 1993 at Waco, Texas, when the Branch Davidian sect, led by the Book of Revelation–obsessed David Koresh, collided with federal officials with no understanding of his belief system.

Given that the roots of apocalypticism are found in both the New and Old Testaments, and likely have earlier roots in Fertile Crescent polytheism, it is not surprising that the doomsday scripts of both extremist Israeli Jews and the Islamic State have more than a passing resemblance to that of Christian dispensationalists, differing only in who plays the heroes and who plays the heavies. Today’s Muslim apocalypticists almost uniformly consider Jews to be the Antichrist, and the remarkable ability of the Islamic State to attract recruits from around the world to the killing fields of Syria and Iraq rested in no small part on an end-times narrative drawn directly from the hadith, the sayings of Muhammad.

If we are to comprehend how social epidemics such as financial bubbles and violent end-times apocalyptic manias originate and propagate, it is equally instructive to understand those circumstances in which they do not occur. Our modern understanding of how crowds can at times behave wisely began in the fall of 1906, when the pioneering polymath (and cousin of Charles Darwin) Francis Galton attended the annual West of England Fat Stock and Poultry Exhibition in Plymouth. There, he performed an experiment in which a large group of people acted with surprising rationality. Approximately eight hundred participants purchased tickets for an ox-weighing contest at sixpence each, with prizes awarded for the most accurate guesses of the weight of the dressed animal, that is, minus its head and internal organs. Amazingly, the median guess, 1,207 pounds, was less than one percent off the actual weight, 1,198 pounds. The average estimate was 1,197 pounds; Galton did not report this nearly dead-on number in his first Nature article because he felt that the median value, the one exactly in the middle of the estimates, was more theoretically appealing than the more accurate average.17

Galton’s conclusion about the accuracy of collective wisdom has since been repeatedly confirmed.18 More recently, New Yorker writer James Surowiecki summarized this concept in his bestseller The Wisdom of Crowds, in which he laid out three requirements for effective crowd wisdom: independent individual analysis, diversity of individual experience and expertise, and an effective method for individuals to aggregate their opinions.19

So what qualifies, for our purposes, as a “crowd”—the wise ones of Francis Galton and James Surowiecki, or the unwise ones of Luc Jouret, Joseph Di Mambro, and David Koresh?

What separates delusional crowds from wise ones is the extent of their members’ interactions with each other. It’s doubtful that all, or even most, of Galton’s eight hundred contestants ever physically gathered into a single group. A key, and usually overlooked, feature of his experiment is that it involved the dressed weight of the ox. Contestants had to fill out an entry card with their address so that the winners could be notified, and since the result would not become known until the ox was later butchered, this would have discouraged the contestants from congregating before completing their card.

A few years ago finance professional Joel Greenblatt performed a clever variation on the Galton experiment with a class of Harlem schoolchildren, to whom he showed a jar that contained 1,776 jelly beans. Once again, the average of their guesses, when submitted in silence on index cards, was remarkably accurate: 1,771 jelly beans. Greenblatt then had each student verbalize their guesses, which destroyed the accuracy of their aggregate judgment—the new, “open” estimates averaged out to just 850 jelly beans.20

Thus, the more a group interacts, the more it behaves like a real crowd, and the less accurate its assessments become. Occasionally, crowd interaction becomes so intense that madness results. As put most succinctly by Friedrich Nietzsche, “Madness is rare in the individual—but with groups, parties, peoples, and ages it is the rule.”21 Mackay also recognized this; perhaps the most famous line in Extraordinary Popular Delusions is “Men, it is said, think in herds; it will be seen that they go mad in herds, while they only recover their senses more slowly, and one by one.”22

Accordingly, the accuracy of a group’s aggregate judgment rests on the participants not behaving like a crowd. It also, as Surowiecki points out, depends upon the diversity of the group; the more points of view a group brings to bear on an estimate, the more accurate that estimate is liable to be.

Diversity of opinion also benefits the individual as well; as put by F. Scott Fitzgerald, “The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposing ideas in mind at the same time and still retain the ability to function.”23 Over the past three decades, psychologist Philip Tetlock has examined the forecasting accuracy of hundreds of well-regarded experts; he found that those who took into account a wide variety of often contradictory viewpoints performed better than those who viewed the world through a single theoretical lens.24 In plain English: beware the ideologue and the true believer, whether in politics, in religion, or in finance.

While Surowiecki’s book on crowds describes how group decisions can succeed, mine will describe how they can fail, and what happens when they do. In the most extreme cases, not only do crowds go mad, but as occurred several times in the twentieth century, entire nations do so as well.

Mackay didn’t get everything right, nor was his compilation even original; he may have derived inspiration, or even more, from a volume published four years prior by one Richard Davenport, Sketches of Imposture, Deception, and Credulity, which covered many of the same areas, although not in nearly as much detail.25 And while Mackay’s lurid description of the tulipmania, for example, introduced the term into the modern lexicon, it also earned the scorn of modern observers, who point out that it was hardly the society-wide phenomenon he described.26

Further, Mackay’s chapter, subject, and chronological organization is chaotic; chapters on crowd behavior (e.g., financial bubbles, the Crusades) are interspersed with ones on fads (hair length, beards, and duels) and health and scientific dead ends (magnetization, alchemy).27

That said, Mackay’s errors, disorganization, and possible lack of originality pale before the fact that he realized, as well as any observer of that era might have, just how often our social nature interferes with our rationality.

I first read Extraordinary Popular Delusions more than a quarter century ago, and while the financial manias described in the first three chapters fascinated me, I thought them irrelevant to the relatively well-behaved capital markets of the early 1990s. I was wrong: over the next several years, as the dot-com bubble progressed, Mackay’s descriptions of financial madness came to life before my amazed eyes.

Two decades later, the Islamic State and its predecessors proved so remarkably adept at proselytizing believers around the world that they attracted thousands from safe, prosperous Western countries to the killing fields of Iraq and Syria. They did so, in large part, by peddling an end-times narrative remarkably similar to that believed by large numbers of Christians, a subject also dealt with in some detail by Mackay.

As someone who was already greatly influenced by Extraordinary Popular Delusions, the rise of the Islamic State rang a loud and clear bell. If ever there was a modern manifestation of a religious mania, this was it; the time was ripe to examine the history of mass delusions, from the medieval period to the present day, through the prism of the remarkable recent advances in the neurosciences.

I chose to ignore several types of episodes covered in great detail by Mackay, especially fashion and health crazes. Some readers may also wonder why, in today’s fraught and polarized political atmosphere, I also chose not to explicitly cover political episodes. In order to keep the title to a manageable length, and because of the personal resonance of financial and religious mass manias, I confined this book to those two areas. The reader will, however, encounter no great difficulty connecting the episodes described in the coming pages, as well as their underlying psychology, to manias of all types, particularly to the totalitarianism of the last century and the viral conspiracy theories of this one.

Easily the most important geopolitical event of the new century was the 9/11 attacks on the Twin Towers and Pentagon, a catastrophe that amplified an already well-established modern Islamic apocalypticism reawakened by Western political and cultural dominance and the 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. Arguably the most important transformation in American cultural and political life in the last century was the rise of evangelical Protestantism, which presents profound risks for American policy in the Middle East and for the command and control of strategic weapons. The rise of both Muslim fundamentalism and Protestant evangelicism can be easily understood in the context of prior religious manias.

In more general terms, this book will provide a psychological framework for understanding just why humanity occasionally suffers from mass manias of all types. Manifestly, man is the ape that imitates, tells stories, seeks status, morally condemns others, and yearns for the good old days, all of which guarantee a human future studded with religious and financial mass manias.

Anyone who writes about mass delusions quickly bumps up against a highly inconvenient sociological fact. Like Darius’s Greeks and Callatiae, every single one of us is a creature of our societal norms, and occasionally one society’s sacrament is another’s desecration. Many, if not most, of the world’s theologies, for example, tend to view the others’ belief systems as heretical, even among closely related sects. Especially among closely related sects—Freud’s famous “narcissism of small differences.” As the old joke goes, a delusion shared by hundreds of people is called a “cult,” whereas one shared by millions is called a “religion.”

A significant number of Americans believe in the literal truth of the Book of Revelation: that the world will suffer, sooner rather than later, a world-ending cataclysm. While less fundamentalist Christians and non-Christians might consider that end-times narrative delusional, such institutional delusions are only rarely acutely harmful to either their believers or to the rest of the world. Quite the contrary, in fact—all successful societies depend to a certain degree on shared delusions. Whatever American society’s flaws, our greatest strength is our belief in the rule of law and equality under the law; likewise, our economy functions reasonably well because almost all of us believe that money made of paper and of even more ethereal electronic transactions represents real assets and obligations. But at base, such beneficial common beliefs are not much more than society-wide con games: they’re true only so long as most people believe in them—the so-called Tinker Bell Principle. I’ve chosen, thus, to focus on mass delusions that go bad: “Extraordinarily Harmful Mass Delusions and the Madness of Crowds,” if you will.

The stories flow in approximate chronological order, starting with medieval end-times manias not covered by Mackay and ending with the most spectacular recent example of the same phenomenon—the rise of the Islamic State in the Middle East. In between, the steady stream of financial and religious manias over the past several centuries appear in the order in which they occurred, along with the relevant neuroscience.

Our journey into the dark heart of human mass delusions begins in medieval Europe, where an obscure Cistercian monk, inspired by the Bible’s apocalyptic books, developed a theology that sparked a series of grisly Protestant end-times revolts.



