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To Juli:


May we keep each other’s secrets, always.










INTRODUCTION


She doesn’t know it, but Melissa will be a murderer in ten minutes. Just twenty years old, and studying at a university somewhere in the UK, she is returning alone from a night out with friends. As she angles down an alleyway on her route home, she is confronted by two men. One of them lurks in the shadows, and the other creeps towards her. He impedes her way, insisting she stay with them. He reeks of beer and cigarettes, and she feels sick. She wants to get to the end of the alley, but he stands between her and freedom.


Her pulse quickening, she brushes past him towards the light at the end of the alleyway. His threats grow louder and more menacing. She is scared, but refuses to run. She won’t give him the satisfaction. Melissa is used to being accosted by men, especially when walking alone at night. Yet there’s something about this guy that chills her to the core. But there’s freedom at the end of the passage. She knows the neighbourhood well. If she can just make it to the adjacent street, there’ll be witnesses to intervene if things turn ugly.


Before she reaches safety, she feels a firm tug at her elbow. She can’t breathe or speak . . . his words drone and slur, and fear takes hold of her. Now he is grabbing at her clothes, and the sound of ripped fabric is cutting through the darkness. Melissa lashes out with her right arm, and her hand – and this is the only way she can explain it to me later – passes through his eyes.


A decade has passed, and what happened that night still weighs on Melissa. Even after years of therapy, it haunts her nightmares, and fills her waking moments with dread. She can’t quite piece together what happened, and perhaps she never will. ‘I put my hands through his eyes?’ she seems to ask me. When I ask if she can explain it in more detail, she gives me a play by play: ‘If you put your hands on the side of someone’s face like to passionately kiss them . . . but higher up. You put thumbs really far in, until it feels disgusting. A bit like a half-boiled egg in someone’s eye, and you push in,’ she explains. ‘I was surprised by how much liquid and blood came out. And he dropped me. I don’t remember much, but I know that when I dropped to the floor, he ran off, screaming. His mate kicked the shit out of me, and I basically passed out.’


Later, she came to in the alley and set about finding her way home, fingers and wrists stained crimson with the blood of her assailant. She recalls her ripped, frayed clothes billowing in the wind as she stumbled backwards. Strangers gave her a wide berth. She doesn’t remember how she got home. Falling in and out of consciousness in her bed that night, she felt the phantom grip of the now-dead attacker on her arm. As she sank somewhere between terrifying dreams and the waking nightmare of her new reality as a killer, throbbing sensations told her that her stomach and legs were in a bad state from the beating she had taken.


She spent the next few days in bed, telling friends and university tutors that she was unwell. Eventually mustering the energy to get up, she combed the local paper for anything revelatory about the night in question. In a sidebar, she discovered a story about a man who had been found dead in an alleyway. ‘His eyes had been gouged out,’ she tells me.


The news, as well as the traumatic incident itself, has had a profound effect on Melissa. She suffers from panic attacks, PTSD and insomnia, as she replays the images from an alleyway through which she has never since passed. She wonders whether the man had children, and whether there might have been another way out.


Melissa is today a prominent blue-tick professional – at least, she was before Elon Musk rid Twitter (now X) of verification for well-known users. It’s possible you know her by her real name. Her anecdote is one of the most curious and affecting I’ve heard, but it leaves me with more questions than answers. Who was this man? Why did his friend leave him in an alleyway to die? And how do you gouge somebody’s eyes out like that? The details don’t matter so much to Melissa. She has to live with the burden of a soul-destroying secret. In fact, in the intervening decade, she has only told one person: me. But Melissa knows me only a little better than the man who attacked her; the man she killed. She and I had met briefly in a pub through work colleagues, but hadn’t spoken again. And yet, a five-minute WhatsApp voice message she sent me – many months later – let me in on something to which not even her friends and relatives were privy.


I can’t help but wonder: why me?


Snow pats against the window next to my desk in my Berlin home one December evening, when I notice a new message from someone called Kamilla. Sporting long white hair and pushing sixty, she is a keen Instagrammer and a listener to my podcast, Heretics. She has liked a few of my posts, but we’ve never had a conversation. Her message reads: ‘I had a thought for a subject (close to my heart) . . . but you may not want my ideas.’ It signs off with two emojis of curiosity and shock.


‘Oh, go on, do tell! You never know,’ I reply.


‘Don’t feel bad, just an idea . . . for your eyes/ears only!’


‘Of course,’ I write. I later ask her permission to use this story, and she suggests the alias of Kamilla. It doesn’t seem right for a woman of her generation. Maybe that’s the point.


‘So, I’m going through a rocky patch in my marriage and in the last few months I’ve made an online friend who has become an unhealthy addiction, can’t stop thinking about him although I know it’s pointless, not good for my self-esteem,’ she writes, before adding, ‘And he’s only thirty!’


Horrified and flattered in equal measure, I determine she is talking about me. I am attracting groupies. I rack my brain as to how to let her down gently. I’m about to tell Kamilla that I’m not single, nor prone to cheating with married older women, when those three dots appear – she is typing.


‘And he’s not even my type.’


At this, I’m a little insulted.


She adds: ‘He tells me I’m beautiful, sexy, wants more.’


Since I never said anything of the kind, I conclude that she is deranged. Then, she describes not me, but an American musician with whom she’s been exchanging nudes. ‘The more I listened, the more I loved his music, it’s as if his voice has a weird hypnotic effect on my lady bits,’ she adds, with a crying-with-laughter emoji.


‘Hmm, interesting,’ I reply, as relieved as I am slighted about not being the object of her lady bits’ desires. I check out the American’s page. I can see why she likes him: he is cool, handsome and a rock star to boot. But what is in it for him?


‘Has he ever asked you for money?’ I ask, crudely.


‘No, never.’


I’m disappointed the narrative doesn’t fit my expectations. I apologize, explaining that it is unusual to hear of a man close to my age – a super-cool musician no less – sexting sixty-year-old women. At least, without monetary incentive.


‘Oh . . .’ she writes. I imagine she is a little hurt. The space for new messages stays white as I stare at the snow out of my window for a few quiet minutes. Then, her ellipsis fizzes and pops. ‘Well, I did buy his album.’


‘How much did it cost?’


‘One hundred dollars on Spotify donations.’


I gulp.


The rock star has been convincing Kamilla – and possibly other vulnerable fans – to give up her savings in return for a music main meal with a spicy side of dick pics. I stare at the phone. Kamilla is an adult. If she wants to give up extortionate sums of money for his music, in the hope of getting something salacious, then that is her right. I decide this is none of my business, and I shouldn’t get involved.


Then, I get involved. I recommend she withhold money to see if he continues to send photos. ‘Deep down I think he partly is doing it to get $ out of me, which is a horrible feeling,’ she replies. This time, the emoji is sad. She goes on to reveal intimate details to me about her three-decade-long marriage. ‘TBH, I don’t know if I can stay with him. We’re too different. I’m just terrified of being alone, broke and homeless. And I think so many women my age are out there feeling that. Unhappy but scared.’


Unhappy but scared. I feel sorry for Kamilla. Even if her story is a little extreme, we’ve all been deceived by people we thought were our friends. But I wonder why she has chosen to transgress a thirty-year bond of trust with her husband to tell me about her indiscretions.


‘What was your idea for a podcast episode?’ I ask, suddenly remembering her reason for getting in touch.


‘So, I was thinking about how many lonely people there are out there trying to find connections, attention, validation. And doing dumb shit like me, e.g., candid photos, pretend sex, fantasizing etc.’ An emoji of a laughing monkey covering its eyes perches at the end of the sentence. It’s laughing, as if to say, ‘Humans! What are you like?’


Kamilla doesn’t really have an idea for a podcast episode. She just wants to tell me her secret.


Kamilla and Melissa are not anomalies. The larger my podcast grows, the more I find myself the unwitting ruler of a rising stack of sinister and sensational secrets. I didn’t covet this. My podcast doesn’t have a ‘secrets’ theme. I interview extreme and controversial people, and delve into cults – many of which feature in this book. Yet, almost daily, confessions of wrongdoings and secret desires swamp my socials.


