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Though most of my professional writing has dealt
with slavery and antislavery on a global scale, in the
late 1950s I was struck by similar and almost hys-
terical patterns in the pre—Civil War American lit-
erature exposing the alleged conspiratorial dangers
posed by the Freemasons, Catholics, and Mor-
mons, three groups as different from one another
as anyone could imagine. In 1960 I published a
widely reprinted article on these “themes of
counter-subversion.” In retrospect, I'm sure I was
influenced by my distaste for McCarthyism and
other forms of cold war extremism. Nine years
later, having then written extensively on what I
termed “the problem of slavery,” I sought in a pub-
lic lecture series to combine the themes of conspir-
acy and slavery by examining some of the links and
similarities between the southern view of abolition-
ists as subversives, the growing northern fear of a
southern “Slave Power,” and the supposed plots
against America beginning with the British crown
and the French Illuminati and extending on to the
Masons, Catholics, Wall Street bankers, Jews,
Communists, and exponents of Black Power. (I also
had the good fortune to be exchanging ideas and
information with the great historian Richard Hof-
stadter, who in 1964 published a very influential
essay, “The Paranoid Style in American Politics.”)
In 1971, two years after the appearance of my short
book The Slave Power Conspiracy and the Para-
noid Style, I edited a book of primary sources, The
Fear of Conspiracy, which moved from the period
of the American Revolution to debates over the

Foreword

Vietnam War. In all of these writings I tried to
emphasize that there are genuine conspiracies and
that some of the voices of alarm, such as those
raised against a southern Slave Power, were based
on more than a grain of truth.

But Peter Knight's Conspiracy Theories in
American History: An Encyclopedia makes it clear
that some of my other premises and assumptions in
1971 were somewhat naive, especially in the sense
of not realizing where we Americans were headed.
In 1971, as in the 1960s, it simply seemed insight-
ful to expose and compare patterns of American
“paranoid” thinking from the Revolution to mod-
ern times, and to relate such exaggerated fears to
the insecurity fostered by the explosive growth of
what Alexis de Tocqueville imaginatively termed
“individualism”—a dissolution of community that
could easily promote a need to “breathe together,”
to join in secret agreements, as suggested by the
Latin root word “conspirare.” One can surely argue
that a free, democratic society requires an attentive
alertness to the misuses of power. If America orig-
inally freed itself from kings and tyrants, the nation
was all the more vulnerable to demagogues and
conspirators of various kinds. And from Lenin and
Hitler on to various Third World rulers, we have
repeatedly seen how conspirators can seize entire
governments.

But as Peter Knight makes clear, I and others
were wrong decades ago when we thought of “the
paranoid style” as largely an aberration of the past,
now represented by only a few crackpots and
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Foreword

extremists ranging from Robert Welch and the
John Birch Society to people like Pat Robertson
and Jerry Falwell. We could not foresee that con-
spiracy theories, even regarding extraterrestrial
creatures, would become “the lingua franca of
many ordinary Americans.” We could not imagine
what I might now term “the double-agent phe-
nomenon,” in which my own attempt to define a
paranoid response to a make-believe conspiracy
could be perceived itself as part of a new ideologi-
cal conspiracy! For example, if I produce docu-
ments to show that a given conspiracy does not
exist, this may now be interpreted as a cover-up. As
Peter Knight has put it: “Contemporary conspiracy
culture is therefore always poised on the edge of an
infinite abyss of suspicion. The prime-time con-
spiracy show, The X-Files, stylishly captures the
possibility that we have entered what David Mar-
tin’s book on the CIA and the Cold War termed a
‘wilderness of mirrors’” (Knight, 27).

Although the cold war heightened awareness of
spies, secret agents, and such governmental plots
as Iran/Contra, the polarization of two Great Pow-
ers at least maintained clear boundaries, or pre-
tended to maintain them. The sudden and unex-
pected collapse of communism and of a socialist
alternative has clearly removed all limits and
restraints for many oligarchs and plutocrats while
also magnifying terrorism and undermining the

widespread presumption of historical progress that
emboldened liberals and progressives from the
time of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment.
There is surely much truth to Peter Knight’s con-
clusion that a world-weary pessimism and cynicism
have created a widespread “default” mood of dis-
trust, preparing so many Americans “to believe the
worst about the world they live in.” As we've
moved beyond Orwell’s 1984 and even beyond
Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World, it sometimes
seems that history itself is the greatest conspirator

of all.

David Brion Davis
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Conspiracy theories (and, from time to time, actual
conspiracies) have played a vital role in shaping the
course of American history, from the Puritans to
the present. Although often dismissed as the delu-
sions of extremists, the possibility of a conspiracy
has repeatedly been at center stage in U.S. politics
and culture. From the Revolutionary leaders” sus-
picions about British plots to the Anti-Masonic
Party of the 1830s, and from the anticommunism
of the 1950s to the alien abduction narratives of the
1990s, ideas of conspiracy have made a vital contri-
bution, for better or for worse, to the story of U.S.
political life. In short, conspiracy theories are a
popular explanation of the workings of power,
responsibility, and causality in the unfolding of
events. They have appealed to both the Left and
the Right, both the uneducated and intellectuals,
and have been told both by and about those at the
very heart of power. Sometimes they take the form
of racist scapegoating, and at others counterattacks
on the powerful. They have offered alternative
explanations of a vast range of topics, from the eco-
nomic to the religious, and the political to the cul-
tural. They are sometimes without foundation, and
at others beyond doubt. Moreover, as many com-
mentators agree, conspiracy theories have long
been identified as a peculiarly American obsession.

Although conspiracy theories have always been
an important feature of the national scene, in the
last few decades they have become astonishingly
pervasive in popular culture and politics. Particu-
larly since the political assassinations of the 1960s

Preface

and the revelations about the illegal activities of the
intelligence agencies in the 1970s, many people on
the liberal-left have come to see conspiracy as the
normal operating procedure of U.S. government.
At the same time, in recent years there has been a
revival of right-wing fears about the encroaching
influence of federal government and international
organizations. A conspiratorial distrust of both the
government and those outside the “in group” has
been a perennial feature of U.S. politics, but in the
last few decades it has become particularly press-
ing. Furthermore, the rhetoric of conspiracy has
become part of the lingua franca of everyday
American life and entertainment, from the cult tel-
evision series The X-Files to the conspiracy-infused
world of the Internet. This encyclopedia puts this
recent flourishing into historical perspective.
Despite the pervasiveness of this culture of con-
spiracy, it is often difficult for scholars, students, and
general readers to gain accurate and dispassionate
information on both particular episodes and the
overall history of U.S. political conspiracy theories.
This encyclopedia is intended to provide a serious
and comprehensive summary of all the major events,
ideas, and figures of U.S. conspiracy thinking. It
includes entries on both actual conspiracies and
imagined conspiracies (or as far as historians can with
any confidence determine the difference in particu-
lar cases). Given that much discussion of conspiracies
is often hotly contested and politically charged, the
aim of the present volume is to offer a rigorous, clear-
sighted, and concise analysis of each issue. It is

xi



Preface

intended neither to promote nor to dismiss various
conspiracy theories (although some of the contribu-
tors make clear where they stand); instead, it places
each item it in a meaningful context.

Organization of the Encyclopedia

This encyclopedia contains three sections. The first
section provides a road map to the topic, with a nar-
rative overview of conspiracies and conspiracy the-
ories in U.S. history, and a summary of different
theoretical approaches to studying the phenome-
non. The second section contains alphabetical
entries. These entries set out the historical, intel-
lectual, and political context behind the conspiracy,
conspiracy theory, event, person, or institution in
question; provide (where relevant) a detailed expla-
nation of the theory or episode itself; suggest the
outline (where appropriate) of a critical analysis of
the theory; and finally list references to important

sources and further reading. The final section of the
encyclopedia contains approximately 100 excerpts
(with brief headnotes) from original source docu-
ments that illustrate the range of conspiracies and
conspiracy theories in U.S. history.
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Conspiracy Theories in America:

A Historical Overview

Conspiracy thinking is not U.S. born. The Latin
word conspirare—to breathe together—suggests
both drama and a deeply rooted past. The fear of
conspiracy was a prominent feature on the mental
maps of the first English settlers in the New World.
Early colonists suspected both neighbors and
strangers of secret alliances and dangerous plots.
Subsequent waves of immigrants not only invigor-
ated traditional beliefs, but expanded the pool of
potential conspirators. Well into the twentieth cen-
tury, Europeans would cue their American kin
about the means and ends of conspiracy and its
perpetrators.

