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… trifles, light as air,
are to the suspicious,
Strong as proofs of holy writ.

—American Mercury, 1799

What may have been his motive?

—Prince Metternich, on hearing of the death of the Russian ambassador

I trust no one,
not even myself.

—Joseph Stalin
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A new kind of explanation for political events came into existence almost exactly two centuries ago, when some opponents of the French Revolution ascribed to their enemies an inhuman capacity for planning and a hideous intention to rule the world. This set of fears, which began as the midnight thoughts of malcontents, took shape in the course of the nineteenth century as a body of political ideas that I call conspiracism. Conspiracism took on two main forms, one focused on the dangers posed by secret societies, and the other preoccupied with Jews. With time, these fears grew to include governments as well—specifically the British, American, and Israeli. Conspiracism gained a steadily larger constituency through the nineteenth century; by its end, ruthless political operatives had adopted this approach and promoted its ideas, imbuing it with a hardness of tone and using it as the basis of ambitious, radical movements. In the period of the two world wars, leaders rode conspiracism to power in Russia and Germany, then used it to justify aggressive campaigns of territorial expansion. For about two years, from 1939 to 1941, they were within striking distance of seizing control of the entire world. Monumental errors on their part prevented this from happening, and the subsequent decades have seen a diminishment of conspiracism, though by no means its elimination.

In this book, I develop a unified interpretation of conspiracism. The following pages trace the history of conspiracy theories from their earliest beginnings in the Crusades (when the two main enemies emerged) to the present (when their appeal has moved to the political and geographical margins). Along the way, we encounter some of the most disturbing of people, the strangest of ideas, and the greatest of tragedies in the modern era. The cast features intellectuals obscure (Augustin de Barruel, Sergei Nilus) and famous (J. A. Hobson, Oswald Spengler), rabble-rousing politicians (Wilhelm Marr, Louis Farrakhan), and world-historical figures (Adolf Hitler, Joseph Stalin). Even some unexpected names turn up endorsing conspiracism (Benjamin Disraeli, Winston Churchill).

Two topics have particular relevance for understanding the role of conspiracy theories today: the manner in which, since World War I, the antisemitic and anti-secret society traditions have somewhat fused together, and the way these ideas began on the Right, were embraced by the Left, and still continue to ricochet from one end of the political spectrum to the other.

This is an interpretive essay, not a research study. To hold down its size, I concentrate on the most original or most important aspects of conspiracism. The emphasis here is on ideas, not information; I apologize in advance for what may seem like arbitrary decisions in coverage—for example, ignoring actual conspiracies (e.g., the Bolshevik seizure of power), the factors that explain why conspiracism gains in appeal (such as in Weimar Germany) or declines (in the recent West), and the personality traits conducive to conspiracism (such as in the Montana militiamen). I skip over whole centuries in the early period and decades more recently. The Soviet Union is far more present here than the other totalitarian states (such as Nazi Germany or Mao’s China), which perhaps calls for explanation. The Soviet exemplar came first, lasted longest, and had by far the most influence. Stalin was “deeper and more complex than Hitler,”1 he stood at the center of the greatest number and most elaborate versions of conspiracy than anyone else in history, he killed by far the largest number of people for reasons connected to political paranoia,2 and he spawned a great many other, almost equally murderous, regimes.

I happened on this topic in the course of writing The Hidden Hand, a study of conspiracy theories in the Middle East, my area of specialty. In tracking down the origins of the paranoid ideas expressed by such figures as Gamal Abdel Nasser, Ayatollah Khomeini, and Saddam Husayn, I discovered that their fear of plots was not original to them but derived in great part from European and American sources. As a result, my research wandered from current Arab and Iranian politics to Western intellectual history. This subject did not, however, fit the confines of a study on the Middle East, so my sketch on the subject settled into quiet obscurity on the hard drive, only to revive when Bruce Nichols of The Free Press urged me to turn that scrap into something publishable. I thank him for that impetus; this book is the result.

I also thank the board, supporters, and staff of the Middle East Forum, my home institution, for providing the right ambience to write this book. Roger Donway, Paul Hollander, Richard Pipes, Gerald Posner, and Arthur Waldron kindly replied to sometimes repeated questions about their areas of special knowledge. My research assistants—Leora Aster, Seyit Ali Avcu, J. Michael Barrett, Nick Beckwith, Randy Figatner, Seth Lasser, Tamala T. Montgomery, Jacqueline Portugese, Erika Triscari, and Zena Yoslov—put in stellar performances in their library work and reading, cheerfully moving from one completely unrelated subject to the next.

Commentary, The New Republic, and The Wall Street Journal kindly permitted me to draw on the small portions of this book that first appeared in their publications.

So as not to weigh down the text with innumerable qualifiers to distance myself from the text (“alleged,” “supposed,” “reported”), I ask the reader to supply these mentally where they belong.

Philadelphia                        D.P.

February 1997
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CONSPIRACY
THEORIES
EVERYWHERE


Conspiracy theories—fears of nonexistent conspiracies—are flourishing in the United States. Republican, Democratic, and independent presidential candidates espouse them. Growing political institutions (the Nation of Islam, the militias) are premised on them. A majority of Americans say they believe John F. Kennedy was killed not by a lone gunman but by a conspiracy, and a majority of black Americans hold the U.S. government responsible for the spread of drugs. O. J. Simpson famously beat his criminal rap by convincing a jury of a conspiracy theory: that the Los Angeles police framed him. Two young men, their heads spinning with conspiracy theories about Washington’s taking freedoms away from Americans, blew up a government building in Oklahoma City, killing 168 (including 19 children) and wounding 550.

This suspicious approach even affects the actions of government. Legislation in New York State requires schools to teach about the Irish potato famine with the intent to show, as New York’s Governor George E. Pataki commented while signing the bill, that the famine was “the result of a deliberate campaign by the British to deny the Irish people the food they needed to survive.”1 A Conference of the States, planned for October 1995 in Philadelphia, was to have asserted state power at the expense of the Federal Government. But when the extreme Right got wind of this meeting, it floated conspiracy theories about its being a sneaky effort to subvert the Constitution and submit the United States to a one-world government—proved by the fact that the conference had been scheduled to coincide exactly with the United Nations’ fiftieth anniversary. So effective was this campaign that one state after another backed out, the conference had to be canceled, and the debate over federalism was ruptured.

A survey of conspiracy theories in American public life shows that these tend to come disproportionately from two broad groups of people: the politically disaffected and the culturally suspicious.

THE DISAFFECTED

Conspiracy theory is the sophistication of the ignorant.2

RICHARD GRENIER

Among the politically disaffected, the black community and the hard Right are most overtly conspiracy theory-minded. Both dislike the existing order and offer radical ideas about changing it; both resort to an outlook that depends heavily on the existence of powerful forces engaged in plots.