* The book was subsequently renamed Memoirs of Extraordinary Popular Delusions and the Madness of Crowds, and hereafter is referred to simply as Extraordinary Popular Delusions.






1

JOACHIM’S CHILDREN


Tiger got to hunt,

Bird got to fly;

Man got to sit and wonder, “Why, why, why?”
Tiger got to sleep,

Bird got to land;

Man got to tell himself he understand.

—Kurt Vonnegut1

In the late twelfth century, the kings and queens of Europe undertook the arduous journey to a monastery in the remote Calabrian hills to bask in the legendary wisdom of a nearly forgotten Cistercian abbot named Joachim of Fiore. Passing through on his way to the Third Crusade in 1190–1191, Richard the Lionheart sought his vision of the future.2

The quiet intellectual abbot was fond of numbers and historical analogies, and what attracted Europe’s rulers to his monastery was his organization of human history into three ages that foretold a coming golden era. Joachim, unfortunately, had unwittingly lit a prophetic fuse. His vision of the future spoke eloquently to the downtrodden poor and stirred revolution in their hearts, and over the following centuries, his initially peaceful schema would mutate into a bloody end-times theology that engulfed wide swaths of Europe.

Understanding how this happened invokes the Bible’s three major end-times narratives: the Old Testament books of Ezekiel and Daniel, and the New Testament’s last book, Revelation. While these three books may seem obscure to modern secular readers, they help to explain the cultural polarization between Christian evangelicals and the rest of American society that has become so evident the past several election cycles. For the former, the contents of these three books are as familiar as the stories of the American Revolution and Civil War; for the latter, they are largely terra incognita. Further, even evangelicals are often unaware of the ancient Near East history behind these narratives, particularly the complex interplay among the Egyptians, Philistines, Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians, and the two Jewish kingdoms, Israel and Judah.

Ezekiel, Daniel, and Revelation provide the backdrop to a series of end-times religious mass delusions that were in many ways similar to the tragedy at Cheiry. Such manias have been a nearly constant feature of the Abrahamic religions since their births, most prominently involving the town of Münster in the sixteenth century, the Millerite phenomenon in the mid-nineteenth century United States, and the repetitious and widespread predictions of imminent end-times that followed the establishment of the modern state of Israel.

Religious manias tend to play out in the worst of times, during which mankind desires delivery from its troubles and a return to the Good Old Days, a mythical bygone era of peace, harmony, and prosperity. One of the earliest surviving Greek poems, Hesiod’s “Works and Days,” from around 700 b.c., expresses this well. Greece at that time was desperately poor, and the author scratched out a hard living on a farm in Boeotia, just northwest of Athens, which he described as “bad in winter, sultry in summer, and good at no time.”3 Things, Hesiod imagined, must have been better in years past. First came the gods on Olympus, who made a “golden race of mortal men” who


lived like gods without sorrow of heart, remote and free from toil and grief: miserable age rested not on them; but with legs and arms never failing they made merry with feasting beyond the reach of all evils. When they died, it was as though they were overcome with sleep, and they had all good things; for the fruitful earth unforced bare them fruit abundantly and without stint. They dwelt in ease and peace upon their lands with many good things, rich in flocks and loved by the blessed gods.4



The next generation was “made of silver and less noble by far.” They were still blessed, but had sinned and failed to offer sacrifices to the gods, and were followed by a third generation of men whose armor, houses, and tools were of bronze. The gods, for some reason, gave the fourth generation a better draw than the third; half died in battle, but the other half lived as demigods. The fifth generation, Hesiod’s, was “a race of iron, and men never rest from labor and sorrow by day, and from perishing by night; and the gods shall lay sore trouble upon them.” Their children, Hesiod predicted, would fall even further short—venal, foulmouthed, and, worst of all, disinclined to support their parents in their dotage.5 Hesiod had stolen a more than two millennia march on Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan: life was indeed solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.

The misery of Hesiod’s day, bleak as it was, was at least intrinsic to the local land and culture—the poverty of the soil, the venality of man, and the aggression of neighboring city-states. A Greek city’s hostile neighbors, after all, shared the same religion and culture, and while they often enslaved their defeated neighbors, before the Peloponnesian War they generally did not put them to the sword.

Around the same time as Hesiod, several hundred miles away, the Hebrews’ troubles were of a more existential sort, and they gave rise, eventually, to the most common current-day end-times narratives, which promised a happier human existence in the next world, at least for those who kept the faith and survived the transition.

How the Jews came to settle the Holy Land remains a mystery, as historians question both the existence of Moses and the Exodus from Egypt. What is beyond dispute is that the Israelites had an easier time subjugating the Canaanites, Palestine’s culturally more advanced but less aggressive original inhabitants, than they had with the ferocious “Sea Peoples” who followed. The latter, a mysterious race, plagued Egypt and possibly extinguished several western Mediterranean civilizations, including the Mycenaean. Not long after the supposed Exodus, a local branch of the Sea Peoples, the Philistines, established a beachhead in the area between the modern Gaza Strip and Tel Aviv and began to push inland.

The Philistine threat served to unite the small and disparate Israelite tribes. They eventually settled on Saul, a sometime mercenary of the Philistines, as their leader. He defeated his former employers and so brought about the beginnings of unity among the Hebrews. Upon his death not long after 1000 b.c., one of his lieutenants, David, who had also served the Philistines, succeeded him. A more militarily talented and charismatic leader, he brought under his dominion not only the northern and southern states, Israel and Judah, respectively, but also conquered as his own personal possession a heavily fortified town, Jerusalem, held by the Canaanites.

Under David, the Jewish domain reached its maximum geographical extent, reaching as far north as Damascus. What is today called the “Davidic Kingdom” was not a unified state, but rather consisted of three separate components: Judah and Israel, whose individual kingships David separately occupied, and Jerusalem, his personal property.

His son Solomon held this confederation together. An ambitious builder, he erected a series of palaces, forts, and places of worship, most notably Jerusalem’s First Temple. He also enthusiastically practiced marital diplomacy; he betrothed a pharaoh’s daughter and maintained, at least according to I Kings, seven hundred other wives and three hundred concubines. One of his forts, at Megiddo, would later become better known by its Greek name: Armageddon.

[image: Illustration]

Solomon’s edifice complex, and particularly the huge labor corvées necessary for his building schemes, bred resentment, and when he died in 931 b.c., his son Rehoboam refused to travel north to Israel’s capital, Shechem, for his coronation, and so Israel left the confederation.6

The north-south schism proved fatal to Jewish independence when the Assyrians became the region’s preeminent military machine. By the ninth century b.c., the northern state, Israel, was paying them tribute, and when Tiglath-Pileser III gained the Assyrian crown in 745 b.c., he hurled his conquering legions westward and carved Israel up. His successors, Shalmaneser V and Sargon II, completed the conquest by 721 b.c., and, as recorded in Sargon’s Annals, “27,290 men who dwelt in it I carried off, fifty chariots for my royal army from among them I selected. . . . That city I restored and more than before I made it great; men of the lands, conquered by my hands, in it I made to dwell.”7

Sargon deported the northern elites to the banks of the Tigris and Euphrates; they disappeared into history’s mists as the ten “lost tribes,” most likely assimilated into the local Mesopotamian population. The Assyrians then turned their sights on the southern state, Judah, and mounted an abortive assault in 701 b.c., and then unaccountably left it alone for a century thereafter, possibly as a buffer state between them and the Egyptians. This hiatus saved Judah, and the Jewish people, from the oblivion suffered by its northern branch.

When the Assyrians fell to the Babylonians around 605 b.c., the Jews faced an even more fearsome conquering force in the person of their king, Nebuchadnezzar, who in 597 b.c. conquered Jerusalem and, according to II Kings,


. . . Jehoiachin the king of Judah went out to the king of Babylon, he, and his mother, and his servants, and his princes, and his officers: and the king of Babylon took him in the eighth year of his reign.

And he carried out thence all the treasures of the house of the LORD, and the treasures of the king’s house, and cut in pieces all the vessels of gold which Solomon king of Israel had made in the temple of the LORD, as the LORD had said.

And he carried away all Jerusalem, and all the princes, and all the mighty men of valour, even ten thousand captives, and all the craftsmen and smiths: none remained, save the poorest sort of the people of the land.8



Worse was to come. Around 587 b.c., Zedekiah, the puppet installed by the Babylonians, rebelled. In response, the Babylonians breached Jerusalem’s wall and poured through it. The king fled but was caught near Jericho, where the Babylonians “slew the sons of Zedekiah before his eyes, and put out the eyes of Zedekiah, and bound him with fetters of brass, and carried him to Babylon.”9

The Judeans must have known, given the experience of their vanished northern neighbors, that Nebuchadnezzar threatened their culture and very existence with extinction, and so they sought a drastic solution that their Greek near-contemporary, Hesiod, whose culture was not existentially threatened, did not seek: a miraculous cataclysm that would deliver them from oblivion.

Among the exiles carried off to the banks of the Euphrates along with Jehoiachin in 597 b.c. was a Temple-trained priest named Ezekiel. His book, written either by him or by others in his name, opens five years later, around 592 b.c., with his vision of the heavens opening to reveal a chariot carrying the Lord drawn by four phantasmagorical winged creatures, each with four faces: human, lion, ox, and eagle.

