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National Nigerian Fraud Symposium 2007 
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Queensland Police Fraud Squad. 

Held in the Holiday Inn, Brisbane, Australia. 

 
HOPE, HAPPINESS and HOAXES. 

 
“Hope springs eternal in the human breast” (Alexander Pope, 

1734, Essay on Man) 
 

Dr. Elizabeth Tindle,  
Queensland University of Technology. 

 
In this brief paper I shall suggest a psychological hypothesis for the 
comparatively recent phenomenon of Internet “seduction” or scams from 
the “victim’s” perspective. Amongst the many questions asked are “Why 
do so many people get ‘hooked’ on Internet relationships and why are 
there so many who lose large amounts of money on scams and hoaxes 
resulting in emotional and physical traumatisation?” It is thought that 
most of these scams originate in West Africa, particularly Nigeria where 
hundreds of young males work in internet cafes for hours on end 
“phishing” for a catch. They put out thousands of hooks to attempt to 
ensnare the victim. This sometimes entails a study of the person’s 
interests in order to find a way to seduce them into taking the bait. Most 
recipients of these emails promising money or relationships, delete the 
mail without a second thought, but some succumb to the temptation and 
are drawn in to a web from which they find it hard to disentangle 
themselves. 
 
In order to give a comprehensive analysis of this “naughties” (2000 AD) 
phenomenon, I shall present a theoretical framework based on a range of 
ideas, theories and research from a multidisciplinary background, 
including sociology, psychology, philosophy, biology, theology and yes, 
even mythology.  
 
In western (and eastern) society we are raised on a diet of fairy stories and 
mythology most of which have as their theme the finding of a prince or 
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princess, obtaining riches and living happily ever after. A few examples 
are Cinderella, Snow White, the Sleeping Beauty, Rapunzel, the Ugly 
Duckling, Beauty and the Beast, the Princess and the Pea, the Frog Prince 
and Puss in boots. In all stories the hero or heroine comes from a 
miserable, restricted situation, finds a rich prince or princess and lives 
happily ever after. In others incredible wealth is magically created. Such 
stories are Rumpelstiltskin (who could spin straw into gold), Jack and the 
Beanstalk, who steals the goose that lays golden eggs and Aladdin with 
his cave of treasure. It’s all so easy! Magic happens! Maybe there are 
those amongst us who still believe or hope that such romantic tales can 
become a reality. Nordic tales, Arabian stories and eastern mythical 
stories have similar themes. 
 
An analysis of why so many become victims of internet ‘promises’ would 
not be complete without a cursory glance at our biological underpinnings 
expressed in Richard Dawkins’ 1976 “Selfish gene” theory. This socio-
biological theory of evolutionary survival has as a basic tenet that all 
creatures are motivated, “hard wired” primarily to find a mate. By finding 
a mate they can make a biological investment and continue their own 
gene and DNA lineage into the future. Our (instinctual!) drives are based 
on our biological need for survival. Where threat is perceived, we may 
resort to more desperate measures to ensure present and future security 
and comfort for ourselves and our offspring. In the animal and bird world 
there are countless amazing methods to attract or trap a breeding partner. 
In the human world we would all like to put away our own little (or 
enormous) nest egg for the security of ourselves and family. Compare 
Dawkins’ socio-biological theory of survival with Freud’s “Instinctual 
drives” (ID) of sex and aggression. 
 

Phillip Zimbardo, an American psychologist, in his book The Lucifer 
Factor (2007), argues that our behaviour reflects the environment in 
which we find ourselves. ”It is more the situation that corrupts rather than 
the human disposition”. “Bad” systems create “bad” situations that in turn 
create “bad” behaviours even in “good” people” (Simon, 2007). Thirty 
years ago he carried out the (in)famous Stanford Prison Experiment 
(1971) on how good people respond to orders and become cruel and 
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sadistic to their fellow man. The experiment had to be terminated 
prematurely because of what it was doing to the participants.  

