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We know that the Furies do not come uninvited.


—Katherine Anne Porter
















INTRODUCTION


Two Mobs


Nelson Rockefeller stared into a sea of hate.


Standing at the podium of the Republican National Convention of 1964, the fifty-six-year-old patrician politician who symbolized dynastic American power and wealth was enveloped by waves of anger emanating from the party faithful. Delegates and activists assembled in the Cow Palace on the outskirts of San Francisco hurled boos and catcalls at the New York governor. He was the enemy. His crime: representing the liberal Republican establishment that, to the horror of many in the audience, had committed two unpardonable sins. First, in the aftermath of Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal, these turncoat, weak-kneed Republicans had dared to acknowledge the need for big government programs to address the problems and challenges of an industrialized and urbanized United States. Second, they had accepted the reality that the Cold War of the new nuclear age demanded a nuanced national security policy predicated on a carefully measured combination of confrontation and negotiation.


Worse, Rockefeller had tried to thwart the hero of the moment: Barry Goldwater, the archconservative senator from Arizona, the libertarian decrier of government, the tough-talking scolder of America’s moral rot, and the hawkish proponent of military might who had advocated the limited use of nuclear arms. Rockefeller, a grandson of billionaire robber baron John D. Rockefeller, had competed for the presidential nomination against Goldwater, but his campaign had been subsumed by the right wing’s takeover of the party. Still, at this late stage, on July 14, the second night of Goldwater’s coronation, Rockefeller and other moderate Republican dead-enders were praying for a last-minute political miracle that would rescue their party from the conservative fringe—the kooks, as they were widely called. This evening they were taking one final stab at keeping those kooks at bay.


Clenching his square jaw, Rockefeller had hit the stage with an immediate task: to speak in favor of a proposed amendment to the Republican Party platform denouncing extremism, specifically that of the Communist Party, the Ku Klux Klan, and the ultraconservative, Red-baiting John Birch Society. The platform committee, controlled by Goldwater loyalists, had rejected this resolution. Yet the moderates hadn’t given up. On the opening night of the convention, Governor Mark Hatfield of Oregon had declared, “There are bigots in this nation who spew forth their venom of hate. They parade under hundreds of labels, including the Communist Party, the Ku Klux Klan, and the John Birch Society. They must be overcome.”


That was not the predominant sentiment within the Cow Palace. Hatfield was met with a barrage of hisses and boos. He later called the response “frightening” and reflected, “It spoke to me not merely of strong political disagreement, but of a spiteful kind of enmity waiting to be unleashed to destroy anyone seen as the enemy—domestic or foreign.”


The delegates were strident anticommunists—many feared evil Reds were subverting the government and the nation’s most revered institutions—and for them, Goldwater was the leader of a do-or-die crusade against leftism. They would eagerly back a resolution reviling commies. And though the Grand Old Party—founded a century earlier by antislavery politicians—was now actively moving to court racist Southern voters opposed to desegregation and civil rights, they might disavow the Klan. But including the John Birch Society in this lineup of extremists to be deplored was a not-subtle-at-all dig at Goldwater and his fanatic followers. Everyone in the room knew what—and who—this resolution was aimed at.


Founded in 1958 by Robert Welch, a onetime candy manufacturer, the John Birch Society was the most prominent exponent of right-wing conspiratorial paranoia. It proselytized that the commies were everywhere, in secret control of the US government and subverting many of America’s most cherished organizations: schools, churches, the media, and PTAs. Welch had even fingered Dwight Eisenhower, the World War II hero who served two terms as president, as a Soviet asset. Though many Americans might have looked upon it as a fringe outfit—the kookiest of the kooks—the John Birch Society and its members were mightily assisting the Goldwater effort as volunteers and funders. Though Goldwater, under much pressure, had distanced himself from Welch, he had not disavowed the society and its members. His once-improbable path to the GOP presidential nomination had been fueled by the paranoid passions of the Birchers and other far-right conservatives.


The Goldwater zealots in the Cow Palace—a project of FDR’s Works Progress Administration originally built as a livestock pavilion—were sure as hell not going to let Rocky and those establishment Republicans vilify and ostracize this crucial component of the Goldwater coalition.


It was late in the evening when Rockefeller hit the rostrum for his allotted five minutes. As he had walked toward the stage, people threw paper at him. Senator Thruston Morton of Kentucky, the convention chair, claiming concern for Rockefeller’s safety, asked him to postpone his remarks. Believing Morton was shoving him, Rockefeller snapped, “You try to push me again, and I’ll deck you right in front of this whole audience.”


As soon as Rockefeller proposed adding the anti-Bircher amendment to the platform, the crowd shouted, “No! No!” A rumbling of boos resounded through the hall. Rockefeller pushed on: “It is essential that this convention repudiate here and now any doctrine—” Another cascade of jeers interrupted him. He smiled and waited for it to subside. At least he was now showing the world the true nature of this new Goldwater-bewitched GOP. In Goldwater’s command center, top campaign aides dispatched a message to their delegates: Knock it off. The Goldwater men despised Rockefeller, but they didn’t want to stir sympathy for him or generate news stories suggesting the Goldwaterites were embracing the Birchers. But the heckling did not abate.


A defiant Rockefeller continued, assailing “any doctrinaire militant minority, whether Communist, Ku Klux Klan, or Bircher.” The booing got louder. Rockefeller noted that Eisenhower, addressing the convention two hours earlier, had called on the GOP to reject radicalism of the left and right. He quoted himself—from a speech he had given a year before—warning that the Republican Party “is in real danger of subversion by a radical, well-financed, highly disciplined” minority that was “wholly alien to the sound and honest conservatism.” More boos. He was clearly referring to the Birchers, and he urged his fellow Republicans to heed “this extremist threat” and “its danger to the party.” Once more, jeers, catcalls, and the chant “We want Barry!” Morton tried to quiet the audience, but to no avail.


Rockefeller complained he had been the victim of these “extremist elements,” pointing out that he had received “outright threats of personal violence.” A young Goldwater volunteer shouted, “You goddamned Socialist!” Baseball legend Jackie Robinson, a Rockefeller supporter in the hall, called out, “C’mon Rocky”—and nearly got into a fistfight with an Alabama delegate.


As veteran political correspondent Theodore White, who was present, later put it, Rockefeller “was the man who called them kooks, and now, like kooks, they responded to prove his point,” and the “kooks” were “hating and screaming and reveling in their own frenzy.” A call for reasonableness, a plea to spurn the paranoid, irrational, and conspiratorial tenets of the far right—this was not what Goldwater’s people wanted to hear. Some reporters feared Goldwater supporters were about to storm the stage and physically attack the governor.


Maintaining a wry and cocky smile, Rockefeller told the audience, “This is still a free country, ladies and gentlemen,” and he condemned the “infiltration and takeover of established political parties by Communist and Nazi methods.” He added, “Some of you don’t like to hear it… but it’s the truth.” He declared, “The Republican Party must repudiate these people.”


The Republican Party—those then in control of it—thought otherwise. On a voice vote, the nays overwhelmed. “God save the Union,” Senator Tom Kuchel, a moderate Republican, remarked.
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About noon on January 6, 2021, President Donald Trump took the stage at a “Save America” rally on the Ellipse, south of the White House, and surveyed a crowd seething with rage and animated by paranoia. Trump had lost his bid for reelection to former Vice President Joe Biden two months earlier. Yet in the intervening weeks, he had insisted that the results were fraudulent and that he had been denied a second term by a nefarious plot with a global reach. His political allies had promoted assorted and overlapping conspiracy theories involving voting machine manufacturers, China, Venezuela, the CIA, Italian hackers (who used military satellites), local Democratic operatives, and the media. It was all rubbish—bizarre, foolish, fact-free charges. Various courts had tossed out lawsuits from Trump partisans alleging vote-rigging. The Justice Department—overseen by Attorney General William Barr, a Trump loyalist—had found no evidence of meaningful election fraud.


Trump had long been a purveyor of outlandish conspiracy theories, and, in defeat, he was not going to stop. He had become a hero for conservatives by championing birtherism, the false and racist notion that Barack Obama had been born in Kenya. His volatile presidency had been marked by his never-ending promotion—through tweets and other statements—of dark, misleading, and false claims: The Deep State was out to destroy him. The investigations of Moscow’s attack on the 2016 election—and of the troubling interactions between Trump’s campaign and Russians—were a plot to subvert his presidency. News outlets were an unrelenting enemy conniving to crush him. Trump had painted a Manichean picture of the world for his supporters, asserting an array of sinister forces was bent on sabotaging his presidency. The 2020 election was the latest chapter in this saga, and during this post-election period, Trump had fed the paranoid right and his fellow Republicans outlandishly bogus claims of a stolen election.


Millions of Americans believed him—including many far-right extremists. In the crowd before Trump this day—and in bands roving throughout the nation’s capital—were white supremacists, Christian nationalists (who thought the United States should be identified and organized as a Christian state), neo-Nazis, and adherents of the QAnon conspiracy theory. This theory held that the world was controlled by a cabal of Satan-worshipping, cannibalistic pedophiles (which included prominent Democratic officials, Hollywood celebrities, and the Pope) and that Trump was engaged in an all-out war to crush this evil power and save humanity. Some posters on QAnon sites had called for violence this day.


Certainly, among the people gathered for this rally—which was organized by a bevy of right-wing outfits controlled by Trump backers working in close coordination with the White House—were Republicans and Trump supporters who did not identify with QAnoners, Nazis, Christian bigots, and racists. These outraged people simply bought Trump’s guff about a rigged election. But hate and paranoia—nurtured by Trump—pervaded the air. Members of self-styled right-wing militias had come to town ready for action, responding to Trump’s tweet of December 19: “Big protest in D.C. on January 6th. Be there, will be wild!” One of these groups, the Oath Keepers, stashed weaponry at a Comfort Inn outside Washington, should Trump call on them to take up arms. Wearing body armor, they were ready to move in and apprehend members of the Deep State on Trump’s signal. The Proud Boys, an extremist group with a history of street violence that referred to itself as “Western chauvinists” and promoted antisemitic, racist, and misogynistic views, were roaming the streets of Washington, eager to do battle for Trump. During a campaign debate the previous September, Trump had told the Proud Boys to “stand back and stand by”—and the group saw that as a message from Trump: Wait for my call.