Yet, conspiracy imaging has also adapted and
developed traits reflective of the U.S. environ-
ment. It drew life from a sense of mission that con-
vinced Americans of their special role in history.
Rev. Jonathan Edwards explained: “When God is
about to turn the earth into a paradise, he does not
begin his work where there is some growth already,
but in the wilderness” (Cherry, 58). President
Woodrow Wilson was similarly mindful of the holy
mandate. Presenting his League of Nation treaty to
the U.S. Senate in 1919, he announced, “The stage
is set, the destiny disclosed. It has come about by
no plan of our conceiving, but by the hand of God
who led us into this way. We cannot turn back”
(Cherry, 294). God’s people, particularly Protes-
tants, had to be on guard to realize their calling.
Revolutionary success would raise aspirations of
America’s purpose and would also awaken new
conspirators eager to undermine the workings of

the republic at home and abroad. U.S. diversity
contributed energy to the national dynamic, but at
the same time it deepened suspicions of unfamiliar
identities and gnawed at the sense of internal secu-
rity. Resonating with core values and fueled by eth-
nic, racial, and religious differences, conspiracy
thinking became a U.S. tradition.

When Puritans disembarked from the Arbella in
1630, they knew that the Massachusetts colony
would soon be a battleground. Their errand into
the wilderness was to raise a Bible commonwealth
devoted to God’s commandments. “The God of
Israel is among us,” Governor John Winthrop
announced, and “we shall be as a city upon a hill,”
offering the model of holiness that would surely
regenerate the world (Winthrop, 38). The Puritans
were just as certain that the enemies of the Lord
were close at hand. Indian peoples, whether
Pequots, Narragansetts, or Wampanoags, became
actors in the supernatural drama, the minions of
Satan who would wage savage war against the visi-
ble saints. Battling for the Lord against the Satanic
conspiracy justified cruelty, and atrocities were
common. Even the converted “praying” Indians
could expect little quarter. Contested spaces and
tribal names would change, but the cry of conspir-
acy, real and imagined, remained constant and
echoed throughout the history of the westward
movement.

If Indian peoples stood outside the walls, Satan
also counted allies within. During the seventeenth
century, New Englanders repeatedly heard and
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believed the accusation of witchcraft, a reminder of
the importance of their holy work. Magistrates
presided over more than 240 cases, reviewing evi-
dence that the Devil was “loose” in Massachusetts.
He had, Boston minister Cotton Mather reported
after consulting the Book of Revelation, “decoyed a
fearful knot of proud, forward, ignorant, envious
and malicious creatures, to list themselves in his
horrid service” (Mather, 80-81). In making their
“Diabolical Compact” with Satan, members of the
“witch gang” were granted supernatural powers to
torment God’s anointed and agitate their commu-
nities. Now they gathered at “prodigious witch
meetings,
methods of rooting out the Christian religion from
this country” (Mather, 16, 19, 58, 70). In all, Puri-
tan courts condemned thirty-six women and men

>

to “concert and consult” about “the

to death. Those who confessed to escape the gal-
lows only fueled the fire of conspiracy thinking.

Events in Salem village in 1691 and 1692
accounted for most of the victims. Over a period of
ten months, forty-eight young girls denounced
mainly isolated, middle-aged women of low social
and economic status for “entertaining” Satan and
attempting to lure them into a conspiracy. Proof of
the plot was abundant. Repeatedly, townspeople
witnessed the torment of the accusers who
shrieked and writhed, tortured by invisible hands.
Salem minister Samuel Parris drew the line
sharply: “Here are but two parties in the world: the
Lamb and his followers, and the dragon and his fol-
lowers. . .. Here are no neuters. Everyone is on
one side or the other” (Boyer and Nissenbaum,
175). Of the approximately 200 men and women
charged in Salem, 20 were executed.

Witches troubled Americans less in the eigh-
teenth century. New foes were not long in appear-
ing. The citizens of New York City found that the
enemy within the gate was a Trojan horse of their
own making. In 1712, slaves rose in a “bloody con-
spiracy” to avenge “some hard usage” at the hands
of their masters. Bound by a blood oath and armed
with guns, knives, and hatchets, they set a fire to
lure their white masters into a killing field. For the
nine whites who died, twenty-one blacks were con-
demned to death: “Some were burnt,” wrote Gov-

ernor Robert Hunter, “others hanged, one broke on
the wheel, and one hung alive in chains. . . .” (Hof-
stadter and Wallace, 188). Events three decades
later reflect the dance between the real and the
imagined. In 1741, the rumor of black conspiracy
was sufficient cause to hang proactively eighteen
blacks and burn another eleven at the stake. The
fear of slave conspiracies would fire white imagina-
tions for more than a century, with actual plots
swelling the power of countersubversives.

The chant of conspiracy offered the Revolution-
ary generation both explanation and a spur to
action. Why had the British violated the peace that
so long had characterized imperial-colonial rela-
tions? What design could be divined from the
diverse parliamentary measures and taxes passed in
the 1760s and 1770s? American newspaper editors,
politicians, and clergymen searching for a rationale
quickly rejected as groundless the empire’s avowed
defense needs and requirements of administrative
efficiency. More consistent with experience, they
discerned a diabolical and willful pattern to events.
In this, the colonists had learned their lessons well
from England’s opposition leaders and a recent his-
tory scarred with Jacobite uprisings and French
conspiracies. Liberty was in danger. Corrupt gov-
ernment ministers, arrogant in their power, were
plotting to destroy the rights of Englishmen and
women. Thomas Jefferson spoke for many: “a
series of oppressions, begun at a distinguished
period and pursued unalterably through every
change of ministers, too plainly prove a deliberate
and systemic plan of reducing us to slavery” (Bai-
lyn, 119-120). When combined with the sense of
American exceptionalism and traditional distrust of
government, the image of conspiracy became vivid.
In linking events, conspiracy thinking accelerated
the rush to revolution.

Still, Americans would only cross the last bridge
to independence when they convinced themselves
that their king was not only aware of the plot, but a
coconspirator. In sealing the connection, Thomas
Jetferson enshrined conspiracy in the Declaration
of Independence, proclaiming the people’s right to
revolution “when a long train of abuses and usurpa-
tions, pursuing invariably the same object, evinces
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a design to reduce them under absolute despot-
ism.” Americans more steeped in the Bible’s Book
of Revelation would go further, identifying King
George III as the Antichrist. They had discovered
that the numerical conversion of the Hebrew and
Greek translations of “royal supremacy in Great
Britain” totaled 666. Across the Atlantic Ocean,
British ministers similarly talked conspiracy to
explain the changing fortunes of empire. Even the
king was convinced that he had been the victim of
a “desperate conspiracy” (Gruber, 370).

Conspiracy thinking did not abate when the
British threat was turned aside. In the 1780s and
1790s, a struggle for control of the new republic
played out in conspiratorial charge and counter-
charge. Political activists who curried favor by
imagining their opponents as aristocratic counter-
revolutionaries were tarred in reply as demagogic
proponents of “mobocracy.” Shays” Rebellion, the
conflict over the ratification of the Constitution,
and the Whiskey Rebellion provided abundant
grist for countersubversives in an age flush with
conspiracy explanations.

Nor was America immune to new foreign conta-
gions. Particularly insidious to New England Fed-
eralists was the Order of the Illuminati, a secret
society of free thinkers that preached resistance to
state authority and vowed to destroy ecclesiastical
power. Birthed in Bavaria in 1776 by professor of
law Adam Weishaupt, the Illuminati was said to
have penetrated France by means of the secret
Freemason fraternal order and then engineered
the French Revolution. The Order sighted the
United States as the next target. Rev. Jedidiah
Morse was among the first to sound the alarm,
warning that “the world was in the grip of a secret
revolutionary conspiracy” (Camp, 32). In words
that were echoed during the red scare of the 1950s,
Morse convinced listeners: “I now have in my pos-
session complete and indubitable proof . . . an offi-
cial, authenticated list of the names, ages, places of
nativity, [and] professions of the officers and mem-
bers of a society of Illuminati” (Johnson, 61).

