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Preface



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


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


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


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


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


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


How much time?


A smidgeon under eight years, he said.


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


That kept them in line.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


And yet charlatans today can cause much wider harm.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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



To understand how charlatans turn people into their own worst enemies, we’ll need to take a detour through the fascinating, fast-moving world of cognitive psychology, the science of how we think. The upshot is that, despite all the vast technological upheavals between his time and ours, the vulnerabilities that modern charlatans exploit are the same that Mamugnà targeted centuries ago. And these vulnerabilities are hard-baked into the way our brains work: we’re pretty much stuck with them.


Just like a new computer, humans ship with a kind of cognitive operating system preinstalled in their minds, a framework for thinking built deep into the brain’s architecture. We think of it as the Human Operating System, or HumanOS for short. As an operating system, HumanOS doesn’t determine what we think, but it does determine how we think.


For the most part, HumanOS is great software: it allows people to accomplish amazing feats, from reading this sentence, to designing a spaceship, to writing a symphony.


But like all software, HumanOS has its share of bugs and vulnerabilities too—places where it misfires in ways that can get you into trouble. In the same way a hacker who can identify the vulnerabilities in computer code can get the computer to do things that aren’t in its owner’s interest, the bugs in HumanOS lay us open to attack from people who want to turn our minds into weapons against us.


When it comes to charlatans, a couple of vulnerabilities in HumanOS are especially relevant. They’re built into the architecture of the way we think, so we all share them. The first one is confirmation bias: our tendency to want to confirm, rather than falsify, our hunches. This is a universal feature of human thinking that expresses itself most powerfully when our most cherished beliefs are at stake. In those cases, people show a marked tendency to engage in motivated reasoning: beginning with a cherished conclusion, and reasoning backward from there to look for the reasons they hold it.


A second set of vulnerabilities involves herd mentality: our instinctive sense that if a lot of people like us believe something, we ought to believe it too. Social psychologists and marketers know this as social proof: our tendency to substitute the judgment of others for our own. This, we’ll see, is often paired with techniques to get us to first make a small commitment to a charlatan’s schemes, which is then ratcheted up gradually, one step at a time. Such commitment ladders reliably get people to stay committed to a charlatan, becoming ever more enthusiastic participants in their own exploitation.


To be sure, Mamugnà had never heard about any of this; the terms themselves were all coined hundreds of years after his time. It didn’t matter, because he had an intuitive sense for the timeless human traits the terms attempt to capture. More important, he had a knack for exploiting the vulnerabilities these traits create. Modern charlatans do exactly the same thing, only with the benefit of powerful new technologies that allow them to amplify both their reach and the damage they inflict.


Like charlatans of every age, Mamugnà’s craft, his art, consisted in getting people to believe things that it was not in their objective interest to believe. He knew that to do that, he needed to earn their trust. Once he had that, he would not need to coerce anyone to get them to give him what he wanted. Money, sex, power… Venice’s august senators lined up to offer them up freely to him.


Whether they’re in the field of religion, politics, business, health, wellness, or anything else, charlatans’ stories all rely on a single structure, a kind of universal grammar of charlatanry. Charlatans forge a deep connection with their marks on the basis of their deepest beliefs, the things their marks most fervently need to be true: their dreams.


People hang on to their dreams tenaciously. Charlatans know this, which is why they interpose themselves between marks and their dreams, by convincing marks that they, and only they, can make their dreams come true. This is how charlatans achieve a remarkable feat: they turn people’s deepest desires into weapons against them.


To understand precisely how they do this, it is helpful to review what the research on cognitive psychology has identified as the way our minds work. This will help us see that what charlatans are really doing is exploiting some of the best-understood glitches in the way we process information.


Glitches in HumanOS



HumanOS is an amazingly powerful piece of software. We use it to run a huge number of mental applications, each catering to a different sort of human need. Much of it runs in the background, without our conscious awareness: HumanOS keeps us breathing, keeps our balance, and keeps our digestion going without the need for input from us at all. Awareness comes in only when HumanOS is running higher-level programs, such as those that keep us fed and clothed, those that keep us connected to our families and our communities, and those that make sense of the world around us.


But even here, much of the nuts and bolts of the OS are hidden away from the user: we perform many of our operations without any conscious awareness of what we’re doing. And just like any OS, HumanOS has its share of flaws. It does some things well and other things badly. And some of the things it does badly create vulnerabilities to malicious intruders: hackers determined to turn your resources against you.


The vulnerabilities we’re talking about aren’t a disease. They are not a moral failing. And they’re the opposite of unique. They are sources of systematic error in human thinking that psychologists have studied for generations. They call them cognitive biases, and we all share them.


Yes, you do too.