When Trump, wearing a dark winter coat and gloves, hit the stage, he paced back and forth before fluttering American flags, as the P.A. system played “God Bless the USA.” He told the crowd that “our election victory” was “stolen by emboldened radical-left Democrats” and “the fake news media” and that he had won in a “landslide.” He vowed, “We will not take it anymore.” The crowd chanted, “Fight for Trump!”


Vice President Mike Pence was soon to preside in the Capitol over the ceremonial certification of the Electoral College vote count. Before this crowd, Trump called on Pence to refuse to accept the votes from swing states Biden had won and halt that proceeding. This was not an option Pence possessed under the Constitution or federal law. But Trump’s grand plan was to block the certification. Then Republican-controlled state legislatures in these states could overturn Biden’s victory and appoint pro-Trump electors. And if those states failed to do so, the election would be thrown to the House to decide, with each state delegation casting one vote, a process in which the GOP had the advantage. “I hope Mike is going to do the right thing,” Trump said. (About this time, Pence released a statement saying he would not do as Trump wished: “My oath to support and defend the Constitution constrains me from claiming unilateral authority to determine which electoral votes should be counted and which should not.”)


Trump beamed as he spoke to his people. He said there was “extraordinary love” within the crowd. His followers chanted, “We love Trump!”


Trump was apocalyptic. Should Biden become president, he thundered, the “country will be destroyed.” He derided “weak” and “pathetic” Republicans who were not taking action to stop the purported election theft: “You’ll never take back our country with weakness. You have to show strength and you have to be strong. We have come to demand that Congress do the right thing.” He cited allegations of irregularities that had already been disproven. Were the certification not blocked, he asserted, “You will have an illegitimate president… And we can’t let that happen.”


Though warned that a number of protesters were armed, Trump whipped up the crowd, as had previous speakers. Earlier in the rally, Donald Trump Jr. urged the demonstrators to “stand up and fight.” Representative Mo Brooks, an Alabama Republican, told the gathering it was time to start “kicking ass.” With a raised voice, he egged them on: “Are you willing to do what it takes to fight for America?” He declared that they had to “carry the message to Capitol Hill.” Rudy Giuliani, the former New York City mayor and Trump’s consigliere, who had challenged election results and lost court cases across the country, insisted the “election was stolen” via “crooked” voting machines. “Let’s have trial by combat!” he yelled.


Many in the audience had been primed the previous day during premarch rallies in different Washington locations. These events featured speakers deemed too extreme by the main rally organizers to share the stage with Trump. At one of these well-attended kick-off events on Capitol Hill, paranoia and conspiracy theory ran rampant. Ali Alexander, who had dubbed himself the leader of the so-called Stop the Steal movement, told the crowd, “We are here to stop a coup that’s going on in our country.” He shouted, “This is our country, one way or another.” He led the audience in chanting, “1776! 1776! 1776!” He concluded by a giving “a few shout-outs” to his “friend” Alex Jones, the notoriously loony conspiracy-monger. A red-faced, bellowing Jones then decried “globalists” who “brainwash and gaslight the public.” He denounced “the satanists who run this system” and called Biden a “Chinese communist agent,” claiming billionaire Bill Gates was “enslaving” the world and the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic was a “hoax.” Jones exclaimed, “I want you to commit to total resistance.”


The flood of paranoia continued to pour forth at this January 5 event. Joe Flynn, the brother of retired Lieutenant General Michael Flynn (Trump’s first national security adviser, who was forced out of the job after lying to the FBI about his contacts with the Russian ambassador), blasted the “cowards” in the GOP. “Are we going to let them cower to these communists?” he asked. Roger Stone, the longtime underhanded political operative and Trump-whisperer convicted of lying to Congress (whom Trump had recently pardoned), insisted that Democrats and the media were mounting a “psy-op” against America to convince people Biden had won. “This is,” he declared, “a fight for the future of Western civilization as we know it… It’s a fight between the godly and the godless.” Alan Hostetter, a leader of the Stop the Steal forces in California, proclaimed war was at hand: “We are at war tomorrow… They need to know we as a people, a hundred million strong, are coming for them… I will see you all tomorrow at the front lines.” (A few weeks earlier, at a California protest, Hostetter had called for the “execution” of Trump’s foes.) That day, Steve Bannon, Trump’s former chief strategist and still an ardent Trump advocate, proclaimed on his website, “All hell is going to break loose tomorrow. It’s gonna be moving. It’s gonna be quick.” Top Trump adviser Jason Miller zapped out a similar it’s-time-to-fight message: “Everyone is going to remember who actually stands in the breach and fights tomorrow and who goes running off like a chicken.”


It was within this highly charged atmosphere that Trump was addressing his supporters and feeding them a toxic brew of baseless charges and doomful suspicion, declaring the existence of the United States was threatened. He warned, “If you don’t fight like hell, you’re not going to have a country anymore.” He gave his irate devotees marching orders: “We’re going to the Capitol, and we’re going to try and give… them the kind of pride and boldness that they need to take back our country.” Trump was directing an armed mob toward Congress. His supporters shouted, “Take the Capitol!”


Music came on: “YMCA”—the gay anthem the campaign for some reason had adopted as a signature song. Trump pumped his arms and danced a bit. Though he had suggested he would lead the crowd as it moved on the Capitol, the Secret Service blocked him from joining the throng, and he returned to the White House to watch on television what would unfold.


As Trump was finishing, members of the House and Senate were gathering in the House of Representatives chamber to begin certifying the electoral vote. Around this time, pro-Trump rioters who had skipped the rally or left early began grappling with Capitol Hill police officers. Soon hand-to-hand fighting broke out, as thousands of Trump’s shock troops—bolstered by rally attendees—stormed the symbol of American democracy. Proud Boys flashed a white power signal. Rioters carried Confederate flags. One wore a CAMP AUSCHWITZ sweatshirt; others had shirts proclaiming MAGA CIVIL WAR JANUARY 6, 2021. A QAnon “shaman” led one band of the Trumpers. Trump flags billowed in the air.


The mob breached the Capitol. Proud Boys were some of the first in. Members of the Oath Keepers militia helped guide rioters inside. Incensed Trump supporters stomped through the building, declaring their intent to halt the vote certification. Hours of insurrectionist terror and chaos ensued. Rioters brutally beat officers—sometimes with American flags. They ransacked the House and Senate chambers and other offices. Lawmakers barricaded doors. Pence and legislators were hurriedly evacuated, and the certification ceremony halted, as the marauders rampaged through the building, some searching for Pence and House Speaker Nancy Pelosi. “Hang Mike Pence,” they shouted. The insurrectionists constructed gallows outside the Capitol, echoing a famous scene from the white nationalist novel The Turner Diaries.


As the riot—broadcast on live television—raged, Trump placed his own vice president at further risk by tweeting, “Mike Pence didn’t have the courage to do what should have been done to protect our Country and our Constitution.” Rioters battled police officers and yelled, “We’re here for Trump!” They also chanted, “We love Trump!” Some shouted, “We are the storm”—the motto of QAnoners. One rioter, a QAnon fanatic, was shot and killed, as she tried to break through locked doors in pursuit of House members. Another collapsed outside the building and died.


This afternoon of hate and violence continued for about two hours. In the White House, Trump watched the melee on television with excitement. He ignored pleas from family members, advisers, and Republican legislators to intervene and instruct his followers to retreat. He was getting what he wanted: a delay in the electoral count certification. At one point he tweeted a request for “everyone at the U.S. Capitol to remain peaceful”—a statement his advisers forced him to issue. But it was too late for that, and Trump took no decisive steps to end the raid. He abandoned his responsibility to defend the Constitution and protect the nation.


As law enforcement officers began to regain control of the Capitol, Trump finally released a video telling the raiders “to go home now.” But he reiterated the lie that had triggered the assault: “We had an election that was stolen from us.” He honored the violent mob of extremists and racists: “We love you, you’re very special.” Once the rioters were cleared, he posted a tweet referring to them as “great patriots,” adding, “Go home with love and in peace. Remember this day forever!” By then, about 150 police officers had been injured. One officer who had been in the fighting died of two strokes the following day. In the months to come, four officers committed suicide.


At 8:00 p.m. Congress reconvened and certified Biden had defeated Trump.
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A line runs from the 1964 convention to Trump’s riot. It’s not a straight line. It has zigged and zagged over the years. But there is a path. What happened on Capitol Hill was a continuation of the Republican Party’s decades-long relationship with extremism. For years, the Party of Lincoln had encouraged and cashed in on paranoia, bigotry, and conspiracy theory. Trump took this to a new level, but this was not a new strategy.


More than half a century earlier, Nelson Rockefeller had tried and failed to tame a crowd of Republicans and distance the party from the Birchers and their conspiratorial right-wing swill. Trump, preying on similar conspiratorial sentiments, weaponized the delusions held by his supporters that he had originated and advanced. He incited thousands who came to Washington because of his big lie—who accepted his claim that malevolent and covert forces controlling the world rigged the 2020 election against him. He had assembled an army of extremists and conspiracy believers and unleashed it upon the nation’s constitutional order to retain power. He was using the hatred, ignorance, and irrationality that gripped millions of Americans to subvert democracy.


There was madness within the mob. These enraged Trumpers lived in a false reality. The election was not stolen. Trump was not battling a secret cabal of pedophiles and cannibals. What they believed was wrong—extremely wrong. Yet facts no longer mattered. They were guided by what Trump adviser Kellyanne Conway once called “alternative facts.” It was as if they were infected by a psychosis. That is a condition when the brain does not properly process information. This can lead to detachment from reality. A person undergoing psychosis might see, hear, or believe things that are not real. For many of the Capitol Hill assailants, Trump and his paranoia had become a theology. With his false assertions, Trump had engineered a distorted reality—as had all those Republicans who did not refute Trump’s baseless claims about the election. He—and they—had encouraged the spread of this American psychosis.
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Voting down an anti-extremism platform provision and violently attacking the Capitol are different forms of political activity. But they were related. Both were manifestations of this decades-long effort of the Republican Party and its leaders to capitalize on extremism and paranoia. In the years between the 1964 convention and the 2021 riot, the GOP fueled fanaticism and forged a relationship with peddlers of conspiracy theory and hawkers of the politics of hate and fear.