I’ve noticed something else: I do it, too. I reveal secret information about myself that had no business being divulged. In particular, I reveal secrets to guests who are themselves journalists. For example, it probably wasn’t necessary for me to volunteer to journalist Jon Ronson that I’d been seeing a therapist and had suffered with anxiety. But I felt a sudden compulsion upon meeting him, and blurted it out. And why did I tell eighty-two-year-old evolutionary scientist Richard Dawkins that I had read his very serious book about the evolution of flight while in the bath with one of my deluxe salt bath bombs? I couldn’t help but reveal this embarrassing information. I have since found that some of this is related to a phenomenon called ‘parasocial interaction’, where one person invests energy, emotion and time in a relationship with someone who is completely unaware of their existence, like a talk show host or other celebrity. But still: what would have happened had I withheld that secret information? What compelled me to tell?


My inbox is bursting with the declarations, revelations and confessions of others. Many of my colleagues – podcasters, radio presenters and journalists – are also inundated with confessions. So much for my solipsistic world view. The podcaster and the journalist, I suppose, share this curse with the therapist, the hairdresser and the air steward. What is it then about our relationships with listeners and clients that compels them to confide in us?


When I ask the sixty-year-old rocker-obsessed dick-pic receiver Kamilla why she told me about her affair and struggling marriage, she simply explains, ‘I trust your journalistic integrity and you’re the only person I’ve told.’


The answer is flattering. But it doesn’t satisfy me.


I launched my podcast during Covid lockdown in the summer of 2020. At first, I pored over the listening figures, checking in every few minutes to spot any hint of growth. ‘Twenty listeners today,’ I would excitedly tell my partner Julieta. ‘That’s double last week’s!’ With time, the figures rose, and soon, I had hundreds of thousands of loyal listeners waiting for each new interview to come out.


One of the best things about releasing a podcast episode is the instant feedback. Rather than checking stats, I was now scrolling through social media platforms to interact with listeners. At a time when we were all feeling rather cut-off from society, it was a saving grace. But I couldn’t have known then that my role as a podcast host would soon have me charged as something perhaps far greater: the keeper of an inordinate number of unsolicited secrets.


At first, I was glad for these glimpses into new and hidden worlds, and for the intimacy and trust that escorted these confessions to my inbox from the most covert corners of the internet. But as the secrets spun from such silly indiscretions as dick pics and online affairs to child sexual abuse and murder, I felt a duty to delve into the darkness at the heart of this phenomenon. What are secrets, exactly? What happens to us when we keep them? And why are we so keen to share our darkest moments with total strangers?


After hearing Melissa’s secret about the man she killed in the alleyway, I play her WhatsApp audio message on repeat, straining to understand her choice of confidant. Most of the message consists of the story of the attack. Then, she tells me she wants to trust me, and for me to trust her. From the background noise, it sounds like she is in a bar or restaurant.


Surprised, I realize she revealed this to me in a public space. I imagine her alone at a table, indulging in a drink after a friend has left, or waiting for them to return from the toilet. In the audio message, the more shocking the information, the more matter-of-fact Melissa’s voice sounds. After repeated listens, I find one clue as to why she chose me. At the beginning of the audio message, she tells me she has been enjoying listening to my podcast.


As listeners continued to share their most intimate stories with me, I found I was overwhelmed and unprepared. I was unqualified to handle the unexpected influx of information coming at me from all sides. So, I determined to learn all I could about one of the darkest, most fascinating and most unexplored human phenomena: secrets. I wanted to know how secrets came to be, how they helped shape who we are today and how they can be used for good – and bad – purposes. And I wanted to learn how your own secrets – and the secrets of others – could be used against you.


During my research, I began to see how secrets have been used throughout history to control us, by authoritarian regimes, religions and cults. And the more I found out, the more I felt you needed to know. And that’s because knowledge is the perfect antidote to secrecy. Knowledge prevents malignant forces from manipulating you with secrets.


It turns out, too, that secrets are an integral part of our culture and evolutionary psychology, and their role in society is changing rapidly as our technology develops. This book will show how secrets lurk beneath idiosyncrasies in our language, how they can haunt families for generations and scream at us from the grave. And it is my hope that, by the end, you’ll be armed with enough knowledge of cult dynamics, body language myths and social media influencer tricks to repel those trying to extract your secrets. You might even be able to mine secrets from others in your turn.


First, you’re probably more deceitful than you’d like to think. A monstrous 97 per cent of us carry a secret at any given moment, while the average person has 13. There is a 47 per cent chance that one of your secrets involves a breach of trust, more than a 60 per cent chance that it relates to financial impropriety, and a 33 per cent chance that you are holding a secret relating to either theft, a hidden relationship or work dissatisfaction.


But, here’s the kicker. Overwhelming evidence now shows that holding onto these secrets can have extreme and negative effects on your well-being and physical health. Secrets make us lose confidence and perform worse in tests. Keeping secrets also increases the likelihood of heart disease, cancer and ulcers.


Ironically, the physical and mental anguish resulting from the keeping of a secret often outweighs the negative repercussions of letting it out. Confiding in those around us can relieve the burden, and allow us to better understand our secrets. It allows us to reframe our secrets by seeing them through the eyes of others. Some of us do just that (like some of my podcast listeners), while others keep shtum. Why? And how else might we diminish the discomfort in secret-keeping, without giving up that most precious of gems: the secret itself?


To unravel these mysteries, we’ll delve into the history of secrets. We’ll look at how the Bible’s take on secrets led to millennia of repression, before fast-forwarding to the present day to find secrets are now financially more valuable than ever. They single-handedly hold up the influencer industry in bizarre and unexpected ways, and can even sway elections. They keep magicians in business and politicians in power. Even insinuating that you have a secret (real or imaginary) is enough to give off the impression of real power.


And right now, secrets are endangered. As Prince Harry and his wife Meghan Markle were revealing the darkest secrets of the British Royal Family to Oprah, comedian David Baddiel summed up the modern state of secrets in a tweet: ‘What we’re seeing is what happens when an institution that has always relied to some extent on silence has to exist in a world that no longer does silence.’


Camilla Long wrote in The Times, ‘When does royalty stop being royalty? Answer: when everything is dragged through the courts’. The barrier of secrecy around that most elusive of families has been weakened by the release of Prince Harry’s tell-all memoir Spare, in which he describes in glorious detail King Charles III doing headstands in his boxers. If an organization as seemingly untouchable as the Royal Family can no longer exist in silence, what hope do the rest of us have of keeping something to ourselves?


We have long been used to the seeping of secrets through the press and word of mouth. But technological advances mean that secrecy today is more vulnerable than ever, and the very concept of keeping something sensational to yourself might soon be a thing of the past. Sex robots, AI and mind-reading technology will make the task of keeping one’s private life private harder. Even the famously secretive security service MI5 committed to ‘being more open’ in the 2020s, and launched its own Instagram account in early 2021. Its boss Ken McCallum encouraged users to follow them, adding, ‘You can insert your own joke about whether we will be following you.’


If our world no longer does silence, we’re going to have to get a better handle on the essence of our secrets. And so that’s what I set out to do. I have used what I learned from psychologists, sociologists and historians to track down and embed myself with the people living with the worst secrets imaginable. I investigated spies living double lives, and found out the secrets of the influencer community. I spoke to the Instagrammers and TikTokers stuck on a hamster wheel of manufactured secrets to quench the viewers’ thirst for authenticity and revelation.


I met the world’s first ever blogger – an over-sharer who introduced the internet to the dick pic and had a physical fight with writer Kurt Vonnegut – and I got into the mind of the Coffin Confessor, who is paid $10,000 a pop to attend funerals and reveal the secrets of the dead. I spoke with Amanda Knox about how her mismatched body language got her locked up for four years for a murder she didn’t commit, and found out from detectives how body behaviour can (under a very specific set of circumstances) reveal what a person might be thinking.