The granddaddy of these vulnerabilities is known as confirmation bias: our tendency to process new information in ways that are consistent with what we already believe, whether we have any good reason to believe it.


Confirmation bias is a basic feature of the way humans think, and it’s one of the best-documented vulnerabilities in HumanOS. Over the last five decades thousands of studies have been aimed at understanding it precisely. The literature is vast, and its findings are subtle. The basic insight has been replicated across a huge variety of settings: study after study has found that confirmation bias is pervasive and powerful. Confirmation bias operates unconsciously, or rather preconsciously, before we’ve even had time to deliberate on what we think.


It happens, that is, at the level of intuition.


For an insight that explains so much about what humans think, confirmation bias has a pretty clunky name. It got that name through a quirk of first usage. Back in 1960 British cognitive psychologist Peter Wason at University College London was investigating a narrow technical question about people’s strategies for finding information to either confirm or refute a given hypothesis. Let’s look at that original work, now a classic study with the less-than-spellbinding title “On the Failure to Eliminate Hypotheses in a Conceptual Task.”1


Wason took a group of undergraduates into a lab and showed them a simple series of three numbers: 2-4-6.


He told them that this sequence follows a particular rule. Their job was to infer what the rule was.


He invited them to propose their own sequences of three numbers, saying he would tell them whether the sequences they proposed did or did not follow the rule he had in mind. Participants could propose as many sets of three numbers as they wanted to check their hunches. Once they were confident they had understood the underlying rule, they could declare it to check whether they were correct.


Try it! What three-number sequence would you propose first to see if it follows the same rule as 2-4-6? Almost everyone intuits that the underlying rule is probably “add 2 to the previous number.” That’s natural enough.


What’s interesting, though, is what people do next. Time and again, participants first try to check their intuition by proposing sequences like 4-6-8 or 10-12-14—that is, other sequences that also follow the rule they had in mind. Their goal, it appeared, is to get a “yes” out of the experimenter. When they do, they interpret that yes as confirming their hypothesis.


In fact, the underlying rule Wason had in mind was “any set of ascending numbers.”


So, 4-6-8 does follow the rule. But so does 4-6-7. And 0-1-894. Yet few checked sequences like those.


A few of Wason’s participants thought the rule might be “multiples of the base number.” But then they proposed sequences that conformed to the rule suggested by their intuition, sequences like 3-6-9 or 4-8-12. They too looked first for evidence to confirm that their intuition was right through what Wason called “enumerative induction”—just testing more and more sequences that followed the rule they intuited.


Why is this an issue? To a logician, enumerative induction is a terrible strategy for checking whether your intuition is right. The smart way to check the “+2” hypothesis is to propose a sequence like 2-4-5. If you propose 2-4-5 and you’re told it also follows the hidden rule, then you can unambiguously discard the hypothesis you’d intuited.


As philosopher Karl Popper famously demonstrated, piling on confirmation can never prove a hypothesis is right.2 Scientific reasoning works by falsifying hypotheses that are wrong, not by confirming those that are right. Well, the sequence 2-4-5 unambiguously falsifies the “+2” hypothesis in a way that proposing 4-6-8 can never do. A scientist tests a hypothesis by trying to falsify it. Wason’s insight was that, out there in the real world, virtually no one tests hypotheses the way Popper thought they should.


HumanOS is bad at scientific reasoning. When people try to prove a hypothesis, their gut tells them to try to confirm, not to falsify. That might seem like a technical point, but it isn’t, because people’s flawed intuition about how to test a hypothesis has perverse effects: people who imagine themselves to be thinking logically reliably end up deepening their confidence in conclusions that are just plain wrong.


In the seven decades since Wason’s original study, psychologists have conducted thousands of experiments to understand the mechanism in detail. They’ve strapped subjects into sophisticated brain scanners to measure which areas are activated as people try to evaluate evidence. They’ve altered the details in any number of different ways. One researcher who reviewed the large body of research stimulated by Wason’s original ideas summed up his findings: “A great deal of empirical evidence supports the idea that the confirmation bias is extensive and strong and that it appears in many guises. The evidence also supports the view that once one has taken a position on an issue, one’s primary purpose becomes that of defending or justifying that position. This is to say that regardless of whether one’s treatment of evidence was even handed before the stand was taken, it can become highly biased afterward.”3


When people first hear about confirmation bias, they tend to think of it as a mistake people make when evaluating evidence. That’s the wrong way to think about it. A bias is not a mistake. A mistake involves making an effort at solving a problem but still getting the answer wrong. A bias takes no effort at all. The thing that makes glitches in HumanOS so useful to malicious attackers is that they are unconscious: they’re embedded into processes that run in the background. In other words, we do it without knowing we’re doing it.