Conspiracy theories may well be most prevalent in black America. A columnist calls these “the life blood of the African-American community,”3 and a clinical psychologist notes that there is “probably no conspiracy involving African-Americans that was too far-fetched, too fantastic, or too convoluted.” She finds four recurring themes, all centered on the U.S. government: it uses blacks as guinea pigs, imposes bad habits on them, targets their leaders, and decimates their population.4

But the sense of being surrounded by evildoers shows up in many ways, ranging from the petty to the cosmic, and does not always focus on the government. In a minor but indicative example, a new and inexpensive drink named Tropical Fantasy appeared throughout the northeastern United States in September 1990 and sold extremely well in low-income neighborhoods during the next half year. The fact that most of its Brooklyn, New York, employees were black made the beverage the more appealing. But anonymous leaflets turned up in black areas in early 1991, warning that the soft drink was manufactured by the Ku Klux Klan and contained “stimulants to sterilize the black man.” Although journalistic and police investigations found this accusation to be completely fraudulent, it struck a chord among consumers, and sales plummeted by 70 percent. Other products, including Kool and Uptown cigarettes, Troop Sport clothing, Church’s Fried Chicken, and Snapple soft drinks, suffered from similar slanders about the KKK and causing impotence, and they too went into a commercial tailspin.5

On a larger scale, the assassinations of Malcolm X and Martin Luther King, Jr., continue to arouse suspicions among blacks. Nation of Islam leaders point to the FBI’s not protecting Malcolm X; in King’s case, they claim the U.S. government “set up his death.”6 Joseph Lowery, another black leader, agrees: “We have never stopped believing for a moment that there was not some government complicity in the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr.”7 The activist Dick Gregory, a comedian who long ago gave up laughs for conspiracy theories, also blames King’s death on a government plot, as he does the mysterious murder of twenty-eight blacks in Atlanta in 1979-81 (which he ascribes to government scientists’ taking the tips of their penises to use in a serum for countering cancer).

But the two main conspiracy theories concern fears that the U.S. government takes steps to sabotage blacks, and the cluster of accusations promoted by Louis Farrakhan and the Nation of Islam.

AIDS AND DRUGS. The disproportionate incidence of AIDS and drug use among blacks prompts prominent figures to endorse a conspiracy theory that the U.S. government is behind these epidemics. The comedian Bill Cosby asserts that AIDS was “started by human beings to get after certain people they don’t like.”8 The movie director Spike Lee announced (in an advertisement for the Benetton clothing shops, of all places) that “AIDS is a government-engineered disease.”9 On late-night television, rap singer Kool Moe Dee portrayed AIDS as a genocidal plot against blacks, with no dissent from host Arsenio Hall. A mass-circulation magazine for blacks ran as its cover story, “AIDS: Is It Genocide?”10 Steven Cokely, a well-known former Chicago municipal official, gave the plot an antisemitic twist, telling of Jewish doctors who injected black babies with AIDS as part of a plot to take over the world. Drugs and crime inspire similar fears. In the acclaimed 1991 movie about black life, Boyz ‘N’ the Hood, a character proffers a full-blown conspiracy theory about crack and guns being available to blacks because “they want us to kill each other off. What they couldn’t do to us in slavery, they are making us do to ourselves.”

With a black leadership falling over itself to endorse such ideas, it comes as little surprise that a 1990 poll showed 29 percent of black New Yorkers stating their belief in AIDS’ being “deliberately created in a laboratory in order to infect black people,” and 60 percent thinking the government was “deliberately” making drugs available to poor blacks.11

These views set the stage for the sensational reception given “Dark Alliance,” a three-part series published in The San Jose Mercury News in August 1996. The author, Gary Webb, strongly implied that the Central Intelligence Agency knew about drug dealing in Los Angeles by anticommunist Nicaraguans but did not stop them because it welcomed the funds they sent to the contras fighting in Nicaragua. Cocaine, Webb states in the first article, “was virtually unobtainable in black neighborhoods before members of the Central Intelligence Agency’s army started bringing it into South-Central in the 1980s at bargain-basement prices”; this drug network “opened the first pipeline between Colombia’s cocaine cartels and the black neighborhoods of Los Angeles.” The Nicaraguan traffickers, he also maintains, “met with CIA agents both before and during the time they were selling the drugs in L.A.”12 This, the series suggested, made the government complicit in the spread of crack, a cocaine derivative.

The Mercury News drew this connection even more directly on the Internet. Its World Wide Web site showed the CIA insignia superimposed over a man smoking crack. In a talk-radio interview available on the Mercury News’s state-of-the-art Web site, Gary Webb asserted that “the cocaine that was used to make the crack that flooded into L.A. in the early ’80s came from the CIA’s army.”

In addition to reviews by the CIA, the Senate Intelligence Committee, and the Los Angeles sheriff that found no evidence to support Webb’s conspiracy theory, several investigative articles found his evidence lacking. The Washington Post determined that “available information does not support the conclusion that the CIA-backed contras—or Nicaraguans in general—played a major role in the emergence of crack as a narcotic in widespread use across the United States.”13 The Los Angeles Times stated flatly, “The crack epidemic in Los Angeles followed no blueprint or master plan. It was not orchestrated by the Contras or the CIA or any single drug ring.”14 The New York Times found “scant proof” to support the allegations.15 These and other debunkings16 did force the Mercury News to backtrack somewhat; the editor insisted that “Dark Alliance” had only stated that individuals associated with the CIA sold cocaine that ended up on the streets of Los Angeles, not that the CIA approved of the sales. In addition, the CIA insignia disappeared from the World Wide Web site.

This reversal had little impact on black opinion, however, which widely accepted “Dark Alliance” as truth. Leaders immediately endorsed it. Jesse Jackson accused the government, through the CIA, of being “involved in subsidizing drugs.”17 Dick Gregory got himself arrested at the CIA headquarters and proclaimed, “There is evidence inside those buildings that confirms that the CIA helped to destroy black folks. That’s called genocide.”18 Maxine Waters, South-Central Los Angeles’s member of Congress, told a rally, “People in high places, knowing about it, winking, blinking, and in South Central Los Angeles, our children were dying.”19

Black journalists picked up the topic and ran with it. Derrick Z. Jackson wrote in his Boston Globe column: “the only conclusion is that Ronald Reagan said yes to crack and the destruction of black lives at home to fund the killing of commies abroad.”20 Wilbert Tatum, editor of The Amsterdam News, found the thesis “entirely plausible.”21 An editorial cartoon showed a car full of CIA agents driving in a black part of town, throwing packets of crack out of windows. The conspiracy theory even developed its own form of commerce, as Los Angeles vendors sold baseball caps reading “C.I.A. Crack Inforcement Agency.”