Congress acted in the wake of the Illuminati scare
and amid concerns that French intrigues in national
politics had, in President John Adams’s words, placed

America “in a hazardous and afflictive position”
(Stauffer, 229). In the summer of 1798 it passed the
Alien Act, which authorized the president to arrest
and expel foreign nationals involved “in any treason-
able or secret machinations against the govern-
ment.” The Sedition Act followed, limiting the free-
doms of speech and press and setting fines and
terms of imprisonment for those who “unlawfully
combine or conspire together with intent to oppose
any measure or measures of the government” (Com-
mager, 176-178). The threat did not match the
response; the new republic would prove less fragile
than its creators assumed. Somewhat more substan-
tive was the abortive plot of Vice-President Aaron
Burr to split the western territories from the United
States. This scheme, too, would hardly break the
surface of U.S. history.

Concerns about the Freemasons reappeared in
the 1820s. In the “age of the common man,” a rap-
idly growing, exclusive, secret society ran counter to
a prevailing ideology that rejected privilege and pre-
tensions of superior status. The republic must be
saved, proclaimed Vermont anti-Mason Edward
Barber, from a “haughty aristocracy,” a “monster”
that has sunk its “fangs into the bosom of the Con-
stitution” (Goodman, 24). Suspicion ignited activism
in 1826 when a New York Mason, William Morgan,
who threatened to expose the secrets of his order,
was kidnapped and murdered. Authorities were
unable to solve the crime, sparking rumors that fra-
ternal discipline had held them in check and allowed
the guilty to escape justice. This touched off a mass
movement that spread to New England and the
Midwest and launched the first third party in U.S.
history, the Anti-Masonic Party. The future was in
the balance. Freemasonry, General William Wads-
worth revealed, was the master plot: . . . every rev-
olution and conspiracy which had agitated Europe
for the last fifty years may be distinctly traced [to it],
and the secret workings of this all pervading order
can be clearly seen” (Bernard, 430). Among the
prominent Americans supporting the anti-Masonic
movement were John Quincy Adams, William Lloyd
Garrison, and Thurlow Weed.

Concurrent with the anti-Masonic furor, Ameri-
cans added Mormons to the company of plotters.
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The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
was one of several U.S.-born sects that emerged
from a region of New York burnt over by repeating
waves of religious enthusiasm. It was not the
preaching of communitarianism and End Times
prophecy that differentiated Mormons in U.S.
eyes, or their claim as the one true church. Rather,
it was the vengeance of Mormon enterprise in
building their city of God. Americans imagined
Mormons as soldiers who moved in lockstep to the
command of their prophet Joseph Smith. Converts
to Mormonism seemed to have escaped from free-
dom, obeying orders to vote as a bloc and pooling
financial resources for the churchs good. The
prophet’s revival of the practice of polygamy
affronted moral sensibilities and made the situation
more urgent. A broad coalition of religious, politi-
cal, and economic opponents forced the saints to
flee New York, Ohio, Missouri, and Illinois, with
haven finally found in Utah. Fear of the “Mormon
Power” and its “ecclesiastical despotism” would not
be quieted for decades and could still be felt at the
end of the nineteenth century. Perhaps a reflection
of the true Americanism of the church, the index of
the Book of Mormon contains one-half page of
citations for “secret combinations” with appended
supplementary references.

Even more appalling to Protestant Americans
was the papist plot that flared in the decades
before the Civil War. The “tyrant of the Tiber” had
for centuries proven a tenacious adversary. Now he
renewed the assault and “the cloven foot of this
subtle foreign heresy,” warned Samuel F. B. Morse,
inventor of the telegraph and son of Rev. Jedidiah
Morse, was pressing upon the neck of Protestant
America (Morse, 89). Nativists accused Catholics
of placing their allegiance to the pope above their
loyalty to the United States. Catholics, enslaved by
the secrets they had disclosed in the confessional,
were herded to the polls and voted as commanded.
Once the Catholic hierarchy had control of govern-
ment, it would end the separation of church and
state, ban the Bible, and destroy the freedoms of
press, speech, and religion. The Irish immigration
was an essential component of the papal conspir-
acy. Here were the foot soldiers of the pope’s cru-

sade, ready to bully Protestants into submission
while voting Catholics to power.

Fears of Masons, Mormons, and Catholics faded
as the North and South drifted apart and toward
civil war. In making sense of decades of sectional
conflict rooted in economic difference and ideo-
logical divergence, leaders on both sides of the
Mason-Dixon line found comfort in conspiracy
thinking. Their newspapers, sermons, and stump
speeches cut subversive images in bold relief,
recasting the unintentional and coincidental as
malevolent premeditation. Both northerners and
southerners, finding these signals consistent with
traditional beliefs and fears, were receptive and
used them to assert sectional identities and mobi-
lized energies for struggle. In a cycle of action and
reaction, conspiracy charges frayed and eventually
tore the bonds of union.

In the late 1830s abolitionists, opposing slavery
as an immoral institution that robbed blacks of
their humanity, initiated the attack on the slave
power conspiracy. Large plantation owners and
slaveholders, the “slaveocracy,” were leveraging
their wealth and power to intimidate the federal
government and advance the slavery evil. These
“Lords of the Lash,” in league with the northern
monied “Lords of the Loom,” cried Wendell
Phillips, had plotted slavery’s expansion by annex-
ing Texas, provoking the Mexican War, and organ-
izing filibustering expeditions to secure new lands
in Latin America (Nye, 80). In the 1850s, the abo-
litionists were joined in countersubversion by the
more numerous antislavery activists. Unlike aboli-
tionists who opposed slavery because of its conse-
quences for black people, they focused on the slave
power’s conspiracy against white northerners. If
not conspiracy, how could a long history of abuse
of constitutional rights be explained? The House of
Representatives’ Gag Rule restricting the right
of petition, mob attacks on the freedoms of speech
and press, the banning of antislavery literature
from the mails, and unwarranted searches in south-
ern cities revealed the hidden hand raised against
antislavery advocates. “Incidents are no longer
incidents,” concluded antislavery proponent
Stephen Embro. “They are links in the chain of
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demonstration, infallible, plain, conclusive” (Gien-
app, 362).

The slave power also posed an economic threat.
Western land beckoned to white yeomen farmers,
offering a ladder of mobility. Yet without territorial
curbs on the plantation system, the promise of eco-
nomic opportunity was empty; northern farmers
knew they could not compete against slave labor.
The slaveocracy, however, would not accept
restraints for it demanded virgin soil for cotton
production and new markets for a surplus slave
population. New slave states also maintained
southern parity in the U.S. Senate and balanced
the northern-dominated House of Representa-
tives. Cunningly, slaveholders concealed their ter-
ritorial ambitions behind a plan to build a transcon-
tinental railroad and with northern confederates
passed the Kansas-Nebraska Act. This legislation
repealed the Missouri Compromise that had
restricted slavery’s domain for thirty years. Land
long closed to the advance of slavery had now
opened. A sense of betrayal ignited indignation in
meetings across the North. From these emerged
the Republican Party, which stood on a platform of
free soil, free labor, free men. Three years later, the
Supreme Court’s Dred Scott decision prohibited
Congress and its agents from restricting slavery in
the territories. Many, including Abraham Lincoln,
were convinced that the conspiracy had reached
the highest levels of government. Powerful foes
had besieged the Constitution and the northern
economic future and northerners would surrender
neither without a fight. The bloody war that fol-
lowed would firm them in conspiracy thinking.
Surely, Abraham Lincoln’s death by conspiracy in
the final act of the Civil War was their irrefutable
proof.

White southerners took pride in a distinctive way
of life; Dixie was the land of large mansion houses
where cotton was king. Slavery was their founda-
tion and whites were convinced that it was God-
given, scientifically sanctioned, and uniquely pro-
ductive. The antislavery movement thus
challenged the core of their community. Whether
they owned slaves or not, the majority of southern-
ers were determined to resist the threat to law,

property, and racial order. But the danger of
“incendiary” abolitionist literature touched deeper
fears. While they persuaded themselves that slaves
were happy and docile, southerners armed for their
lives in preparation for black insurrection. Those
who spoke in countersubversive tones did not lack
for examples. In spinning the incidents of conspir-
acy into a tight web, the South built solidarity and
resolve. At the same time, it lost perspective and
created a menace out of scale and more cohesive
than the evidence allowed.