In 2002 Daniel Kahneman won the Nobel Prize in Economics for his insights into some of the implications of confirmation bias. Seeking to explain his findings to the world, he asserted that there was a regularity to the source of many such errors: they’re the result of fast thinking.4


When we showed you the sequence 2-4-6 and asked you to think of a rule that might produce such a sequence, the “+2” rule very likely popped right into your head.


It came to you instantly.


You didn’t arrive at the “+2” rule by carefully weighing the evidence; your hunch wasn’t the result of any conscious thinking at all. That’s what we mean by “intuition”—the ideas that pop right into our heads, as it seems, instantly. Before we’ve had a chance to think about them consciously.


Of course, intuition only feels instant. In reality, a short lapse of time must pass before you can formulate it. In the lab, researchers have begun to understand what exactly happens in that split second it takes us to formulate a hunch. The specific order of events undergone in the human mind in the four-tenths of a second after it is exposed to a new stimulus is a subject of intense scientific research.5 The pattern from recognition to searching for local emotional associations with the stimulus moves faster than our fastest thinking process. How we feel about a stimulus is available to our consciousness before we’re able to have even a first thought about it.


What research has found is startling. The first step in this process takes barely two hundred milliseconds to play out—a fifth of a second. In that time, we compare the new cognition to our emotionally significant associations. The result of that comparison isn’t a thought. It’s an intuitive feeling.


This all happens much faster than the time it takes to form a conscious thought. It’s counterintuitive, but research shows that we know how we feel about a new idea before we know what we think about it.


Given a second or two, we do indeed come up with reasons to back up our feelings. But those reasons come after the feeling. Their role is to justify and defend a conclusion we arrive at before we have thought about it. Reasoning takes the form of rationalization much more often than we like to admit to ourselves.


Grasping the implications of this glitch is the first key to understanding how charlatans earn their marks’ trust.


Charlatans know people are always inclined to accept evidence to confirm their beliefs—indeed, we can’t help it. That’s why charlatans never set out to change a mark’s beliefs. Persuasion never enters into the equation.


Instead, charlatans latch on to what their marks already believe, and they confirm those beliefs again and again. By doing so, they earn their marks’ trust.


And it all happens before we’ve had time to think.


Motivated Reasoning



Confirmation bias isn’t so much a single vulnerability in HumanOS as it is a whole family of vulnerabilities—in fact, while psychologists have proposed dozens of separate cognitive biases, some researchers argue that they all can be traced back to “the combination of a fundamental prior belief and humans’ tendency toward belief-consistent information processing”—in effect, that every cognitive bias turns out to be some flavor of confirmation bias.6


Hundreds of studies show that even on matters for which nobody cares very much what the real answer is, people have a profound tendency to process new information in a way that’s consistent with prior beliefs. But when you take people out of the realm of abstract reasoning and ask them about things they personally care about, that tendency becomes much more pronounced.


Indeed, confirmation bias seems to be optimized to work in the context of things we really do care about. Laboratory experiments show that strong feelings “arise automatically within a few milliseconds of exposure to a familiar sociopolitical object or event.”7


These nearly instantaneous intuitive feelings are all the stronger when the object is emotionally powerful, and more so still when it’s people’s most cherished beliefs we’re talking about. Confirmation bias is turbocharged when we’re dealing with our dreams.


Charlatans know this, and they exploit it ruthlessly.


When their emotional commitments are in question, people are strongly motivated to process new information in ways that allow them to uphold their prior beliefs. That is why psychologists call it motivated reasoning—reasoning that works backward; from a desired conclusion we are motivated to search for the reasons we hold that conclusion.


Reason doesn’t come out looking very reasonable in this interpretation of HumanOS, but the research is pretty emphatic about what happens when we try to reason about emotionally or politically motivated topics. Rather than being the driving force, reason is a “yes-man” to our intuitions. In Jonathan Haidt’s version, reason acts like the “press secretary to our intuition”: like a good press flack, its job is to look for evidence to make the boss look good. Our intuitions are firmly in charge; our reason comes in later to suggest why our intuition was right all along.8


We find it easy—indeed, effortless—to think up reasons why our intuition must be right, but painful and effortful to entertain the possibility that it might be wrong. To question our intuition takes what Daniel Kahneman calls slow thinking: a deliberate process that questions our intuition rather than pandering to it. Slow thinking is effortful. It’s a slog. As for purposefully seeking to disconfirm our beliefs, people find it almost painful.


Fast thinking is never awkward. It is intuitive, automatic, effortless, and—most important—it is out of our conscious control. That very automaticity seems to be the source of its amazing power to lead us into error and keep us mired there.


Turns out that to enlist the power of fast thinking to his cause, all a charlatan has to do is espouse our dreams. To tell us boldly, passionately that they can come true and will come true. Due to confirmation bias, we trust people who do this before we quite know why, which is why reflecting marks’ dreams back to them is step one in every charlatan’s repertoire.