I considered our over-reliance on lie detectors, and how a talk-show host got it so wrong that a guest committed suicide after the filming. I delved into the psychology of secrets, and what keeping them can do to us both physically and mentally, as well as how cults and nefarious actors use them against us. And I got to the crux of the conundrums of our time, such as: What do we do with white lies? And how do we protect our children while also being honest with them? And I looked to the future to see how technology is changing the concept of the secret, such as in the capture of murderers through apps and trackers. This might all be irrelevant once mind-reading – potentially a very real prospect – makes secrets obsolete.


I want you to get a grip on what secrets truly are, how keeping them will affect you, and how to extract them from others. It’s my belief that only through understanding the psychology of secrets can we really understand who we are – or, at the very least, who we are when nobody’s watching.
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SECRETS AND POWER


As you tread the streets of Monsey, New York, you might feel as though you have been flung backwards through time. The black hats, wigs and modest dress code of the ultra-orthodox Jewish community that live here make Manhattan seem not miles, but centuries away. Men, garbed in black suits and white shirts, the brims of their black hats catching the sunlight, hurry along, their tzitzit – fringes from their prayer shawls – swaying with each step. Their faces bear the markings of devotion – earnest eyes studying the holy words of the Talmud and Torah, and beards shaped by the sacred prohibition against the razor.


Women in modest attire walk with haste, balancing the roles of matriarchs, educators and wives. The air is punctuated with the sounds of Yiddish, the mamaloshen (mother tongue), interlacing seamlessly with English. The kosher delis, Judaica stores and humble homes radiate an austere simplicity, far from the flashing lights of downtown Manhattan.


With the Friday night sunset, the sabbath descends on Monsey like a soothing blanket. The streets grow quiet, the rushing cars cease their hurried journeys, and the air fills with the warm aroma of challah bread. The sacred silence is broken only by the soft murmur of blessings carried on the wind.


But behind these walls, a hidden truth lurks – a community shrouded in secrets, casting a chilling shadow over this pious enclave.


As I kicked off my research into secrecy, one thing became apparent incredibly quickly: secrets and power come hand in hand. And among the largest and most powerful institutions are organized religions and cults. From the old-world sects of Hasidic Judaism and Catholicism to the buzzword New Age cults of Scientology and Heaven’s Gate, secrecy has long helped religious entities to tighten a vice around their devotees.


‘A big drama was the day Rebitzen Solevetchik found out that Tova had a TV in her home.’ So begins one of the many Matilda-like passages in the memoir of former Hasidic Jew turned Netflix reality star and fashion mogul, Julia Haart. Unlike many in the Haredi ultra-orthodox community, Julia’s family weren’t born religious. Back in the Soviet Union, her father was a high-ranking communist and a master of the piano who performed for the Pope. Her mother held PhDs in philosophy and mathematics. Later, in the Haredi community, her qualifications were cause for great shame.


When Julia was three years old, her family upped roots to America, landing in Austin, Texas. Although her parents refused to discuss the past with her, she speculates as to why they chose a life of religious devotion. She tells me she believes it was a straightforward switch from Soviet communism to ultra-orthodox Judaism. The communist Soviet Union may have been secular in name, but demanded the devoutness, servitude and observance of the most extreme religion. Moving from an authoritarian society with a focus on the collective in the USSR to the individualistic priorities of the American Dream in Texas was a culture shock. Worse still, the anti-Semitism they experienced there increased their isolation and rootlessness.


Like her mother, Julia developed into a prodigious talent. Her elementary school grades were among the best in Texas. As she recounts in her memoir, Brazen, her score brought her to the attention of a prominent Texas entrepreneur called Jeremy, who had some involvement with one of the most esteemed schools in Austin. He believed it would be easy to get Julia in. It proved anything but. ‘After making excuses that they had no room for me, the principal finally had a meeting with Jeremy and told him that they didn’t want to take me because I was a Jew. The principal told Jeremy that he had managed to keep all the Jews out, and he wasn’t going to make an exception with me, no matter how promising or intelligent I was.’


Seeking familiarity and acceptance, the family soon moved to New York’s Monsey community, renowned as a hive of extreme religious orthodoxy. Julia describes it as ‘like the eighteenth century’. Women wear wigs to hide their real hair from the gaze of men, lest it distract them from their Torah study. Here, Julia was brought up to be invisible. Her parents grew cold and distant as they fell further into orthodoxy.


Julia had been an only child for ten years, but her parents embarked on a pious passage of procreation, until she found herself one of eight siblings. Her parents left the seven other children in the care of their older sister Julia for days or weeks at a time. They regularly forgot her birthday, stripped her of individuality and privacy (she slept in the laundry room), and made her scrub the floors. Even the tiniest crumb of wheat or bread discovered in the kitchen during Passover would be enough to confine Julia to be ‘separated from the rest of the Jewish people for all eternity, even after death.’ She’d be excommunicated and confined to eternal damnation, they told her. She spent an entire month each year ensuring the absence of such crumbs.


Listening to her story when we meet, I’m reminded of Cinderella. The extreme parts of the Monsey community sound to me like a cold and hostile world that uses secrecy and misogyny to control its people. I was raised Jewish, and still feel culturally in touch, particularly around the humour and anxiety popularized by Woody Allen, Mel Brooks and Larry David. I attended synagogue a couple of times a year on high-holy days, learned to read Hebrew and had a bar mitzvah at thirteen years old. It’s strange to look back on; how nervous I felt, having to stand up in front of a room full of strangers and familiars, and sing from an ancient script.


Those rare escapades into religion aside, I grew up secular. The world Julia inhabited makes up a tiny portion of Jews, and is as far removed from secular Jews as Jehovah’s Witnesses are from non-religious Christians. As an atheist with no access to the ultra-orthodox community, I have had to rely on the accounts of Julia and other ex-Haredi defectors I’ve interviewed. Many ultra-orthodox Jews – particularly those flouting strict Haredi codes to use the internet and comment beneath my videos – refute her accounts, and paint an altogether more flattering picture of their world: one of laughter, culture and community, in which children gather excitedly around storytellers as part of an oral tradition lost to many of us in the West. Women in these communities assure me in the comment section that they are happy. When I bring this up with Julia, she points out that many women were against obtaining the vote during the suffragette movement. It’s not about individual happiness, she tells me: it’s about fairness, equality and opportunity.


And yet, as a child and young adult, Julia was one of the women who grew to embrace and love her role in the Haredi community. She found herself competing for righteousness and modesty, which they call tznius. The community rewards displays of tznius with praise, so she paradoxically competed to be the most modest girl at her school.


This competitive humility features in many fundamentalist communities. It’s a big part of ensuring that secrecy reigns. Ex-Jehovah’s Witness Harrison Cother told me about how Jehovah’s Witnesses compete for modesty and righteousness to earn the term ‘slave’ (implying you help others despite getting nothing in return). ‘You get onto the hamster wheel,’ he tells me. ‘And you get more privileges. You get given the microphone duty to take round the Kingdom Hall. You get to do the sound system. You then can go on the platform and give talks to the congregation. Every step of the way, you are commended and congratulated. It’s this ego boost, it’s this false sense of pride and self-esteem. They tell you to be humble. But everyone knows that you’re in a higher position of power, and that you have more authority over everyone else beneath you.’


When leaders of a cult or extreme religion have members competing with one another for righteousness and humility, it becomes easier to hide the secrets of the outside world from them. In cults and extreme religions, devotees are indoctrinated to wear their ignorance with pride. They venerate secrets, particularly those kept from them. So, in her ambitious pursuit of modesty, Julia cut her hair short (long hair was deemed immodest). She made sure her skirts were the longest. She prayed, and chastised herself for having bad thoughts about her parents. She was compliant, and stayed away from the outside world.


When her parents forgot her birthday, and neglected to throw her a bat mitzvah (to celebrate becoming a woman at twelve years old), she refused to complain. ‘I waited and waited for my parents to remember my bat mitzvah was coming up. Finally, during Passover, on the night of my birthday, my father looked at me, and said, “Hey, isn’t it your birthday tonight? How old are you turning?” I tried so hard not to cry, but I know my voice betrayed my hurt as I said, “I’m twelve.” My parents looked at each other and laughed about how they had completely forgotten.’