Whoever wrote this first major apocalyptic book of the Bible did so over the decades during which conditions in the Holy Land deteriorated. As described in II Kings, the Babylonians had exiled Judah’s royalty, priests, and wealthy, but left behind a large underclass. Initially, the elites sent to Babylon were optimistic about their prospects for a quick return, but the destruction of Jerusalem and the First Temple in 587 b.c. drove their evolving narrative in an apocalyptic direction.

Ezekiel’s author turned his story away from the impieties of Judah that had brought about its conquest and toward the return of the Lord and the reestablishment of the Jewish nation. He spun a narrative that would grow ever more resonant over the millennia: the corruption of man, the wrath of God, His return, and, later, that of His son to reestablish His kingdom and condemn the faithless to eternal damnation.

Ezekiel’s book proceeds through three parts: first, the appointment of Ezekiel as a prophet (someone who relays messages from God); second, the restoration of the Davidic kingdom and the destruction not only of its real enemies, but also of a mythical one, the fearsome Gog, ruler of the land of Magog; and third, the splendors of the new Temple and of a resurgent and greatly enlarged Jewish nation. (Later books of the Bible confuse the issue of who and what were Gog and Magog, since either can be interpreted as individuals or places.)

Ezekiel also describes how, following the reestablishment of the old Davidic kingdom, the Israelites will suffer an invasion by this mythical marauder, who they then defeat, the first substantive biblical mention of a character who would eventually evolve into the New Testament Antichrist, one of modern Protestant apocalypticism’s leading actors.10 This three-act process of prophetic verification with wondrous and frightening visions, the vanquishing of evil forces, and the glories of the new world became the foundation of many subsequent end-times narratives.

The second major apocalyptic Old Testament book, Daniel, purportedly plays out contemporaneously with Ezekiel. It opens with the conquest of Jerusalem, exile to Babylon, and Nebuchadnezzar’s patronage of four clever Hebrews—Shadrach, Meshach, Abednego, and Daniel—who “in all matters of wisdom and understanding, that the king enquired of them, he found them ten times better than all the magicians and astrologers that were in his realm.”11

Nebuchadnezzar, it seems, had a dream that he just barely recalled. He knew only that it was of great portent, but otherwise lacked detail. When told by his court’s soothsayers that their repertoires did not include dream recovery, he ordered not only their murder, but also that of all of the kingdom’s wise men, the four Hebrews included.

Luckily for Daniel, the Lord revealed to him the royal dream’s content: a frightening apparition with a gold head, a silver chest and arms, a bronze stomach and thighs, iron calves, and feet of iron and clay (hence the modern phrase “feet of clay”). A stone shatters the beast’s feet; the stone then grows ever larger, first into a mountain, and then fills the entire earth.12

The gold/silver/bronze/iron motif of Daniel’s beast matches that of Hesiod’s ages; this was likely not a coincidence, since Persian texts from the same period also describe four historical ages named according to these four metals.13

The Lord also interpreted the dream for Daniel, who passes it on to Nebuchadnezzar; the beast’s head is the king himself, the silver and bronze parts lesser future kingdoms, and the iron and clay feet a great amalgamated empire that would easily rupture because of the incompatibility of its two elements. Finally, the Lord takes over rulership: “In the days of these kings shall the God of heaven set up a kingdom, which shall never be destroyed; and the kingdom shall not be left to other people, but it shall break in pieces and consume all these kingdoms, and it shall stand for ever.”14

Daniel was not written during the Babylonian exile, as it implicitly claimed, but rather in the second century b.c. In the more than three centuries between the time of Nebuchadnezzar and the book’s actual composition, much had happened: King Cyrus had conquered the Babylonians and allowed the return to Palestine of the Jews, who built the Second Temple, only to find themselves reconquered by Alexander in 332 b.c. To any literate Judean during Greek rule, the narrative’s prophecy seemed clear: the iron and clay feet of Nebuchadnezzar’s beast represented the weakness of the Greek Ptolemaic and Seleucid empires—the successor states of Alexander the Great’s conquests—and their eventual destruction. Daniel’s authors and editors likely made it appear to have been written three centuries earlier than it actually was to enhance its prophetic credibility.

The Greeks presented the Jews with yet another existential threat. In 167 b.c., Antiochus IV Epiphanes, the ruler of the Seleucid Greek empire in the Levant, appointed as the Jewish high priest one Menelaus, who favored a radical reformation of religious practices and whose agenda included the abolition of sacrifices and Mosaic law. He converted the Second Temple into a secular space and desecrated it with a statue of Zeus.

The conflict among reformist priests, traditional Jews, and Antiochus spiraled out of control; between 167 and 164 b.c. Antiochus’s forces plundered the Temple, destroyed the sacred scrolls, and punished by death any observance of the Sabbath, circumcision, and the offering of sacrifices. He also pillaged Jerusalem; murdered, enslaved, and deported thousands of its inhabitants; razed the city’s walls; and garrisoned Greek troops in the city.

Nor was this all: The Jews were required to worship idols on the Temple’s site and offer pigs in sacrifice. The eventual explosion, the 164 b.c. rebellion led by the traditionalist Maccabee brothers, resulted first in the elimination of these abominations, and finally in an independent Judean state that would last until the Roman conquest in 63 b.c.

Daniel’s first half ends with its hero sent to the lion’s den for worshipping the Lord and his miraculous survival under His protection. In its second half Daniel is now himself the dreamer of an apparition he professes not to understand, but in fact is simply a variation of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream. Four phantasmagorical beasts, each more awe-inspiring than the last, emerge from the sea: a lion with plucked wings; a bear with ribs between its teeth; a leopard with four heads and four wings; and a final one that defied taxonomy, “dreadful and terrible,” with iron teeth and horns that increased in number as he watched, one of which had eyes and a mouth that spoke “great things.” The Lord appears, flames issue from his throne, and He vanquishes this fourth beast, who, just as in Nebuchadnezzar’s dream, represents the Seleucid Empire. Over the succeeding reigns of Cyrus and his successors, Darius and Belshazzar, Daniel has further dreams in which the conquest of Persia by Alexander and the breakup of his empire are told in allegorical form. The book’s final chapter describes a divine judgment in which the dead are resurrected, some to enjoy “everlasting life,” while others are condemned “to shame and everlasting contempt” under the permanent rule of the Lord.15

The Bible’s third great apocalyptic book, Revelation, was written sometime around a.d. 95 by a man identified in the text as “John,” the humble recipient of its contents from God. The author was probably not John the Apostle, who would have been about ninety years old at the time, but rather a more pedestrian prophet who lived, likely as a prisoner, on the island of Patmos in Asia Minor. His work would eventually become codified by most Christian sects as the last book of the Bible.

If they are honest, most modern readers, even those with deep religious backgrounds, find Revelation a difficult text to absorb, dense and nearly uninterpretable. According to one of the book’s foremost historians, R. H. Charles,


From the earliest ages of the Church it has been universally admitted that the Apocalypse [Revelation] is the most difficult book of the entire Bible. . . . And not only is it the cursory reader that is bewildered but also the serious student, as the history of the interpretation of the Apocalypse clearly shows.16



Revelation reads as a disorganized jumble of images even more phantasmagorical than Daniel’s dreams, to which it bears more than a passing, and probably not coincidental, resemblance.

Because of this, a meaningful grasp of the book requires specialist historical knowledge of not only the eastern Roman Empire, but also of the Macabbean period. Charles’s detailed literary analysis of the book suggested that John of Patmos likely died just before he completed it, and that its difficulty likely results from the incompetent editing of his unfinished original draft; even among learned academics, a near total lack of agreement about its narrative structure reigns, a difficulty that has, over the past several centuries, produced no end of mischief and mayhem.17

Revelation consists of twenty-two chapters; the first three comprise introductory letters from John to seven churches in the eastern part of the Roman Empire. The next two chapters describe the Lord’s throne surrounded by twenty-four elders and four worshipful beasts, and the appearance of a scroll closed with seven seals that can only be opened by a descendant of David, king of the Jews. A slain lamb with seven horns and seven eyes, felt by biblical scholars to represent Jesus, fills that bill and, one by one, undoes the seals.

Chapters 6 through 8 describe what happens next: the first four seals issue forth horses colored white, red, black, and pale, signifying, respectively, war, international conflict, famine, and plague. The fifth produces martyred souls beneath an altar, signifying persecution, and the sixth an earthquake. There then follows an interlude in which 144,000 Jews are “sealed” (marked on their foreheads with the Lord’s name; 12,000 from each of the twelve tribes). The seventh, and last, seal is introduced by eight angels; the first seven carry trumpets, and an eighth lays waste to the world.

The next three chapters yield an equally bewildering tableau: the sounding of the seven trumpets by angels, whose devastation essentially recapitulates the seven seals, with an intermission between the sixth and seventh in which John is ordered to eat a small book by an angel who then instructs him to design the new Jerusalem and Temple.

The book’s second half features a great red dragon with seven heads, seven crowns, and ten horns, identified as Satan, who unsuccessfully attempts to devour a newborn, the son of God, as an allegorical Mary is about to give him birth.*

This was followed by yet more phantasms: another beast with seven heads, ten crowns, and ten horns that produces the usual mayhem; a third compound beast with only two horns that does the same; the return of the “lamb” (Jesus) who exercised command over the host of 144,000 Jews; the pouring out of seven bowls (or vials, depending on the version), which yield calamities analogous to those of the seals and trumpets; and, finally, a horrendous female figure, the Great Whore of Babylon, interpreted by scholars as either the Roman Empire or an apostate Jerusalem.