Motivated reasoning is “a central theoretical concept in academic discourse across the fields of psychology, political science, and mass communication.”9 When sensitive topics come up, we reliably fall into motivated reasoning’s clutches in a number of ways: “Psychological research consistently demonstrates that [people] have an easier time recruiting evidence supporting what they want to be true than evidence supporting what they want to be false.”10 People also interpret the evidence before them in biased ways to support their preferred conclusion. When facing a proposition they want to agree with, they tend to ask themselves, “Can I believe this?” Of course, as Nicholas Epley and Thomas Gilovich note, “This evidentiary standard is rather easy to meet; after all, some evidence can usually be found even for highly dubious propositions.”11


When faced with a proposition they would prefer to think is false, by contrast, they ask themselves, “Must I believe this? This evidentiary standard is harder to meet; after all, some contradictory evidence can be found for almost any proposition.”12


What is true of social and moral ideas in general is doubly true when you ask people about their deepest commitments, about their dreams. Here, the effect becomes overwhelming, blinding us to incongruencies that seem wholly glaring to anyone who doesn’t share our particular dream.


We begin to appreciate why, far from being recondite technical glitches in HumanOS, confirmation bias and motivated reasoning are key vulnerabilities that charlatans can exploit. These cognitive biases make us prone to systematic error—not just any kind of error, but the kind of grave, life-blighting blunder that charlatans talk us into again and again.


The literature on motivated thinking is almost as vast as that on confirmation bias, and it is every bit as depressing. Motivated-reasoning errors aren’t just pervasive; they’re serious. You can elicit them reliably by priming people to think in certain ways. The more you stress an idea’s roots in a person’s identity, the stronger the effect seems to get.


In a landmark 1979 study, researchers asked students at Stanford University if they tended to be in favor of or against the death penalty.13 They then showed the subjects one of two articles—both fake—one seeming to show evidence in support of the death penalty’s effectiveness, and another that seemed to show the death penalty didn’t really deter crime. Like clockwork, students found the article that confirmed their beliefs convincing, strong, and accurate. But they found all manner of faults with the study that ran against the grain of their beliefs. The researchers concluded that subjects “are apt to accept ‘confirming’ evidence at face value while subjecting ‘disconfirming’ evidence to critical evaluation, and, as a result, draw undue support for their initial positions from mixed or random empirical findings.”


Worse, by the end of the experiment, students who had been shown research that ran against their prior beliefs reported being more convinced of their original belief than at the start… as though being exposed to disconfirming evidence entrenched them deeper in their convictions. This finding came to be known as the “backfire effect,” and it spawned its own research literature.14


The more that people are thinking in political terms, the stronger the effect seems to be. Prompt US Republicans to think of their partisan identity, for instance, and their evaluation of the US Affordable Care Act (better known as “Obamacare”) is much more negative than if you prompt them to think about health issues.15


Politicians themselves are prone to the same effect: A study of Danish politicians found them clinging to previous beliefs just as tenaciously as the people who elect them. Worse, the more information they received, the more stubbornly they stuck by their prior beliefs.16


But we don’t need a stack of academic papers to convince us of this. We just need a little introspection. It pains us to see the truths we’ve built our identity around being desecrated. It feels like a personal attack, an injury. It hurts. Our instinct is to fight back.


This is especially the case when our sense of identity derives from feeling as though we’re part of a community of people who share that belief—one reason why many of the charlatans we describe in this book seem to veer into cult territory. People value that sense of membership in a tight-knit group of like-minded people.


Motivated reasoning has its roots in our identities. The more powerfully a person’s identity is associated to a given claim, the stronger the pull of motivated reasoning, and the bigger an opportunity they present to a charlatan.


People love to see their own dreams championed, because they love to see their identity affirmed. Nothing is as convincing as someone telling us the truths at the root of our identity are vital and correct. This is the reason social media companies with a strong monetary incentive to keep our eyes glued to their pages know to pander to our dreams, to feed us content that confirms our most cherished beliefs.


We’re suckers for it.


They’ve noticed.


Confirmation bias and motivated reasoning are HumanOS vulnerabilities with dire real-world consequences. How dire will become only too apparent as you read through the cases we’ll discuss in the pages ahead. So central are these phenomena that you soon learn to see them as being much more than cognitive glitches, bugs in HumanOS. They are better thought of as the defense mechanism we deploy to defend our sense of identity: our deep-down, bottom-line sense of who we are and how the world works.


Social Proof



There’s one more quirk in HumanOS we need to keep in mind to understand how charlatans get us. Like most cognitive biases, it’s adaptive most of the time but can turn into a vulnerability, one that charlatans have used against us for centuries, and one that explains some of the strangest, most self-destructive behavior we’ll see in the chapters to come.