Julia grew strong, and refused to let them see her cry. That strength would later help her break free from the Haredi community, start a new life from scratch, become the CEO of a leading fashion firm, and work with model and media star Kendall Jenner and actress Gwyneth Paltrow. She founded and starred in the Netflix reality show My Unorthodox Life, a mix between the Kardashians and a cult defector series. It details how she and her children are transitioning to the outside world, while becoming fashionistas and influencers.


Everything she does appears to be in defiance of her authoritarian upbringing. In escaping the extreme secretive collectivism of the Haredi community, she has embraced the expressive individualism of modern America. Through their reality series, she and her children appear to share their every thought and desire – no matter how personal – with the world. In the first episode, she chastises her youngest daughter Miriam for musing that she might be ‘kind of’ bisexual.


‘Not “kind of”,’ Julia replies: ‘You are bisexual. Own it.’


It’s a sharp contrast to the Julia of Monsey. She had never given clues about her mounting discontent, so when she left the community, her friends and family were shocked. The secret of wanting to leave weighed on her so heavily that she considered taking her own life, only holding back for fear of what it would do to the rest of her family and their standing in the community.


Now, free on the outside, she is prohibited from speaking to anyone from her old world. For a while, she kept up a relationship with one of her sisters at a distance. But the community put a stop to that, because she is an external influence to be shunned, lest the secrets of the outside world corrupt.


Within the Monsey community, women in particular are shielded from such worldly evils. Julia’s elementary school there only taught the basic elements of her religion, amid other lessons about immodesty, and taking care of babies. She tells me that that is the sole role of a woman in the community. ‘Their only way into heaven is through a man.’ The school had a chemistry lab that was never used. It was just there for appearances in case of government inspections. She and her classmates were not supposed to learn or be taught anything of the modern world.


For this reason, there were few sins more egregious than possessing a television. And rumours began to swirl that a family of one of the pupils had a secret TV in their home.


‘The rebbitzen [wife of a rabbi] came into our classroom with fury in her eyes, and we sat there trembling in our seats, wondering who was going to bear the brunt of this wrath – each praying that it wasn’t us,’ writes Julia.


When she recounts the anecdote to me, she acts out her teacher’s grisly piousness with a bellowing voice and wide eyes, like the Giant in Jack and the Beanstalk: ‘I smell TUMAH (impurity)! I smell TUMAH!’ bawled the rebbitzen. The rebbitzen slunk up and down the classroom aisles, as though able to sniff the scent of televisual malevolence, before stopping at the suspect’s seat and confirming the stench’s source.


This teacher – who berated and humiliated the pupil in front of the class – held sway in the community. A bad word from her could ruin a girl’s prospects of attracting a husband, and therefore her standing with God. She ordered that the girl return home and take an axe to the TV, her family’s last window to the outside world. The exact method is unknown, but the schoolgirl’s family promptly purged themselves of the forbidden television.


As I would come to see, by banishing the TV, they collided with fragments of the first secret ever told, as it bounded down the corridors of time: the secret of the Tree of Knowledge.


‘You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat from it you will certainly die,’ said God to Adam and Eve. If you believe the Bible, those were the first words spoken to man. Buried in that immortal first line is a secret.


To me, the word ‘certainly’ feels superfluous. God is trying too hard to hide something. If someone tells me they’ll certainly be on time for a meeting, it fills me with doubt. Perhaps that’s just a quirk of modern parlance, a linguistic nuance that hadn’t yet developed while Adam and Eve were knocking about. We’ll delve later into the ways we hide secrets in language, but it’s an inauspicious start for the first recorded attempt at communication.


God’s assertion that the Tree of Knowledge causes death is a lie, but it is also a secret, the unravelling of which cost a serpent its legs and mankind its immortality. The Tree of Knowledge – and the wisdom it imbues – is the first secret kept from humanity.


The second secret – and the first kept by humanity – turns up soon afterwards. Keeping it is pretty much the first thing that Adam and Eve do. When they eat the fruit from the Forbidden Tree, they do so in secret. We know this because, when God walks through the garden (yes, God walks – I’d always imagined him as a big translucent face in the sky), the two humans hide behind a tree. They realize that they have defied God’s will. They consciously try to hide their crime.


God calls out: ‘Where are you?’ It’s peculiar behaviour from an omniscient being, but it might be the first attempt by human or deity to uncover a secret – albeit one he presumably already knew about. Compared to the work of FBI agents and Guantanamo Bay interrogators, God’s detective work is rudimentary. But it works. Adam steps out and admits that he ate the fruit. Actually, in a cowardly move he blames Eve and – indirectly – God: ‘The woman you put here with me,’ he accuses. ‘She gave me some fruit from the tree, and I ate it.’


Being from the Old Testament, this is the creation story of both Judaism and Christianity. Islam begins with the almost identical parable of Adam and Hawa. But whether they’re Adam and Eve or Adam and Hawa, they appear to have been intended to live in eternal ignorance. Today, the censorship of TV in Monsey serves the same purpose.


God means to keep a lot of secrets from Adam and Eve/Hawa, including the apparent shamefulness of genitalia. Their nakedness seems to be the main thing that the Tree of Knowledge makes them aware of. As the Qur’an states, ‘And when they tasted of the tree, their private parts became apparent to them, and they began to fasten together over themselves from the leaves of Paradise.’ As we’ll go on to see, shame is so often both the reason for – and result of – secrecy.


The Genesis passage also hints at something at the heart of all authoritarian groups, be they religious or secular. Taken as a morality tale, the Genesis creation story proposes that the pursuit of knowledge is immoral – that too much knowledge can kill you.


The Catholic Church ruled over much of the Western world (and, by extension, much of the world) for centuries, and their method of control was secrecy. Secrecy is so ingrained within the Church’s ideals of power that even the origin story of Adam and Eve sees humans punished for uncovering one – that the fruit wouldn’t kill them, but would imbue them with knowledge. It makes virtues of repentance and supplication, and implies that secrets must be kept for our own protection. This is something we’ve seen across religions, cults and dictatorships, from Christianity and Judaism to Scientology and the Stasi.


Depending on your beliefs, or how literally you take the Bible, you may consider Christianity’s origin story improbable. You might then deem it not written evidence of the first recorded secret, but a work of fiction. Even so, its role as a morality tale has left its mark on how we handle secrecy, spreading shame and fear into the populace and laying down rules that encourage us to keep secret our transgressions, while rulers keep secrets from us.


But maybe, I wondered, rather than causing us to use secrecy, Genesis is itself the result of humanity’s inclination towards secrets as a means of control. It might be that we just naturally keep secrets to control one another, and reflect that in the stories we tell. I wanted to find out if Adam and Eve was just one of many creation stories and myths designed to keep believers subservient, so I got reading.


I found that in Ancient Greek mythology, the first woman wasn’t Eve or Hawa but Pandora. And the creation of her story predates that of Adam and Eve by around seven centuries. The Titan fire god Prometheus stole fire from heaven and gave it to mortals. Zeus was annoyed by this for some reason – I suppose he wanted to keep fire secret as a means to control the mortals. So, he went about getting revenge on Prometheus. He commissioned the patron of craftsmen, Hephaestus, to fashion a woman out of earth: Pandora. Thus, the first woman was created from vengeance and bitterness.


It appears that men were already alive and well, and messing about with their new gadget of fire by then. Pandora was imbued by the gods with beauty, wealth . . . and a deceptive heart and lying tongue. For some reason vaguely related to revenge, Zeus gave Pandora a box – or jar, as it appears to be in the original Greek – that she was commanded never to open.


Is this sounding familiar? Eventually, curiosity overcame her, and she opened the jar, just as Adam and Eve ate from the tree, and just as Julia’s classmate watched the TV. Pandora’s box unleashed all manner of plagues, sorrow, misfortune and evil. The only thing left in the box when Pandora swiftly closed it was hope.