In chapters 19 and 20, an angel casts the dragon/Satan into the Lake of Fire for a thousand years, and martyrs are resurrected. After the thousand years Satan returns and recruits a vast army, “the number of whom is as the sand of the sea,” including Gog from Magog for a final battle, at the end of which Satan is tossed back into the fire lake forever. The Last Judgment separates the just from the wicked, the latter of whom get sealed up with Satan into the fire lake along with, for good measure, “death and hell.” The last two chapters describe the glory of the New Jerusalem of immense size, “. . . twelve thousand furlongs. The length and the breadth and the height of it are equal,” and Christ’s promise that he shall shortly return.18

Revelation’s basic narrative seems to be that Jesus returns to earth and does battle with evil and eventually casts it into a fiery eternity, extracts the righteous into heaven, condemns the rest, and destroys the world. The precise details, however, are a matter of interpretation. Further, it almost certainly shares a common origin with the similar Old Testament end-times narratives, particularly the book of Daniel, which it closely resembles. Indeed, the structure and content of both Daniel and Revelation are hardly unique to Christianity and Judaism; philosopher and theological historian Mirceau Eliade has identified many themes common in religions around the world and in many eras; one of the most persistent is of the world ending in fire that spares the righteous, which he speculated was of Persian/Zoroastrian origin.19

Ambiguous in the extreme, Revelation allows for an infinity of interpretations, most critically, just how “a thousand years” should be understood, when in human history that millennium lies, and so precisely when the end-times itself occurs. In theological lingo, the study of such questions is known as “eschatology”: the final disposition of mankind in the end-time.

Revelation’s opacity and ambiguity only amplified its influence, since they open the way to a wide range of allegorical interpretations about when and how the world ends. In the words of religious historian Robert Wright,


Ambiguity, selective retention, and misleading paraphrasal combine to give believers great influence on the meaning of their religion. But for raw semantic power, none of these tools rivals the deft deployment of metaphor and allegory. In a single stroke, this can obliterate a text’s literal meaning and replace it with something radically different.20



According to an international survey in 2010, fully 35 percent of Americans today believe that the Bible represents the literal word of God, and a similar percentage think that Jesus will return to earth in their lifetimes.21 It seems reasonable to assume that the further one travels back in time, the more universal such beliefs must have been.

From Christianity’s earliest days, theologians postulated three different chronologies of Christ’s return. The first is that the Church had already established the millennium, and that Christ would return at its end. In theological terms, this time sequence is called “postmillennialism,” involving either a present or future millennial period, followed by the Last Judgment and Jesus’s return. The second, premillennialism, implies that Jesus returns before the millennium, followed by the Last Judgment; in other words, not only Jesus’s return and the Last Judgment, but also the millennium itself all lie in the future. The last possibility was that the millennium is merely an allegorical concept, and does not exist in reality, so called “amillennialism.”22 Of these three interpretations, pre millennialism supplies the most compelling narrative, and almost from the moment of Revelation’s completion, its ambiguity and mankind’s hunger for a resonant traditional story ending have spawned a constant stream of premillennialist end-times stories.

The most prominent Christian theologian of the late Roman Empire, Saint Augustine of Hippo, resisted that temptation and swore off any attempt to calculate the occurrence of the end-times: “In vain therefore do we try to reckon and set limits to the years that remain for this world, when we hear from the Mouth of Truth that it is not ours to know this,” and, more colloquially, “relax your fingers and give them a rest.”23 Augustine’s reticence would remain the Church’s dominant eschatological stance until Joachim’s theological heirs, impatient for the end-times, came on the scene.

Humans understand the world largely through narratives, and while end-times prophecies are perhaps the most compelling ever told, they have a less than stellar predictive track record. Research on forecasting shows just how miserable humans are at predicting the future, and that merely observing the historical “base rate” of past events almost always predicts the future far better than narrative-based reasoning. Obviously, the base rate frequency for the end of time has thus far been zero.

Given the zero accuracy of end-times predictions, just why are we so swayed by these compelling narratives? And, more generally, why is narrative-based reasoning so faulty? Psychologists have demonstrated that people are “cognitive misers” who avoid rigorous analysis in favor of heuristics—simple mental shortcuts—and that a compelling narrative is the most powerful heuristic of all.*

Over the course of the twentieth century, neuroscientists discovered that there are two different types of human thought processes: fast-moving emotional responses located in our deeply placed and evolutionarily ancient limbic system, our so-called “reptilian brain,” and much slower conscious reasoning that arises from the evolutionarily newer cortex that overlies the limbic system. In 2000, psychologists Keith Stanovich and Richard West applied labels to these two apparatuses, System 1 and System 2, respectively, a prosaic taxonomy we’ve been stuck with since.24

From an evolutionary perspective, the primacy of System 1 over System 2 makes sense; for hundreds of millions of years, long before humans evolved their impressive System 2, the fast-moving System 1 drove the animal kingdom’s behavioral responses to the hiss of the snake or the dimly perceived footfall of the predator, so it’s not surprising that the slower human System 2, likely less than a hundred thousand years old, operates in the thrall of the far more ancient apparatus. Put more simply, our faster emotional machinery leads, and our slower “reason” follows. In a state of nature, the benefits of the dominance of System 1, which reacts to sensory information of danger even before it reaches consciousness, is obvious, but in a relatively safe postindustrial world where the dangers have a longer time horizon, System 1 dominance often incurs great costs.

Narratives powerfully engage our brain’s fast-moving, emotionally driven System 1 and so make an end run around analytical thinking. Most of the time, we employ narratives toward useful ends: the deployment of scary stories about an unhealthy diet and smoking to encourage changes in mealtime behavior and tobacco consumption, of sermons and fables about honesty and hard work that improve societal function, and so forth. On the downside, by overwhelming our System 2 and discouraging logical thought, narratives can get us into analytical trouble.

Thus, the more we depend on narratives, and the less on hard data, the more we are distracted away from the real world. Ever lost yourself so deeply in a novel that you became oblivious to the world around you? Ever heard a radio broadcast so hypnotizing that you sat in your driveway for ten minutes so you didn’t miss the end? In the world of psychology, this is called “transportation.” Psychologist Richard Gerrig defines a narrative as a device that temporarily mentally transports the listener or reader away from their immediate surroundings; when it ends, they return to their surroundings “somewhat changed by the journey.”25

In other words, a work of fiction or nonfiction, movie, stage performance, or painting temporarily transports the reader, viewer, or listener away from the real world and returns him or her to it a slightly different person. As put by Emily Dickinson,


There is no Frigate like a Book

To take us Lands away

Nor any Coursers like a Page

Of prancing Poetry –

This Traverse may the poorest take
Without oppress of Toll –

How frugal is the Chariot

That bears the Human Soul.26



Over the past several decades, researchers have demonstrated how easily people’s grasp of simple facts becomes corroded with fictional data, even when clearly labeled as such. In a classic experiment performed by Paul Rozin and his colleagues at the University of Pennsylvania, subjects were told that two newly bought identical glass bottles contained sucrose, and that both bottles were being used for the first time. They were then told that brand-new labels had then been attached, one declaring “sucrose,” the other “cyanide.” The experimenters firmly told them, “Remember, sugar is in both bottles.”

The sugar from both bottles was then stirred into some water-containing cups; the subjects were asked to rate how much they would like to drink from each cup, then asked to take a sip from both: forty-one of fifty subjects chose the cup containing sucrose from the bottle labeled “sucrose,” an effect that persisted even when the subjects applied the labels themselves.27

This study, and others like it, demonstrates that humans cannot segregate the worlds of fiction and fact—in other words, that they cannot cleanly “toggle” between the literary and real worlds. Witness the 1975 release of the movie Jaws. Time magazine reported that summer:


Formerly bold swimmers now huddle in groups a few yards offshore, bathers stunned with sun hover nervously at water’s edge and at the hint of a dorsal fin retreat to the beach. “Ya want to get jawed?” shouted one kid to another in the Santa Monica, Calif., surf. Even the lowly dogfish, the spaniel of the seas but a shark just the same, is suspected of homicidal intentions. “Kill it, kill it,” urged a Long Island angler to his companion dangling a 2-ft.-long, almost toothless fish from his rod, “before it grows up to kill us all.”28



The effect was intentional; the producers had delayed the film’s release to coincide with the summer season. As one of them said, “There is no way that a bather who has seen or heard of the movie won’t think of a great white shark when he puts his toe in the ocean.”29

In the 1970s, psychologists Clayton Lewis and John Anderson looked at the effect of identifiably false assertions on the verification of well-established facts. In the simplest example, subjects were told historically accurate statements about George Washington being the first president, crossing the Delaware, and wearing a wig. When given statements labeled as false—that Washington wrote The Adventures of Tom Sawyer or is still alive today, for example—the subjects took longer to verify the true statements and made progressively more errors in doing so with each additional false statement.30

Gerrig described other experiments, often rather detailed and arcane, demonstrating that the more closely a fiction adheres to historical fact, the harder it is for the reader to later separate the narrative fiction from fact. He cited as one example the Sherlock Holmes mysteries, whose historical and geographic settings are generally accurate. Although the Arthur Conan Doyle reader may initially be able to cleanly separate the fictional nineteenth-century London from the actual historical London, Gerrig found Doyle’s portrayal of nineteenth-century London so realistic that even its fictional components intruded into his real-world mental picture of the city.31

In other words, literature, movies, and art can blur fact and fiction. As Gerrig put it: “Immersion in narratives brings about isolation from the facts of the real world.”32

Other researchers go further and suggest that compelling fictional narratives corrode the analytical process itself. Two psychologists at Ohio State University, Melanie Green and Timothy Brock, extended Gerrig’s analysis. They began by observing that narratives manifestly earn more public attention than rhetorical arguments:


Novels, films, soap operas, music lyrics, stories in newspapers, magazines, TV, and radio command far more waking attention than do advertisements, sermons, editorials, billboards, and so forth. The power of narratives to change beliefs has never been doubted and has always been feared.33



Green and Brock quantified “transportation” according to several measures: the reader’s ability to visualize the narrative’s scene and place him or her in it, the degree of mental and emotional involvement, the perception of the narrative as relevant, the desire to know the ending, and the feeling that “the events in the narrative have changed my life.” Contrariwise, an awareness of the things going on in the room, wandering attention, and the ease with which the narrative was later forgotten lowered the “transportation score.”