Imagine this: You’re walking down a busy New York City sidewalk when you notice a person staring up at a building across the road. What do you do? If you’re like most people, you just keep right on walking. But what if it’s a little group of five people looking up at a building? Now you’re much more likely to stop. Intuitively, you sense that if they are all looking up, there must be something interesting to look at. What if fifteen people are looking up? Now you are much more likely to stop and look: the very fact that so many people are behaving this way becomes social proof—a powerful reason for you to copy them.


The original street-corner experiment that established social proof as a psychological concept dates all the way back to 1969.17 In the decades since, social proof has been extensively studied—and much research has confirmed that herd mentality has a powerful influence on us. When we see people like us behaving in a certain way, we are much more likely to behave that way ourselves.


Studies have found evidence of the power of social proof in all kinds of unexpected places. One famous study showed that when you tell hotel guests that most other hotel guests reuse their towels before sending them to be washed, they’re much more likely to reuse them than if you give them a message about the environmental costs of extra towel washing.18


Another well-known study found that by far the most effective message you can give someone to motivate them to vote is to tell them that most of their neighbors vote.19


In situations where the correct course of action is ambiguous, people look for clues in the behavior of people around them. The outcomes can be good, or they can be bad. One experiment, carried out at the Arizona Petrified Forest, showed how making bad behavior seem normal can encourage it. Experimenters put up signs asking people not to take petrified wood home from the park, adding that many park visitors had been ruining the natural beauty of the park by doing so. In the following weeks, three times as many visitors began stealing petrified wood from the park as before. When you make a behavior seem “normal,” you encourage it, whether you want to or not.20


Of course, marketers have long grasped the way social proof can be used to juice sales—messages about how popular a product is have long proven effective in advertising. The entire ecosystem of online commerce—with its five-star ratings and its user reviews—works by digitizing social proof: giving us clues that purchasing a given product is “normal” for people like us.


It works! People are social creatures. We want to fit into our group, and copying the behavior of those around us is a surefire way to avoid standing out. Social proof, in other words, is built deep into HumanOS.


Alas, what we perceive as normal behavior can be manipulated or even manufactured, which means social proof introduces a vulnerability that can be hacked by malicious intruders. And this is something the most successful charlatans grasp intuitively. Their pitches, we’ll see, very often feature claims about how the charlatan has benefited “people like you.” These messages can be enormously effective at overcoming resistance to that first step in committing to the charlatan’s message. And that first step is crucial, because charlatans have techniques up their sleeves to ensure that once it has been taken, it’s the first of many.


Charlatans know they can’t ask too much of a mark too soon, which is why they often structure their schemes to build gradually. Marketers call this “a commitment ladder”: a succession of bigger and bigger requests made of customers… or of marks.


Commitment ladders work because once they’ve put their foot on the bottom rung, people will go to great lengths to avoid admitting they’ve made a mistake. It is always easier to climb one step up the ladder than to take one step down. Charlatans know this intuitively and leverage the phenomenon to their advantage.


They do this by gradually getting us to make larger and deeper commitments to them. In a well-thought-out commitment ladder, no step feels too great, each step feels safe, and at each step, it feels easier to go one step higher than to begin to climb down.


Charlatans know that as we climb higher and higher up the commitment ladder, the psychic cost associated with turning back keeps rising. Motivated reasoning ensures the ladder works to their advantage: once we’re on it, it means we work harder and harder to convince ourselves that taking that step was the right decision.


Commitment ladders and social proof work hand in hand: commitment ladders are often structured to be public, with a community of fellow believers all traveling up the ladder together and urging one another on. When people we identify with decide to take one more step up the ladder, social proof reassures us that doing this makes sense for us too.


For the Venetian noblemen intrigued by Mamugnà’s pitch, expressing skepticism about his claims was relatively low stakes at first. Once they’d climbed onto the commitment ladder, though, they found it devilishly hard to get off. Once they’d invited Mamugnà to their city, the psychic cost of admitting they’d been bamboozled began to build up. After they had put him up in one of the city’s most famous palaces, it climbed higher still. As they gawked, dazzled, at his whiz-bang demonstration, the psychic cost of accepting they’d been duped kept climbing. And after they’d gone to a few of his balls and tried to entice him to marry one of their daughters, it had become unimaginable. Mamugnà manipulated the perception of what “people like you” (Venetian noblemen, in this case) act like, and when each Venetian senator saw all the other senators kowtowing to him, they did likewise: a startling example of the way social proof and commitment ladders work in tandem to lure people into making ever-worse decisions.