The strength of this bond varied through this time, but it was never renounced or severed. The Trump-incited January 6 riot was exceptional. The United States had never witnessed American domestic terrorists violently assault Congress to keep a defeated president in office. But Republicans had often sought to trade on the darkest of suspicions within the citizenry and the worst elements of the far right: conspiracism, racism, and paranoia. In 1964, observing the Goldwater movement, Pulitzer Prize–winning historian Richard Hofstadter identified a “paranoid style” in politics within the United States. In his seminal essay “The Paranoid Style in American Politics,” he noted that “much political leverage can be got out of the animosities and passions of a small minority” for whom “the feeling of persecution is central… [and] systemized in grandiose theories of conspiracy.”


Hofstadter wrote that this “paranoid style” was, in the United States, “the preferred style only of minority movements.” That seemed to relegate this strain of politics to a limited role. But Trump had made the paranoid style a central element of his political force. He elevated the demagogic exploitation of fear and disorder to an extent no American president had ever attempted. It was the core of his movement, which controlled the Republican Party.


There are no Big Bangs in history. No events that materialize—or explode—out of nothing. January 6 seemed a break from the past and from the nation’s political reality. But no one person—not even Trump—could have engineered such a profound rupture on his or her own. This was an instance of a man meeting a moment shaped by the actions and inactions of others over a lengthy stretch. The GOP had long played with and stoked the fires of extremism for political advantage. It had encouraged and exploited a psychosis. This sickness reached an apotheosis on that cloudy and chilly winter afternoon. Yet it had been years in the making.















CHAPTER 1



Backstory I


The Rise and Decline of the Grand Old Party


The origin story of the Republican Party is a noble tale. A small number of politicians banded together to thwart a horrific prospect: a white supremacist oligarchy seizing political and economic control of the United States of America. And they succeeded, saving the nation from a terrible fate. But after that, the GOP’s history becomes far more complicated.


In 1854, the political atmosphere in the United States was charged, with the debate over slavery dominating the nation’s discourse. As the country expanded to the west, a critical question was at hand: Would slavery be permitted in these new territories and states?


The slavery issue had recently wrecked the Whigs, one of the two major parties.


Leading up to the 1852 presidential election, its Northern faction, composed mostly of antislavery advocates, went so far as to block the nomination of its own incumbent president, Millard Fillmore, a Whig who personally opposed slavery but had taken no steps to dismantle the barbarous system of bondage, believing that doing so would tear apart the union. After a grueling fifty-three ballots at the party’s national convention, the Whigs settled on a former general named Winfield Scott, who was backed by the Northerners. Yet Southern Whigs pushed through a proslavery platform. Such a divided house could not stand. Scott was crushed by Democrat Franklin Pierce in the election, and the Whigs imploded as a party. The United States was left with one major partisan outfit: the Democrats, a party in favor of limited government and a friend of Slave Power.


Come early 1854, Congress was deliberating on organizing the Permanent Indian Territory—a huge swath of land west of the Mississippi River where President Andrew Jackson had brutally relocated Native Americans from Southern states—into Kansas and Nebraska. Up for debate was a law that would allow settlers in those areas to decide whether to permit slavery.


More than a moral question was at stake. This was a raw political brawl about economic influence. If new territories became slave states, that would bolster the already considerable might of the South—the richest region in the country and a racist oligarchy controlled by large plantation owners. The importation of slavery into these areas would also reduce economic opportunities for white men seeking work in the West. Small farmers would not be able to compete with vast plantations that functioned as slave labor camps. The Kansas-Nebraska Act threatened to lead to an America dominated by the racist dictatorship of the South that had subjugated millions of Black people.


In March 1854, spurred by the prospect of this legislation becoming law, a group of Whigs, antislavery Democrats, members of the Free Soil Party, and Know-Nothings (whose party believed Catholic immigrants posed the greatest threat to the nation) gathered in Ripon, Wisconsin, to discuss forming a new party to confront the menace of spreading slavery. It would be called the Republican Party, a name that harkened back to the Democratic-Republican Party of Thomas Jefferson.


Months later, the morning after Congress passed the measure, a group of about thirty House representatives from various parties assembled in a Washington, DC, boarding house. They committed to joining the burgeoning Republican Party to combat the exportation of slavery to the West. In Illinois, a onetime congressman who still considered himself a Whig (hoping the party could somehow get itself together) and who opposed the extension of slavery (but not slavery itself) declined invitations to join the new Republican Party. But about two years later—after “anti-Nebraska” candidates in the 1854 election wiped out members of Congress who had supported the law—Abraham Lincoln signed up with the Republicans, becoming one of the party’s rising stars. Within four years, he would be elected the first Republican president.


The Republican Party of Lincoln would not only win the Civil War and free four million enslaved Americans; it would advance the idea that a strong national government was necessary to promote the public interest. Its 1860 platform opposed the expansion of slavery and reiterated “all men are created equal” (without urging the abolishment of slavery). The party also called for distributing land to farmers, protecting the rights of immigrants, and bolstering the nation’s infrastructure with the construction of harbors and a transcontinental railroad.


Triumphing in the 1860 election, the new Republicans, as historian Heather Cox Richardson put it, “had fashioned themselves as the defenders of American liberty, the guarantors of economic fairness and equality.” Republicans supported tariffs—a tax on goods from Europe—to protect workers and farmers and to finance an activist government that would create a national currency system, support public education (by establishing land-grant colleges), assist low-income Americans (through an ambitious homestead program), bolster the nation’s leading industry (with the establishment of the US Department of Agriculture), and implement a progressive income tax. Its aim was to expand economic opportunity. (Democrats generally opposed using the federal government to boost economic development.) With the Thirteenth Amendment, Lincoln and the Republicans ended slavery.


Over the next hundred years, the party would seesaw between championing reform to benefit the citizenry and serving the interests of the wealthy and powerful, between advocating the rights of freedom and neglecting the plight of Black Americans. In 1961, Theodore White, the political journalist, would describe the Grand Old Party this way: “The Republican Party, to be exact, is twins and has been twins from the moment of its birth—but the twins who inhabit its name and shelter are Jacob and Esau: fratricidal, not fraternal twins. Within the Republican Party are combined a stream of the loftiest American idealism and a stream of the coarsest American greed.” In the decades after the Civil War, White observed, “as America swelled with industry and new immigrants from Europe, these twins of the Republican Party, the good and the greedy, fought each other for control of the Party and the nation’s power.”


That internal battle began shortly before Lincoln’s assassination, with Republicans disagreeing how far they should go in expanding the rights of Blacks in the South. That fight intensified, when Lincoln’s vice president, Andrew Johnson, a pro-Union Democrat from Tennessee, succeeded him. Johnson unabashedly supported the South’s postwar efforts to regain power and limit the rights of freed slaves. Opposing him, congressional Republicans fought to protect the gains won through the death and destruction of the Civil War—as the Ku Klux Klan and other white supremacists terrorized Blacks and Republican officeholders in the South. (“This is a country for white men,” Johnson declared, “and by God, as long as I am President, it shall be a government for white men.”) Yet divisions arose among the Republicans, pitting those who sought aggressive Reconstruction policies to provide political and economic assistance to Blacks against those who worried about radicalism. The party also split into a camp that backed the rise of labor unions and one that feared these new entities.


By the time Ulysses S. Grant won the White House for the Republicans in 1868, the war for the party’s soul was fully underway. The party backed the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments to the Constitution, which made freed slaves citizens and prohibited the denial of the right to vote due to “race, color, or previous condition of servitude.” But there were personal spats among party leaders. Northeastern Republicans favored high tariffs to protect established business interests; Western Republicans representing developing areas were skeptical and more interested in easy credit.


After workers in France set up the Paris Commune in 1871, business interests and the affluent feared organizing among American laborers. Elements of the Republican Party became more attuned to bankers and businessmen and worried about the expanding power of workers and Black Americans. The party divided, with Liberal Republicans facing off against the Republicans in power, whom they viewed as corrupt politicians too eager to please the wealthy. Increasingly corporate interests held sway over the party, and voices within it started assailing social programs as “socialism” and “communism.”


Even as the Democrats excoriated the GOP as the party of big government and fared well at the congressional level with that line of attack, the Republicans continued to win presidential elections. Rutherford B. Hayes, a Republican who triumphed in the contested election of 1876, dispatched troops to help the railroads beat back a strike and declined to use federal soldiers to protect Republican state governments in the South threatened by white supremacists. The Democrats, advocating small government, low taxes, and states’ rights (the not-so-coded term for white supremacy), regained political control in the South.


In 1884, the Republicans lost the White House to Grover Cleveland, a Democrat, partly because the party had come to be seen as too cozy with the economic elites. The GOP had pulled a complete reversal since Lincoln’s day, when he had focused on increasing economic opportunity. Still, the Republicans would win the presidency in the next five of six elections, relying on corporate money to finance their campaigns. After Republican Benjamin Harrison won the 1888 contest, one publication exclaimed, “This is to be a business-man’s Administration” and “business men will be thoroughly well content with it.”


The Republican Party was in charge for most of the Gilded Age. As the Democrats embraced populism and repeatedly nominated as their standard-bearer the fiery crusader William Jennings Bryan, who passionately denounced the well-heeled and the business trusts, the GOP established itself as the party of money—collecting and spending gobs of it to win elections. William McKinley, the Republican governor of Ohio, won the presidential contest in 1896, with industrialist Mark Hanna, his close friend and adviser, squeezing massive contributions out of tycoons and other corporate leaders fearful of Bryan’s anti-establishment (and conspiratorial) populism.