Southern newspapers were heavy with news of
the conspiracy against slavery. North of the divide,
men and women appeared to move collectively in
disobedience to the fugitive slave laws and protec-
tion of the underground railroad conspiracy. Who
promoted the publication of Uncle Tom’s Cabin and
then financed its stage production? How could the
Republican Party advance so quickly? John Brown’s
attempt to seize the government arsenal at Harper’s
Ferry and incite slave insurrection could not have
been planned and executed without an extended
family of plotters. Southerners were certain that the
wave of support that swept the North and raised
Brown to heroic rank was manufactured and clear
evidence of collusion. The danger was homegrown
as well. In 1822, South Carolina authorities uncov-
ered Denmark Vesey’s conspiracy and executed
thirty-seven slaves. At least three slaves were con-
victed and hanged for the Charleston, South Car-
olina, Fire Scare of 1825-1826, during which a
number of the city’s wooden buildings were
torched. The bloodiest uprising occurred in Virginia
in 1831. Sixty whites perished in Nat Turner’s rebel-
lion and seventy slaves were summarily executed. A
traumatized South would subsequently flinch at the
very hint of black unrest. By 1861, the South had
become an armed camp prepared to defend itself
from enemies within and without.

Countersubversion continued to permeate
national debate as the United States industrialized
in the second half of the nineteenth century. While
the Civil War did much to douse conspiracy thinking
rooted in North/South sectionalism, the rise of the
Ku Klux Klan in the South reflected the persistence
of prewar patterns. Klansmen recast Reconstruction
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legislation into a Radical Republican intrigue to turn
slaves into masters and “Africanize” the South. The
Klan conspiracy against federal policy would claim
almost 1,000 lives, both black and white. A tough
federal response smothered Klan terror in a wave of
prosecutions. Martial law and the suspension of
habeas corpus were necessary to remove the threat
from South Carolina. In 1915, the Hollywood spec-
tacular Birth of a Nation would reframe historical
events to give credence to the Klan’s conspiratorial
interpretation.

As the economic order changed, different
visions of the future battled for power. Conspiracy
would be a prominent theme in the competition.
Capitalists denounced radicals for scheming to
overthrow the government and cited as proof
events like the Haymarket Square bombing in 1886
that left seven policemen dead. The radical
response counted strikebreakers, Pinkerton detec-
tives, and blacklists, among other union-busting
tactics, on the roll of robber baron sins. Novelists
like Ignatius Donnelly painted the conflict more
vividly. In his book Caesar’s Column, published in
1890, Donnelly described the Brotherhood of
Destruction, a secret society that rises to destroy
the “abominable despotism™ of the Hebrew-domi-
nated aristocracy that has brought “the universal
misery and wretchedness of the working class . . .”
(Donnelly, 45, 124). The Populist Party platform of
1892 put U.S. economic problems in perspective,
charging that “a vast conspiracy against mankind
has been organized on two continents, and it is rap-
idly taking possession of the world” (Commager,
143). The intrigue between Wall Street and Euro-
pean banking houses would await more explicit
description in the twentieth century.

Economic plots did not replace traditional
intrigues. Indian rebellions in the West, culminat-
ing in the Ghost Dance Movement of the 1890s,
nourished white conspiracy thinking. Catholics’
allegiance to the pope still exposed them to Protes-
tant charges of dual loyalty. A rising tide of immi-
gration from southern and eastern Europe brought
fresh troops to papist forces and raised new fears.
In the 1890s, the American Protective Association
would draw over half a million Americans to its

anti-Catholic banner with promises to curb immi-
gration and fight papal power in politics. Nativists
discerned the new immigrants’ complicity in other
nefarious undertakings. Their drinking habits fed
the arrogant “Liquor Power,” which prohibitionists
charged with fixing prices, bribing judges, and con-
trolling the “ballot box via the rum hole” (Ostran-
der, 66). Meanwhile, corrupt political machines, in
league with the saloon menace, tightened their
hold on city government with immigrant votes.

Conspiracy thinking spilled over into the new
century. Progressive Era muckraking journalists,
seeking to spur reform and sell magazines, pub-
lished sensational and lurid exposés of a diversity of
ills plaguing the United States. They targeted the
white slave trade, corrupt labor unions, sweatshop
abuses, child labor horrors, cover-ups of foul prac-
tices in the beef industry, and patent medicine
scams. Their pens revealed that business conspira-
cies in restraint of trade barely scratched the sur-
face of corporate treachery. Corruption even
tainted the U.S. Senate. Certainly, the insinuation
or discovery of secret deals and hidden cabals that
gave their stories a conspiratorial spin enhanced
the muckrakers™ appeal.

The entry of the United States into World War I
doubled the guard against conspiracy. Hyphenated
Americans were suspect, and Germans in particular
were the focus of national fears. Former president
Theodore Roosevelt worried about German Amer-
icans but had a more expansive view of the danger,
refusing to define the menace by ethnicity. Thus, he
netted U.S. senators who opposed intervention, dis-
senting native-born Americans, and the Hearst
newspapers, which he accused of “play[ing] the
Kaiser’s game.” Roosevelt wrote: “The Hun within
our gates is the worst of the foes of our own house-
hold. . . . Whether he is pro-German, or poses as a
pacifist, or a peace-at-any-price man, matters little.
He is the enemy of the United States” (Roosevelt,
293-294). Disfranchisement and the establishment
of internment camps were his solutions to the
domestic threat. Some would dismiss this response
as too lenient.

The radical Industrial Workers of the World
(IWW or Wobblies) was considered even more dan-
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gerous. Already suspect for its rhetoric of sabotage
and class struggle, the IWW’s opposition to a war
for capitalists” profits drew the fire of government
authorities, opinion makers, and local vigilantes.
The Department of Justice quickly confronted
“Imperial Wilhelm’s Warriors,” staging nationwide
raids on IWW branches in September 1917 and
arresting Wobblies for conspiracy to disrupt the war
effort and antidraft agitation. On trial in Chicago,
101 IWW leaders faced charges of 17,500 offenses,
with guilty verdicts sending thirty-five Wobblies to
Levenworth Penitentiary for five years, thirty-three
for ten years, and fifteen for twenty years. Later tri-
als brought seventy-three more convictions. In all,
more than 2,000 Wobblies, socialists, and pacifists
were trapped in the World War I witch-hunt that
transformed dissent into subversion.

The pressure on dissidents did not ease during
the red scare that followed the war. Bolshevik pleas
to the workers of the world to throw off their chains
and uproot the capitalist system had spurred U.S.
resistance to the coming revolution. Prominent
among those fanning the fears of conspiracy was
Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer, who hoped to
ride the antiradical wave into the White House. The
danger, claimed Palmer, was extreme: “Like a
prairie-fire, the blaze of revolution was sweeping
over every American institution of law and
order. . . . It was eating its way into the homes of the
American workman, its sharp tongues of revolu-
tionary heat were licking the altars of the churches,
leaping into the belfry of the school bell, crawling
into the secret corners of American homes.” Palmer
found the nucleus of the conspiracy in a “small
clique of outcasts from the East Side of New York”
who were “under the criminal spell of Trotzky [sic]
and Lenin” (Palmer, 174, 175, 180). In response, he
created within the Justice Department a Bureau of
Investigation charged with gathering information
on all domestic radicals. Under J. Edgar Hoover’s
direction, a file index of 60,000 names was com-
piled. In November and December 1919 agents
without arrest warrants organized coast-to-coast
raids and jailed alleged radicals. In January 1920
more than 4,000 suspected communists were seized
in coordinated raids in thirty-three cities.

A revived Ku Klux Klan waved the banner of
countersubversion in the 1920s. Unlike the Klan of
the post—Civil War years, this hooded movement
was not primarily southern or terrorist. Preaching a
multifaceted program based upon law and order,
“100 Percent Americanism,” and militant Protes-
tantism, it enlisted nationally perhaps as many as
six million men and women with the most power-
ful klaverns organized in Indiana, Colorado, Ohio,
Texas, Illinois, Pennsylvania, and California. In
recruiting members, the Klan resurrected the
specter of the Catholic conspiracy. The word again
went out that the pope’s puppets were preparing to
advance their holy cause. On another front, the
papists schemed to ruin the quality of the public
schools and Romanize students by placing
Catholics on school boards and employing them as
teachers. “In the event of their success,” wrote
Klan sympathizer Alma White, “there would be a
string of beads around every Protestant child’s neck
and a Roman Catholic catechism in his hand. ‘Hail
Mary, Mother of God,” would be on every child’s
lips and the idolatrous worship of dead saints a part
of the daily program” (White 1925, 26).