 
If we were to try to understand the problem of hoaxes from the 

perspective and context of the West Africans who seem to be behind 
many of them, we see a once rich continent reduced in parts, to a near 
“basket case”. Most items that could be converted to cash have been 
pillaged and mainly western businessmen became super wealthy on their 
questionable practices. Even as I write (Sept. 2007) a swathe of African 
countries from Ethiopia and Sudan in the east to Senegal in the west, are 
inundated with floods from heavy rains. Where once the lush tropical 
vegetation could absorb such deluge, land stripped for cash crops or 
plantations is at the mercy of the elements. Serious conflict arises where 
African people are trying to survive and this includes horrendous 
atrocities between ethnic and tribal groups. War and crime and political 
corruption have continued for years in many countries. In many parts of 
the continent people live on less that a dollar a day and suffer chronic 
malnutrition. Infant mortality is high and disease is rampant. The context 
in which these people live is devastating. It is a known phenomenon that 
the collapse of all civilizations in the past has started with the crumbling 
at the base of the hierarchy, where the poor, the sick and the weak are 
found. The most powerful and most wealthy at the top of the hierarchy, 
survive the longest but they too eventually succumb. Is this what we are 
witnessing in the early Twenty-first Century? 

 
In the Oliver Stone movie “Wall Street” (1987), the character Gordon 
Gecko (Michael Douglas) gives a now famous speech at the “Teldar” 
shareholder meeting in which he argues “Greed is good; greed is right and 
greed works” Greed captures the essence of the evolutionary spirit. He 
went on to try to convince the shareholders of how the greed for money is 
as normal as a greed for life, a greed for love and a greed for knowledge. 
Most of the world today is convinced of this. The belief in the economic 
market place, the stock market and globalization is as much a faith today 
as religion. We worship money. Milton Friedman’s (1962) book “Free to 
choose” (and others he has written) might be seen as the capitalists’ Bible 
equivalent. 
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Many believe that we live in a world where monetary values have 
replaced ethical values. Yes there was the greedy eighties with 
Christopher Skase, Alan Bond and others, but we have also lived through 
the greedy nineties and we are now in the greedy naughties with the 
collapse in Australia of HIH, Enron, Worldcom, Ansett, Pyramid Building 
Society  and my audience can complete the list better than I.  The 
takeover of smaller companies by large corporations, is the norm. It has 
been argued (Ralston Saul) that the latter, the multi-national corporations 
are not operated by democratic principles fought for and agreed over the 
past century. The main democratic agreement was for free public 
education for all and basic health care and services paid for from the taxes 
of the successful commercial enterprises, collected by the elected 
democratic government of the day. In some northern European countries, 
this democratic contract between the people and their elected 
representatives still exists. 
 
Since 1979 when Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan introduced 
monetarism (which is said to have started with General Pinochet in Chile) 
the social contract between the people and the elected government has 
been slowly eaten away. The giant multi-national corporations, the big 
sharks eat the smaller fish who consume the small fry. There can be a 
feeding frenzy as is being seen in the property market in USA. The homes 
of the small fry are being repossessed in their thousands whilst the Chief 
Executive Officers (CEOs) of some banks receive a $90 million 
Christmas bonus. Corporations become wealthier and more powerful than 
governments. The personal wealth of individuals exceeds that of at least a 
dozen of the poorer countries in the world. In the United States the 
populace is deluded into the belief that anyone can become a multi-
millionaire. All it takes is hard work, smart risk taking and business 
know-how. It can be every American’s dream. Poverty they are told is the 
fault of the individual and is due to stupidity or laziness. The Neo-
conservative theory in business is “get in, get rich and get out” [before 
dodgy practices are discovered- author’s cynical comment]. The 
democratically elected government divests itself of some of the family 
silver, the assets such as the reticulation system (for example the Greater 
London Water Authority) or the electricity grid to private corporations 
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who may not improve or maintain them. Their purchases can be cash 
cows. This appears to be the antithesis of “public good”. 
 
When Aristotle Onassis threw a party on his luxury yacht, a guest admired 
the fabric used on the bar stools. “What sort of material is it?” he asked. 
He was told that they were made from the foreskin of the penis of sperm 
whales. This was at a time when there were only about 300 whales left in 
the oceans. Greed is good says Gordon Gecko, (and the winners can 
literally, rape the earth). 
 
Recently, parts of two dissected tigers were found in the freezer of a 
person in Vietnam. They were being used to fill tiny phials of ‘elixir’ to 
sell for $400 each as an aphrodisiac. Human sex performance was/is 
valued above the life of these magnificent animals. There are about 100 
tigers left in the country. There appears to be an international moral 
vacuum. 
 