The CIA allegations then provided the basis for yet more sweeping accusations. Kobie Kwasi Harris, chairman of the department of AfroAmerican studies at San Jose State University, discerned a larger pattern: “If America had a choice they would choose a disorganized, criminal black community over an organized, radical one.”22 Barbara Boudreaux of the Los Angeles school board announced the existence of “a master plan to have mass genocide for every child born in the world, especially in Los Angeles and Compton.”23

Louis FARRAKHAN AND THE NATION OF ISLAM. Louis Farrakhan deserves close attention, having become not just the leading black conspiracy theorist but also America’s most prominent antisemite. In part, Farrakhan reflects Nation of Islam theology, which understands the white race’s very existence as a conspiracy directed at the elimination of blacks. Along these lines, Farrakhan’s associates at the Black Holocaust Nationhood Conference that took place just before the Million Man March of October 1995 held whites responsible for 600 million black deaths over the past six thousand years.24 Farrakhan’s newspaper accuses whites of pursuing this goal through many avenues, foremost of which is AIDS, “a man-made disease designed to kill us all.”25 (By “us,” Farrakhan means also Africans: the U.S. government shipped a billion units of AIDS to Africa, he said, to annihilate that continent’s entire population.) Other mechanisms include propaganda about black inferiority, substandard education, long prison terms, and making guns, drugs, and junk food available. Getting rid of black men through addiction, incarceration, or death also has the advantage of making black women conveniently available to white men, who then control them through a deadly combination of birth control, abortion, and welfare.

Farrakhan goes beyond the theology he inherited from his mentor, Elijah Muhammad, and displays an inclusive conspiracism of his own making. It began with the very death of Elijah Muhammad in 1975; Farrakhan rejected the official causes (heart failure and arteriosclerotic disease) and insisted that a conspiracy of family members, the U.S. government, and Sunni Arabs did him in. Farrakhan also focuses on Jews, a people the Nation of Islam had previously ignored, adopting many classic antisemitic themes. Jews, he says, are responsible for capitalism and communism, the two world wars, financing Hitler, controlling the Federal Reserve Board and Hollywood, and causing the U.S government to go into debt. They dominate U.S. politics (“all presidents since 1932 are controlled by the Jews”) and media (“any newspaper that refused to acquiesce to controlled news was brought to its knees by withdrawing advertising. Failing this, the Jews stop the supply of news print and ink”).26 In all, “85 percent of the masses of the people of earth are victimized” by Jews.27 The Nation of Islam purveys the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a notorious antisemitic forgery, at its meetings and publishes its own literature of conspiratorial antisemitism.28

Farrakhan also makes novel assertions about Jews. They carried out the transatlantic slave trade that he claims killed 100 million Africans. Jews owned three-quarters of all slaves, and they kept the slave system functioning. They inject the AIDS virus into black newborns and puncture a hole in the ozone layer. In a particularly clever bit of revisionism, Farrakhan turns around the active and lasting Jewish participation in black civil rights efforts, claiming that it was self-interested. By helping integrate blacks, he says, Jews managed to destroy the autonomous black economic institutions and took over the businesses for themselves. By encouraging blacks to work within the system rather than confront it, Jews kept them from escaping the strictures of white supremacy. In all, Jewish “bloodsuckers” have successfully blocked black advancement.

*       *       *

The Right constitutes the other organized group of malcontents. During the cold war, it feared that a conspiratorial body of Americans, known variously as the Money Power, the Insiders, the Secret Team, or the High Cabal, were ready to sell out their country to the Soviet Union, which would then establish a one-world government. Contrary to expectations, the Soviet bloc’s collapse did not end this fear. A few Rightists still worry about the Kremlin, eyeing the Soviet collapse suspiciously as a charade intended to get Americans to put down their guard. Many more continue to worry about a one-world authority, but changing the object of their worry from the (powerful) Soviet Union’s imposing communism to the (toothless) United Nations’ imposing a New World Order. The parallel between these two is quite precise; like Moscow, the U.N. disposes of mechanisms of subversion and an army of occupation.29

Rightist groups expect an invasion of the United States by forces under United Nations command, sometimes called the Multi Jurisdictional Task Force. Some imagine the invasion yet to come and interpret the backs of highway signs as embedded with codes for invading troops (for example, in Michigan, blue indicates the presence of water nearby, green a resting place, and brown petrol). Others think it already underway, with some 300,000 Russian, Hong Kong, and Gurkha troops secreted away in locations around the United States. Reports are sometimes highly specific, mentioning 40,000 U.N. troops in San Diego, 14,000 in Anchorage, and a battalion of Gurkhas in Montana.

The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), ostensibly established to coordinate government actions in time of disaster, will first oversee the U.N. takeover, then become the “secret government” that runs the United States. As befits a planning agency, FEMA has already tested the waters; for example, it scripted the 1992 riots in Los Angeles following the Rodney King trial to test reactions to a gang uprising. Black gangs such as the Crips and the Bloods will also have a major role in enforcing the new order. Other important institutions include the Environmental Protection Agency (which will keep track of vehicles) and the National Education Association (to ensure that children get badly educated).

And where will the U.S. military be during all this? Off in distant lands, creating a New World Order under United Nations auspices. The placement of U.S. troops under U.N. command in Somalia established the precedent, which was then followed in Bosnia.

The new order will not be pleasant. Immigrants will take over the country, and Americans will lose all their constitutional rights, especially the right to bear arms. Controls will be unprecedented: “it will only be a matter of time before humans are tattooed with a similar mark” to the codes in the supermarket.30 Or tiny microchips will be inserted into Americans’ buttocks to keep track of each person’s whereabouts and activities. (Timothy McVeigh, the Oklahoma City bomber, believes the government performed this operation on him during his army service.) Those who step out of line will meet with severe consequences. Dissidents will be removed by unmarked black helicopters to detention camps located at government installations such as air force bases. Some of these have already been prepared; ominously, barbed wire around an unused airfield in California faces inward. As a last resort, four crematoria have been built around the country, each capable of disposing of three thousand corpses a day, or over four million per year.