The Klan recruiters exploited antisemitism, long
a tradition in Europe and kindled in the United
States by the immigration of two million Jews from
Russia and Eastern Europe. Numbers alone height-
ened suspicion, but most provocative to Americans
was an expanding Jewish economic and political
sphere. Scornful of American values, the Jews
planned to undermine Protestant hegemony. Well-
organized “Hebrew syndicates™ forced Protestants
from positions of economic power. The motion pic-
ture industry, considered an early victim of the
Jews, was seen as producing debauching films,
commercializing the Sabbath, and luring Protes-
tants from churches. Protestant women were
warned of the lascivious Jews, “men in whose char-
acters animal passions and greed are the predomi-
nant forces” (White 1928, 34). Some even believed
that Jewish financiers were aiding the pope in the
scheme to disinherit Protestant Americans.

Automobile manufacturer and U.S. folk hero
Henry Ford corroborated the Klan’s charges
against the Jews. Ford based his ideas on the Pro-
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tocols of the Elders of Zion, an account fabricated
by the czarist secret police at the turn of the cen-
tury of an alleged Jewish conspiracy against Chris-
tianity. To spread the word, Ford published the
Protocols™ claims in his newspaper the Dearborn
Independent for ninety-one consecutive weeks and
then compiled them in book form. He also Ameri-
canized the Jewish “program” for his readers: Dar-
winism, Bolshevism, control of the liquor traffic
and prostitution, political machines, the spread of
jazz, and the corruption of baseball. According to
Ford, Jews were also guilty of dominating the slave
trade and manipulating the South into secession in
1861, and he detected the Jewish hand in the
recent world war: “International financiers are
behind all wars. They are what is called the inter-
national Jew: German Jews, French Jews, English
Jews, American Jews. I believe that in all those
countries except our own the Jewish financier is
supreme . . . here the Jew is a threat” (qtd. in Lee,
13). Jews were thus especially cunning for they not
only ruled the world’s economy, but with commu-
nism had mastered the proletariat. He even discov-
ered that the traitor Benedict Arnold had Jewish
associates and that the Rothschilds had financed
the Hessians.

The Great Depression gave conspiracy thinking
an economic twist, but involved the now usual sus-
pects. At first, conspiracy theorists like radio priest
Father Charles Coughlin blamed “plutocrats,” and
“money-changers,” and other members of the eco-
nomic elite for planning the crash: “The sands of
intrigue and of evil machinations have filtered
through the hour glass of their control” (Kazin,
119). Soon they borrowed from Henry Ford and
Adolf Hitler. As outlined in the Protocols of the
Elders of Zion, the Jews had brought economic ruin
and were a step closer to world domination. The
“Jew Deal” of President Franklin Roosevelt, born
Rosenfeld, was not America’s salvation but a contin-
uation of the plot. With the support of mainstream
business and political leaders, William Pelley of the
Silver Shirts and Gerald L. K. Smith joined Cough-
lin in bringing charges of Jewish perfidy.

Domestic plotters did double duty in foreign
intrigues. Revisionists reexamined the origins of

U.S. involvement in World War I and replaced
Wilsonian idealism with cynical manipulation. Iso-
lationists in the 1930s alleged that the public had
been tricked into war by munitions makers and
bankers anxious to protect their investments and to
profit from the carnage. Not surprisingly, North
Dakota Senator Gerald Nye’s committee charged
with reviewing the arms business found that the
“merchants of death” had grown wealthy on war.
Public opinion, however, took no note of obvious
consequences, but instead confirmed conspiracy.
Only a small leap in logic would be necessary to
find Jewish fingerprints on the plot and revise it to
fit current events.

The Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor closed
the debate on intervention, but released new fears
of conspiracy. Did President Roosevelt back-door
the United States into the war against Germany by
manipulating the Japanese into firing the first shot
in the Pacific? Why did Washington delay in warn-
ing Pearl Harbor of the impending attack? Were
Hawaii commanders Admiral Husband Kimmel
and General Walter Short dismissed to cover up
the plot? Charles Beard, who spiced his book on
the constitutional convention with suggestions of
elite intrigue, waded into the controversy early.
Avoiding words like “conspiracy” and “plot,” Beard
nevertheless exposed presidential calculation. Roo-
sevelt and Secretary of State Cordell Hull, he
wrote, “were expecting if not actively seeking war;
and having this expectation, they continued to
‘maneuver’ the Japanese and awaited the denoue-
ment” (Beard, 566). The prestige of Beard’s prior
work and the Yale University Press imprint gave his
charges weight. Military comrades of Kimmel and
Short came to their defense and blamed Washing-
ton for withholding vital information from Pearl
Harbor despite having broken the Japanese diplo-
matic code. They also found it curious that U.S. air-
craft carriers were conveniently away on maneu-
vers and out of harm’s way on the day of the attack.
Suspicious to other revisionists was the delay in
opening the official investigation, the suppression
of its findings for ten months, and then the final
release of the report in 1945 with fifty-two pages
withheld. During the cold war, critics who accused
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Roosevelt of being soft on communism alleged that
Pearl Harbor was sacrificed to ensure U.S. involve-
ment in Europe and save his Russian pals. Most
recently, John Toland has claimed that “The com-
edy of errors on the sixth and seventh [of Decem-
ber 1941] appears incredible. It only makes sense if
it was a charade, and Roosevelt and the inner cir-
cle had known about the attack” (Toland, 321).

Leftists were similarly prone to conspiracy think-
ing. U.S. communists, like their counterparts in
Moscow, repeatedly decried the international capi-
talist plot to destroy the Soviet Union and the pro-
letariat’s vanguard. The subsequent Soviet alliance
with the United States and Great Britain during
World War II did little to ease concerns. Commu-
nists questioned Allied strategy, which delayed the
opening of a second front against the Nazis in
France until 1944 while the Soviets bore the brunt
of the fighting. Asked party leaders: Was this a cap-
italist trick to bleed Russia white and leave her too
weak to resist postwar imperialism?

Among the most vocal in crying conspiracy were
federal authorities. Franklin Roosevelt set the
administration’s tone, denouncing opponents of his
foreign policy as “appeaser fifth columnists” in the
service of a totalitarian world conspiracy
(Horowitz, 185). He summoned |. Edgar Hoover
of the Federal Bureau of Investigation and charged
him with gathering information on the activities of
U.S. fascists and Communists. Zealous FBI agents,
on cue from their director and Justice Department
prosecutors, fashioned a dragnet to trap prominent
anti-Semites and right-wingers like Gerald Winrod,
William Pelley, Lawrence Dennis, and Elizabeth
Dilling. They and twenty-six others were indicted
and tried for conspiracy to encourage insubordina-
tion in the armed forces and violation of the Smith
Act, which made it illegal for anyone to advocate or
even belong to an organization that advocated the
overthrow by force of the U.S. government. This
case ended in mistrial and the defendants were
freed, but the government had exacted punish-
ment in lost time and resources. Only Pelley, who
in a previous trial had been found guilty of con-
spiracy to impair the war effort, would serve time
in prison.

The federal government was more successful in
its countersubversive action against Japanese Amer-
icans. In February 1942, President Franklin Roo-
sevelt issued Executive Order 9066, removing all
Japanese Americans living on the West Coast to
relocation camps in the interior. Guilty only by rea-
son of ethnicity, 112,000 men, women, and children
saw their liberties sacrificed to regional and national
fears, both latent and current. California Attorney
General Earl Warren, who would later serve as
chief justice of the United States Supreme Court,
made the case for evacuation. “I believe,” he testi-
fied, “that ... the greatest danger to continental
United States is that from well-organized sabotage
and fifth-column activity.” He reported that a
review of California landownership maps revealed
“that it is more than just accident” that Japanese
Americans had settled near airplane factories, man-
ufacturing plants, dams, railroads, power lines,
sugar refineries, and air bases. The absence of evi-
dence of disloyalty or sabotage was, in fact, proof of
their treachery: “I believe we are just being lulled
into a false sense of security.... When, nobody
knows of course, but we are approaching an invisi-
ble deadline” (Warren 11011-11012, 11018).
Although challenged, the Supreme Court would
uphold the presidential order and the countersub-
versive reasoning on which it was based.