They had subjects read a heartrending true story about the fatal stabbing of a small girl named Katie by a psychiatric patient, “Murder in the Mall,” presented in one of two formats. The first was a “nonfiction” version in a two-column, small-print style configured to look like a newspaper report; the second, a “fiction” version resembling a literary magazine, was headed by a bold-font warning, “The events in Murder in the Mall comprise a short story, the Fiction Feature, as published in Akron Best Fiction, an Ohio fiction magazine, in December 1993. Resemblance to real persons and places is of course coincidental.”

Green and Brock then split their subjects into two groups according to the above-discussed transport scores, low and high, and asked them about beliefs pertaining to the story. In each case, the highly transported subjects were more likely than those who were less transported to be sympathetic toward Katie, the little girl in the tale, and believe that the world was unjust, that mall attacks were common, and that the freedom of psychiatric patients should be restricted. Remarkably, clearly labeling the story as fictional did not lessen the degree to which it affected their beliefs: the effects of transport were the same for the nonfiction and fiction formats.

They next asked the subjects to engage in elementary analysis of the text, such as the “Pinocchio” and “fourth grade practice” identification tests, in which they were asked to circle words and phrases that, respectively, rang false or that a fourth grader might not understand. The results were equally dramatic: In both cases, the high-transport group identified fewer than half the items found by the low-transport group. These data were consistent with the hypothesis that, in the authors’ words, “transported individuals are less likely to doubt, to question, or to engage in disbelieving processing. Transportation increased the perception of authenticity.”34 In other words, a high degree of narrative transportation impairs one’s critical facilities.

Green and Brock, in noting that the labeling of narratives as true or fiction had no effect on how well they transported their readers, remarked:


Once a reader is rolling along with a compelling narrative, the source has diminishing influence. In this fashion the belief positions implied by the story might be adopted regardless of whether they corresponded with reality. Thus, narratives might need to be used to advantage by low-credible sources or by speakers who lack cogent arguments.35



Thus, the deeper the reader or listener enters into the story, the more they suspend disbelief, and thus the less attention they pay to whether it is in reality true or false. While reverse causation is possible—that less analytical people may be more likely to be transported—it makes more sense that transportation impairs analytical ability, and that the more compelling the narrative, the more carried away its consumers become.

Put another way, a good story usually trumps the most ironclad fact. The Republican primary debate held on September 16, 2015, provided a compelling example of this. When asked about the safety of vaccines, Ben Carson, a renowned neurosurgeon, briefly summarized the overwhelming data that demonstrated the absence of correlation between vaccination and autism. Donald Trump responded that “autism has become an epidemic” and then related the story of the “beautiful child” of an employee who developed autism after a vaccination. Most observers scored the interchange in Trump’s favor; wrote one journalist, “Trump knows what he’s doing, because a story like the one he told is more affecting and persuasive than just presenting the facts.”36 If you want to convince someone, target their System 1 with narrative, not their System 2 with facts and data.

Music stimulates System 1 even more strongly than does narration. Auditory information passes via the inner ear’s hair cells to the acoustic nerve, then through relays from the lower to the upper brainstem, and thence to the thalamus, which distributes information about sound to both System 1 and System 2.

The paired thalami sit on top of the brainstem; they can be thought of as the brain’s primary relay stations for sensory information coming from below. Critically, the thalami connect directly with System 1, particularly the nuclei accumbens and amygdalae, which mediate, respectively, pleasure and disgust.37 The thalami also send information about sound to the auditory part of System 2, which consists of a part of the temporal lobe known as Heschl’s gyrus, and the cortical association areas beyond it. These interpret sound and make us consciously aware of it; critically, these connections to System 2 are more indirect and thus slower than the connections to System 1.
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Figure 1-1. Schematic diagram of auditory information flow to Systems 1 and 2



 

The more direct pathway from the thalami to System 1 means that even before a thrilling tune reaches our consciousness via System 2, it can send chills up our spines by activating the nuclei accumbens; conversely, when we hear the dark minor key that accompanies a film’s villain or the hero’s impending doom, our amygdalae fire almost instantaneously.

Music can thus be thought of as the evolutionarily ancient superhighway to our emotions. Since music can bypass our System 2 so effectively, its persuasiveness has been well appreciated since ancient times; melody may well have predated syntactically complex human speech. Mothers spontaneously sing to their infants, and around the world nearly all religious ceremonies and patriotic events involve music.

George Orwell beautifully describes the appeal of music to the irrational in Animal Farm when the pig Major (the allegorical Marx or Lenin) exhorts his followers to revolt against Farmer Jones with a song from his childhood, Beasts of England:


The singing of this song threw the animals into the wildest excitement. Almost before Major had reached the end, they had begun singing it for themselves. Even the stupidest of them had already picked up the tune and a few of the words, and as for the clever ones, such as the pigs and dogs, they had the entire song by heart within a few minutes. And then, after a few preliminary tries, the whole farm burst out into Beasts of England in tremendous unison. The cows lowed it, the dogs whined it, the sheep bleated it, the horses whinnied it, the ducks quacked it. They were so delighted with the song that they sang it right through five times in succession, and might have continued singing it all night if they had not been interrupted.38



Perhaps the best known example of real-world musical persuasion is Leni Riefenstahl’s Triumph of the Will, her documentary portrayal of the 1934 Nazi Party Congress in Nuremberg. The film, which masterfully weaves video of the event with music by Richard Wagner and the Nazi composer Herbert Windt, remarkably contains no verbal narration beyond snippets of the speeches of Hitler and other Nazi leaders. Triumph of the Will so impressed Hollywood filmmakers that when the U.S. entered the war, Frank Capra modeled his Why We Fight movie series after it.

Music lay largely dormant as a political tool until the mid-1980s, when American political campaigns enthusiastically embraced melody in campaign advertising: sprightly uplifting tunes in a major key for the ad’s candidate, and in foreboding dark, minor keys (or less frequently, circus-clown riffs) for the opponent.

A classic of the genre is a thirty-second clip run by the 2004 George W. Bush presidential campaign entitled “Wolves,” which began with a voice-over, accompanied by dark and brooding music, that accused the congressional Democrats of defunding counterterrorism operations in a dangerous world, symbolized by a video of a pack of wolves crouched in a meadow.* Observed musicologist and communications academic Paul Christiansen:


Although the imagery and voice-over lend meaning to the ad, they are only handmaidens to the music, which conveys most of the emotional affect. And it is not just any music—it is music that one might find in a horror film: a low, rumbling drone, primal drums, shrill dissonance, uncanny timbres, and more.39



The end-times narrative compels for yet another reason: the human hunger for tragedy. Ambulances clustered around a crumpled vehicle on the road’s shoulder will slow traffic, whereas an intact abandoned car in the same position will not. The headline “Dozens of Miners Killed in Explosion” sells newspapers, whereas one that reads “Things Gradually Getting Better” does not. As famously put by Tolstoy at the beginning of Anna Karenina, “All happy families are alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.”40 The path to a successful novel rarely runs through successful marriages and harmonious siblings.

Humans attend more to bad news than to good news. This seems to be a patently obvious feature of human nature, and so psychologists have had a field day experimentally verifying our preoccupation with tragedy and individual bad fortune. In one study, subjects bet on a football game and returned a week later to settle up and review the game with the researchers. Those with losing bets spent far longer discussing the game than the winners.41 The human preference for bad news is so widespread that “bad is stronger than good” has become one of the basic precepts of experimental psychology; in evolutionary terms, a focus on negative outcomes confers a genetic advantage by making humans attend more to environmental risk.42

Like many evolutionarily driven psychological phenomena, the compelling nature of bad news has proved dysfunctional in the digital era. One study, for example, found that fake news stories, which are generally lurid and sensationalistic, are 70 percent more likely to be retweeted than real ones. Bots, the researchers noted, did not accelerate the spread of false news—humans on keyboards and cell phones did. The “three degrees of Alex Jones” phenomenon on YouTube has become a grim joke among media academics: Only three clicks will separate a video on replacing your lawnmower’s spark plug and Mr. Jones raging that the Sandy Hook school-massacre was a “hoax.”43

Given the human attraction to negative news, the Book of Revelation’s staying power is not surprising.