To forestall this scenario, the Right has taken a variety of steps. In 1994, it spurred the Oklahoma legislature to pass a resolution calling on the U.S. Congress “to cease any support for the establishment of ‘a new world order’ or any form of global government.”31 It also takes active measures, with some ten to forty thousand individuals organized into militias that train with guns during weekends in the backwoods of Michigan, Montana, and other states, preparing for the showdown. They engage in “bluehat spotting,” or watching for U.N. troops in the United States, as well as keeping a sharp eye out for black helicopters (“When I see a helicopter without markings, I refer to it as an enemy helicopter”).32 They also paint over highway signs—and thereby confuse highway crews, which lose their maintenance records. To get around this problem, the Indiana Transportation Department changed its methods of keeping codes, hoping this would “reassure those in the motoring public who had these suspicions.”33

The militias worry not just about defending the homeland; in addition, they increasingly challenge the government of the United States. To many on the Right, Washington has been irretrievably lost to “real” Americans, and they believe it necessary to destroy the U.S. government. William Pierce, the leading exponent of insurrection, avoids charges of seditious conspiracy by presenting his ideas in the form of novels. In The Turner Diaries, called “the bible of the extremist Right,” he recounts with chilling enthusiasm the story of the Organization, an underground racist white group financed through counterfeiting and robbing Jewish stores. The action culminates in a racial uprising and the “Day of the Rope,” when whites who have “betrayed their race” hang from tens of thousands of lampposts. Then follow massacres of Jews and blacks. Ultimately the Organization takes over the government. In a second novel, Hunter, an admiring Pierce tells the story of a single individual who kills miscegenists, Jews, and others unsuited to live in his vision of America.34 Pierce does not hide his operational ambitions in writing these novels: “I don’t write just for entertainment. It’s to explain things to people. I’d like to see North America become a white continent.”35

THE SUSPICIOUS

Humpty Dumpty Was Pushed!

—U.S. BUMPER STICKER, 1970S

Paranoids have the facts.36

—OLIVER STONE

One doesn’t have to live in the inner city or in Montana to worry about plots; conspiracy theories also flourish among society’s favored. Plenty of centrist, rich, and educated people share this disposition, including presidential candidates and important figures in popular culture.

That several recent candidates for the presidency of the United States espouse conspiracism displays the prevalence of this mentality; that none of them came close to victory points to its limits. Their numbers include three Republicans, one Democrat, and two independents.

PATRICK BUCHANAN. Republican Patrick Buchanan ran for election in 1992 and 1996 and, the second time especially, spoke in the hoary tradition of American populism. “Real power in America belongs to the Manhattan Money Power,” he stated,37 recalling an archaic term referring to bank and financial interests. He raised the bogey of a New World Order, by which he meant a situation in which Americans no longer retained full sovereignty; instead, the United Nations, International Monetary Fund, World Bank, World Court, and World Trade Organization would make the key decisions. He deemed American taxpayers the “designated fall guys of the New World Order.”38

PAT ROBERTSON. The American evangelist and politician Pat Robertson, a 1988 candidate, was the presidential aspirant with the most elaborate ideas about a plot against the United States; he may also be the single most influential conspiracy theorist in the contemporary United States. But, it bears noting, few of the following ideas are original to Robertson himself, and he kept them almost completely under wraps during the 1988 campaign (though he did occasionally refer to the Council on Foreign Relations, the New York-based think tank and a great bogeyman of American conspiracy theorists). Only in 1991 did he fully reveal his views, in a book titled The New World Order.

Robertson offers two very different scenarios for the New World Order, one financial, the other moral. In the first, he foresees a European seizure of American wealth via a world currency and a single global bank. The conspirator’s identity is Money Power; its motivation is a mixture of greed and a preference for the simplicity of dictatorship over the messiness of democracy. As early as 1865, European bankers arranged for Abraham Lincoln’s murder to prevent him from issuing interest-free currency, which would have broken their hold over the U.S. money supply. In 1912, to maintain that hold, the banking interests engineered a threeway race for the presidency, permitting Woodrow Wilson to win. A year later Wilson and his aide Colonel Edward House institutionalized the Money Power by getting the Sixteenth Amendment passed, permitting Congress to collect an income tax, and establishing the Federal Reserve Board.39 These two developments are closely connected, for the central bank relies on the income tax to advance an “international financial assault on the freedom and integrity of America.”40

Robertson’s second and far uglier scenario concerns the llluminati, the Freemasons, and extreme New Age religionists who aspire not to money but to undermine the Christian social order. To achieve this they seek “a one-world government, a one-world army, a one-world economy under an Anglo-Saxon financial oligarchy, and a world dictator served by a council of twelve faithful men.” This tyranny will attempt to “destroy the Christian faith” and “replace it with an occult-inspired world socialist dictatorship.” In another place, he foresees nothing less than a world under “the domination of Lucifer and his followers” in which spiritual forces will be set into motion “which no human being will be strong enough to contain.” Robertson offers Hitler’s attempts at world hegemony as the closest historical parallel to the “giant prison” of the New World Order.41

Robertson is also strangely contradictory about the course of American history. Sometimes he implies that the country has been on the wrong track from the very start. Perhaps some founding fathers, he muses, had intended “to bring forth, not the nation that our founders and champions of liberty desired, but a totally different world order under a mystery religion.”42 In this context, the Masonic imagery on the Great Seal of the United States has great significance. Alternatively, he dates the rot to the time of Cecil Rhodes (1853-1902); since then, American policy has moved steadily closer to the New World Order, regardless of whether Democrats or Republicans are in charge. He portrays some U.S. presidents, including Jimmy Carter and George Bush, as “men of goodwill,” but that did not prevent them from doing their part to bring on this wretched future.43 Robertson sees the Council on Foreign Relations (as well as the Trilateral Commission) as the New World Order’s main agent in the United States. The conspirators have not yet brought down the United States, but they did cause the Great Depression and several recessions; in addition, they “helped destroy” the Soviet bloc, China, Cuba, Nicaragua, and many countries in Southeast Asia and Africa.44

Writing in 1991, Robertson finds that recent events point to “a giant plan” in which everything is “perfectly on cue.” Note the particulars: “Europe sets the date for its union. Communism collapses. A hugely popular war [against Iraq] is fought in the Middle East. The United Nations is rescued from scorn by an easily swayed public. A new world order is announced [by George Bush].” Looking ahead, Robertson sees a financial collapse that prompts the U.S. government to turn over its defense and its sovereignty to the United Nations. The U.N. then imposes socialist and anti-Christian rules. The leaders “elect a world president with plenary powers who is totally given to the religion of humanity.”45 The New World Order is in place.

LYNDON LAROUCHE. If Robertson regurgitates long-standing fears of secret societies, Lyndon LaRouche offers highly original formulations. His many references to ancient philosophers and world history give his theories a seemingly profound quality that in fact masks extreme incoherence. Indeed, so mixed up are his ideas that they almost defy characterization along the Left-Right spectrum; but he does run for office as a Democrat, he comes out of a radical leftist background, and many of his policies have a leftwing cast. Confusing matters further, LaRouche constantly redefines terms, so that a word has both its normal meaning and something like its opposite. Drug fighters become drug traffickers, Jews become Nazis, and so on. “LaRouche’s followers thus ended up with a topsy-turvy view in which the real Nazis were seen as anti-Nazis, and anti-Semitism was perceived as a moral necessity—to ‘save’ the Jews from themselves.”46 Conspiracism does not get much more convoluted than this.