In the second half of the twentieth century, the
alarm of U.S. countersubversion grew louder and
more insistent. A chorus of messengers gave warn-
ing, their pleas for defense merging, resonating,
and reinforcing. Ignoring few leads, believers
made conspiratorial puzzle pieces of Marilyn Mon-
roe, Malcolm X, Martin Luther King, Robert
Kennedy, Vietnam POWs, the moon landing,
Watergate, Bill Clinton, Princess Diana, Y2K, and
even the “man shortage” of the 1980s. In this con-
text, five major plot lines drew legions of theorists,
generated large media shares, and won significant
mainstream support. They were the “Master” con-
spiracy that birthed the New World Order, the rise
of the Antichrist, the assassination of President
John F. Kennedy, the plot against black America,
and the UFO incident at Roswell. The cries of
these conspiracy theorists were especially urgent
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for they were convinced that time was running out
for the United States. The plotters had not only
breached the walls of key institutions, but had
taken control.

In the immediate postwar years, U.S. foreign
policy setbacks and Communist advances in
Europe and Asia gave opportunity to those who
saw a conspiracy behind events. Led by Republican
Party leaders, large numbers of Americans became
certain that undercover Soviet agents and their
sympathizers had infiltrated libraries, schools, uni-
versities, the motion picture industry, and even the
highest levels of the federal government. With the
lessening of cold war tensions and the election of
Dwight Eisenhower to the presidency in 1952,
public fears subsided. Some, however, believed
that the threat had merely gone underground and
thus had become more dangerous. This was the
contention of businessman Robert Welch, who
organized the ultra-right John Birch Society in
1959, vowing to roust hidden Communists who
continued to undermine the United States from
within.

In the 1960s, Welch revealed to his followers
that his focus on Communist intrigue was mis-
placed; communism was merely a subplot of the
“Master” conspiracy. He fingered the descendants
of Adam Weishaupt and his Illuminati as the con-
spirators who sought to conquer the world.
Financiers, government leaders, socialists, liberals,
and Communists were merely pawns of an “inner
core of conspiratorial power” whose members
were “cunning and ruthless” and their reach
“worldwide” (Welch, 3). Concealed behind their
puppets, the identities of these “Insiders” were
unknown even to Welch. With tentacles in interna-
tional banking and trade, national political parties,
and influential newspapers, the plotters engi-
neered revolution, assassination, war, and depres-
sion to speed them to global dictatorship. Other
manifestations of the plot were a rising divorce
rate, birth control, pornography, civil rights agita-
tion, and the fluoridation of water supplies. The
United States was in the Insiders’ grasp, claimed
Welch, and soon to become a province of what he
called in 1972 the “New World Order.”

Birch Society members spread the alarm, nar-
rowing the search for the Insiders to the members
of the internationalist Council on Foreign Rela-
tions and Trilateral Commission. Books, pam-
phlets, film, talk radio, and the Internet carried the
message to the grass roots and by the end of the
century members of militia units, Aryan Nations,
the Ku Klux Klan, and skinhead brotherhoods had
made the cause their own. In their hands, the con-
spiracy became another Jewish attempt to control
the world. While mainstream Americans did not
feel the intensity of these countersubversives, they
had learned to be vigilant at the very mention of
the New World Order.

The secular crusade against the New World
Order drew strength from a conspiracy theory
steeped in biblical imagery. Since the seventeenth
century, Christian Americans have attempted to
decode the Book of Revelation and discern not
only the timing of Jesus” Second Coming, but signs
of the advent of the Antichrist or “beast.” After
World War II, believers were sure that their gener-
ation had been chosen to see the cosmic drama
unfold. Fixing attention was biblical prophecy
become history when Jews ended their 2,000-year
exile to reclaim Israel in 1948 and then capture
Jerusalem in 1967. The faithful were alerted and
knew the meaning of other signs—the worship of
“false Christs,” lawlessness, violent storms, and
intense earthquakes. Clearly, the millennium was
at the door.

Taking his cue from those who exposed the Mas-
ter conspiracy, Rev. Pat Robertson, founder of the
Christian Coalition, spied the Antichrist lurking in
the shadows, readying the Council on Foreign Rela-
tions and the Trilateral Commission as his vehicles
to global power. Said Robertson, “He will be like a
combination of Adolf Hitler, Joseph Stalin, Genghis
Khan, Mao Tse-Tung, and other dictators who have
butchered millions of people.” The Antichrist,
Robertson warned in 1984, was on the march in the
United States: “The demons have what are called
‘principalities and powers.” It is possible that a
demon prince is in charge of New York, Detroit,
and St. Louis” (Robertson, 116, 155). Others were
convinced that the “mark” of the beast was already
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affixed on the universal price code, smart cards,
ATMs, microchip implants, and fiber optics.

Rev. Jerry Falwell, writer Hal Lindsey, and
scores of conspiracy-minded evangelicals echoed
Robertson, offering Rapture as the escape hatch to
born-again Christians who sought to avoid the
Tribulation reign of the beast. Their calls for
repentance grew more intense as the countdown to
the year 2000 approached, because they knew it
had cosmic significance. The failure of the new
millennium to end history did not break evangeli-
cal momentum. Eyes were now on 2007, the
2,000th anniversary of Christ’s crucifixion and res-
urrection. Evangelists continue to sow seeds, open-
ing more than 200 millennial websites, generating
scores of new books and audio- and videotapes,
and even producing full-length motion pictures
that dramatize the End Times scenario.

The assassination of President John F. Kennedy
in November 1963 may be the most intensively
studied event in U.S. history. It is flush with detail
and offers hundreds of eyewitnesses, extensive bal-
listics evidence and autopsy results, and even a film
that frames action to the split second. Bibliogra-
phies now count more than 3,000 entries, including
films, plays, television programs, and a dozen
newsletters. Conspiracy thinking permeates most
of these efforts. Born of bereavement and drawing
strength from the memory of a lost Camelot, con-
spiracy theories challenge the conclusion of the
official account that indicted a lone gunman. Once
conspiracists were convinced that they had exposed
the cover-up, new theories and a counterhistory
appeared. The assassination, they contend, was
actually a coup d’état that robbed the nation of its
future. Filmmaker Oliver Stone made the case in
the motion picture JFK, released in 1991. Stone
has the furtive character “X” reveal the conspiracy,
tracing it to the White House, CIA, FBI, and the
“military-industrial complex.” Kennedy had to go
because “he wanted to call off the moon race in
favor of cooperation with the Soviets. He signed a
treaty with the Soviets to ban nuclear testing, he
refused to invade Cuba in ’62, and he set out to
withdraw from Vietnam. But that all ended on
November 22, 1963” (Stone, 112).

Opinion surveys repeatedly testify to the success
of countersubversive arguments, showing that for
the large majority of Americans an assassination
conspiracy is the conventional wisdom. The hold of
conspiracy on the public mind was so great that a
congressionally mandated commission created in
the 1990s to declassify four million pages of docu-
ments could not close the case. The “magic bullet”
and the “grassy knoll,” conspiracy’s shorthand
terms, remained fixed in the national lexicon.

Some groups in modern America were especially
prone to conspiracy thinking. Disproportionately
among the vigilant were African Americans. Polls
found that more than 60 percent of African Amer-
icans believed that the CIA had flooded their
neighborhoods with drugs and one-third were con-
vinced that government scientists had created the
AIDS virus to ensure black genocide. On the
streets, word passed that the Ku Klux Klan or the
federal government had placed chemicals in food
and drink to render black men sterile. Collaterally,
opinion surveys have consistently shown that
African Americans are twice as likely as whites to
harbor strong biases against Jews.

For blacks whose place in U.S. society is often pre-
carious, conspiracism not only offers self-protection
and empowerment but reiterates shared values and
asserts a collective defense. Conspiracy thinking has
also been used as a weapon in the struggle for
power in the black community. Most striking, it has
been instrumental in the quest for authority of the
Nation of Islam and particularly its leader Louis
Farrakhan. Farrakhan rallied support by confirming
the conspiracy: “They’re using chemical weapons,
biological warfare, germ warfare already on black
people. AIDS is not an accident any more than
small pox was an accident with the Indians. Sending
them blankets and killing them with disease. . . .
You need to wake up and see that your life is threat-
ened” (Gardell, 327). He detected, as well, a secret
hand behind ghetto violence: “The Uzis, the AK-
47s, your enemy is feeding you automatic weapons
now. You don’t make weapons, Brother. Where did
you get the weapons? . . . This is all calculated. This
is all part of the conspiracy” (Farrakhan). Far-
rakhan’s rhetoric of countersubversion is a call to
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battle that identifies friends and targets foes while
marking off the distance from rival leaders and
groups. Uncompromising before white power and
its alleged black lackeys, Farrakhan and the Nation
of Islam appear the community’s most defiant and
effective advocates, making them immune to chal-
lenge from within.