During this stretch, the GOP largely showed indifference to the anti-Black violence and Jim Crow laws spreading in the South. And it became the party of imperialism, pushed in this direction by the young Theodore Roosevelt, who was appointed assistant secretary of the Navy in 1897 and who believed that for America to be a great nation it must conquer and claim overseas lands, just as it did with Native Americans at home.1 This impulse led to the Spanish-American War—during which Roosevelt became a political celebrity by leading his Rough Riders regiment in Cuba against Spanish troops—and the subsequent cruel subjugation of the Philippines. At the same time, within the party grew a dissident bloc of Progressive Republicans—which included T.R.—who wanted to take on the corruptions of politics and regulate the excesses and growing problems of the new industrialized economy and robber baron capitalism.


Elected governor of New York in 1898, that upstart Roosevelt began implementing liberal initiatives. He bolstered civil service reforms, started regulating sweatshops, and pushed companies to pay corporate taxes. This did not endear him to the Republican establishment, which cooked up a plan to sideline Roosevelt by shoving him into the vice presidency. With Roosevelt as his running mate, McKinley won reelection in 1900, again defeating Bryan. In September the following year, McKinley was shot dead by an anarchist. “I told McKinley it was a mistake to nominate that wild man,” Hanna complained, referring to Roosevelt, adding, “Now look. That damn cowboy is president of the United States.”


Roosevelt reoriented the party. He championed an activist federal government that would oversee (not undermine) business, promote a “Square Deal” for the booming middle class, conserve large swaths of land in the untamed West, and pursue grand ambitions overseas, such as the Panama Canal. The old guard of the GOP grumbled, but to the American public, it looked as if the Republican Party, with Roosevelt in the saddle, had returned to the progressivism of Lincoln.


The twenty-sixth president enacted legislation to prevent the railroads from price-gouging and to clean up the meat industry. He called for greater taxes on the wealthy, antitrust action, and federal oversight of the stock market. At a time when the United States was undergoing a profound transformation from an agricultural society to an industrialized powerhouse and expanding with new waves of immigration, T.R.—over the objections of leaders in the party—viewed government as a force to moderate the downsides of a rip-roaring, free-market economy. “I am not advocating anything revolutionary,” Roosevelt once said, “I am advocating action to prevent anything revolutionary.”


Then came William Howard Taft, Roosevelt’s secretary of war and close political ally. He succeeded Roosevelt as president after the 1908 election but sided with conservative Republicans and adopted a more cautious approach toward reform and regulation. He supported a new tariff measure that favored the business interests of the East. Taft’s stance infuriated Roosevelt. In a high-octane speech in 1910, he proclaimed the need for a “New Nationalism,” under which a strong government would further challenge corporate power to protect workers and consumers. He railed against “a small class of enormously wealthy and economically powerful men, whose chief object is to hold and increase their power.” He advocated abolishing corporate donations to political campaigns and called for laws to ensure a minimum wage and better working conditions.


Here was a new round in the fight for the soul of the Republican Party—and Roosevelt lost. The party rejected his comeback bid and renominated Taft in 1912. Roosevelt ran for president with the Progressive Party, aka the Bull Moose Party. This split gave the Democrats an opening, and their nominee, New Jersey Governor Woodrow Wilson, skated into the White House with far fewer votes than the combined totals for Roosevelt and Taft.


With Roosevelt out of the way, the Republican Party stayed with its default position: oppose reforms that checked corporate power. Such measures, party leaders warned, were socialistic. They said the same about the new progressive income tax Wilson and congressional Democrats enacted. They decried a new banking system that increased federal oversight of the financial industry. After the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution in Russia, Republicans declared that Democrats, with their reforms, were similarly plotting to overthrow American capitalism. Following World War I, they denounced the proposed League of Nations as a socialist conspiracy to destroy the United States under the banner of internationalism.


As labor unrest and agitation spread after the war, Republicans, during the first Red Scare, warned of a Bolshevik threat at home. At its 1920 convention, the GOP nominated Warren G. Harding, a second-rate, backslapping politician who relished playing poker. His running mate was Calvin Coolidge, who as governor of Massachusetts had seized control of Boston during a police officers’ strike and earned national acclaim for thwarting the supposed advance of Bolshevism in the United States.


Harding promised a return to “normalcy,” which meant no more stirring the pot about American businesses screwing workers or consumers. During the campaign, Republicans courted Black votes in the North, as Harding assailed lynching but also defended segregation. He won in a GOP landslide. Voters were tired of the war and its aftermath. First-time women voters opted for the Republican.


The Harding White House stank of tobacco smoke and corruption. When Harding died suddenly, Coolidge became the chief executive. With Commerce Secretary Herbert Hoover and Treasury Secretary Andrew Mellon by Silent Cal’s side, the party of business doubled down. They slashed government spending and cut taxes for the wealthy. Commerce was booming in the Roaring Twenties. The new technologies of radio and movies were spreading, as were automobiles and electricity. Consumerism and mass media were on the march. Wall Street was jazzed with speculation. The Republicans saw no reason to get in the way of this. They were the party of unfettered capitalism and triumphalism. When Hoover was nominated in 1928 as the party’s presidential candidate, he declared, “We in America today are nearer to the final triumph over poverty than ever before in the history of any land.”


American politics had long had an ugly side. (Thomas Jefferson and John Adams in 1796 and 1800 had waged bitter, smear-filled battles.) But the 1928 campaign, with Hoover running against Al Smith, the Democratic governor of New York, featured an expanded use of sleaze: religious bigotry. Smith was a Catholic, and the Republicans sought to exploit the widespread prejudice against Catholicism.


Anti-Catholic sentiment in part grew out of antagonism toward immigrants from Ireland, Italy, and elsewhere, but it also was inflamed by a conspiratorial notion. Catholics were suspected of being loyal—and secretly so—to the Pope, not America. Smith’s nomination sparked panic in some Protestant quarters. Rumors spread: If Smith were elected, all Protestant marriages would be annulled. One Baptist leader declared a vote for Smith was a vote against Christ. Flyers showed a photograph of the Holland Tunnel and declared it was a secret passageway between Rome and Washington for the Pope to employ. A widely circulated cartoon depicted the Pope at the head of the table in the Cabinet Room of the White House, with priests and bishops by his side and Smith, dressed like a bellboy, in the corner.


Hoover and his campaign did not directly engage in Catholic-bashing, but state and local Republicans distributed pamphlets that denounced Smith and Catholicism. They also spread the word that Smith approved of interracial marriage. It was a strategy designed to capitalize on fear, bigotry, and religious paranoia. These smear tactics might not have been necessary for the GOP to prevail. With the economy still zipping along, Hoover won handily.
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The GOP was fully entrenched as a conservative party—abandoning the progressivism of Lincoln and Roosevelt—and the two main parties settled into the fundamental roles that would exist for the next hundred years. The GOP was the party of business, opposed to government power (except regarding the national security state); the Democrats would challenge, to varying degrees, the prerogatives of the economically powerful, and at times they would wave the progressive banner but, at this point, not on race. (Some of the fiercest white supremacists of the South were Democrats.)


Yet after October 29, 1929—Black Tuesday—it was no longer an asset to be the party of big business. The stock market collapsed, and the Twenties ceased to roar. An immense depression and mass unemployment ensued. Hoover and the Republicans were at a loss as to what to do. They continued to revile big government and proceeded to slash spending (which threw more people out of work). For a decade, the Republicans had called the shots. They owned the system, and it lay in tatters.


Hoover’s loss to Franklin Roosevelt in 1932 was no surprise. Once more, a Roosevelt wielded federal power to save American capitalism from itself. In response to FDR’s New Deal, the Republicans fractured yet again. A camp led by Hoover, with its spiritual heart in the Midwest and rural areas, would play the Red card, assailing Roosevelt’s moves as socialism. The competing wing, centered in the urban areas of the East, accepted that a modern industrialized economy required some degree of government oversight and a limited amount of social welfare programs. But in the first years of Roosevelt’s era, the conservatives reigned within the GOP.


As Roosevelt steered the nation toward a society of grand public works, financial regulation, organized labor, and social protection, Republicans tended to bitterly oppose “that man” in the White House and his programs. Their first attempt to boot him out of the office—with Kansas Governor Alf Landon, a former oil executive, as the GOP nominee—was an abysmal flop. Landon declared that the nation’s existence was at stake and that only his election would preserve “the American form of government.” The business community was on his side and pumped millions into the Landon campaign. Roosevelt, supported by urban voters and Black Americans who had moved into Northern cities after World War I during the Great Migration, swamped Landon, winning 46 out of 48 states, and Republicans dropped to near-irrelevant numbers in Congress, 88 members in the House and 19 in the Senate.


Still, conservatives remained the dominant force within the GOP, and as Nazi aggression in Europe set off a second world war, leading Republicans became key voices of isolationism. Yet when it came time to pick a champion to go up against FDR in 1940, the conservatives, who were pushing Senator Robert Taft, the son of President Taft and a steadfast isolationist who embodied the party’s small-government and pro-business values, ran into the campaign of Thomas Dewey, the thirty-seven-year-old crusading district attorney of New York, who had earned a national reputation battling the mob.


Though a stiff campaigner, Dewey attracted support from the liberals within the party and became the front-runner. Yet neither side could win the day at the party’s convention, and an improbable candidate snatched the nomination: Wendell Willkie, a Wall Street lawyer, former Indiana utility executive, and onetime Democrat who had never held or run for public office and who was backed by the party’s moderates. Willkie criticized the New Deal’s “antibusiness philosophy.” Roosevelt campaigned against him by both decrying the isolationism of the GOP and vowing to keep American “boys” from being “sent into any foreign war.” With the Democrats still holding the South and scoring big in the cities, Roosevelt clobbered Willkie to win an unprecedented third term.


Within the Republican Party, a resentment began to simmer, as conservatives groused that the Eastern establishment had forced a moderate (who had registered as a Republican only the year before!) upon them as a nominee. The grand pooh-bahs had sold out the party’s heart and soul. A slow fuse was lit.