A world conspiracy theory has served as the main platform for LaRouche’s many organizations, publications, and repeated presidential campaigns (starting in 1976). He argues that a single oligarchic conspiracy has been bedeviling mankind since the dawn of history. Its headquarters were first in Babylon, then in Rome, Venice, and (now) London. The British aristocracy aspires to achieve world hegemony through conspiratorial means; the queen of England is the number one danger to humanity. In his view, the British gain power in large part by reducing the status of other populations through war, starvation, and contraception, and in part by drugging them with popular culture and hallucinogens. Once the British have achieved a “new Dark Ages” of unrestrained capitalism, London-based conspirators will reign supreme and will use their power to kill off large parts of the human race through nuclear weapons, AIDS, and other methods. To prevent this catastrophe, LaRouche advocates preparation for total war against Great Britain.

Alone, the British might not pose much of a threat; their strength lies in the many and varied allies and agents they employ, starting with Zionists and also including Orthodox Christians, Jesuits, Freemasons, the Rockefeller family, environmentalists, drug traffickers, and fundamentalist Muslims. Insisting that these many unrelated, even mutually hostile, elements are all working together takes LaRouche to spin bizarre hypotheses. Freemasons established the Jewish organization B’nai B’rith as a proslavery spy ring providing intelligence to the South before the Civil War. The Rothschilds assassinated Abraham Lincoln. British and German aristocrats financed the Bolsheviks, who were really nothing but the old Okhrana (tsarist secret police). The Anti-Defamation League imports drugs into the United States. A bomb in Saudi Arabia that killed nineteen American soldiers in their barracks is “a new flank” in Britain’s “war on the Clinton administration.”47

LaRouche also personalizes these accusations, associating all his adversaries with the forces of darkness. The Rockefeller clan, the CIA, and their many agents are always poised to strike at him.

Ross PEROT. ROSS Perot, the candidate who won 19 percent of the presidential vote in 1992 and 8 percent in 1996, raised many conspiracy theories the first time he ran, but learned to keep quiet about them the second. He met at least twice with the head of the Christic Institute, a fringe outfit claiming that a conspiratorial group (the “Secret Team”) runs the U.S. government even as it engages in drug trafficking and arms running. He associated with such conspiracy theorists as James “Bo” Gritz and Roy Cohn. He took seriously some woolly charges (dubbed the “October Surprise”) that George Bush in 1980 had gone to Europe to try to stop the release of American hostages in Tehran, and thereby to hurt Jimmy Carter’s electoral chances. Perot went so far as to dispatch a team to the Missouri state prison to investigate a jailbird’s claim about flying Bush home in a supersonic plane from a phantom meeting in Madrid with Iranians. Perot sees a conspiracy of neglect on the part of the U.S. government, and Bush specifically, toward captured American military men in Southeast Asia; officials shy away from this issue to hide their long-established and deeply corrupt relations with drug traffickers. Perot’s rage against these conspirators, an in-depth analysis concluded, was “at the heart, if not the very soul, of his bid for the presidency” in 1992.48

Perot also has a streak of personal paranoia that especially colored his first campaign. He has frequently engaged private investigators to look into the backgrounds of employees and adversaries. Worried about attacks from his enemies among Vietnamese, Iranians, Black Panthers, drug traffickers, and their allies in the U.S. government, he routinely monitors the movements and friendships of his family members. His wife did not join him at a political rally in Florida, he announced, because “I love her too much to put her at risk.”49 He explained having pulled out of the presidential campaign in 1992 for six weeks due to political rivals’ engaging in “dirty tricks” to disrupt his daughter Carolyn’s wedding: “I had three reports that the Republican Party intended to publish a fake photograph of my daughter,” putting her head on another body.50 Of course, Perot also worries about himself. His Dallas mansion is surrounded by walls, cameras, movement sensors, alarms, and security guards; on occasion, armed with an automatic rifle, he roams the grounds. During the third debate of the 1992 presidential campaign, he announced that “the Vietnamese had sent people into Canada to make arrangement [sic] to have me and my family killed. The most significant effort they had one night is five people coming across my front yard.”51

Besides these major aspirants to the presidency, several minor ones fit in the paranoid style. Fred Newman, a one-time acolyte of Lyndon LaRouche who heads the New Alliance party, a group with its own variant Marxist approach to life (“social therapy,” which blames all personal problems on racism and sexism), bears special note. Though antisemitic, the leadership (including Newman himself) is mostly Jewish. It forwards an elaborate and confusing conspiracy theory and has several times run Lenora Fulani as its candidate for president. In his 1996 presidential race, Perot joined forces with New Alliance, which also has a secret inner organization, the International Workers party.

Spiro Agnew is a special case; he did not run for the presidency but very nearly ascended to that position. Had he managed to hang on as vice president a few months longer, Agnew would have succeeded Richard Nixon in August 1974. Instead, he resigned in October 1973 because of evidence that came out about his corrupt practices when governor of Maryland. Looking back on this sequence of events, Agnew years later wrote in a private letter to Paul Findley, a prominent adversary of the Israel lobby: “I trace the advent of my difficulties to a confrontation with this same lobby.”52 It was not his taking kickbacks but his refusal to visit Israel, he claimed, that led to his ouster as vice president.

Much conspiracism in the United States is modish, reflecting a taste for puzzles and puzzlement. While polite society derides the rude notions of true believers, it also stylishly accepts some of their premises, as though adopting a declassé pose proves one’s sophistication. Those who know better are lured by the very outlandishness and disrepute of conspiracy theories. The notion of clandestine elements’ aspiring to universal power intrigues at one level and horrifies at another; it is almost akin to the Halloween celebrations that American adults have so taken to in recent years. One analyst correctly sees this sort of thinking as a form of “distracting thrills” and discerns “habits of mind” that “positively revel in mystification.”53

The modish conspiracy theory with the greatest allure remains the assassination of John F. Kennedy in November 1963. This most elaborated and widely believed-in conspiracy theory of recent American history stands as a monument to titillation. Yes, the event shocked Americans and left many incapable of coming to terms with its senselessness, and especially with the notion that so puny an individual as Lee Harvey Oswald could singlehandedly rupture the polity. “If you put the murdered President of the United States on one side of a scale and that wretched waif Oswald on the other side, it doesn’t balance. You want to add something weightier to Oswald…. A conspiracy would, of course, do the job nicely.”54

But disproportion and disbelief hardly account for the enormous and enduring popularity of conspiracy theories about the Kennedy killing, all of which share the common assumption that Oswald was a patsy who got framed. So successful have the Kennedy “assassinologists” been that, according to opinion polls, some two-thirds of Americans in 1963 suspected a conspiracy and 56 percent of the population still did so in 1991.55 Almost thirty years after the 1963 assassination, polls showed three-quarters of the American population believing Oswald was part of a conspiracy and an equal number suspecting an official cover-up of the case.56

Another favorite topic of modish conspiracy theorists concerns a malign group’s taking over the government of the United States. Unlike the Right, which fears the Council on Foreign Relations or the Insiders, sophisticates play with imaginative notions about a clandestine takeover of the White House, the military, or (most commonly) the Central Intelligence Agency. These institutions get turned into conspiratorial outfits that exist within outwardly normal institutions. As the lead character in the movie Three Days of the Condor (1975) put it, “Maybe there’s another CIA inside the CIA.” In other versions, a secret group of CIA officials controls the American government and, through it, the rest of the world too.