For those who believe that the earth has been
visited by extraterrestrials, the Roswell incident is
the holy grail, and many have joined in the search,
making it the most studied event in UFO history.
According to researchers, an alien craft crashed
outside of Roswell, New Mexico, in 1947 and the
federal government recovered the bodies of four
extraterrestrials. Enhancing the drama of this story
is the theme of conspiracy. Believers argue that
Majestic 12 (M]-12), a secret group within the fed-
eral government, is engaged in a plot to cover up
the evidence of extraterrestrial contact. The num-
ber of individuals engaged in the conspiracy is
large and the effort ongoing and thorough. Accord-
ing to authors Kevin Randle and Don Schmitt:
“Files were altered. So were personnel records,
along with assignments and various codings and
code words. Changing serial numbers ensured that
those searching later would not be able to locate
those who were involved in the recovery. The trail
was being carefully altered” (Goldberg, 200).
Meanwhile, the plot continues with the federal
authorities conspiring to discredit Roswell activists
and deceive the public.

Roswell was, moreover, only the first instance of
deception, setting the pattern for official denials
about UFO sightings, abductions, cattle mutilations,
crop circles, and even hidden alien bases. The story
has been well packaged for popular consumption,
but it was mainstream media experts who ensured
that Roswell and these other signs of extraterrestrial
contact spread from the community of UFO believ-
ers to a wider public. By the fiftieth anniversary of
the Roswell incident in 1997, tabloids, cable televi-
sion, and motion pictures had made the UFO phe-
nomenon and Roswell not only icons of conspiracy
but staples of U.S. popular culture.

This brief survey spotlights the centrality and
persistence of conspiracy thinking in U.S. history.

Since their arrival, Americans have positioned
themselves defensively to repel subversives—
supernatural, extraterrestrial, and mundane. While
repeatedly under siege, the perimeter holds fast
and dangerous outsiders remain at bay. Some-
times, as in the 1850s, 1930s, and today, conspiracy
theorists are convinced that the enemy has pene-
trated key institutions. Conspiracy thinking draws
power by merging with and reinforcing traditional
American values and beliefs: a sense of mission,
Protestant supremacy, concern about encroach-
ments on liberty, antielitism, maintenance of the
racial order, and the sanctity of private property. In
the midst of diversity, conspiracy theories nurture
a sense of peoplehood while discovering the ene-
mies of the American dream. The exposure of real
plotters, meanwhile, acts to energize these beliefs
and validate the images they birth. Critical to the
tenacity and flexibility of countersubversive inter-
pretations are their articulate champions. Politi-
cians, religious leaders, journalists, government
officials, and leading industrialists, along with
other role models, have cleared a path for ordinary
men and women. If the eccentrics among the con-
spiracy minded have received a disproportionate
share of attention, it is necessary to remember that
their mates inhabit all social, economic, and politi-
cal groups.

Robert Alan Goldberg
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Making Sense of

Conspiracy Theories

Defining the Terms “Conspiracy”

and “Conspiracy Theory”

At first sight it should be fairly easy to define the
terms “conspiracy” and “conspiracy theory.” A
straightforward definition of a conspiracy is when a
small group of powerful people combine together
in secret to plan and carry out an illegal or improper
action, particularly one that alters the course of
events. But the term is often used fairly loosely. We
might wonder, for example, whether the activities
of intelligence agencies involved in spying and car-
rying out covert missions count as conspiracies by
this definition. They are by their very nature plotted
in secret, and they are indeed intended to alter the
shape of history, but we might wonder if the every-
day machinations of, say, CIA agents constitute a
conspiracy because they are merely doing their job.
Only in some cases is it immediately obvious that
their actions are illegal or improper, and hence a
conspiracy rather than merely being a covert oper-
ation. The problem with making illegality or impro-
priety part of the definition of a conspiracy is that it
depends who is defining what's illegal or not. In the
realm of the law it is comparatively straightforward
to determine if something is a criminal conspiracy
(it is illegal, for example, to engage in the kind of
price-fixing that was uncovered in the fine-art auc-
tion industry in the 1990s, and hence it would be
valid to say that the auction houses engaged in a
conspiracy). But in the arena of history, there are no
hard-and-fast rules of what is permissible or not.
What to one person may look like a conspiracy to

alter the course of events, to others will seem
merely the regular dog-eat-dog spectacle of politi-
cal maneuvering.

The second problem with the term “conspiracy”
is that it relies on a fairly strong notion of intention
(often referred to as a sense of “agency” in theoret-
ical discussions). A conspiracy is only a conspiracy,
we might suppose, if the plotters fully intended to
carry out that particular action and were quite
aware of the consequences of it. So, for example,
we might wonder whether there is a deliberate
conspiracy by men to keep women in a subordinate
position. It's undeniable that historically women
have found themselves thwarted in a variety of
social, legal, and political ways, and it’s also unde-
niable that at least some men have actively
approved of that situation, but the question
remains whether men’s vague and perhaps even
unspoken desire for supremacy is what has causally
resulted in the oppression of women. Does a con-
spiracy have to involve not just the desire and
intention to bring about a certain effect, but the
proven fact of a causal connection? In other words,
does a conspiracy always have to be conscious,
deliberate, and explicitly stated, or can it emerge
from the implicit, taken-for-granted assumptions
and patterns of thought that slowly accumulate
over time and that really do shape history? Most
commentators would still insist that if the term
“conspiracy” is to have any meaning at all, then it
must involve deliberate agency. But some theorists
have more recently begun to suggest that certain
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states of affairs (for example, sexism and racism)
are not merely the result of chance but are the
perhaps unintended consequence of a series of
attitudes and ways of behaving that together
amount to something that may as well have been a
conspiracy. You don’t need to say it out loud for
there to be a conspiracy, this theory suggests.

This problem with defining the nature of agency
leads us to the even more tricky problem of coming
up with a working definition of a conspiracy theory.
At the most basic level, a conspiracy theory blames
the current, undesirable state of affairs on a con-
certed conspiracy by a secret group. It is in effect an
interpretation of history that claims that things aren’t
always what they seem, and that things haven't just
tumbled out by coincidence in the normal, more-or-
less random fashion, but that they have only got like
this because someone with evil intentions planned it
this way. However, the label “conspiracy theory”
usually suggests that the interpretation offered is
wrong. In effect the phrase is often not a neutral
description of a form of historical analysis, as if it
were just another form of historical theory along-
side, say, postcolonial theory or feminist theory.
Instead it usually carries an implicit accusation:
there are undoubtedly conspiracy facts (the sugges-
tion is), but in this case your view is just a conspiracy
theory, a misleading speculation, and even wooly-
headed thinking that verges on the mentally dis-
turbed. Usually what lies behind the accusation is
either a specific criticism that in this particular case
the theory is wrong (for example, contrary to some
conspiracy theories, President Roosevelt did not
know in advance about the Japanese attacks on Pearl
Harbor), or that the view of history put forward by
conspiracy theories is always necessarily wrong (his-
tory in this view is not the result of a concerted plot
but, to cite two popular positions, the fairly random
and unpredictable interaction of countless individu-
als, or the predictable interplay of vast, impersonal
structural forces). Looked at the other way, a con-
spiracy theory that has been proven (for example,
that President Nixon and his aides plotted to disrupt
the course of justice in the Watergate case) is usually
called something else—investigative journalism, or
just well-researched historical analysis. Usually no

one claims to believe in a conspiracy theory as such.
The people accused of believing in conspiracy theo-
ries about the death of President Kennedy, for
example, are very insistent that they are assassina-
tion researchers and not conspiracy buffs. It's only
other people who are conspiracy theorists, the argu-
ment goes.