As the nation pondered how to respond to Adolf Hitler’s conquests in Europe and the widening conflict overseas, conservative Republicans led by Taft continued to champion isolationism. With the attack on the US naval base at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941—in which more than 2,400 Americans were killed—the debate became moot. Over the previous twelve years, the Republicans had ended up on the wrong side of both economic policy and national security policy. Its prospects were not promising.


Following several years of war that generated government spending that helped bring the Great Depression to an end, the GOP had a fourth shot at Roosevelt in 1944. Dewey, now governor of New York, secured the nomination without much of a fight, and the party adopted moderate and even progressive policies: endorsing the Equal Rights Amendment that would enshrine women’s rights, favoring the extension of Social Security, and acknowledging the need for labor protection laws. It looked as if the Republican Party had finally made its peace with the modern welfare state, and it adopted a moderate stance of internationalism. Dewey called himself a “New Deal Republican.” The party’s main line of attack was a personal slam against Roosevelt. Four more years of that man, its platform warned, “would centralize all power in the President, and would daily subject every act of every citizen to regulation by his henchmen; the country would remain a Republic only in name.”


During the campaign, Dewey and the Republicans expanded on this apocalyptic rhetoric and deployed what would soon become a common tactic for the party: baseless Red-baiting. Dewey declared “the Communists are seizing control of the New Deal through which they aim to control the government of the United States.” The enemy within, subversion, treason—the Republicans were endeavoring to stir up suspicion and fear. But with the war still on—and with Russia helping by battling Hitler’s armies—the scare tactics didn’t stick. Not yet. Roosevelt decisively defeated Dewey.


After Roosevelt’s death in 1945 and Vice President Harry Truman’s ascension to the highest office, the Republicans, blasting the Democrats for the administration’s postwar policy, won control of both houses of Congress in 1946 and throttled Truman’s legislative agenda. (Representative B. Carroll Reece of Tennessee, the Republican Party chair, had called the midterm campaign a contest of “Communism vs. Americanism.”) Working with Southern Democrats, they beat back the civil rights legislation and taxes of the New Deal. They also weakened labor law to benefit corporations. And the Republicans ramped up the anticommunist crusade.


In Republican hands, the House Un-American Activities Committees—often referred to as HUAC—intensified its hunt for subversives. The committee held hearings designed to show communists had taken hold of Hollywood. One friendly witness was an actor named Ronald Reagan. He testified that he abhorred communists and their underhanded tactics but noted he didn’t think they could get too far in the movie industry. He added an important caveat: “I never as a citizen want to see our country become urged, by either fear or resentment of this group, that we ever compromise with any of our democratic principles.”


Fear, though, was becoming the main currency of the party Reagan would one day lead. Serving on HUAC was a freshman Republican from southern California named Richard Nixon, who had won his seat in the Republican sweep of 1946 by decrying the liberal Democratic incumbent as “more Socialistic and Communistic than Democratic.” He assumed a prominent role when HUAC, in hearings covered by the new medium of television, examined the explosive charge from Whittaker Chambers, a self-confessed former communist operative, that Alger Hiss, a past State Department official, had been part of his secret spy ring in the 1930s—an accusation Hiss vehemently denied. The Hiss controversy would turn Nixon into a political star and bolster the dark conspiratorial narrative Republicans increasingly relied upon: Subversion from within was a clear and present danger, and the Democrats were too soft to stand up to the enemy or, worse, were secretly allied with it.


This ploy wouldn’t be enough for the GOP to win the White House. In 1948, the Republicans again nominated Dewey—once more aggravating the Taft conservatives, who believed Taft’s turn had come—and quilted together a platform that included New Deal notions (such as expanding Social Security), calls for lower taxes, and strident anticommunism. The Democrats were racked by a three-way split. Truman had the party’s nomination, but progressive Democrats nominated Henry Wallace, Roosevelt’s second vice president, and Dixiecrat Democrats, enraged by Truman’s civil rights measures, ran South Carolina Governor Strom Thurmond, a staunch segregationist. With the Democrats divided, Republicans had cause for optimism. (Thurmond claimed that Truman was hiding “the extent to which Communists and Communist sympathizers have honeycombed the Administration and dictated its policies.”)


On the campaign trail, Dewey avoided all-out denunciations of the New Deal or slashing attacks on Truman—which disappointed conservatives in the party. He also developed a reputation for dishing out banalities; he told one audience, “Your future is still ahead of you.” Truman ran a “Give ’em Hell” campaign against the “Do Nothing” Republican Congress and called for a national health insurance program. He slammed Dewey as a “front man” for fascism.


The polls looked good for Dewey. Before the results were in, the Chicago Daily Tribune printed an edition declaring “DEWEY DEFEATS TRUMAN.” He did not, and Truman’s win helped the Democrats regain control of Congress. This was the fifth presidential loss in a row for the GOP. For Taft and his fellow conservatives, a deepening resentment was reaffirmed: the Eastern moderates had again prevailed in selecting a nominee too willing to accept big-government activism, and this Me Too approach had resulted in another failure. Taft believed the Rs had to take a hardline approach to the New Deal Democrats and draw a firm distinction.
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For decades, the Republicans had accused the Democrats of being anti-American, traitors to the republic (see the Civil War), or in league with socialism and labor unrest imported from overseas. The party’s embrace of Red-baiting had not yet paid off. But events would conspire to render this attack more profitable.


In August 1949, the Soviets conducted their first atomic test. The American nuclear monopoly evaporated, and an arms race began. Weeks later, the Chinese Communists claimed victory in their civil war against the Nationalists and declared the establishment of the People’s Republic of China. With communists assuming power in China and developing the bomb in Russia, many Americans were unnerved by this new global order. The war against fascism had been won, yet the nation still faced dire threats. On February 3, 1950, Klaus Fuchs, a British physicist who had worked at the Manhattan Project, was arrested for having spied for the Soviet Union. Two weeks earlier, Alger Hiss had been found guilty of perjury and sentenced to five years in prison. For the Red-chasers, here was evidence of a threat from within that was in cahoots with the threat from abroad. The Republicans seized the opening.


Five days after the Hiss verdict, Nixon, then running for the US Senate, delivered a four-hour speech on the Hiss case on the House floor. He said that the episode had revealed a “sinister type of activity” that permitted “the enemy to guide and shape our policy.” Nixon was fearmongering about a vast conspiracy without providing clear details—and calling for a crusade against subversion. He would go on to win his Senate race by Red-baiting his opponent, Representative Helen Gahagan Douglas, who, he brayed, was “pink right down to her underwear.”


One Republican, though, was about to elbow past Nixon to lead the Reds-under-the-beds pack. On February 9, Senator Joe McCarthy, a first-termer from Wisconsin, was slated to give a speech at a Lincoln Day event organized by the Ohio County Republican Women’s Club in Wheeling, West Virginia. He had brought with him two speeches: one on housing policy, the other on communist subversion. Undecided on which one to deliver, he asked a former Republican congressman for advice. Communism, the fellow said.


Soon after, in the Colonnade Room of the McLure Hotel, McCarthy declared to those GOP ladies that he had in his hand “a list of 205… names that were made known to the secretary of state as being members of the Communist Party and who nevertheless are still working and shaping policy in the State Department.” That was a lie. McCarthy apparently was referring to a 1946 letter from then–Secretary of State James Byrnes noting that the department’s screening of 4,000 employees transferred into the agency had found 284 employees who were deemed not suitable for permanent employment and 79 of them had been dismissed. That left 205. But it was unclear if these employees were members of the Communist Party or what had happened to them in the subsequent years. Many of the men who had been fired by the State Department in the late 1940s for supposed security reasons were canned because they were homosexuals, not communists.


The truth didn’t matter to McCarthy. He hit on a theme that would resonate for years: “The reason why we find ourselves in a position of impotency is not because our only powerful potential enemy has sent men to invade our shores, but rather because of the traitorous action of those… who have had all the benefits that the wealthiest nation on earth has had to offer—the finest homes, the finest college education, and the finest jobs in government we can give.” The true threat, McCarthy alleged, came from inside. From the elites. From the people in charge. From fellow Americans who were disloyal.


Other Republicans in recent years had attacked the Truman administration and Democrats for coddling and encouraging communists. But with his phony list, McCarthy had broken through. Front-page headlines alerted the world to his frightening accusation. Basking in the attention, he sent a letter to Truman demanding Secretary of State Dean Acheson provide a list of all the “bad security risks” in the department who had “communist connections.” He added, “Failure on your part will label the Democratic Party of being the bedfellow of international communism.”


The details didn’t matter for McCarthy. He was widely regarded by the Washington press corps and other politicians as a fabulist (and well-known as a gambler and an excessive drinker). Though Republican politicians—and some conservative Democrats—had for years endeavored to exploit popular fear of communism, McCarthy had succeeded in finding a way to manipulate and heighten an unease that had been creeping through the land. With his stunt, McCarthy had solidified his party’s relationship with paranoia and started a political streak that would stretch for decades.


Footnote


1 In his 1896 book, The Winning of the West, Roosevelt laid out an unapologetic racist rationale for conquest: “All men of sane and wholesome thought must dismiss with impatient contempt the plea that these continents should be reserved for the use of scattered savage tribes, whose life was but a few degrees less meaningless, squalid, and ferocious than that of the wild beasts with whom they held joint ownership.”

















CHAPTER 2



Backstory II


Fear and Loathing in America


Paranoia, conspiracy-mongering, and hysteria have been part of American public life since before the nation was born.


The Salem witch trials of the 1690s marked a delusional panic that occurred in the Massachusetts colony during a time of economic tension and increasing rivalry between Salem Village and the more affluent Salem Town. More than two hundred people—mostly women—were accused (often based on the “spectral evidence” of dreams and visions) of scheming with Satan. It turned out to be just a big mistake. Within a few years, the local authorities proclaimed the affair a tragic error and declared the trials unlawful—too late for the nineteen unfortunates who had been hanged and the eighty-one-year-old man pressed to death by stones. The colony moved on.