What can such values (where economic and sexual considerations take 
precedence over ethical ones) have on society? In countries like Australia 
and USA many people experience life as boring and pointless. They 
experience an anomie and ennui. Anomie is defined as a lack of purpose, 
identity or ethical value in a person or society and results in a personal 
rootlessness. Many citizens do not feel that they have a place in society. 
Where is their niche? Some are alone and become depressed in their 
isolation and disconnection. Howard Bloom (2001) speaks of isolation 
being the “ultimate poison”. He argues that “human evolution is a team 
sport” and we seek out connection, friendship and mates. Ennui is a 
weariness and dissatisfaction resulting from lack of interest and boredom. 
As one young man said to me “Life in the next world has got to be better 
than this!” Another male could not see any point in doing anything 
demanding effort because we were just going to die and it would all have 
been for nothing. There is a plague of depressed and scared (anxious) 
people in our lucky country. They do not want to live a frenzied life and 
compete. Nor do they want to risk being classified as a loser. Anxiety and 
depression are bedfellows and the stress of the way we are expected to 
lead our lives can trigger the worry, despondency, and despair that some 
feel daily. There are people who spend all day, every day in their bedroom 
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with their laptop. All their “friends” are in their computer. It is their 
lifeline.  
 
The drive for connection (usually, but not always with the opposite sex) 
and copulation is powerful in all creatures, including, man. It can be 
sought and satisfied in deviant and devious ways. The growth in 
paedophilia and internet pornography is testament to this. But “hope 
springs eternal in the human breast” (Pope, 1734) and finding a sexual 
partner, a mate is driven by the loins, the genitalia and the pleasure centre 
of the brain. The pleasure centre is located in the hypothalamus and is the 
area aroused by both drugs and orgasms. Stimulation of this part of the 
brain can become “addictive”. (This is hedonistic happiness). 
 
It has been suggested that victims of computer fraud, scams and hoaxes, 
hope that a dream will come true which will contribute to their happiness 
in life. This may be in the form of meeting someone to love, who will 
become their soul mate or they will receive riches to solve all problems in 
their lives. Going back to the Greeks, Aristotle, after doing his own 
simple survey, concluded that we do everything in life in order to 
contribute to our pursuit of happiness. This phrase is even included in the 
American Declaration of Independence. Victims of internet fraud, 
certainly believe that their responsive behaviour will result in increased 
financial or sexual benefit to them.  The risky behaviour and the 
anticipation of intermittent reinforcement (occasional reward) can be 
exciting and can keep the victim/ person “hooked” for an extensive 
period. In classical conditioning psychology parlance, extinction of 
behaviour is more difficult with intermittent reinforcement. 
 
Hope plays a powerful role in the victims of internet scams. In Greek 
mythology, the legend of Pandora is meant to explain the vices of 
mankind. Pandora the first woman on earth, created by Zeus the God on 
Mount Olympus, is presented with a box (amphora) to look after. Being 
very curious, she lifted the lid and peeped in thereby releasing to mankind 
all the vices known to humanity including GREED or gluttony, avarice, 
jealousy or envy, hate, pride anger and sloth. She managed to get the lid 
back on the box and contained the last ‘evil’ which was HOPE. However, 
she eventually released hope into the world which resulted in humanity 
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constantly anticipating future benefit. Hope had the power to tide man 
through their present reality of pain, depression, loneliness, poverty, 
boredom, illness or mediocrity and provide a glimpse of a better future. In 
the present scenario mankind’s desire for wealth and love would bring 
ultimate happiness and their dreams would be realised. 
 
The issue of “hope” is raised also in Christian religions where “faith, hope 
and charity” are presented as amongst the most important qualities in a 
member of the church. The first of the three, faith, stresses belief without 
evidence or questioning. Doubting Thomas’s are frowned on. The second, 
hope, suggests a futuristic focus in life. Things will get better. The third, 
charity (or love) might be interpreted as an erotic, romantic relationship. 
This love has been variously described as “madness” or a blindness “love 
is blind”. Can anyone really explain infatuation and the “honeymoon” 
stage of a relationship?   It has been argued (Lee, 1976; Lewis, 1960 and 
Sternberg, 1976) that there are many types of love including agape (love 
by and for God; a spiritual love), storge, (a committed, long term 
companionate love), ludus (a playful, uncommitted love), philia (a 
brotherly, friendly, platonic love) maternal love as well as that which is 
sought and is highly prized, erotic love (a sexual, passionate and often 
short lived relationship). The last is used in global advertising for 
marketing every type of product and is perceived as a highly valued 
commodity. It can be a goal in its own right and we can feel deprived if it 
evades us. Some risk going to great lengths, outside the law of the land, to 
obtain it. When it is available anonymously (secretively) via an email or 
chat group it all seems too easy. In our western upbringing we are trained 
in blind faith, not “to look a gift horse in the mouth” when something is 
“presented on a plate”. Miracles happen don’t they? (“I believe in 
miracles, you sexy thing!!” from the movie, The Full Monty) 
 