Should a decent American citizen verge toward discovering the existence of the inner sanctum, he pays dearly. According to Joe Trento of the influential National Security News Service, a Washington-based organization, “You can’t be anybody in this town successfully in terms of official position without their approval…. [I]f you do something they don’t like, you’re going to end up in trouble.”57 In one case concerning a top-secret military program, the conspirators supposedly bombard the wretch with disinformation about evil aliens and brain implants, eventually driving him crazy. Dozens of individuals connected to the Kennedy assassination are said to have died unnatural deaths.

A common theme concerns the U.S. government’s suppressing information about its own mischief. Prominent examples of cover-ups include the Kennedy asssassination, Vietnam-era soldiers missing in action, and a cure for cancer. Immediately after the Federal building in Oklahoma City was bombed in April 1995, the Right theorized about a first explosion’s having gone off just milliseconds before the truck bomb (i.e., it was an inside job). Similarly, when TWA Flight 800 went down off New York City in July 1996, killing all 230 on board, conspiracy theorists insisted that the cause was a missile sent up by the U.S. Navy. Perhaps the most colorful suspicions concern unidentified flying objects (UFOs) from space, and specifically the supposed crash of a UFO near Roswell, New Mexico, in July 1947.58 The air force is said to have conducted a high-level inquiry into the incident in the early 1950s, named Operation Majestic 12, which it then covered up.59 Some conspiracy theorists even see the aliens establishing a “Secret Government” in the United States and filling positions in the existing Federal government; indeed, the Trilateral Commission came into existence to negotiate with these outerspace beings because they had broken their promises.60

The enduring popularity of such conspiracy theories makes them highly commercial. The estimated six million people each year who visit the site of the Kennedy assassination are a significant source of revenue to Dallas. Dealey Plaza itself has become “a conspiracy theme park, with self-anointed ‘researchers’ on hand every day peddling autopsy pictures.”61 Those wishing to experience the assassination more vividly can ride in an open Lincoln Continental convertible limousine from Love Field through Dealey Plaza, hear rifle sounds when they reach the spot where Kennedy was killed, then speed off to Parkland Memorial Hospital. Then they can visit a museum devoted to conspiracy theories about the assassination and featuring a 108-foot-long mural connecting it to many of the other famous deaths in recent American history. True devotés attend annual three-day conventions in Dallas, where seminars delve into details, and self-proclaimed witnesses sign their autographs.

Beyond Dallas, the Kennedy puzzle has become a mainstay of popular culture, acquiring an iconic quality. For those who want a piece of history, artifacts are for sale, but pricey. The gun Jack Ruby used to kill Oswald has sold for $200,000. Board games, t-shirts, and bumper stickers deal with the subject. Oliver Stone’s JFK, a conspiracy-saturated $50 million film about the president’s assassination, appeared in late 1991 and caused a huge surge in conspiracism. The film was nominated for eight Academy Awards and Warner Brothers distributed a “JFK Study Guide” for use in high school and college history courses. It then inspired a host of other productions on the same theme, such as In the Line of Fire (1993), a thriller, and a November 1996 episode of The X-Files in which an army captain killed Kennedy on behalf of his military superiors. Two thousand books have been published on this subject in thirty years; in February 1992, no fewer than four books about the Kennedy assassination filled the American best-seller lists (listed under “nonfiction,” though that may be a misnomer). A growing number of CD-ROMs and Internet sites deal with the issue. (For a listing of World Wide Web resources on this and other topics, see appendix C.) Such signs of unabated fascination point to the murder’s becoming abstracted. It is hard to argue with Gerald Posner, the leading student of the Kennedy assassination, that “the JFK murder has, regrettably, become an entertainment business.”62 What began as an ugly reflection of the cold war ended as murder-mystery story and cult.

At a time when it takes fewer than 100,000 in sales to make the U.S. best-seller lists, books flogging conspiracy theories claim far greater sales. Over one million sold for Pat Robertson’s New World Order; two million copies in two months for Phyllis Schlafly’s Gravediggers; five million copies in print for None Dare Call It Conspiracy; six million copies of the similarly named None Dare Call It Treason in just eight months after publication in 1964, and then another million. (The author claims this represents “an all-time [American] record for the sale of so many books in so short a period.”)63

More than a few novels dwell on the secret society tradition. Foucault’s Pendulum playfully presents several centuries of secret society conspiracism (“If the Plan exists, it must involve everything”).64 Thomas Pynchon’s works take place in a fantasy of conspiratorial networks. The Illuminatus! Trilogy is a three-volume science-fiction novel based on the Illuminati phobia by two former Playboy magazine editors, Robert Shea and Robert Anton Wilson.65 Relying on what the authors call “guerilla ontology,” the novel attempts to create doubts in the reader’s mind about the nature of reality. It tells of two competing conspiracies, between order and chaos, and includes virtually every known conspiracy theory plus a few the authors made up for good measure (for example, that Adam Weishaupt quietly murdered George Washington and then replaced him). Illuminatus! became a cult best-seller, spawning a board game and spurring Wilson on to mine the same rich vein by writing many more imaginative books about conspiracies.

Feature films on conspiratorial themes abound and do well commercially. In addition to the Kennedy theme, prominent examples include The Manchurian Candidate (1962), Seven Days in May (1964), The President’s Analyst (1967), The Package (1989), Total Recall (1990), Point of No Return (1993), and The Conspiracy Theory (1997). Television series with a conspiratorial content include Dark Skies, The Fugitive, The Lazarus Man, Millennium, The Pretender, Profiler, Twin Peaks, and The X-Files. Some of these stories toy with petty conspiracies; Capricorn One (1978) exposes the first manned flight to Mars as a hoax filmed on a stage set (and may have the distinction of portraying black helicopters for the first time as the enemy of righteous Americans). But world conspiracy theories make a more tempting subject. “People are funny,” announces a character in the television series Nowhere Man. “They tend to fancy notions like democracy, freedom of speech, free elections. It’s an illusion, of course.” A computer game called Interstate ’76 simulates a conspiracy by the oilexporting states to destroy energy supplies in the United States, and so cripple the country.