The American Revolution itself was driven, at least in part, by conspiratorial thinking. In his classic and Pulitzer Prize–winning work, The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution, historian Bernard Bailyn, who had studied years’ worth of colonial pamphleteering, noted that colonists widely shared the belief that England’s repressive policies were “a deliberate assault launched surreptitiously by plotters against liberty both in England and in America.” A small band of wicked schemers across the ocean were apparently conniving to destroy England’s constitutional order and suppress freedom there, as well as to enslave the people of the New World. Literally. Samuel Adams, for one, claimed the British intended to turn all the white colonists into slaves. In this view, the colonists were not in a power-play policy dispute with King George III; they were the victims (as were English citizens) of the machinations of a nefarious cabal. As Bailyn put it, “It was this—the overwhelming evidence, as they saw it, that they were faced with conspirators against liberty determined at all costs to gain ends which their words dissembled—that was signaled to the colonists after 1763, and it was this above all else that in the end propelled them into Revolution.”


Conspiracy and politics would forever intermix in the new nation. Less than a decade after the establishment of the US government, a major conspiracy theory shook the American republic—one that was brazenly fed and crassly exploited by prominent politicians.
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In May 1798, Jedidiah Morse, the stern-looking pastor of First Congregational Church in Charlestown, Massachusetts, took to the pulpit and delivered the first of several fiery sermons that would set off a tidal wave of paranoia and fear. At that time, the young country was close to war with France, which had seized American ships in response to the United States’ support of Great Britain in its ongoing clash with the First Republic of France. The US-France conflict—called the Quasi-War—was transpiring with the nation bitterly divided between Jeffersonians, who leaned toward France and admired the populist values of the revolution, and the Federalists, who favored royalist England and a more orderly power structure.


Morse, a Federalist and supporter of John Adams, the current president, had an explanation for the discord and rancor infecting American society. He pointed to a book published the previous year by a Scottish scientist named John Robison that carried an unwieldy title: Proofs of a Conspiracy Against All the Religions and Governments of Europe, carried on in the Secret Meetings of Free Masons, Illuminati, and Reading Societies. It was a crank job.


Robison described the shocking details of a secret Masonic society called the Illuminati that had emerged in Bavaria in 1776 purportedly with the dastardly goal of “rooting out all the religious establishments, and overturning all the existing governments of Europe.” He maintained it was behind the French Revolution of 1789—a societal upturning that had scared the hell out of ruling elites and god-fearing people in Europe and the new United States. Even more alarming, this sinister group aimed to cultivate sensual pleasures, corrupt women, and undermine property rights. Its members were concocting a tea that would cause abortion and a substance that “blinds or kills when spurted in the face.” Robison’s claims about the secret society’s ultimate aims were a bit confusing. He contended that the Illuminati were a danger to Protestantism and posed “the threat of both ‘popery’ and ‘atheism.’” It could, he said, lead to either religious “absolutism” or “radical democracy.”


At the time, some evangelical Federalists worried about the preservation of the United States as a Christian nation. Using Robison’s book as his text, Morse declared the present trouble in the land was the handiwork of this clandestine crew tied to France that was conniving to overthrow all government and “abolish Christianity.” Timothy Dwight IV, the president of Yale University, endorsed Morse’s contention, and anti-Illuminatism raged through Protestant New England, with Federalists accusing Thomas Jefferson and the Democrats of being in alliance with this vast and insidious conspiratorial network.


During a Thanksgiving sermon, Morse blamed the Illuminati for a long list of American ills, including political division and inefficient government, and he identified it as the force that destroyed the Greek and Roman empires and the French monarchy. To the published version of the sermon, he attached a forty-five-page appendix with purported evidence of all this devious intrigue. The publication was a hit. Clergy across New England took up Morse’s diatribe against the Illuminati. Federalist officeholders cited it. John Jay, the first chief justice of the Supreme Court, wrote to Morse to cheer him on. Adams himself echoed Morse when he declared the nation was threatened by the “hostile designs and insidious acts of a foreign nation” that was “subversive of the foundations of all religious, moral, and social obligations.”


Americans, at least those loyal to the Federalists, were buying Morse’s bizarre ravings. In 1799, he announced he had come into possession of proof “that secret societies under the influence and direction of France, holding principles subversive of our religion and government, existed somewhere in this country.” This was a not-so-veiled reference to the secretive Jeffersonian Democratic-Republican clubs that had sprung up in favorable response to the French Revolution and embraced radical democracy. Morse claimed he even had a list of one hundred officers and members of the Illuminati organization in Virginia, “secret enemies” determined to spread “infidelity, impiety, and immorality.” (Who was from Virginia? Thomas Jefferson.)


Before Morse kicked off this craziness, George Washington and Adams had expressed the suspicion that France was conspiring against America. Now the Federalists could point to the Illuminati plot as evidence their political opponents were covertly in league with a foreign foe. But the Illuminati panic was not merely a happy coincidence for the Federalists. Oliver Wolcott Jr., Adams’s Treasury secretary, had slipped Morse the supposedly incriminating documents, which were likely phony. The Federalists were not only exploiting the paranoia that had taken hold within the populace; they were goosing it along. This was good politics for them.


The Illuminati scare had concrete consequences. It helped grease the way for the Alien and Sedition Acts, enacted by Adams and the Federalists, which made it a crime to “print, utter, or publish… any false, scandalous, and malicious writing” about the government and allowed the president to deport any alien he suspected was involved in “secret machinations against the government.” The political establishment was capitalizing on irrational extremism to undermine the opposition and to limit democratic expression.


The hysteria Morse conjured up did not last. A newspaper revealed a letter from a prominent German scientist to Morse dismissing Robison as a crackpot and reporting that the Illuminati order was both harmless and long gone. (The group had never numbered more than a couple of thousand and had been shut down in 1785.) This correspondence and Morse’s unsuccessful efforts to suppress it demolished his credibility. With the chief pitchman of the Illuminati conspiracy theory diminished, this grand idea faded fast—and did so even before it could impact the 1800 presidential election, in which Jefferson defeated his archrival Adams.


Years later, Morse would descend deep into debt and be expelled from his congregation. But with this episode, he had demonstrated that a preposterous and irrational notion that lacked solid proof could be wildly promulgated, accepted by many citizens, and used by politicians to stir up fear and demonize opponents. Soon after Morse’s death in 1826, it would happen again—in a much bigger way.
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On the morning of September 11, 1826, Captain William Morgan—who may or may not have been a military captain—was abducted from his home in Batavia, a town in upstate New York, and imprisoned in a jail fifty miles away for owing a debt of two dollars and sixty-five cents. Oddly, a man Morgan did not know tendered his bail, and Morgan was soon spotted being forced into a carriage while reportedly yelling, “Murder!” What next happened to him was never ascertained. But the rumors and speculation that followed would spark a panic and the creation of a new political party based entirely upon a conspiracy theory.


Earlier, Morgan and a local newspaper publisher had devised a plan to reveal to the world the secrets of the Freemasons, a secretive social order that had been around for several hundred years. George Washington, Benjamin Franklin, and other founders of the nation had been Masons. In the United States, it had become an organization of elites—businessmen, lawyers, doctors—many with political connections. Naturally, this aroused popular suspicion. What went on in Masonic lodges? Did the Masons plot to enhance the fortunes and privileges of one another?


When word got out that Morgan planned to spill Masonic secrets, local Masons feared the coming exposé. Morgan was threatened with prosecution for petty debt. The office of his partner, the newspaper publisher, was torched. Then Morgan was seized and arrested—and disappeared. His case became a cause célèbre. Had the powerful and clandestine Masons kidnapped a fellow to protect their secrets? Had Morgan been murdered? Investigations were conducted. Several Masons were indicted for kidnapping Morgan, and at a trial three pleaded guilty to conspiring to abduct him, while insisting they had no clue as to his final fate. So there had indeed been a Masonic plot. But the justified public anger over this crime would morph into wider and deeper conspiratorial paranoia—ripe for abuse.


Anti-Masonic sentiment spurred by the Morgan mystery spread rapidly and seeped into the political realm. In upstate New York, public meetings were held to express outrage at Masons. Masonic politicians were denigrated. A printer named Thurlow Weed began recruiting anti-Masonic candidates for local elections. Their agenda had one simple plank: boot Masons out of office. In the 1827 election, Weed’s Anti-Masons racked up an impressive accomplishment; this new party elected fifteen comrades to the New York state legislature.


This movement was not just about the vanishing of Morgan. Historians have looked back on anti-Masonry as a popular expression of anxiety over dramatic changes within American society. The nation was starting to shift from an agrarian society to an industrialized one, with immigrants flowing in, the labor market changing, and cities expanding and becoming more influential. At the same time, a debate over the role of religion in America was underway, with religious orthodoxy facing challenges from liberal doctrines, including the idea that laws forbidding work on Sunday improperly imposed religion upon civic life. One hundred and forty years later, political scientists Seymour Martin Lipset and Earl Raab would note that the “key social characteristics” of the Anti-Mason movement were “its appeal to the less privileged, less educated, more ecologically isolated rural population, with its already growing sense of conflict with the urban centers of affluence, culture, change, and immigration.” It was a movement of unease and resentment.


Detractors regarded Masonry as an impediment to opportunity, proof of a closed economic order controlled by a covert and powerful elite that traded favors within its ranks and protected its own. The Anti-Mason movement resembled the Illuminati scare, and a secret society could certainly be seen as a threat to republicanism. But its critics condemned it with apocalyptic fervor. A popular anti-Masonic tract called the Masons “an engine of Satan… dark, unfruitful, selfish, demoralizing, blasphemous, murderous, anti-republican, and anti Christian.” Anti-Masonic newspapers accused Masons of murdering their foes.


This fire raced across New England and south to Maryland and west to Ohio. In 1828, President John Quincy Adams threw in his lot with this folk movement that had turned into a political powerhouse. He declared, “I am not, never was, and never shall be a Freemason.” His opponent that year was Andrew Jackson, a Mason whom Adams had defeated in 1824. Adams’s embrace of this new conspiratorial political force, however, did not help him. He lost to Jackson. Yet Anti-Masons captured more seats in state legislatures, and several were elected to the US House of Representatives. The Anti-Masons joined the opposition to Jackson.