Current research suggests, as with the findings of the Greek philosophers, 
that the pursuit of happiness is a powerful motivator and indeed, the 
reason for doing anything in life. Happiness has been defined by Persaud 
(2006) as having two components: Level one and Level two happiness. 
The former is a Hedonistic happiness which can be summed up in the oft 
used expression “eat, drink and be merry for tomorrow we may die” 
(Epicureans). This happiness is short lived and when the activity is over 
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the happiness usually dissipates rapidly. Research is suggesting that level 
one happiness (Hedonism) is increasing in importance in recent years 
especially with younger people. In Level two happiness, the person’s 
gratification is usually delayed but there is meaning and purpose in how 
they live their lives. Both forms of happiness are necessary for an 
individual to have a fulfilling life. They complement each other. The 
Stoics perspective of happiness is that “Happiness is a mind free from fear 
and desire” (Campbell, 1969). 
 
Hope can be legitimised in the form of prayer and a belief that at death we 
will go somewhere, depending on the religious affiliation or the period of 
history. The Aztecs of the Sixteenth Century, believed they went to the 
god in the under world. Followers of various religions believe they will go 
to Hell or Heaven (Paradise) but tend to hope that they will end up in the 
latter. People in all continents and countries of the world have their own 
superstitions and each country and ethnic group has believed in thousands 
of different deities. They are called upon in times of trouble. Virgins were 
decapitated and their blood poured on statues to make things happen. 
Seven year old children were sacrificed in their thousands, to bring rain in 
times of severe drought. Fortunately that has not been seen as a solution 
to Australia’s water crisis. Gehenna outside of Jerusalem was the site for 
sacrificing children to deities (Baal) and was later made into the city 
rubbish dump, always smouldering. Gehenna is now believed to be a fiery 
place of torment for the ‘wicked’ after death and gives its name to Islam’s 
hell.  
 
Hope exists at the casino and the race course when bets are being placed. 
Hope is there in plenty when we purchase a lottery ticket or a “scratch it” 
or when we play one armed bandits or fruit machines. We believe in a 
commodity called “luck” and have our lucky numbers, rabbits paw, lucky 
rituals, wish on a star or at the Trevi fountain or wishing well. We play 
games of chance even when the probabilities of success are stacked 
strongly against us. We will have a flutter. When we are told via an email, 
that we have won the lottery it is not too difficult for some to believe it. 
 
We vary in our degree of suggestibility. This can be measured. Some are 
easily hypnotised; others not. Some are gullible, and very trusting. Others 



 9

trust no one and retain a suspicion of everything and everyone perhaps to 
the point of paranoia. Skeptics have every reason to be sceptical. 
 
Human beings have a propensity to believe in “weird things” 
(Shermer,1997), such as levitation, miracles, UFOs, horoscopes, auras, 
water divining, telepathy, extra sensory perception (ESP), ghosts, tea 
leaves, palm reading, the supernatural, Santa Claus, crystal balls, tarot 
cards. We don’t need scientific evidence. Seventy two percent of 
Americans believe in angels.  
 
Research suggests that simply finding a coin near the photocopying 
machine can raise the finder’s mood and enjoyment of the day which 
supports the proverb, “See a coin and pick it up, all the day you’ll have 
good luck”. 
 
In Daniel Dennett’s (2006) latest book, ‘Breaking the Spell’, he argues 
that humans have a “belief in belief”. We believe in phenomena without 
needing any evidence other than that everybody else believes too. This he 
calls a “meme” originally described by Richard Dawkins, and works in 
the same way as a gene. A meme is an idea passed on from person to 
person through generations.  The example he gives is of someone hearing 
a voice which seems to be coming from that tree. It’s told to someone else 
and someone else and before you know it, there’s a belief in talking trees.  
 
 We are trying to understand why so many people in Australia, and 
America, are “seduced” into unhealthy transactions on the Internet and the 
predominant argument running through this paper is that of hope of 
something better than the life currently being lead.  The happiness that we 
believe wealth and/or love will bring and the irrational beliefs we hold 
can drive us into some risky (secret) internet behaviour. I would suggest 
that as citizens in a democratic society, we are free to make choices about 
how we spend our time and what risks we take. Our decisions have costs 
and benefits and we have to be prepared to take responsibility for our 
choices. Education and knowledge will provide some protection against 
unwise internet behaviour. However, there will always be some members 
of the public who will choose to follow a route promising riches and love 
regardless of warnings to the contrary. 
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