I was amazed to discover how the ancient civilizations understood the relationship between secrets and power. The Ancient Greeks and Abrahamic religions are calling out to us from the past with a stern message: do not be curious; do not seek knowledge; do not rebel. And this suppression of curiosity and respect for secrets has helped rulers to dominate societies for millennia.


Once upon a galactic time, some 75 million years ago, a fella named Xenu held the rather imposing title of Galactic Confederacy Overlord. Imagine, if you will, a space-age Mafia boss ruling seventy-six planets, including Earth (or Teegeeack, as it was known in those celestial circles).


As happens in the annals of cosmic governance, Xenu found himself grappling with a bit of a population crisis. His planets were a touch overpopulated, with an average of 178 billion people per planet. To solve this problem, Xenu crafted an audacious plan.


Under the pretense of income tax inspections, he gathered billions of his unsuspecting citizens. Then, they were swiftly paralysed and frozen using a rather unique cocktail of alcohol and glycol. These poor souls were then flown by spacecraft (that looked suspiciously like DC-8 airliners) all the way to the volcanoes of Teegeeack – remember, that’s Earth.


These frozen beings were thrown into the volcanoes, and Xenu sealed the deal with a few well-placed hydrogen bombs. For some reason, the spirits, or ‘Thetans’, of these beings were released, only to be trapped again by Xenu’s elaborate ‘electronic ribbon’ (a type of wave that sucks people into a vacuum) and forced to watch a ‘3D, super colossal motion picture’ for thirty-six days. This ‘movie’ fed them false information about religions, implanting misleading concepts about God and Satan that persist even today. These confused and traumatized Thetans (spirits) are said to now cling to human beings, causing them spiritual harm.


Thus begins the saga of Scientology, with a creation story that explains away all the other religions as inventions of brainwashed spirits, and controls members by eroding trust in the outside world. Any negative ideas about Scientology from external sources can be packaged as vile rumours spread by negative Body Thetans that survived the volcanoes.


I’ve met and interviewed many former Scientologists and other cult defectors who speak of having been indoctrinated in their sect with a fear of knowledge. It is the terror of opening Pandora’s box or eating from the forbidden Tree of Knowledge. Scientologists are told that they will develop pneumonia and die if they find out (or someone tells them) about the cult’s creation story before they are ready.


You might think that a cult would want its members to know as much as possible about its rules, while prohibiting only outside information. But Scientology’s tactic is typical in authoritarian sects. In fact, during my research, I found that cults and secrecy were so intertwined that I eventually had to dedicate a whole chapter to them.


It’s worth noting that cults are not all that different from organized religions, at least with regards to what they demand of their followers. Cults are more likely than religions to have a sole enigmatic leader, as well as expensive tiers promising secret knowledge. But there is overlap.


Julia Haart writes at length about how certain ultra-orthodox communities – which you might classify as extreme religion rather than cult – prevent women from studying the Torah. She was ignorant of the context behind the strict rules to which she was forced to adhere. And for thousands of years, knowledge of the Bible was restricted to an elite few. Literacy – and therefore class and education – dictated where that knowledge fell, allowing those in the know to control the masses.


Much of the Abrahamic religions’ teachings are freely available to most Westerners today. But more extreme sects continue to keep secret their doctrines from their own worshippers. This means that members are not only deprived of knowledge from the outside world (the ‘worldly’ realm, as Jehovah’s Witnesses call it, or the ‘wog’ world, according to Scientology terminology) but also from their own community. They’re kept in darkness, programmed to bend and break to the will of the keepers of the knowledge, whether these be chief rabbis (Haredi Judaism), the Watchtower (Jehovah’s Witnesses) or Tom Cruise (Scientology).


Cruise is not the leader of the cult of Scientology, but ranks extremely highly and is best friends with leader David Miscavige. His image is essential to the survival and popularity of the cult, which is why it awarded him its highest honour: the Freedom Medal of Valor. The award was created especially for him, so that no member can ever reach his heights. When asked about the belief system of Scientology, Cruise never gives answers, but instead speaks in riddles, and insists we ‘go find out’. That is the line often wheeled out by other public Scientologists, such as the late actress Kirstie Alley.


Beside contributing to the organization’s mystique and power, they do this for two reasons. First, members are expected to pay thousands (or hundreds of thousands) of dollars to access each new level of Scientology information. These levels are called Operating Thetans (OTs), with OT VIII the highest (theoretically, there are fifteen levels, but nothing higher than eight has ever been released). Very few members are afforded – or can afford – the opportunity to reach OT VIII. Kirstie Alley is one of the select few who made it. Tom Cruise’s status is unknown to us wogs, but those who were close to him and have since defected reveal he was already at OT VII in the early 2000s. Others claim he’s now at OT VIII.


Second, cults rely on coercive psychology, such as the ‘boiling frog’ concept and the ‘sunk cost’ fallacy. The former means members are very slowly ‘boiled’ with information that at first seems sensible and positive, and which turns wacky (or boils) too slowly for members to notice. If they were hit with the outlandish secret lore of Lord Xenu from the start, they’d jump out like a frog from hot water. If done slowly enough, the cult member is indoctrinated – the frog is dead – before he or she realizes what is happening.


As for sunk cost, the cult relies on members being in so deep (and out of pocket) by the time they hear about the creation story that they feel they have no choice but to keep going. They can’t face up to the fact that they have bankrupted their families and shunned their friends for nonsense created by science-fiction writer L. Ron Hubbard.


The introductory Scientology courses teach pseudo-science philosophies that can sometimes help people. Much of it is ridiculous, but there are parts that work for some members. Otherwise, no one would sign up. It’s not too dissimilar to psychologist Jordan Peterson’s borrowed ‘Make Your Bed’ concept, which suggests that if you start taking control of the smaller parts of your life, the rest will follow. The central tenet for Peterson and Scientology is that you are in control of your life and need to make sure you have everything in order before looking at those around you. It’s a philosophy that works for some people but doesn’t for others.


This being a cult, Scientology takes this concept to the extreme, so that anything that happens to you is your fault. This was a key part of the 2023 trial of That ’70s Show actor Danny Masterson, a Scientologist found guilty of raping women he was purported to have drugged. Ex-Scientologists have told me that in these circumstances, the victims take the blame. It’s called ‘pulling it in’, and implies that if someone rapes you, if someone crashes into your car, or you become gravely ill, you must have done something to make it happen.


The idea that you are in control of your destiny is appealing to a lot of people who join Scientology. But even if that could work for you – since you now know about Lord Xenu and the Galactic Federation – you’re unlikely to start courses at the lower tiers of Scientology. That’s why, for the sake of Scientology, it’s best kept secret.


Marc Headley was in Scientology for years, and devoted much of his life to it. He was even audited (coached) in one-on-one sessions by the big cheese himself, Tom Cruise. But Headley only found out about Lord Xenu after leaving. How did he find out? South Park!


When South Park released their infamous ‘Trapped in the Closet’ episode in 2005, they ridiculed Tom Cruise and John Travolta. What really hurt the cult weren’t the jokes about the Hollywood pair, but the disclosure of the secret folklore at the heart of Scientology. Headley believes that this ‘woke up’ countless Scientology members, and prevented many more from joining.


The Church of Scientology was pissed off. Headley showed me documents proving that the cult’s Office of Special Affairs (OSA) went through the South Park creators’ rubbish, tracked their cars and tried to infiltrate their catering staff. They wanted to learn their writers’ secrets, and use them against them. They tried to put a stop to the episode and take revenge on South Park’s team (a tactic unofficially known as ‘fair game’).


‘I knew nothing about what they were talking about in that episode,’ Headley tells me. ‘Not a single thing.’ He explains that you don’t learn about Xenu until you reach OT III, which is $100,000–$200,000 up the chart. Headley’s wife Claire – who left Scientology with him – was at OT V, so was aware of Lord Xenu – but couldn’t share it with Marc, for fear he’d die of pneumonia from learning too much too soon.


Even after leaving cults and extreme religions, many defectors still feel superstitious around their former belief systems. When Headley woke up the morning after watching the South Park episode, however, he realized: ‘I didn’t even have a sniffle – it’s bull! That was it. I was deprogrammed overnight.’