One of the first Christian theologians to construct the path to the end-times was Joachim of Fiore. Born in 1135 in Calabria, Italy’s toe, he, as had his father, trained and worked as a notary before making a pilgrimage in his late twenties to the Holy Land, where he apparently underwent a spiritual crisis. He returned from the Holy Land to Sicily and subsisted as a hermit in the shadow of the Mount Etna volcano, then recrossed the Strait of Messina to wander as a preacher in Calabria. At some point, he buried himself in scripture and was ordained at the Benedictine monastery in Corazzo. He must also have been politically adept, for he garnered the encouragement and support of Pope Lucius III, became abbot at the monastery, and successfully converted it to the Cistercian order.44 Subsequently, he consulted with and obtained the ideological sanction of two more popes.

Numbers captivated him, especially seven and twelve: the seven ages of Augustine, the seven days of creation, and the seven seals and vials of Revelation; and the twelve apostles and twelve tribes of Israel. Better yet, twelve could be broken down into seven and five, which represented the seven churches of Asia Minor and the five senses. Surely, he thought, such powerful numerology could be applied to biblical interpretation to expose not merely to expose history or morality, but also to predict the future.

He was also fond of the number three. The Holy Trinity, he thought, was the key: it divided history into three ages: that of the Father, from Abraham to the birth of Christ; that of the Son, from Christ to Joachim’s era; and a final era encompassing both the present and future of the Holy Spirit, to be ushered in by an angel with a sword.

Inclined toward mathematics, Joachim also organized scripture into geometric schema in which he arranged history into, among other shapes, interlocking circles and trees with historical “side shoots,” which he described in the Book of Figures.45

The modern reader may scoff at such unscientific numerology— “number mysticism,” in the words of mathematician Eric Temple Bell—but medieval theologians had an excuse. The Greek mathematician Pythagoras’s brilliance in deriving natural laws from pure mathematics shone down the millennia. “Everything is a number,” he is supposed to have said, and until Francis Bacon invented the observationally based scientific method, numbers held pride of place in natural philosophy, as science was known in those days, and ofttimes in theology as well.46

We are all, in the language of psychology, pattern-seeking primates. This is hardly a new concept: Around 1620, Bacon observed that humankind “is of its own nature prone to suppose the existence of more order and regularity in the world than it finds.”47 That is, we are hardwired to detect relationships where often none exist, a tendency science writer Michael Shermer has labeled “patternicity.” Joachim’s fanciful numerological schemas certainly qualify as such.48

Evolutionary natural selection provides a ready explanation for our tendency to hallucinate patterns. In the distant human past, the penalty was high indeed for missing a clue about a serious threat, such as a vague hiss or a flash of yellow-and-black stripes in the peripheral vision, while the cost of hearing snakes or seeing tigers everywhere, while considerable, does not compare with that of getting snakebit or eaten. Evolution thus favors the overinterpretation of data, not just in humans but in any organism with a functioning nervous system.49

The Bible is a long book, about 783,000 words, in more than 2,000 standard print pages that describe a myriad of players and plays and thus provide a treasure trove for those who seek patterns and connections, especially for the mathematically inclined Joachim, whose historical schema concluded in a Third Age of joy, freedom, and plenty, in which the truth of God would be directly available to all believers, without ecclesiastical intermediation, a happy state of affairs that would endure until the Last Judgment.50

Joachim was no revolutionary or charismatic prophet who stirred the masses with messages from God, but rather a wonky interpreter of scripture. Moreover, he had been coy about the precise details of the Third Age, with its nebulous perfection of human nature and proto-communism that would vanquish all human vices, particularly the desire to possess material goods. In a vague foreshadowing of Marx, “To each will be given in such a manner that he will rejoice less on his own account than because his neighbor has received something. He will count a thing less as his own than as given to others through him.”51 So mild was his vision, which would transpire gradually on earth with no discernible intervention from Revelation’s fearsome phantasms, that three successive popes endorsed it. The future Third Age, Joachim thought, would eventually correct the flaws in the contemporary Second Age, but its oppressed feudal masses were not as patient as Joachim. They had more proactive measures in mind.

Joachim’s math, because it both carried popular appeal and lent itself to all sorts of biblical schemes and number mysticism, has endured, in one form or another, until the present day. Prime among his activist heirs, for example, was a spiritual faction of the newly ascendant Franciscans, who were repelled by the materialism of their increasingly successful order. For them, the math was simple: Matthew 1:17 clearly stated that fourteen generations lay between Abraham and David, fourteen generations between David and the Babylonian exile, and fourteen generations from the exile to the birth of Christ. This First Age thus lasted forty-two generations, each generation thirty years in length—1,260 years in all. The current Second Age would be of the same length and so would end in a.d. 1260, when the millennial Third Age would commence.

As the medieval period progressed, the economic growth following the erosion of feudalism and the rise of trade and the money economy led to extremes of income inequality that produced a plethora of virulently anti-Semitic end-times narratives. One of them, the German-language The Book of a Hundred Chapters, appeared at around the same time as Martin Luther’s heresies.

It opened with the Archangel Michael relaying a message from God to its anonymous author: humankind had so angered the Almighty that He was on the brink of wreaking fearsome destruction, but He had decided on a reprieve. God wished the author to gather the faithful to await the arrival of the “Emperor from the Black Forest” who would deliver a bloody Revelation-style end-times, as well as abundant food and wine. The faithful, drawn largely from the suffering poor, would pitch in with widespread murder, particularly of the aristocracy and clergy. The Book’s Messiah did not turn his cheek, but rather prescribed the murder of twenty-three hundred clergy per day for four and a half years.52

Revulsion at the Church’s manifest corruption was nothing new: Long before Martin Luther, and long before Joachim, the profligacy and carnal sins of the clergy, and particularly of the pope, had appalled Christendom. Luther was simply the right man at the right time in the right place. Gutenberg’s printing press, invented roughly seven decades before, had brought down the cost of reproducing a pamphlet or book by a factor of approximately thirty, and printers in Luther’s Wittenberg, who could turn out type not only in the Latin alphabet but also in the Greek and Hebrew ones, stood at the forefront of the new technology.

To accomplish his reformation, Luther needed the support of the aristocracy, and so he rigorously confined his dissent to the theological and eschewed the political. The great reformer took counsel from the biblical books of Romans and 1 Peter that Caesar’s laws still had to be obeyed: “Submit yourselves to every ordinance of man for the Lord’s sake.”53

While Luther thus had little patience for those who sought social reform, those who did deployed his methods. Not only had Luther destroyed the powerful church monopoly on scriptural interpretation, but he had also demonstrated for all to see the might of the printing press. When challenged about how little preaching he did, he replied, “We do that with our books.”54

In the early sixteenth century, poor crops, a rapacious aristocracy, and Lutheran zeal combined to ignite bloody popular revolt. Legend has it that on June 23, 1523, six years after Luther nailed his ninety-five theses to the door of the Wittenberg Castle Church, the countess of Lupfen-Stühlingen in Swabia, just north of modern central Switzerland, ordered twelve hundred peasants intent on harvesting their hay to instead collect snail shells on which to mount her presumably large supply of thread. The countess’s acute need for these shells so angered her peasants that it triggered an uprising that spread across much of German-speaking Europe over the following two years.55

In 1524–1525, peasant armies fought a series of battles, collectively known as the German Peasants’ War (colloquially, the War of Snails), against landsknechts, mercenaries hired by the local aristocrats. These encounters more often than not resulted in the wholesale slaughter of approximately one hundred thousand of the poorly trained and armed rebels.

Throughout most of this episode, social, and not religious, concerns drove the German rebels, loosely known as the Swabian League, but the revolt’s bloody denouement was largely the work of a millennialist priest named Thomas Müntzer and his deluded, frenzied followers.

In March 1525, the rebels met at the Swabian town of Memmingen and formulated a dozen demands, the Twelve Articles, and printed at least twenty-five thousand copies. Only the first demand was overtly theological: Each city could elect its own preacher, who would “preach the gospel simply,” which presumably excluded the Latin Catholic Mass. The next ten demands were more economic than religious: among them, how preachers were to be paid, the abolition of serfdom, reductions in rent, the right to hunt and fish, and the return of recently privatized communal lands. The last article humbly observed that were any of the preceding eleven demands later proven contrary to scripture, they were null and void.56

Nonetheless, Müntzer, who acquired a leadership position late in the revolt, had read and interpreted at least one of Joachim’s treatises. Little is known about Müntzer’s origins. The best guess is that he was born to an artisan family in Stolberg, just outside Aachen, at the modern juncture of Belgium, Germany, and the Netherlands. His educational background is likewise blurred; he left few academic traces, and some have said his father’s life ended on the gallows at the hands of a corrupt nobleman and so left the son with an antiauthoritarian, apocalyptic streak. All that is known is that he was ordained, which did not require a university education, around 1514, though his writings suggest advanced academic training.

Three years later, Luther’s dissent exploded at Wittenberg, and Müntzer journeyed there to drink in the revolutionary fervor. He likely met Luther and even preached from his pulpit; he certainly met Luther’s brilliant colleague, Philip Melanchthon. At first, Müntzer fought side by side with the Wittenberg faction against the pope’s partisans, and in 1520 Luther recommended him to fill in at Zwickau for the preacher Johannes Sylvius Egranus, who had gone off to study with a list of humanist scholars that included Erasmus of Rotterdam.