Reviewing the prodigious output of conspiracist materials from the vantage point of 1997, one analyst notes that what was once specific to politics has had a “domino effect” in the realm of culture. “In the last year or so, conspiracy thinking has been used as a narrative model by everyone from novelists to the makers of blockbuster movies.”66

Consistent with this thrill-seeking approach, some American conspiracy theorists reach for anarchic hyperbole. To them, all the world is a staged reality. Though not a believer himself, Charles Paul Freund of the Washington Post captures this fear:

Let’s say that everything you know is not only wrong, it is a carefully wrought lie. Let’s say that your mind is filled with falsehoods—about yourself, about history, about the world around you—planted there by powerful forces so as to lull you into complacency. Your freedom is thus an illusion. You are in fact a pawn in a plot, and your role is that of a compliant dupe—if you’re lucky. If and when it serves the interests of others, your role will change: Your life will be disrupted, you could go penniless and hungry; you might have to die.

Nor is there anything you can do about this. Oh, if you happen to get a whiff of the truth you can try to warn people, to undermine the plotters by exposing them. But in fact you’re up against too much. They’re too powerful, too far-flung, too invisible, too clever. Like others before you, you will fail.67

Unconstrained, conspiracism leads to doubts about everything, bringing life itself under suspicion. In this spirit, Jonathan Vankin writes that “civilization is a conspiracy against reality.”68 Oliver Stone, one of Hollywood’s most renowned movie producers, asks the conspiracy theorist’s ultimate questions: “Who owns reality? Who owns your mind?”69 His answers allow little room for debate: “I’ve come to have severe doubts about Columbus, about Washington, about the Civil War being fought over slavery, about World War I, about World War II and the supposed fight against Nazism and Japanese control of resources … I don’t even know if I was born or who my parents were.”70 Thus does thrill-seeking twist itself into absolute nihilism.

What is the importance of conspiracy theories and their potential to do damage? To reply requires an understanding of their background, for paranoid ideas current in the United States today are anything but new; nearly all their basic themes originated in other places and times. While a Farrakhan or Robertson may seem to respond to current issues and personalities, he is actually following an almost prewritten scenario, fitting his concerns into a text written decades or centuries earlier. Knowledge of the established literary traditions of conspiracism provides the context for the here and now and explains their likely consequences. Accordingly, this study focuses on the origins and evolution of conspiracy theories with a look over to Europe and back two and a half centuries.

Before taking up these historical subjects, however, we pause to consider the subject at hand and the peculiar challenges that it poses to research.
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Conspiracism is an introspective, self-conscious, and mirrored subject that can be maddeningly difficult to keep in focus. We therefore start with a discussion of key words and ideas, then look at the difficulty in distinguishing the real from the imaginary.

TERMS AND CONCEPTS

The vagueness and illogicality of conspiracism make exact words and precise concepts all the more important. I make two basic distinctions in this book: between conspiracies, which are real, and conspiracy theories, which exist only in the imagination; and between the anti-Jewish and anti-secret society traditions.

As defined in law, a conspiracy consists of a “combination or confederacy between two or more persons formed for the purpose of committing, by their joint efforts, some unlawful or criminal act.”1 Conspiracies do exist. Court dockets are replete with indictments for various sorts of criminal conspiracy such as bribery, racketeering, price fixing, and drug trafficking. Coconspirators, indicted and unindicted, are commonplace. The political record also contains major conspiracies. Perhaps the most spectacular and consequential of them involve the murder of leaders (Julius Caesar, Tsar Alexander II, Archduke Ferdinand, Anwar as-Sadat) or the seizure of power (by Napoleon III, Mussolini, Franco, Gamal Abdel Nasser). As a conspiracy theorist defensively puts it, “a belief in widespread conspiracies is not always to be regarded as a sign of loss of mental balance.”2

Conspiracies divide into two sorts, the petty and the world. Petty conspiracies are limited in ambition, however dangerous their consequence. In the Iran/Contra affair of 1985-86, a small group clandestinely broke the law, but it did so only to improve relations with one state and fund opposition forces to another. It did not challenge the existing order or humanity at large. In contrast, world conspiracies aspire to global power and to disrupt the very premises of human life. Radical utopian ideologies—the Leninist, fascist, and fundamentalist Islamic—all involve a world conspiracy. All three of these movements, for example, had American affiliates (the Communist party, the German-American Bund, the World Trade Center gang, respectively) which aimed to reshape the United States in its image.

This distinction is not always intuitive, for it lies in the scope of the conspiracy’s ambition, not its scale. World War I resulted from petty conspiracies (its initiators did not aspire to world power); World War II in Europe (precipitated by a Nazi effort to take over the globe) did result from a world conspiracy. The Soviet coup attempt of August 1991, an attempted seizure of power by apparatchiks, was a petty conspiracy, while Vladimir Ilyich Lenin’s seemingly minor intrigues within the Russian Social-Democratic Labor party at the turn of the century took place within the context of a world conspiracy.

A conspiracy theory is the fear of a nonexistent conspiracy. Conspiracy refers to an act, conspiracy theory to a perception. While the first is an old term, dating to Middle English, the latter goes back only some decades.3 The two terms can overlap. The Russian Revolution was a real conspiracy carried out by Lenin and others; it was also subject to conspiracy theories involving everyone from the eighteenth-century Illuminati to contemporary German socialists and the Elders of Zion.

Conspiracy theories divide into the same two variants as conspiracies: the petty and the world. The first fear concerns conspiracies with limited aims, the second those with unlimited aims. The unwarranted belief that rivals at work are ganging up on you is a petty conspiracy theory; fear of Jews’ or Freemasons’ trying for global power is a world conspiracy theory. The petty conspiracy theory is ageless, going back to the earliest forms of social life, existing in all places. The world conspiracy theory, in contrast, has a history, emerging from the distinctive history of Europe and dating back two and a half centuries, to the Enlightenment. The notion of an individual’s or institution’s trying to take over the world through clandestine means, in other words, is neither an eternal feature of the human mind nor a product of this century.4

World conspiracy theories—how they came to be, how they have changed over time, what impact they have had—are the main focus of this book. The theories usually contain three basic elements: a powerful, evil, and clandestine group that aspires to global hegemony; dupes and agents who extend the group’s influence around the world so that it is on the verge of succeeding; and a valiant but embattled group that urgently needs help to stave off catastrophe.