Headley believes that fewer than 10 per cent of Scientologists know about its creation story. ‘This is all about money,’ he adds. It is also about power and control; but those paths also lead to money. By depriving Scientology of its core secrets, South Park weakened it immeasurably. Even ex-Scientologist Jenna Miscavige Hill, the niece of Scientology leader David Miscavige, admits she first learned about Lord Xenu and the cult’s creation story from South Park. That’s how tightly extreme authoritarian groups wrap up their secrets.


While Scientology might be making headlines today, the creation stories found in the Abrahamic and Ancient Greek cultures show us that humans have long promoted, engaged in and used secrecy for control and malevolent means. In fact, not only was the Judaeo-Christian creation story in favour of secrecy, but – just like Scientology – the Catholic Church grew by depriving believers of knowledge of its scriptures. Catholics had faith – of that, they were certain – but in what, they often knew not.


After the unified Catholic Church was established in the fourth century ad, explains psychology professor Bernard Starr, ‘the Church actually discouraged the populace from reading the Bible on their own.’ He explains that this intensified in the Middle Ages, with the prohibition of native translations.


The teachings of the Bible remained in the hands of an elite few, protecting it from scrutiny by the masses. Rather than read, study and dissect, worshippers were only able to hear snippets from the sermons of priests in church, and make out what they could from sculptures and artistic tapestries.


Professor Starr believes this secrecy enabled churches to adorn their naves and aisles with classical artworks that depict Jesus and the saints as ‘fair-skinned Northern Europeans living in palatial Romanesque settings – images completely alien to their actual Jewish lives in a rural village in Galilee.’ He calls this a ‘Christianizing process’ and an ‘ethnic cleansing of Judaism’. Even today, many of us associate the stories from the Bible with ecclesiastical artworks rather than the actual words of the Bible.


Secrecy helped create an image of Christianity that worked for worshippers across Europe, and also kept believers coming back to church to listen to the stories. Devotees kept the community active with their regular attendance, and supported it with donations, while obeying rules that they couldn’t even read. They were trained to be pliable.


The donations to the Holy See became known as Peter’s Pence in the eleventh century. Today, the Peter’s Pence charity fund has been used to buy luxury properties and fund Hollywood movies, to the point that even Pope Francis admitted there was financial corruption within the Vatican.


You no longer have to attend a church or synagogue – or pay a donation or tax – to learn about the Bible or the Torah. Most of the information has become freely available, initially – to an extent – through the printing press, and later via TV and the internet. The PEW Research Center found that, in 1976, 91 per cent of Americans identified as Christians. In 2022, after information had become more freely available through advancements in technology, that figure fell to 64 per cent. PEW predicts that Christians could make up as little as 35 per cent of the American population by 2070. There are likely multiple factors involved in the decline of religious belief but, principally, the Church has lost its ability to retain secrets, and with that, much of its control over its devotees’ lives and money. That’s why Tom Cruise won’t tell you about Lord Xenu.


Many active members of cults and religions deny that they are suppressing knowledge. In his research into the medieval suppression of the Bible, Professor Starr claims that he received a backlash from Catholics claiming it never happened. In response, he points to various decrees, such as this thirteenth-century ruling from the Council of Tarragona: ‘No one may possess the books of the Old and New Testaments in the Romance language, and if anyone possesses them he must turn them over to the local bishop within eight days after promulgation of this decree, so that they may be burned.’


Sadly, it wasn’t just books that were burned in an effort to keep the Church’s teachings secret from its acolytes. William Tyndale graduated from Oxford University in the early 1500s, before teaching at Cambridge University. There, he fell in with a crowd of humanist scholars, and became convinced that all worshippers should have access to the Bible. He went about translating an Ancient Greek version of the New Testament to English in 1523, but was forced to flee England after Church authorities caught wind of his intentions. With patronage from affluent London merchants, he travelled to Germany and completed his translation there. The books were then smuggled into England – where they were denounced and banned.


Tyndale was captured by authorities while working on the Old Testament in Antwerp. Condemned for heresy, he was executed by strangulation, and then burned at the stake. His legacy endured: 18,000 copies of his translated New Testament were printed, and two complete volumes remain today. His work served as a model for the King James Version of the Bible that was published in 1611. By revealing the truth about a belief system to its worshippers, Tyndale was the South Park of his time (without the satire, mockery and celebrity caricatures).


Tyndale was a sixteenth-century Christian prevented from making Christian teachings accessible to other Christians. Marc Headley was a Scientologist convinced he would develop pneumonia should he find out anything about Lord Xenu. And Julia Haart was an ultra-orthodox Jew whose teacher claimed she could smell the evil emitted by a television. What binds the three are their places in fundamental belief systems that have sourced power and dominion from secrecy.


But what happens when institutions tighten their iron grip? And how do they use secrecy to sow the seeds of fear in the very soul of a society?


‘Secrecy is the freedom tyrants dream of,’ said former director of the Council on Foreign Affairs and White House Press Secretary Bill D. Moyers. Since the dawn of recorded history, brutal regimes have used secrets against their citizens. We all know how frustrating it is to be left in uncertainty. Tyrants and authoritarian sects know this too, exploiting secrets and hiding information just as God did with the Tree of Knowledge. If the dark side of history is as cyclical as a slasher movie on repeat, then secrecy is its masked antagonist.


As I continued my research into the history of secrets, I saw another theme emerge. I found countless examples of folks driven to secrecy not only through power but through fear – fear of persecution, discrimination and torture. And behind every fearful secret-keeper lay a terrifying institution intent on using secrecy for its own gain.


Our knowledge of ancient history is hazy. But it is thought that one of the earliest known secret-keeping rulers united China in the third century bc. Qin Shi Huangdi reigned with ruthlessness. He was obsessed with secrecy. He conscripted enormous numbers of workers to build a mausoleum packed with more than 6,000 life-size terracotta soldiers, only to murder his builders on completion to preserve the site’s secrecy. Looking back through the lens of bloody history, it’s astounding how expendable life has been to vicious rulers. Qin also murdered scholars whose views he disliked, burning their books to suppress any challenging information. He wasn’t the first or last to engage in this quashing of dissenting knowledge. Qin also constructed the initial version of the Great Wall of China, another symbol of a fixation with keeping the outside world unknown.


Just a few centuries later, Roman Emperor Caligula allegedly forced the parents of dissenters to watch the execution of their children. That, supposedly, was just Caligula’s way of crushing opposing points of view. Caligula is also said to have made his horse a priest, slept with his own sisters and sold their services to other men. He was so brutal and irrational that his own guardsmen took it upon themselves to kill him, stabbing him thirty times. (Historians still debate the veracity of the claims, with some now believed to have been concocted by his enemies.)


Fast-forward to the seventh century and we meet a fourteen-year-old concubine who would become one of the cruellest and most successful leaders of China to rule by secrets and fear: Wu Zetian. China’s only ever female leader, Wu was originally fifth concubine – ranked beneath a wife and four other mistresses – to Emperor Taizong. The emperor was taken by her spirit and intelligence, according to historian Dr Yuen Ting Lee, and employed Wu as his personal secretary, a role she carried out for ten years.


When Taizong died, Wu and the other concubines were sent to shave their heads, become Buddhist nuns and pray for his soul. They were set to spend the rest of their lives in confinement, as a living tomb for the late emperor. As luck would have it, the next ruler, Emperor Gaozong, visited the temple to offer incense, and spotted Wu. She obviously got the measure of the man, and saw him as her route to freedom and power. ‘Even though you are the Son of Heaven,’ she teased, ‘you can’t do anything about [my confinement].’


Gaozong replied: ‘Oh, can’t I? I can do anything I wish.’ It was a moment of reverse psychology that would eventually lead to the excruciating deaths of countless citizens.


Gaozong employed Wu as second concubine – a promotion three tiers above her previously held position – and allowed her to grow her hair again. Wu bore Gaozong four sons, which pleased him. She also went about winning the court attendants over with her friendliness and generosity. In turn, they began slipping Wu secret information about her rivals.