In Zwickau, Müntzer gave full vent to his theologically intolerant impulses and millennialist fervor. As did Luther, he labeled Catholic priests and monks “monstrosities” and “flesh-tearing harpies,” and also began to preach that salvation could be had with direct communication with God, independent of scripture.57 This was too much even for Luther and for Egranus, the latter of whom had by then returned to Zwickau and demoted Müntzer to one of the town’s smaller churches. There, Müntzer may have come under the influence of the “Zwickau prophets,” laymen who shared his mystic belief in the importance of dreams and the irrelevance of holy writ for salvation.

Müntzer’s inflammatory sermons and tracts led to his expulsions, first from Zwickau, and then from Prague and multiple other locations; eventually, he landed in the Saxon town of Allstedt. Along the way he developed his own apocalyptic end-times themes. In 1524, he preached a famous sermon to Duke Johann of Saxony that centered on the Book of Daniel’s narrative of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream. On the off chance the Duke had missed the allusion, he informed him that the Church in Rome, and those noblemen who supported it, had taken the place of Daniel’s doomed Greek Seleucid Empire. As frosting on the millennialist cake, Müntzer made it plain that the dreams of prophets, often lay men with no formal religious training, held primacy over the interpretation of scripture, and that they were all now living in the Last Days. Most alarmingly of all, Müntzer declared himself the new Daniel, and that his followers, “the elect,” who understood the immediacy of the Apocalypse, were present not merely to observe, but to actively bring it about.

After Münzter’s sermon, the Duke departed in angry silence, and Müntzer continued to inflame the tenuous situation in Allstedt by publishing further anticlerical tracts. Eventually, the Duke had enough and shut down Müntzer’s printing press and summoned the preacher to his castle at Weimar for interrogation. Fearing for his life, Müntzer departed Allstedt and, several turbulent stops later, shared command of the rebel forces at the disastrous Battle of Frankenhausen, the climax of the Peasants’ War.

By this point, Müntzer had convinced himself and many of his followers that God had chosen him to bring about the Apocalypse, and he had mustered not just his dreams, but multiple scriptural passages as well to buttress his authority. He seemed especially impressed by Matthew 24, in which Jesus forecast the destruction of the Temple, followed by a global catastrophe featuring famine, plague, war, earthquakes, among other calamities. God had also armed Müntzer with the Sword of Gideon, with which he and his host would prevail against the vastly superior noblemen’s army and, according to one observer, “catch all the bullets of the enemy in the sleeve of his coat.”58
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Thus encouraged, on May 14, 1525, the rebels rushed toward the landsknechts who, at the cost of a half dozen casualties, slaughtered about 90 percent of the attacking force, approximately six thousand souls.59 Müntzer fled the battlefield in haste and was quickly captured and brought before the noblemen who, after a lengthy interrogation, had him beheaded.60

The violent deaths of Müntzer and his followers would prove the mere curtain-raiser for a bloody apocalypticism that, borne on the prosperous Baltic maritime trade routes, would sweep through northwestern Europe during the following decade.



* Another interpretation is that the mother represents the Jewish people and the infant the newborn Christian community.

* Strictly speaking, a heuristic is a story we tell ourselves as a mental shortcut that bypasses more rigorous analysis, whereas a story told to us by others is often aimed at altering our own heuristics.

* The clip may be viewed at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_s71-Q2XBZg.
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BELIEVERS AND ROGUES


Such was the fevered and delirious atmosphere in the Westphalian city of Münster in February 1534 that residents reported seeing three suns in the sky, easily recognized in that era as the same portent seen after the death of Julius Caesar that foretold the Second Triumvirate of Octavian, Mark Anthony, and Lepidus.

This vision particularly energized a new Protestant sect known as the Anabaptists, who rejected the traditional Catholic practice of infant baptism, and instead rebaptized new converts into the faith as adults. A Catholic named Hermann von Kerssenbrock, who had observed the events of 1534 as a young boy, later recorded that “The sky seemed to gape open, splitting into long cracks from which terrifying fires flickered out. . . . [Peasants] saw the city as if ablaze, and when they rushed to investigate, they found that the flames had not only been harmless to the city but had disappeared altogether.”1

The young von Kerssenbrock wondered at the madness of the street scene, and described the Anabaptists as


. . . so deranged, so unbalanced, so driven by frenzy that they also surpassed the Furies described in poetry. They rushed about in the marketplace in quite a shameless manner, some with their hair streaming, some with clothing loose and flowing, some with their wimples blowing in the wind. Some lifted themselves up in crazy dances as if about to fly with the help of their mania. Some collapsed face down on the ground, forming the shape of the cross by sticking out their arms. . . . Some lay in the soft mud, rolling themselves over and over. Some fell to their knees and bellowed. Some howled with gleaming eyes. Some frothed at the lips. Some made threats while shaking their heads and gnashing their teeth, and some ostentatiously uttered lamentations while striking their breasts. Some cried, some laughed. We, on the other hand, did not so much laugh at their crazed madness as grieve.2



Less than a decade after Thomas Müntzer’s short-lived, bloody, and inept revolt, another cohort of Joachim’s children would execute their fevered visions of the end-times with far greater competence in the town of Münster. There, between 1533 and 1535, the so-called Anabaptist Madness consumed the municipality before it too succumbed to a final assault by the powers that be.

Following the disastrous German Peasants’ War, the focal point of the evolving crowd madness moved north, to what is today western Germany and Holland. This area had for decades enjoyed the increasing prosperity of the Hanseatic League, a loose confederation of trading states that stretched along the Baltic and North Seas, roughly from today’s Estonia to Flanders. In contrast to the Peasants’ War, which mainly sprang from social discontent, the folk rebellion in Germany and Holland was driven by a new religious doctrine, Anabaptism.

In the late eighth century, Charlemagne had conquered Münster, east of modern Holland and south of Emden, and dispatched a missionary named Ludger to proselytize the region and forcibly convert its inhabitants to Christianity. There, on the bank of the river Aa, Ludger built a monastery (monasterium, in Latin), from which the town derived its name. As Münster grew prosperous within the Hanseatic economy, its opulent cathedral and numerous grand churches heightened the outward appearance of municipal prosperity.

Münster’s ecclesiastical splendor came at a cost: Church tithes necessary to support it fell hard on the backs of the faithful, the clergy themselves paid no taxes, and the land cultivated by the monks and the looms worked by the nuns competed with local farmers and cloth producers. Such ecclesiastical rapacity was hardly unique to the town; all over Europe, the Church’s behavior fanned the flames of religious strife and public anger.3

Anabaptism itself had its origins in a series of arcane theological discussions a decade earlier in Zurich, where a Catholic priest named Ulrich Zwingli established a reformed church in 1519. Zwingli had participated in a series of formal doctrinal disputes sponsored by the town council, of which he was declared the winner. One of the issues discussed before the council concerned the timing of baptism. (“Anabaptism” derives from the Latin, anabaptismus, “rebaptisim” or “second baptism.”) Logically, only an adult acting of his or her free will can give meaningful obedience to Christ, as described in the gospels of the New Testament. Despite this, infant baptism became well established by the third century, and was near universal and unquestioned Church practice by the time of Luther and Zwingli.
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One of Zwingli’s opponents in the city council disputations, a merchant named Conrad Grebel, opposed infant baptism—“child washing,” as his theological descendants would later disparage it. Following the disputations, Grebel rebaptized one of his friends, George Blaurock, and the two of them then began baptizing anew other adults.

At the time, not much was made of this. Zwingli himself remarked that little theological daylight separated him and Grebel, save for “unimportant outward things, such as these, whether infants or adults should be baptized and whether a Christian may be a magistrate.”4

But the Anabaptist fuse had been lit, or, more accurately, two fuses: one leading through the Baltics and Low Countries (modern Netherlands and Belgium and the estuaries of the Rhine, Ems, Scheldt, and Meuse rivers), and the other through Münster. Both the Münster and Baltic/Low Countries fuses burned separately until 1534, when they would combine in Münster to ignite one of history’s most tumultuous mass delusions.

Melchior Hoffman, a German fur trader who plied the profitable routes among the Hanseatic cities, lit the Baltic/Low Country fuse. A decade younger than Luther, he gained the Wittenberg professor’s approval around 1523 and spread his reformist heresies as he traveled. A few years later, Hoffman took the Book of Revelation to heart, departed from Luther’s teachings, and began to preach the imminence of an apocalyptic battle between the forces of good and evil.

As have apocalypticists before and since, he enthusiastically applied home-brewed eschatological math. Hoffman calculated that Christ died in a.d. 33, and the apostolic period lasted one hundred years, until a.d. 133. For the sins of the Judeans, he believed, mankind received a punishment of three and a half years, which was increased by a factor of twenty during the Babylonian period, and by a another twenty-fold for the falling away of the Church from Christ, i.e., 1,400 years. Therefore, the apocalypse would occur in 1533 (133 + 1,400), a prediction that precipitated riots and mayhem in multiple Baltic trading cities, including Lübeck, Stockholm, and some Danish ports, a trail of chaos that earned him expulsion from each.5

By its nature, Anabaptism was an appealing but decentralized theology whose adherents were unified by little else than the belief in adult baptism. Eventually, Anabaptist communities sprung up all over western Europe, particularly along the Hanseatic trade routes. Hoffman’s apocalyptic brand of Anabaptism met its greatest success in the Low Countries, especially in Emden, the largest city in East Frisia, a coastal area of Germany just east of the modern Dutch border.