As Richard Hofstadter pointed out many years later, anti-Masonic fever “was joined and used by a great many men who did not share its original anti-Masonic feelings. It attracted, for example, the support of several reputable statesmen who had only a mild sympathy with its fundamental bias.” That is, cynical politicians were harvesting hyperbolic paranoia for their own ends. An Anti-Mason was elected governor in Vermont. In Massachusetts, the party nabbed almost a third of the seats in the state House of Representatives.


But the new party faced a fundamental problem: Many of its members refused to work with politicians who would not publicly castigate Masonry. That made it tough for the party to function as a productive member of the anti-Jackson coalition. Its 1832 presidential nominee won one state, Vermont, and the party began to wither. Hardcore anti-Masonry slid toward the fringes of political discourse.


Within a few years, remnants of the Anti-Masons would be welcomed within a new party being formed, the Whigs. This marked what would become a common practice in American politics: establishment elites enlisting popular resentments and fears. As Lipset and Raab observed, “This alliance and subsequent merger between the relatively uneducated believers in hidden conspiracies and the privileged, well-educated Whig conservatives, many of whom were or had been Masons, was to be the first of a number of occasions in which extremist bigotry was to find its political home in the conservative Whig or Republican parties.”
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In the coming decades, political extremism would be driven not only by fanciful conspiracy fantasies but also by outright bigotry against two overlapping groups: Catholics and immigrants. And there was a connection—a family tie—between the earlier paranoia and the religious hatred infusing American politics.


Samuel Morse, the son of Jedidiah Morse and creator of Morse code, followed in his father’s footsteps by becoming a virulent conspiracist. In his 1835 book, Foreign Conspiracy Against the Liberties of the United States, he warned that Catholicism was “a system of the darkest political intrigue and despotism” determined to seize control of the United States and destroy Protestantism. “A conspiracy exists,” he wrote, and “its plans are already in operation… We are attacked in a vulnerable quarter which cannot be defended by our ships, our forts, or our armies.” The goal was nothing less than to install a Catholic emperor to reign over the United States. The enemy was within, he claimed: Jesuit missionaries reinforced by the rising population of Catholic immigrants. Waving the universal banner of all devotees of conspiracism, Morse proclaimed, “We must awake, or we are lost.”


Anti-Catholicism and nativism, rising in response to swelling immigration, spawned new political parties: the American Republican Party, founded by a secretive nativist order, and the Native American Party, aka the Know-Nothings. (That nickname referred to what members were supposed to tell outsiders who asked about the party.) As they had done in the 1830s with the leftovers of the Anti-Masonic Party, the Whigs formed coalitions with these parties powered by anti-Catholic and nativistic animosity. (In 1844, anti-immigrant riots in Philadelphia led to the deaths of twenty-nine people and the burning of a Catholic church.) When the Whigs disintegrated in the early 1850s, the Northern antislavery wing of the Know-Nothings were welcomed into the new Republican Party. During the 1856 and 1858 elections, the Republicans collaborated closely with these nativistic bigots in several states.


Lincoln privately expressed misgivings about the Know-Nothings. In an 1855 letter to a friend, he had written, “I am not a Know-Nothing. That is certain. How could I be? How can any one who abhors the oppression of negroes, be in favor of degrading classes of white people?” Yet as a presidential candidate in 1860, Lincoln kept mum about his feelings toward the Know-Nothings. His party wanted their votes.


After the Civil War, anti-Catholic extremism remained a potent political force that Republican politicians sought to harness. (A popular conspiracy theory was that Lincoln’s assassination had been a Catholic plot.) The Republican state convention of 1875 in Indiana proclaimed it was “incompatible with American citizenship to pay allegiance to any foreign power, civil or ecclesiastical.” In other words, Catholics, because they followed the lead of a Pope in Rome, couldn’t be US citizens. Rutherford Hayes, while running for Ohio governor that same year, claimed Democrats were conspiring with Catholics to create “sectarian military organizations.” And President Grant declared in a speech that if there were to be another civil war, the battle would be between Protestant “patriotism and intelligence” and Catholic “superstition, ambition, and ignorance.”


As Hayes pursued the presidency in 1876, Republicans strived to exploit Protestant paranoia over Catholicism. One Republican group openly asserted that should Democrats win, the Catholic Church would “obtain control of our national affairs.” Anti-Catholic secret societies proliferated and formed the American Alliance to oppose Catholic political organizations. When the group endorsed Hayes for president, he heartily accepted its support.


Eight years later, the Republicans went perhaps too far with anti-Catholic bigotry. At a New York City rally for presidential nominee James Blaine, a Methodist reverend introduced the candidate and exclaimed, “We are Republicans and don’t propose to leave our party and identify ourselves with a party whose antecedents have been ‘rum, Romanism, and rebellion.’” The anti-Catholic slur against the Democrats (drunk, treasonous, Catholics!) sparked an uproar, especially in the Empire State, which subsequently went for Democratic candidate Grover Cleveland, who won the tight contest by one-half of a percentage point in the popular vote.
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Throughout the postbellum period, the Democratic Party cultivated its own relationship with hatred. The Ku Klux Klan, formed after the war, was terrorizing—and murdering—freed slaves and Black elected officials (and their white allies) throughout the South. Many Southern Democrats joined its ranks. In 1868, Klan leader Nathan Bedford Forrest—a former Confederate general responsible for a massacre of Union soldiers who were mostly Black—attended the Democratic convention in New York as a delegate. That gathering nominated Horatio Seymour, the former New York state governor who opposed full restoration of civil and political rights for freed slaves. It chose as his running mate Francis Preston Blair Jr., a former Union army general who would campaign as a foe of emancipation, warning that the rule of “a semi-barbarous race of blacks who are worshippers of fetishes and polygamists” would “subject the white women to their unbridled lust.” One Democratic slogan that emerged from the convention: “Our Ticket, Our Motto: This is a White Man’s Country; Let White Men Rule.”


The two parties were each capitalizing on deep-rooted American hatreds. The Republicans championed rights for the new Black citizenry (while arguing among themselves how far to go in this regard), but they calculatingly milked the vicious prejudice within their Protestant base against Catholics and immigrants. The Democrats were more welcoming to these new white Americans, while they either accepted or advanced the virulent racism that was developing into the brutal caste system of segregation. Each party was peddling its own poison.
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World War I yielded new forms of bigotry for politicians to manipulate. Internal subversion waged by foreign foes became a fierce national fear, and anti-German hysteria spread. Thousands of Germans were interned in camps. US government propaganda warned that “German agents are everywhere.” The 1918 flu pandemic was blamed on a German company. Moreover, the war led to attacks on elements deemed “un-American”—which had an elastic definition. It could be radicals, Jews, or immigrants, particularly the Irish and the German. Enemies were afoot. Antiwar activists were hounded—and worse. When a band of vigilantes in Butte, Montana, lynched Frank Little, an antiwar union organizer, Vice President Thomas Marshall endorsed the murder, saying the hanging had a “salutary effect.” Here was President Woodrow Wilson’s number two legitimizing political violence. And within the Justice Department, a young clerk named J. Edgar Hoover was assigned the task of tracking enemy aliens and dissenters, as the prelude to a fresh hysteria: the first Red Scare.


No sooner had the United States and its allies defeated Germany in World War I than a new threat gripped the nation and caused panic: Bolshevism. In the aftermath of the war—and following the Russian Revolution—the United States was undergoing changes unsettling for many. The economy was stalled, with jobs scarce and prices rising. As the nation grew increasingly secular and metropolitan, massive Black immigration from the South was radically altering the demographics of Northern cities. The Nineteenth Amendment provided women the right to vote. Anti-immigration sentiment ran high. The fear of external forces subverting America was not abating but intensifying.


In a postwar speech, Wilson assailed hyphenated Americans—those who identified with the overseas lands of their ancestors—as a threat to the country: “Any man who carries a hyphen about with him carries a dagger that he is ready to plunge into the vitals of this Republic whenever he gets the chance.” (A few years earlier, former President Theodore Roosevelt had voiced a similar sentiment: “There is no room in this country for hyphenated Americanism.”) The preservation of Americanism had become a national priority, and foreignness was depicted as a danger—and for some Americans, nothing was more foreign than the radical ideas of socialism and communism. Bolsheviks were the new Illuminati.


Labor activism triggered much of the alarm. In early 1919, a general strike in Seattle was widely assailed as Marxist subversion and a troubling sign that the radicalism sweeping through Europe had burrowed into the United States. The Washington Post decried the work stoppage as “the stepping stone to a Bolshevized America.” The strike failed within days, but a congressional committee later released a report exclaiming it had been an attempted communist revolution and part of a clandestine Bolshevik plot. On May Day, bands of veterans and self-proclaimed patriots attacked labor rallies and socialist parades.


Real events did warrant genuine concern. Moscow announced it intended to spark revolutions around the globe. Anarchists in the United States mounted bombing attacks against US government officials and robber barons such as John D. Rockefeller. One bomb blew up the Georgetown home of Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer. In response, Palmer declared war on Bolshevism. He instructed the Justice Department to devise a plan to round up and deport alien radicals. The department also started disseminating propaganda that asserted a communist revolution threatened the United States. Palmer tagged Hoover to manage an intelligence unit to gather information on the radicals scheming against the government.