Wu knew that Empress Wang loved children, so she began hatching a grisly plan. Shortly after Wu gave birth to a daughter, she waited for Empress Wang to play with her. Then, she murdered her own baby, and blamed Wang. Emperor Gaozong believed Wu’s lie, and dismissed Empress Wang, promoting Wu to empress. She immediately put her love rivals to death and exiled their relatives and supporters.


After Emperor Gaozong’s death, her sons became emperors in name, with Wu acting as puppeteer, pulling the strings behind the scenes. She eventually disposed of this patriarchal convention, naming herself Holy and Divine Emperor, and founding the Zhou Dynasty. Ruthless and cunning, Wu went on to wipe out all other claimants to the throne, destroying fifteen family lines in just one year. She was known for summoning enemies to the throne room, before making them commit suicide in front of her.


Wu kept her people in line – and forced them to keep secrets – by executing anybody who dared reveal harmful truths. But she also exploited secrecy to trump up accusations of treason. She set up an anonymous urn as a comment box. It was purportedly there to prevent corruption and serve justice, but in reality, the urn was an excuse for snitching and punishing. She ordered her own spies and secret police to place anonymous accusations in the urn, giving her free rein to execute people at will. Versions of this tactic have been repeated through the centuries, from the Salem Witch Trials to the Stasi.


Because China – like much of the world – has long been run by patriarchal societies, the story of Wu is told by an unreliable narrator. It is possible that she has been demonized by those looking to cast doubt on the integrity and ability of a female ruler. Indeed, many historians now focus on her achievements instead. In recruiting officials, Wu is credited with selecting based not on ‘personal integrity’ but levels of education and intelligence. She expanded China’s imperial sovereignty, conquering new territories through military force and diplomacy. And she implemented agricultural techniques throughout China, ordering the composition of farming textbooks, creating irrigation systems and reducing taxes.


Much of Wu’s life remains a mystery, her secrets dying with her; Wu insisted that her gravestone be unmarked by any eulogy. She expected later periods to better evaluate her legacy; here was someone who knew the value of mystique.


As with the aforementioned religions and cults, I found time and time again that authoritarian political rulers like Wu and Qin have wielded power and spread fear through secrets and uncertainty. These power-hungry leaders have also led inquisitions into the secret inner thoughts of their citizens, and brutally executed and incarcerated individuals. In the fifth century bc, Ancient Greek philosopher Socrates stood accused of corrupting the minds of the youth of Athens, worshipping false gods and not following the state religion. It was claimed that Socrates denied that the gods did bad things, and believed in an inner voice deity called a daimonion. Such was their fear around differing viewpoints and potential political uprisings that jurors opted to execute Socrates. He was made to drink poisoned hemlock.


Around 1,500 years later, the Middle Ages brought about investigations into the secret thoughts of others. This was a time of medieval Catholic inquisitions, propped up by Pope Innocent IV’s authorization of torture to elicit confessions from heretics. The Pope found a loophole that would allow his inquisitors to employ abhorrent methods and still go to heaven: he granted them absolution for using instruments of torture.


Paranoia prospered among Protestants, who feared the cruelty of these Catholic inquisitions. Divisions were drawn. Then, as disorder reigned through the Black Death, the Little Ice Age and various wars, people looked for scapegoats. That’s when the major Western Christian denominations took to persecuting witches. For the most part in England and Scotland, it was the Protestant state that carried out the hangings of women (and some men).


One of the most infamous witch inquisitors, Heinrich Kramer (c. 1420–1505), blamed bad weather on witches, and wrote a book about how to catch and exterminate them. Even though theologians and inquisitors initially rejected Kramer’s ideas, he was able to widely disperse his work and, with it, the paranoid idea that society need look out for secret witches. Johannes Gutenberg had invented his printing press in the mid-fourteenth century, while woodblock printing had been practised in China since the ninth century.


The Crucible aside, we’ve whitewashed witches. We think of Harry Potter, Bewitched, and other witch-related books and movies that lit up our childhoods. But it must have been terrifying to be a woman living under constant suspicion of harbouring secret thoughts, while in fear of execution and torture. Kramer’s reputation grew, and he served as an expert witch detector, helping to convict women for secrets that they didn’t have.


It’s not only nefarious dictators and inquisitors who employ secrets, but those forced to flee them. Many have had to keep secrets over the years to escape persecution. My surname, Gold, was changed by my dad when he was younger from Goldstein, as a way of hiding our Jewishness from anti-Semites. Others followed suit, so that now Gold is just as good a giveaway, which I’m reminded of most days by viewers of my podcast on YouTube, often not in a nice way (even if the vast majority of my viewers are lovely).


In any case, Goldstein is just a name that was given at random to my great-grandparents when they arrived on British shores from Eastern Europe at the start of the twentieth century. I once asked my late grandpa what our real name had been, and he told me something Russian-sounding. I later told my dad, who shook his head with a smile: ‘That word just means “idiot” in Yiddish.’ My grandpa had forgotten the name his parents were born with. Now, it’s a secret even to us. But I’m pleased to have had that inadvertently funny interaction with my grandpa.


History is filled with examples of Jews having to keep their identity secret to escape persecutors. German-born Jewish girl Anne Frank hid from Nazi tyranny in a concealed room behind a bookcase in Amsterdam. Most are familiar with her story, but are surprised to realize quite how long she and her family secreted themselves from the world: 761 days.


For her ninth birthday, Anne’s grandmother gifted her a fountain pen. She wrote about it: ‘When I was nine, my fountain pen (packed in cotton wool) arrived as a “sample of no commercial value” all the way from Aachen, where my grandmother (the kindly donor) used to live. I lay in bed with flu, while the February winds howled around our flat. This splendid fountain pen came in a red leather case, and I showed it to my girlfriends the first chance I got. Me, Anne Frank, the proud owner of a fountain pen.’ The words written by that pen have survived almost a century, and stand as a symbol of resistance to tyranny. Their documentation of the tyranny of the Nazis is held up as a contrast to the humanity of Anne’s everyday existence. We read how she falls in – and out – of love with a boy called Peter, with whom she hides. She gets her first kiss, and writes of her burgeoning feminism.


It was on her thirteenth birthday, in June 1942, that her parents took her to a bookshop to pick out the diary, something she had long desired. At the beginning of the same year, a high-ranking officer of the German SS called Reinhard Heydrich outlined a plan to murder Europe’s Jews. He set it in motion at a conference in Berlin’s Wannsee, a picturesque lake district where – eight decades later – I swam many times while living in Germany.


Anne Frank received her diary two months after exterminations of Jews began in Belzec. By the end of the year, 600,000 Jews had been murdered there. Gas chambers were already ending the lives of thousands of Jews in Sobibor. Many Jews fought back, and rebel units were being set up in the forests of Byelorussia and the Baltic right about the time that Anne got her diary.


Anne Frank also fought back. Her famous diary was written over a period of a few months. But she continued to write various other texts, including The Secret Annex. This was inspired by an appeal she heard on the radio from Dutch minister Gerrit Bolkestein, who had fled to London. In the transmission, he asked that Dutch citizens hold onto important documents so that the Nazis would find it harder to keep secret what they had done during their occupation of the Netherlands. In just a few months, fifteen-year-old Anne wrote 50,000 words about what had been happening to her family. ‘The nicest part is being able to write down all my thoughts and feelings; otherwise, I’d absolutely suffocate,’ she writes. We’ll go on to consider how revealing secrets – and keeping them – can have very real effects on our mental health.


In the first months of Anne’s diary in 1942, Jews were being deported to murder centres from Belgium, Croatia, France, Poland and her own country, the Netherlands. Armed resistance was growing in the ghettos in which Jews were enclosed. By the end of 1942, German, Greek and Norwegian Jews were also forced onto the trains and taken to the camps.


The very idea that the Nazis would be able to murder so many millions of people based on their lineage alone seemed impossible at the time. ‘Common sense could not understand that it was possible to exterminate tens and hundreds of thousands of Jews,’ said Yitzhak Zuckerman, a Jewish resistance leader from the time in Warsaw. But the propaganda and exploitation of secrecy had been in the works for years, much like Scientology’s boiling frog approach.