Conspiracy theories have a way of growing on a person, to the point that they become a way of seeing life itself. This is conspiracism, the paranoid style, or the hidden-hand mentality. Conspiracism resembles other “isms” in defining an outlook that can become an all-encompassing concern. It begins with belief in an occasional conspiracy theory—Illuminati organized the French Revolution, Jews the Russian Revolution—and ends with a view of history that dwells largely or exclusively on plots to gain world power or even destroy the human race. In complete form, it takes over the lives of the faithful and becomes a prism through which they see all existence. Antisemitism fits this pattern especially well. Its novel and menacingly different quality lies in “its politicization and embodiment in permanent political parties, voluntary associations, and publishing ventures—in short, its institutionalization.… It rapidly developed into an alternative view of the world, with answers to all questions and prescriptions for salvation.”5 In its fullest expression, antisemitism becomes a kind of philosophy, a life-long cause, and a full-time commitment (“She talked nothing but anti-Semitism until we held a family conference and advised her to go up to the Wisconsin lakes for a long rest and forget all about the Jews”).6

Conspiracism even claims priority over faith. In the words of one secret society theorist, those who have “probed the inner mysteries of this arcane tradition are the guardians of an Ancient Wisdom which is the secret teaching behind all established religions.”7 This ambition was especially clear in Nazism, which was intended to replace Christianity and which laid claim to truth in every sphere of life, even mathematics. Thus was Einstein’s work deemed a Jewish effort to destroy German manhood. In like fashion, Lyndon LaRouche rides this outlook to the extreme, as one description of his worldview makes clear:

It extends backwards in time tens of thousands of years, and also forward into man’s future among the stars. It extends into every sphere of culture: music, art, poetry, philosophy, science—indeed into every aspect of human existence. It descends into sexuality and the unconscious mind and even deeper into the genes and chromosomes, the level of racial struggle. It also ascends above history into a neo-Platonic supersensible realm. It has its source in the geometric structure of reality. If one is a LaRouchian, one’s belief system literally cannot be escaped, the struggle is everywhere.8

Conspiracism implies an outlook very different from conventional knowledge; accepting it requires a radical shift in perception. While some enthusiasts reach their new faith through a slow but steady corrosion of prior beliefs, most who made this change speak of it as an epiphany in which they realize how hopelessly na’ve they had previously been. “You see things in a new way,” says an American. “That leaflet changed my life,” reports a former leftist upon reading an antisemitic tract, “it was a dizzy feeling.”9 “That night I didn’t get much sleep,” reports one adept after learning about the Council on Foreign Relations.10

In contrast, conspiracy theorists find disabusal a most unpleasant process: “I must painfully disassemble the evidence of a second gunman that I have both collected and uncovered over the years,” confesses Dan Moldea about his investigation into the assassination of Robert Kennedy.11 Not surprisingly, few individuals do as Moldea did: retrace his steps, let the evidence steer his thinking, and confess his error.

Conspiracy theorists, individuals attracted to conspiracy theories, range from full-fledged believers to social dilettantes.

Full-fledged conspiracy theorists devote themselves heart and soul to their faith, spending untold hours on learning about their chosen issue (Freemasonry, Jews, the assassination of John Kennedy). They see its symbols everywhere—in numerology (19 and 666 are favorites), shapes (triangles, circles), and animals (snakes, octopi). The truest believers devote their very lives to this cause. They engage in a compulsive and autodidactic inquiry (“The research was exhausting, but I felt driven to do it”),12 then proselytize others. The amibitious among them publish the results (which helps explain the existence of so massive a conspiracist literature.) In some cases, this obsession pushes career and family to the side. A haunted existence results: antisemites and revolutionaries in late imperial Russia vowed themselves to their cause, cut themselves off from normal life, and inhabited the fringes of society. Occasionally, however, circumstances permit conspiracy theorists to enter the mainstream and even to gain power. Vladimir Lenin and Adolf Hitler are the outstanding examples of this transition, inspiring generations of would-be emulators.

Political paranoids need not suffer from personal paranoia, but often the two go together and mutually reinforce each other. Nesta Webster, an influential British conspiracy theorist, became so consumed by her own fearful ideas that she would not open the front door to her house unless she had a loaded revolver in hand. Grigorii Schwartz-Bostunich, a Nazi antisemitic theorist, relished his protection by the Gestapo—except that he sometimes saw his bodyguards as Masonic agents and even called on Himmler, their boss, for protection against them. A conspiracist witness in the proceedings against an alleged Kennedy assassin in New Orleans believed the police were impersonating his daughter, so he took her fingerprints each time she returned from school. Absolute power does not seem to assuage such anxieties. Years in Stalin’s entourage left Nikita Khrushchev convinced that the dictator’s “persecution mania reached unbelievable proportions.” For example, Stalin waited for his aides to sample food before he would partake (“Look, here are the giblets, Nikita. Have you tried them yet?”).13 Stalin’s fear that doctors were trying to kill him reached the point that he hardly let them near him, a factor that may well have sped up his death. Mao also refused medical care as he grew old, fearing that his enemies would use this as a means to kill him. “He never liked to hear bad news about his health and always suspected a plot.”14 This was part of a larger pattern, as Mao eventually found petty conspiracies nearly ubiquitous. If a guard entered his room without being called, he suspected the guard of spying for his rivals; or he thought his swimming pool poisoned.

Not all conspiracy theorists reach such pathological heights. Degrees of acceptance range from the obsessive and permanent to the aesthetic and temporary. On the right, a Louis Farrakhan sees nearly everything through their prism, while Patrick Buchanan merely touches on conspiracist ideas. On the left, if Stalin had an overwhelming case of conspiracism, Leon Trotsky had merely a mild one.

While aware of these degrees of conspiracism, I tend to consider anyone who believes in a single conspiracy theory to be a conspiracy theorist, presuming for two reasons that he subscribes to much more as well. First, acceptance of one conspiracy theory often indicates a susceptibility to others. The structure of belief, as well as the lack of logical constraints, makes it easy to follow the path from one phobia to another. Antisemites usually find antimasonry credible, and vice-versa. Militiamen who see the U.S. government as their enemy read up on the Kennedy assassination or sign on to the October Surprise thesis, though these have no direct bearing on their concerns. They accept allegations of U.S. government involvement in the drug trade and turn them into confirmation of United Nations power. Timothy McVeigh, the man who bombed the Federal Building in Oklahoma City, believed in UFOs. Gary Webb made a name for himself as the author of the series of articles connecting the CIA to the spread of cocaine in Los Angeles. In itself, that was not necessarily a sign of conspiracism, but then, hoping to take advantage of his sudden fame, he prepared a book proposal in which he told of plans to “explore a theory” that the seven-year-long civil war in Nicaragua “was not a real war at all. It was a charade, a smoke screen … to provide cover for a massive drug operation” by criminal elements in the CIA with others.15 Further, other signs also pointed to Webb’s readiness to find conspiracy.16
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