The Habsburgs had inherited the Low Countries from the Burgundians in the late fifteenth century. During this period, their cities had become among the most prosperous on the Continent, and their inhabitants, empowered by Luther’s destruction of the Church monopoly on scriptural interpretation and Gutenberg’s printing press, congregated in small, unofficial groups, called conventicles, which became hotbeds for a wide variety of religious sects.

Around 1530, Hoffman passed through Strasbourg, then a beehive of Reformation activity. The city was home to, among other doctrines, the mild Swiss version of Anabaptism, which he grafted onto his apocalyptic creed. In 1531, echoing Revelation, he decided that Strasbourg would be where Revelation’s 144,000 holy messengers would assemble and prevail against a great siege of the city by the forces of evil. Petitioning the Strasbourg city council to establish his own church earned him one more exile, whereupon he returned to the Low Countries and rebaptized large numbers of adults, three hundred alone at a single sitting in Emden’s main church.6

In December 1531, authorities of the Holy Roman Empire, the Low Country’s ostensible rulers, captured one of Hoffman’s disciples, Jan Volkerts, who had rebaptized fifty converts in Amsterdam. They all but invited him to escape, but he chose martyrdom instead and was beheaded along with nine followers. In response, Hoffman lowered the sect’s profile by forbidding adult baptism.7 In 1533, Hoffman unwisely returned to Strasbourg, where a synod convicted him of relatively minor heresies and imprisoned him in a series of abysmal prison cells. He greeted his grim new surroundings with equanimity; since the Apocalypse was imminent, he wasn’t going to be there long, a sunny assumption that proved incorrect. He survived imprisonment for a decade, during which burghers on the street below occasionally heard him softly chant psalms and endlessly repeat “Woe ye godless scribes of Strasbourg.”8

Upon Hoffman’s incarceration, one of his followers, a baker named Jan Matthys, turned up in Amsterdam, declared himself the prophet Enoch, and, to the joy of the faithful, resumed adult baptism. Enoch was one of only two Old Testament characters taken by God to heaven while alive, the other being Elijah, whose identity Hoffman had already appropriated. Further, some Anabaptists cited Revelation 11:3–12 as proof that Enoch and Elijah were the two unnamed witnesses who ascend to heaven. As 1533 passed into 1534, Low Country believers were forced to postpone the apocalypse to 1535 and moved its venue north from Strasbourg to the more religiously tolerant town of Münster.

In March 1534, at least three thousand Amsterdam Anabaptists attempted to reach Münster by sailing across the Zuider Zee. They were blocked by Habsburg troops, whose response to the attempt was considered mild for that era: they executed only about a hundred heretics and let go the rest as innocent dupes. The next day several “apostles” brandished swords and paraded through Amsterdam’s streets to warn of a Judgment Day just before Easter; they were caught and killed. By that year, the Habsburg authorities in The Hague had deployed “flying columns” to round up Low Country Anabaptists, who were tortured and presented with the choice between recantation and execution.9

On a frigid night in February 1535, a group of Anabaptists ran naked through Amsterdam and shouted “Woe to the godless!” Public nakedness symbolized to the faithful innocence before God, and was also common in Münster; the men who refused to put on clothes were executed, and the women who refused were drowned. (The sword and naked walkers left the Dutch language with two new words, zwaardlopers and naaklopers.)

Anabaptist insurrections broke out in numerous other Dutch cities as well, which brought more executions. By mid-1535 as many as 20 percent of Amsterdam’s population may have undergone adult baptism. Many, if not most, of the anointed were outsiders, refugees from spiraling repression and resistance that included several large-scale pitched battles. On May 11, armed Anabaptists occupied the city’s main market, and before being arrested cried out, “Whoever loves God, join us!” Three days later, the authorities tore out the hearts of eleven of the ringleaders; that summer, the authorities cut off the tongue of an Anabaptist leader because he used it to preach; his right hand because he had used it to baptize, and finally, his head.10

Even for the era, the suppression of the Anabaptists was brutal, certainly more than that applied to the followers of Luther and Zwingli; that these last two groups abrogated the Church monopoly on scriptural interpretation was bad enough, but at least they respected private property and the authority of secular governments. The Anabaptists did neither; in most cases they advocated the confiscation of concentrated wealth—particularly the Church’s—and denied the legitimacy of existing governments. The Anabaptists compounded their sedition with belief in an imminent End and, in many cases, actions that might hasten it.

Numerous as the Dutch Anabaptists were, the Habsburgs had far too tight a grip on Holland for them to succeed; they needed softer political ground, which meant, in practice, a city not under the thumb of the Habsburgs. They found it in Münster, where the second fuse to the Anabaptist Madness would be lit.

Many of the Hanseatic towns, such as Danzig and Lübeck, were so-called “free cities,” essentially independent of the distant and increasingly impotent Holy Roman Emperor, and so owed only a nominal fealty to him. Most of these nearly independent municipalities were ruled by a local nobleman, in Münster’s case a “prince-bishop,” chosen by the local cathedral but confirmed by the pope, often at a steep price, and who often ruled more as a feudal master than as an ecclesiastical figure who combined both civil and clerical authority.

In 1525, Münster’s prince-bishop, Frederick von Wiede, frightened by the Peasants War, devolved power to a town council of twenty-four members that included two co-mayors. Less than a decade later, the council, which, unlike the Low Country governments, was largely free of Habsburg influence, would become the wedge with which the Anabaptists effected their frenzied, violent mayhem.11

Most historians assign Anabaptism’s beachhead in Münster to one Bernard Rothmann, born around 1495 to a blacksmith who, along with his ancestors, had stood accused of witchcraft. Young Bernard was described as having a “fickle and clownish temperament,” and being too poor for schooling, found himself under the tutelage of his uncle, a vicar at St. Maurice’s Church in Münster, where he became a choirboy and eventually made a living singing. By the time puberty cut short his vocal career, he had earned the wherewithal to study at Mainz, where he earned a master’s degree. In 1529 he returned to St. Maurice’s.12

Sometime around 1530 Rothmann, by now a persuasive preacher, acquired the financial support of wealthy cloth merchant, guild leader, and city council member Bernard Knipperdolling, who first converted to Lutheranism and subsequently, under Rothmann’s influence, became a secret Anabaptist. Knipperdolling printed Rothmann’s tracts, which fanned Anabaptism’s flames, not only in Münster but also in the Low Countries.

The modern understanding of the Anabaptist Madness owes much to two observers, the aforementioned Hermann von Kerssenbrock, and Heinrich Gresbeck, the latter an Anabaptist-convert carpenter who remained through most of the episode and played a small but critical role in its end. Both von Kerssenbrock and Gresbeck left detailed written accounts that, when interpreted in the light of their respective biases, seem credible.13

Von Kerssenbrock described how, initially, Rothmann faithfully taught Catholic doctrine, but then


gradually he began to mix into his sermons doctrines that seemed to be inimical to Catholic dogma, and as he began to incite the commons to anger against the clergy, he attracted to himself some among the burghers who were eager for novelty.14



His superiors at St. Maurice’s decided to protect their flock from Rothmann’s increasingly radical views and so loaned him twenty gold florins for further study in Cologne. He neither made it there nor repaid the loan; instead, he headed straight to Wittenberg, home of Luther and Melanchthon.

The young priest returned to St. Maurice’s in 1531 a confirmed Lutheran who, intoxicated by the pleasures of demagoguery, proved adept at attracting crowds to the small church that lay outside of the city walls. As recorded by von Kerssenbrock,


Many people, especially those weighed down by debt, revered him like some godhead, hung from his every word, and were convinced that he was driven in his actions by the Spirit of God. Despite official orders to the contrary, they followed him in crowds from the city on account of their eagerness to hear him speak, their desire to do so being so great that they considered that there were no preachers but him and despised, condemned, and cursed the others along with the entire clergy.15



Von Kerssenbrock, a loyal Catholic, sniffed that Rothmann preached “not so much with solid arguments as with clumsy aspersions. The ignorant commoners, however, who cannot distinguish eloquence from bombast, thought that he had spoken excellently.”16

Rothmann by this point had been removed as a priest at St. Maurice’s, and soon enough he led a mob to the church that smashed idols, knocked over altars, crushed a silver chalice, and burned paintings of the Blessed Virgin. The authorities once more expelled him, and he repaired yet again to Wittenberg, where he impressed both Luther and Melanchthon, the latter of whom is said to have presciently remarked that “Rothmann would either be remarkably good or remarkably bad.”17

Rothmann again returned to Münster in 1532, where he began to espouse frankly Anabaptist views. This was a double-edged sword. Adult baptism aroused not only the approval of his audiences, but also the approbation of the Church, which had by then shown scant compunction at burning Anabaptists at the stake or drowning them by tying rocks to their neck and tossing them into the water, “a little bit of a theological joke,” in the words of Anabaptism scholar Christopher Mackay.18

At this point, the prince-bishop, von Wiede, still controlled the city and so forced the preacher to cease his blasphemies. He complied for a few weeks, but then threw caution to the wind and wrote to von Wiede, that “because my conscience is clear, I have no doubt that I can rely on God’s mercy. He will protect me and rescue me from danger.”19

In February 1532, Rothmann preached a sermon in the yard of one of the city’s main churches, St. Lamberts, and so swayed the congregation that they spontaneously chose him as their pastor. More importantly, he had won enough support on the town council to prevent his expulsion. Münster’s religious fervor was not limited to Anabaptism; churches all over the city were installing radical Lutheran preachers, all of them, except for Rothmann, from other cities.
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