Then came the raids. Under Palmer’s orders, federal agents rounded up thousands of suspected radicals. Many were guilty only of having a foreign accent. Most of the subsequent deportation orders were tossed out. These arrests didn’t do much to stem the tide of worker protests. But the raids offered Palmer a platform for fomenting paranoia among the citizenry. “The blaze of revolution was sweeping over every American institution of law and order,” Palmer proclaimed. He warned that this virus was infecting American workplaces, churches, schools, and “the sacred corners of American homes, seeking to replace marriage vows with libertine laws, burning up the foundations of society.” Put simply, he was scaring folks and promoting fanaticism—as he pursued the Democratic presidential nomination (which he would not obtain). Ahead of May Day, 1920, he and Hoover’s division predicted a Bolshevik uprising, with widespread riots, bombing, and assassinations. Then… the day passed without incident. Palmer’s star began to fall.
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In 1924, with nativism and Red fear still active currents, both parties engaged with other strains of extremism. President Coolidge was campaigning for another White House term, and that summer he welcomed Henry Ford as a visitor to his Vermont farm. Ford, with his creation of the Model T and his pioneering of mass production, had become an American folk hero over the previous sixteen years. He was also a raging antisemite and conspiracy theorist—probably the most prominent conspiracist in the nation. Starting in 1919 and continuing for years, the Dearborn Independent, a weekly he controlled, ran vicious antisemitic articles that decried an international conspiracy of bankers, Bolsheviks, and Jews. This included reprinting portions of one of the most nefarious hoaxes in modern time: The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, an antisemitic tract that originated in Russia in the early 1900s. Ford’s newspaper claimed the Jews were behind the Illuminati and the Masons. A collection of the paper’s antisemitic work was published as a book titled The International Jew: The World’s Foremost Problem. In one interview, Ford blamed “Jew financiers” for secretly controlling unions and causing labor unrest.


A few months after the Vermont visit, Ford provided Coolidge his valuable endorsement, and the president accepted it. Ford’s vile bigotry was no deal killer.


In the same campaign season, the Ku Klux Klan was involved with both the Republicans and the Democrats. The Klan had withered in the 1870s, but it reconstituted with a broader scope in 1915, following the release of D. W. Griffith’s racist film The Birth of a Nation, which depicted the Klan as avenging angels protecting white women and white society from vicious emancipated slaves. (The movie was screened at the White House, with President Wilson in attendance.) Now the Klan’s enemies list expanded beyond Black Americans and their allies to Catholics, Jews, foreign-born minorities, Bolshevism, and urban political machines, and its focus widened from advocacy of white supremacy to championing fundamentalist Christian values and “pure Americanism.” Its members had won political offices in Indiana, Oregon, Texas, Oklahoma, Colorado, and elsewhere. And it was espousing a host of conspiracy theories: A secret Catholic army was preparing to take the country by force; Irish Catholic police officers had a plan to execute Protestants; the Pope was conspiring to seize control of Washington; Harding, who had died of a heart attack, had been assassinated by “hypnotic telepathic thought” from Jesuits; and the Jews had orchestrated World War I and the Bolshevik Revolution and possessed a secret plan to impoverish Christians.


This new Klan played significant roles at the Democratic and Republican conventions of 1924. At the GOP gathering in Cleveland, Klan loyalists successfully lobbied the Republicans to prevent any condemnation of the KKK from entering the party platform. Impressed by this demonstration of the group’s political clout, Time magazine placed Imperial Wizard Hiram Evans, the head of the Klan, on its cover and dubbed the Republican event the “Kleveland Konvention.”


The white supremacist group shaped the Democrats’ shindig in New York City’s Madison Square Garden more significantly. Prior to the convention, Senator Oscar Underwood of Alabama had run for the party’s presidential nomination as a fierce opponent of the Klan. He tarred the group as a “national menace.” The Klan had fought back by assailing Underwood as the “Jew, jug, and Jesuit candidate.” With the Klan against him, Underwood had fared poorly in Southern primaries and was out of the running by the time of the convention.


As the delegates arrived—hundreds reportedly were Klansmen—the two leading Democratic candidates were the Catholic New York Governor Al Smith and Senator William Gibbs McAdoo, a Southern transplant to California who had been Treasury secretary for Woodrow Wilson, his father-in-law. Delegates from the South and West couldn’t stand Smith, the big-city pol who opposed prohibition. They rallied behind McAdoo as their only choice—and so, too, did the Klan delegates, who railed against Smith as a Catholic from “Jew York.” McAdoo was no known Klan sympathizer. But all this put him in a bind. If McAdoo renounced the Klan, he would split his devotees and have no chance of beating Smith. So McAdoo and his camp stayed quiet about the KKK—but privately McAdoo pressed his aides to seek support from Klan delegates.


Smith’s allies insisted on adding a plank to the party’s platform denouncing the Klan. For days, delegates clashed over this. Fistfights erupted, chaos ensued. Eventually, the convention narrowly voted down the anti-Klan measure by three-quarters of one vote. The tumult continued, as the convention in the miserable summer heat battled through 103 ballots to pick a nominee. When McAdoo gave up after the ninetieth ballot, Smith and Underwood remained in the race, both fiercely opposed by the Klan. The delegates eventually settled on a little-known former congressman named John W. Davis. With the tarnish of the Teapot Dome scandal on the Republicans in the White House, 1924 appeared to hold promise for the Democrats. But because of the Klan’s influence within the party, the Democrats wound up saddled with a weak nominee.


During the fall campaign, a key question was whether Coolidge or Davis would condemn the Klan. Davis did, but Coolidge refused to say anything. It was an odd situation. The Democrats had torn themselves apart due to the Klan, while the Republicans had reached an accommodation with the racists and bigots. Meanwhile, Coolidge exploited Red fear, telling voters the election was a question of “whether America will allow itself to be degraded into a communistic and socialistic state, or whether it will remain American.”


On Election Day, Coolidge defeated Davis in a wipeout. Imperial Wizard Evans declared victory: “We Klansmen may be pardoned for our just pride in the part we have played.” The Republicans had outmaneuvered the Democrats on this field of hate.
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The next decade was a time of legitimate fear in the United States. The nation was plunged into a severe depression. Up to 13 million Americans were without jobs. Food lines stretched through every city. Fascism was rising overseas. It might have been an opportune moment for political extremism of the right and left. Yet in the 1932 elections, the communists drew only 103,314 votes, and the socialists pulled less than they had in 1920 or 1912. Huey Long, the populist Democratic senator in Louisiana, though, successfully initiated his Share Our Wealth movement that championed wealth redistribution. And hundreds of right-wing extremist groups arose, many of a protofascist bent. Father Charles Coughlin, a populist-minded, conspiracy-theory-pushing Catholic priest with a massive radio audience, created his own movement—the National Union for Social Justice—and he guided it into the ugly shoals of antisemitism and fascism.


These efforts shaped the political atmosphere, and many Republicans (and some conservative Democrats) echoed the sentiments underlying extremist assaults on FDR and his “Jew Deal.” When Roosevelt proposed a reorganization of government agencies in 1938, GOP critics compared him to Hitler. Representative Charles Eaton, a New Jersey Republican, accused Roosevelt of imposing fascism in the United States: “You talk about dictatorship. Why… it is here now. The advance guard of totalitarianism has enthroned itself in the Government in Washington.” Other Republicans accused FDR of being a Red. Taft huffed that the New Deal would “practically abandon the whole theory of American government and inaugurate what is in fact socialism.” At the same time, Coughlin promoted the baseless claim that Roosevelt was scheming to seize all church schools. Extremist and paranoid hyperbole was in vogue.


The armies of Hitler swept across Europe in the spring of 1940, and Roosevelt sought to assist Great Britain. Yet as the Second World War descended upon Europe, isolationists in the United States, led by Robert Wood, the head of Sears, Roebuck and Company, and Jay Hormel, the meat packing magnate, formed the America First Committee. This was a bipartisan effort that included members of FDR’s own party, most notably Senator Burton Wheeler of Montana. Some America Firsters sincerely believed that keeping the United States out of the European war was the best policy for the nation. Some were driven by a fear of communism and viewed Nazi Germany as a bulwark against the Bolshevik threat. But conspiratorial paranoia infected the isolationist movement.


Many within the America First movement, historian William Leuchtenburg wrote later, believed that a conspiracy comprised of Jews, Roosevelt, and British capitalists was intriguing to plunge the United States into war. To enhance their political standing, the America Firsters partnered with voices of extremism. Wood and Lulu White Wheeler, the senator’s wife, welcomed the followers of Coughlin—now a full-fledged antisemite—into their ranks. A Kansas leader of America First claimed, “Roosevelt and his wife are Jewish and that goes 90 percent for his Administration.” Senator Wheeler threatened to investigate “interventionists” in Hollywood for shaping public opinion related to the war—a move widely regarded as a veiled antisemitic assault. Senator Gerald Nye of North Dakota, another America Firster, spread similar slop, accusing Hollywood of pushing prowar propaganda and trying to “drug the reason of the American people” and “rouse war fever.”


Charles Lindbergh, the onetime flying ace who in 1938 had accepted a medal presented to him in Germany on behalf of Hitler and who was the most prominent America Firster, made it all too obvious in a September 1941 speech. He lambasted a conspiracy of “war agitators” who “have been pressing this country toward war” and named “the British, the Jewish, and the Roosevelt administration.” He added that “a number of capitalists, Anglophiles, and intellectuals” were “behind these groups, but of lesser importance,” and that “Communistic groups” were also participants in this anti-American subterfuge.


The antisemitism and bigoted conspiracies of the isolationists came to a sudden halt three months later at Pearl Harbor. What Lindbergh and the other American Firsters had to say no longer mattered.


The United States and its allies, with the Soviet Union, won the war in four years, concluding the hostilities with the deployment of a new source of dread: atomic destruction. In the meantime, conspiracy theories had arisen regarding Pearl Harbor and the dubious allegation that Roosevelt had allowed the attack to happen to provide cause for America’s entry into the war. Republicans attempted to mine these suspicions, and toward the war’s end in 1945, they used a congressional inquiry of Pearl Harbor to push the idea that FDR had mounted a monstrous plot. One party operative advised GOP leaders that they desperately needed to take advantage of this issue to regain the White House. If this ploy didn’t work, he warned, the Democrats could end up controlling “the entire political and economic system of the country.”


This Republican effort to cast Roosevelt, not the Japanese military, as the real villain of Pearl Harbor fizzled. The GOP failed to catalyze the sort of frenzy that had been generated in years past by the anti-Illuminati, Anti-Masons, or anti-Reds. Perhaps this was too narrow a conspiracy theory to weave into political gold. It didn’t strike deep-rooted fears or resentments.


In a short while, though, the Republicans would engage in much more effective conspiracy-peddling and fearmongering that would shape the political landscape for years to come.
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