Commitment ladders work by locking people into defending a previous bad decision by making a subsequent decision that’s even worse. On each rung, the mark’s determination to avoid the anguish of admitting they’ve been bamboozled grows. As it does, the mental gymnastics they’ll be willing to undertake to defend their initial choice will grow ever more contorted. As long as they continue to see other people “like them” defer to the charlatan, they’ll let that social proof guide them.


In this book we will introduce charlatans who expertly craft commitment ladders and use social-proof techniques to get their marks on board. The techniques work as well today as they did 450 years ago.


These three closely related vulnerabilities—confirmation bias, motivated reasoning, and social proof—are all you need to understand why people have fallen prey to charlatans with such regularity across the centuries. The pleasure we get from feeling we’re right and the pain we get from feeling we’re wrong are some of the most thoroughly studied features of human cognition. But they induce us to commit some errors again and again, predictably. They create vulnerabilities that a skilled attacker can turn against us. And that, we will show you, is what charlatans do.


And this is the real answer to the question we began with: Why are we so gullible? Faced with stories of people being led to do self-destructive things in defense of patently absurd beliefs, we can’t help but ask ourselves, “How could anyone have persuaded them to do something so stupid?”


By now, you should have a hunch about the answer to that question. Persuasion plays no part in it. The one thing no skilled charlatan will ever do is try to change your mind. Charlatans manipulate us not by getting us to change our prior beliefs but by pandering to them. They earn our trust by championing our priors—they hold us prisoners inside a cell made of our own commitments.


Picture Mamugnà in his opulent Venetian palace. He took in the entire elite of a major (if declining) European power without ever really having to persuade anyone of anything. Venice’s senators gave him all the material he needed to work with in the form of their prior beliefs. They were already convinced iron could be turned into gold. They desperately wanted to avoid facing the reality that Venice’s glory days were in the past. And once treating Mamugnà with deference became the “done thing” among their group, each of them joined the herd, reasoning that if everyone else was doing it, it must be right.


All Mamugnà had to do was reflect his marks’ dream back to them. He championed their dream. He did it charismatically, eloquently, and persistently. The more he championed their dream, the more they wanted to believe him.


And the more they believed him, the more power he had over them.


That, in short, is the structure of every charlatan story—the universal grammar of the charlatan’s craft. Charlatans never seek to persuade anyone; they don’t need to. They don’t want to. They know they can’t. Persuasion is never the point.


Charlatans grasp that they sound preposterous to those who don’t share the dream they build their act around. That doesn’t matter to them. All that matters is that they champion a dream that some section of the public sees as central to their identity.


Championing the mark’s dream creates a powerful sense of identification. It primes marks for what comes next. It leaves them ready to believe that the charlatan really is special, that he has some unique insight into the true nature of things that eludes lesser mortals. So, when he makes a claim to special knowledge or special power, he finds a group of people ready to believe.


Once our dreams have been hacked in this way, we become our own worst enemies: people unable to distinguish our own interests from our exploiter’s interests. In the pages ahead, we will show you how this formula can be applied to any kind of dream. Virtuous dreams and vicious ones. Widespread dreams and others that are quite specific. It really doesn’t matter what the dream is.


What Is a Charlatan?



The time has now come for us to propose a definition: A charlatan is a public figure who manipulatively champions the dream that a group of people share in order to exploit them without overt coercion, turning those marks into enthusiastic participants in their own exploitation.


This definition is both broad and narrow. It’s broad in that it encompasses the wide variety of different types of charlatans we have compiled in the following chapters. It includes both wholesale charlatans who cast their nets wide and exploit an entire nation and retail charlatans happy to burrow deep into the lives of a handful of followers. It includes both convicted criminals and those whose conduct stays within the bounds of the law.


But it’s also narrow in helping us see who a charlatan is not. A charlatan is different from a fraudster in that he’s a public figure: the people you’ll meet in this book don’t need to use pseudonyms or fake identities. They do not hide; they are out in the open, often operating in an ambiguous gray area between legitimacy and illegality. And their marks are not just passive victims of a con; they are evangelists for the charlatan’s gospel. Time and again, we’ll see marks turn out to be a charlatan’s biggest asset: his top recruiting agents and his most loyal defenders.


If this kind of exploitation reappears century after century, in all kinds of different settings and guises, it is because the mechanisms this formula exploits are here to stay. The glitches charlatans exploit are deeply ingrained in HumanOS; the whole organization of human cognition renders us vulnerable to them.


Having laid down the theory, we’re ready to dive in. The charlatans we’ll meet throughout the rest of the book are all quite different on the surface, but they’re very similar deeper down.
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The Dark Side of Entrepreneurship



Everyone has, at one point or another, dreamed of what it would be like to be rich. Poor people do it, middle-class people do it, even rich people dream of what it would be like to be richer still. And where there’s a dream, there’ll be charlatans looking to bamboozle those who share it.