Hitler’s first move was to win over the German public. He did so by playing on age-old myths about Jewish people. The Nazis – and in particular minister of propaganda Joseph Goebbels – were able to print articles and photos, propagate movies and emit radio broadcasts that painted Hitler as supreme, and Jews as Untermensch (subhuman).


All external press and radio broadcasts were censored and controlled, ensuring they too ran slurs about Jews and tightened their grip of fear on the nation. One such smear was recently repeated by the world’s biggest podcaster Joe Rogan, who said: ‘The idea that Jewish people are not into money is ridiculous. That’s like saying Italians aren’t into pizza, it’s fucking stupid.’ Another time, he said of Jews: ‘Look at all the puppeteering. Pulling all those strings at CNN, Hollywood . . .’


The reality is that many Jews got into Hollywood decades ago when those jobs were available to the working class. Many of their descendants continue to work in Hollywood. It is also typical for minorities suffering from a history of persecution to pull together and form communities around industries – not that this helped Jews when the Nazis came in and took away their rights, their property, their dignity and ultimately their lives.


Rogan is right that Jews care about money. But he is wrong to suggest they care more than anyone else. The America we know today was formed around the concept of the American Dream; the Great Gatsby aspiration of making a fortune against all odds.


And that’s why the myth about Jews and money is so powerful: because everyone cares about money. For that reason, telling people that a minority is secretly after your money – be they Jewish, Chinese or Scottish (three of the many groups often wrongly labelled as stingy or money-obsessed) – is effective. I write this fresh from watching a video by Scottish comedian Limmy, in which he criticizes the portrayal of infamously avaricious Disney character Scrooge McDuck. The rest of Scrooge’s family, Limmy points out with outrage, simply bear the surname ‘Duck’. ‘McDuck’ suggests that Scrooge alone is of Scottish lineage.


It’s the go-to insult to hurl at your neighbours. It suggests that you and your people are above such lowly pursuits as money, while your enemy is finance-obsessed, and therefore not to be trusted. To show how arbitrary this is, I started typing random nationalities and cultures into Google with the word ‘stingy’. I was greeted with such articles as The Daily Telegraph’s ‘The Real Reason Why the Dutch Are So Stingy’, RTÉ Today’s ‘Are Irish People Stingy Tippers?’ and Salon’s ‘Stingy, white and fat: Here’s what the rest of the world thinks of Americans’.


The only people who don’t care about money are those who have it in spades. I’ve heard that the etiquette within the circles of the Royal Family demands that money not be discussed. The concept of earning it is beneath them. Yet, within a year of leaving the Royal Family, Prince Harry and Meghan Markle brought in a reported $100 million Netflix deal, a $20 million Spotify deal and a $20 million book deal – on top of various eye-watering inheritances and allowances, which add up to amounts most of us would need a hundred lifetimes to earn – while also publicly squabbling with Harry’s father, King Charles III, over funds for his security and living.


We all care about money. But Hitler had malicious and anti-Semitic intentions. He had the will to eliminate a particular minority, and the political sway to make it happen. All he had to do was suggest that the Jews had a secret.


He made it clear that they were at fault for the country’s economic downturn, and were conspiring to steal the money of honest, hard-working Germans. This struck a powerful chord with many of the Germans of the time because they were in the midst of a severe economic crisis, in a country still licking its wounds from the First World War; the idea that there is one particular race or nation secretly conspiring to take away your money is central to many conspiracy theories. Even I, a Jew, am ashamed to admit I have found myself wondering whether a secret cabal of fellow Jews really do gather – it’d be just typical that I was the only one not invited.


Within two months of Hitler being appointed Chancellor of Germany, the boycott of Jewish shops and businesses commenced. The message was clear: the Jews are not to be trusted as business partners – to save the German economy, they must be shunned. Within a week of the beginning of the boycott, Jews were banned from holding civil service, university and state positions. One month after that, there were public burnings of books written by Jews. Two months later, Eastern European Jewish immigrants were stripped of their German citizenship.


They lived this way for two years, during which time Hitler took on the role of Führer and Reich Chancellor. Germans were slowly being turned against the Jewish people (even though many also resisted and offered aid to them). Then, in 1935, with Jews relegated to the status of subhumans, the Nuremberg Laws were passed. Jews were no longer considered German. They weren’t allowed to marry Aryans. Jewish doctors were banned from practising medicine.


Mussolini’s Italy followed suit with many of the laws, which also spread to Austria, Switzerland and beyond. In November 1938, Jewish pupils were finally expelled from German schools, Jewish businesses handed over to Aryans, and then came the Kristallnacht (Night of Broken Glass) pogrom. Two hundred synagogues were destroyed, 7,500 Jewish shops looted and 30,000 male Jews sent to concentration camps. The Holocaust Encyclopaedia explains how something so seemingly unimaginable could come to pass: ‘Propaganda encouraged passivity and acceptance of the impending measures against Jews, as these appeared to depict the Nazi government as stepping in and “restoring order.”’ This is part of how the ‘banality of evil’ can take hold of large groups of humans.


The irony is that Jews were attacked from both sides of the political spectrum. They were portrayed to socialists as affluent capitalists cutting non-Jews out of deals and stealing their money. Yet at the same time, German capitalists were being warned of the ‘Judaeo-Bolshevik’ threat: Jews were communists conspiring to take down capitalism. At once, they were seen as super rich and powerful – and as subhuman parasites obsessed with sex. Both stereotypes had something in common: they painted Jews as conspiratorial secret-keepers whose only goal was to bring down the German economy.


We’ve seen how secrets were used by Qin Shi Huangdi to hide his mausoleum of soldiers and the murders of its construction workers from his people. We’ve seen how Wu Zetian used deception to climb the ranks to empress, and secrets to encourage her courtiers to spy on one another. Hitler used secrecy to similar effect: he hid the murder of the Jews from his people (at least, at first) and, through the Gestapo and the SS, forced the German people to spy on one another and spread mistrust and uncertainty.


He also exploited secrecy by implying that his enemies – the Jews – were the ones keeping secrets. Made chancellor in 1933, he started promulgating anti-Semitic lies about Jewish secrets that were already present in society. He claimed they were racially inferior, were at fault for Germany’s financial woes and were planning global domination. He did this relatively slowly, but so effectively that by 1939, he was able to publicly call for the extermination of European Jews.


On the morning of 4 August 1944, the SS stormed the house that was hiding Anne Frank and her family. They were sent to Punishment Barracks for hard labour. Anne Frank died at Bergen-Belsen concentration camp in February or March of 1945. She was aged sixteen.


Anne’s father Otto survived. He returned to Amsterdam, and began the search for his family. Over the subsequent weeks, he learned that his wife and two daughters, Anne and Margot, had died. Upon returning to the house in Amsterdam, he discovered that his former secretaries had kept Anne’s diary. Otto had lost everything and everyone dear to him. And here was this diary – the preserved hidden inner reality of his departed daughter. I can’t imagine what it must have felt like to hold it in his hands, to sense the scratches of that prized fountain pen and to return her to life through the words she wrote in captivity.


One of history’s most brutal and repressive regimes had taken everything from Otto. It did so by controlling information, spreading false anti-Semitic propaganda and silencing dissent. In keeping secrets and spreading fear, they forced their targets into secrecy. Anne Frank – a most expressive girl – was made to hide for years, her diary serving as a one-sided communication to the outside world that would arrive far too late.


Otto decided to fulfil his daughter’s greatest wish, to be a writer, by publishing her diaries in 1947. Anne Frank’s Diary tells the story of just one person among the 6 million European Jews – and millions more prisoners of war, Romany people, Jehovah’s Witnesses, homosexual people, disabled people and dissenters – who were brutally murdered during the Holocaust. It stands as a symbol of resistance to Nazi oppression, free of any censorship. Flying in the face of their forced secrecy, the home in which she hid is now open to the public as a museum. As Anne wrote, ‘I don’t think of all the misery but of the beauty that still remains.’
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