Like all dreams, this one has its roots in a legitimate human need. We all need resources to live, and more to thrive. Those resources are scarce, and to get them we need money—nothing could be more natural, therefore, than to strive to make that money.


That striving becomes a dream to some. In fact, few dreams are older. The get-rich-quick fantasy sustains lotteries and casinos around the world. In the hands of a charlatan, widely shared dreams like these make for an inviting target.


And so charlatans have been pitching marks on get-rich-quick schemes for as long as marks have been around. When they do so, they nearly always accomplish this by pretending to be what they’re not: legitimate entrepreneurs.


It’s the perfect cover. Entrepreneurs have an excellent image in today’s world. Entrepreneurship is widely recognized for what it is: the engine that drives the prosperity of modern societies. Convince people you’re a legitimate entrepreneur with a special system for making a lot of cash, and they’ll line up around the block to hand you their money.


For the ordinary person, telling a legitimate entrepreneur apart from a charlatan is not easy. From afar, the two can look remarkably similar. The skills you need to succeed as an entrepreneur are awfully useful to a charlatan. To succeed, entrepreneurs need to be original thinkers who are also highly charismatic and comfortable taking risks. They need to be leaders as well as gifted at selling a dream. In the hands of ethical people, these traits are a huge engine of human progress. In the hands of charlatans, they’re the road to ruin.


Today’s charlatans can’t succeed without an entrepreneurial streak.


And, indeed, in some ways the two are similar: both legitimate entrepreneurs and business charlatans are in it to try to make as much money as possible.


But there’s a difference. Entrepreneurs understand they need to create something of value to the people they sell to. Charlatans focus on creating the impression of something of value, often with little regard for the substance needed to sustain that impression.


In this chapter, we’re going to look in detail at three charlatans who ended up in trouble for promoting dreams of quick riches they must, at some point, have realized they could never deliver on. We’re going to present them in order of scale: from the young Turkish IT visionary who scammed patriotic Turks out of tens of millions of dollars, to the would-be Hollywood hunk who scammed investors out of hundreds of millions, to a giant of world finance now accused of leaving some of the world’s most sophisticated investors billions worse off.


These are three very different figures in some ways, yet their stories are eerily similar. In all three cases the charlatan ended up pulling off some version of a family of scams that shall forever be associated with one Italian ne’er-do-well. To understand what they did, we have to start by understanding what he did.


Charles Ponzi



He was born in a small town in Italy’s northern Emilia-Romagna region and christened Carlo Pietro Giovanni Guglielmo Tebaldo Ponzi, but history would come to know him as Charles Ponzi. At first glance there was little to set him apart from the hundreds of thousands of Italians who were pouring into the United States each year at the start of the twentieth century. A law school dropout, he hustled his way around banks in the United States and Canada for a few years, refining in his mind the sprawling fraud that would forever bear his name.


Ponzi realized he was surrounded by struggling Italian immigrants who were under intense pressure to make money quickly to help the loved ones they’d left in dire poverty back in the old country. Their dream to make money fast was grounded in a real, pressing need, and Charles Ponzi sensed that by manipulating it, he could get them to hand over all the money they had.


He pitched them on a complicated investment scheme few of them could really grasp. He was careful to pay out eye-popping dividends to his early investors. Their stories got around and brought in many, many new investors. The catch was that the money he was paying out wasn’t coming out of profits, but directly out of the cash he was raising from new investors. This worked great until he ran out of new investors to keep pumping cash into his ruse. It was nothing but a giant pyramid scheme. When it all collapsed—as pyramid schemes must—it left thousands of poor investors even poorer than they had been going in.


Often forgotten in the story of Ponzi’s exploits is that at the outset, he did indeed have a nugget of a sound business idea. He had come up with a legal idea that, in the hands of an honest man, could have been the basis of a moderately profitable business.


Back in the era of mass European immigration to the United States—the 1910s and ’20s—people wrote letters to family in the old country as the only way of staying in touch. But international postage was expensive. Poor relations back in Europe would often be financially hard-pressed, upon receiving mail from a brother or son in America, to pay for the postage needed to write back. To address this, postal systems on both sides of the Atlantic introduced a system of international reply coupons (IRCs). The coupons enabled the sender of a letter to pay for the cost of replying to that letter: a popular, welcome, and fully legal service.


Charles Ponzi was the first to realize that the IRC system could be profitably hacked. European currencies had lost much of their value in the wake of the Great War, but the relative prices of IRCs had remained pegged at yesteryear’s exchange rates. Ponzi quickly caught on that you could buy an IRC in Naples for much less money than the identical IRC cost in New York.


Doing the math, Ponzi realized that in Italy, one dollar would buy you the same number of IRCs you’d need two dollars to buy in the United States. To turn a profit, all he’d have to do is buy IRCs in bulk in Europe, ship them to America, and turn them into US postage at the prevailing American rate—allowed by IRC rules—then sell the stamps at their face value.


Nothing about this idea was illegal, and, in principle, the profits to be had from this kind of arbitrage are large, not to mention risk free.


To make it all work, Ponzi would need money up front—and to get it, he had to offer investors eye-watering returns.


He quickly amassed an investment pot—$1,800 from eighteen investors—and just as quickly realized the actual logistics of transferring that money to Italy, using it to buy IRCs, shipping the IRCs back to the States, and selling them as postage would be a terrible hassle. It took a long time and quite a bit of complicated office work.


Time was short, though. Ponzi needed to show his early investors returns right away to attract more money and maybe, just maybe, he thought he could fake it ’til he made it: pay off the first investors with money from later investors rather than with profits from the IRC scheme. That would be much simpler. Only once he started doing that, stopping doing it proved devilishly hard.


To be clear, many Ponzi schemes are just straight-up criminal frauds from the word go. Charles Ponzi, for one, seems to have been fully aware that he was running a scam from the start.


Others, though, slide into criminality almost despite themselves: a slick entrepreneur with more ambition than scruples starts out with a business idea he believes in but soon realizes the illusion of a good business is much easier to deliver than the real thing.


It’s no wonder charlatans reliably end up at the heads of schemes like these: fueled by dreams, fed by words, watered by the cash of dupes, Ponzi schemes are perfect for people with big dreams and even bigger charisma.


People, in other words, like Mehmet Aydın.


Mehmet Aydın



The first thing everybody notices about Mehmet Aydın is his baby face. It’s not just that he’s a chubby guy; it’s that his face has a certain look, all round and soft and cherubic, and he just looks like he wouldn’t hurt a fly. Aydın knew his face could be his superpower: an instantly irrefutable proof of his good intentions.


But there was always more to Aydın than his aw-shucks dimples. Deep inside, he was a bad boy. Before he bought his Ferrari and his yacht, before his company set off a craze that gripped all of Turkey, before he became a household name in his country and an obsession of tabloid journalists, before all that, from around 2012, Mehmet Aydın had a dream: to become a Turkish hip-hop superstar.


He didn’t have a lot going for him: a twentysomething religious-school dropout from a small provincial city in Turkey doesn’t have an obvious entry point into show business. Making it takes money, and he didn’t have any. To make some, he reportedly dabbled with peddling phony “X-ray glasses” that supposedly showed people naked, but he soon realized this was a dead end.1 So, he got by on dishwashing jobs or waiting on tables at a café in town. He’d get back home late, tired, and lay down some rap tracks on his laptop before heading to sleep.2


That, or he’d play FarmVille.


Do you remember FarmVille? It was all the rage on Facebook back in 2013–2015. Technically described as a “farming simulator,” FarmVille let bored people all over the world dream of their own pastoral future. For a kid like Mehmet, who grew up in a farming family in Bursa, two hours south of Istanbul, there was something soothing about this digital rural idyll: like a slice of the most comforting memories of his childhood served up in digital form.


Soon, Aydın got to thinking. FarmVille wasn’t bad, but something was missing. It was all digital, all plastic, all fake. There weren’t any real cows there, or crops, or chickens—just pixels. What if, he thought, you could have a FarmVille that came with a real-world counterpart? What if the cows on the screen were digital representations, screen doubles of real cows on a real pasture on a real farm in the real world?


If FarmVille were addictive, wouldn’t a real-world FarmVille be ten times more addictive?


Aydın didn’t know how to program a computer game, but he had friends who did. Soon, the chubby kid with big hip-hop dreams was running a little squad of coders putting together a FarmVille clone. On the surface, Çiftlik Bank—Turkish for Farm Bank—was little more than a FarmVille rip-off; the functionality for tending to digital crops and livestock was lifted more or less straight from their competitor. But Farm Bank would be different, because it would have a real-world dimension. The company announced it would run real farms, which Farm Bank players could invest in by putting real-world money into their fake-world app. And, in what should have been the first red flag, players would also receive a small real-money payoff for each new player they brought into Farm Bank.3


Launched early in 2016, Çiftlik Bank was a hit. The game was fun, and word soon got around that the money you could make from the farm side was mind-blowing. Early investors would get fat checks in the mail once a month: the dividends, they were told, from Farm Bank’s real-world farming operation. It all seemed real enough: the company’s young CEO, Mehmet Aydın, was in the media cutting ribbons on big commercial farms. The events were lavishly covered in the media: photos showed the young, rosy-cheeked Aydın flanked by provincial officials cutting ceremonial ribbons on muddy farm fields.
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