Some historians have come up with more elabo-
rate definitions of conspiracy theory in order to
make clear what is so distinctive about it. For exam-
ple, Richard Hofstadters classic study (1964) of
what he termed the “paranoid style in American
politics™ recognized that there have indeed been
actual conspiracies here or there in U.S. history, but
that a conspiracy theorist believes that there is “a
‘vast’ or ‘gigantic’ conspiracy as the motive force in
historical events” (Hofstadter, 29). According to this
kind of view, conspiracy theory is more than just the
odd speculation about clandestine causes; it is a way
of looking at the world and historical events that
sees conspiracies as the motor of history (in contrast
to other theorists who have argued that, say, eco-
nomics or ideas are the real engines pushing for-
ward the wheel of history). Other commentators
(e.g., Pipes, and Robins and Post) have recently
pushed Hofstadter’s definition even further, arguing
that we need to make a distinction between “petty
conspiracies,” which merely involve fears about
groups secretly scheming to gain local or small-scale
advantage, and “world conspiracy theories,” which
involve warnings about a political takeover by a
malign cabal with large-scale or even global aspira-
tions to power. According to this theory, the reason
for making the distinction is that only world con-
spiracy theories are worth studying because they are
the kind that often lead to dangerous social and
political movements such as Nazism and Stalinism.

These attempts to define what counts as a con-
spiracy theory are useful in that they draw atten-
tion to an important aspect of the phenomenon,
particularly in some of its more prominent out-
bursts in U.S. history (anti-Catholicism in the nine-
teenth century, for example, took the form of warn-
ings that the pope and his representatives were
scheming to bring about worldwide domination of
the Church in Rome). They also try to impose
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some limits on the meaning of a term that is always
threatening to creep far beyond any agreed usage.
However, by limiting the definition in advance they
are in danger of leaving out some examples of con-
spiratorial thought that have a lot in common with
conspiracy theories. They also downplay what
seems to be one of the important functions of con-
spiracy theory today, namely questioning how much
we are in control of our own minds and our own
actions through the debate over exactly what is to
count as a conspiracy or not. (If a conspiracy theory
serves no other purpose, it is often the way that
nonprofessional historians try out ideas about the
nature of historical change. Trying to decide what
term to use to describe a state of affairs that looks
just as if there were a conspiracy is part of the func-
tion of a conspiracy theory today.) Finally, as help-
ful as these definitions are in making the loose
baggy monster of conspiracy theory more manage-
able, they also end up rigging the game so as to
favor a particular theoretical take on the nature of
the phenomenon.

There have certainly always been conspiracies of
one kind or another in U.S. history. And there has
undoubtedly always been some speculation about
the role of secret plotters in that history, even if
those speculations don’t quite amount to a con-
spiracy theory according to some of the more
restrictive definitions (or aren’t necessarily to be
condemned, as we shall see below). What is com-
paratively new, however, is the term “conspiracy
theory” itself. The phrase first entered the supple-
ment to the Oxford English Dictionary in 1997,
which is an indication of how much a buzzword it
has become in recent decades. However, the entry
suggests that the first recorded usage of the phrase
was in an article in the American Historical Review
in 1909, although it did not become familiar in aca-
demic writing until the 1950s (with the work of
Karl Popper), and did not really become common
currency until the 1960s. The belated coining of
the phrase might be merely a case of historians
latching on to a handy short-hand expression for an
already well-known, coherent, and recurring phe-
nomenon. It might, however, be the case that com-
ing up with a label for the phenomenon actually

invents the phenomenon itself, in the sense that a
new conceptual category turns what otherwise
would have been a set of possibly quite diverse
ideas into a coherent style of thought.

What's interesting about the phrase now is that
the people who are accused (or sometimes diag-
nosed) of being conspiracy theorists are often well
aware of the charge, and many an article on the
Internet about, say, the New World Order begins
with the disclaimer that “I know I'll be accused of
being a conspiracy theorist, but...” The signifi-
cance of this self-aware and often self-reflexive dis-
cussion of the very phrase used to describe the
phenomenon is that it is beginning to change
the nature of the phenomenon itself, especially in
the realm of popular culture. The 1997 Hollywood
blockbuster Conspiracy Theory (starring Mel Gib-
son and Julia Roberts) takes this self-consciousness
to an extreme: whereas in the past a film might
have merely had the name of a particular conspir-
acy as its title, in this case it bizarrely uses the
generic term as its title. One thing that makes the
historical study of conspiracy theories particularly
challenging, then, is that determining what consti-
tutes the phenomenon has become part of the phe-
nomenon itself.

The United States and Conspiracy

Theory: A Special Relationship?

The United States has long had a fascination with
conspiracies. As the entries and the primary source
extracts in this encyclopedia make clear, the imagi-
nation or the detection of secret plotting has been
arecurrent feature of U.S. history, albeit with more
prominent outbursts in some periods than others.
Its often suggested (not least by commentators
outside the United States) that the nation has a
particular affinity to conspiratorial thought, that
conspiracy theory is a distinctively U.S. phenome-
non. There are some good reasons to think that this
is the case. It’s arguable, for example, that a suspi-
ciousness toward strangers and outsiders (or even
just the frightening “wilderness™ itself) is a domi-
nant feature of the early Puritan settlers. Some
critics have suggested that the Puritan habit of
mind that sought signs and symptoms of the work
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of the Almighty in tiny, everyday clues was just a
short step away from a conspiratorial mentality that
tried to read every event for its hidden meaning. In
a similar vein, some historians have argued that the
nature of the American Revolution has “condi-
tioned Americans to think of resistance to a dark
subversive force as the essential ingredient of their
national identity” (Davis, 23), a view that is appar-
ent in the catalog of suspicions about the intentions
of the British government that are written into the
Declaration of Independence itself. It is even plau-
sible to suggest that the fear of sinister enemies,
both real and imagined, both internal and external,
was one of the most important factors that helped
to shape the disparate British colonies into a united
state. Another possible reason for the seeming
close connection between America and conspiracy
theory is America’s foundational sense of its
unique, divinely ordained destiny, a sense of Amer-
ican exceptionalism that has helped to promote the
feeling that any deflection from that manifest des-
tiny must be the result of a concerted plot (by
satanic forces in the early years, and by malign
political agents in later times). Another version of
this argument is that it is Americans” traditional,
republican faith in openness and democracy that
has led them to be highly suspicious of any political
maneuverings that smack of secrecy, elitism, or
even of unnecessary involvement of intrusive fed-
eral government in the life of free individuals (see
Wills). It has even been suggested that lack of a
popular socialist tradition in the United States (in
comparison with Europe) means that Americans
are comparatively less likely to believe that history
operates through the impersonal interaction of
economic forces and social classes and more likely
to believe that history is the product of individual
agency, which is sometimes benign and transpar-
ent, and at others malign and covert. Finally, some
historians have put forward the idea that more
recently the United States has become the home of
conspiracy theories because so many high-level,
prominent conspiracies have been undertaken and
uncovered since the 1960s.

On the other hand, it is not difficult to see that
the United States does not have a monopoly on

conspiracy theories. Historians (e.g., Pipes, and
Robins and Post) have pointed out that although
U.S. politics might once have been dominated by
the conspiratorial scapegoating of minorities and
the alarmist imagination of invasive enemies (par-
ticularly in the nineteenth century), more recently
conspiracy theory in the United States has been
confined to inconsequential political sideshows or
even been transformed into a form of entertain-
ment or titillation. We might disagree with the idea
that conspiracy theories have gone off the boil in
the United States (not least because they seem to
have become so publicly prominent), but it is cer-
tainly true that other countries have been and still
are dangerously attracted to a conspiratorial mind-
set. Stalinist Russia or the present-day Middle East,
for example, are both saturated with the rhetoric of
conspiracy and plot. Although there is a danger in
studying U.S. history in isolation because it tends
to fall too easily into the trap of U.S. exceptional-
ism, conspiracy theories have undoubtedly played a
vital role in U.S. history, and continue to occupy a
prominent place in everyday politics and popular
culture. But how exactly should we study them,
and what theoretical approaches have been
brought to bear on the phenomenon?

Refutations

Probably the most straightforward approach to con-
spiracy theory has been to catalog the error of its
ways instead of discussing it as a phenomenon or a
symptom. In a series of essays published in the
1940s and 1950s the philosopher Karl Popper
sought to refute conspiratorial interpretations of
society and history as conceptually misguided. He
defined the conspiracy theory of society as “the
view that whatever happens in society—including
things which as a rule people dislike, such as war,
unemployment, poverty, shortages—are the results
of direct design by some powerful individuals or
group” (Popper, 341). Popper went on to argue that
this view is necessarily false because it is inconceiv-
able that such complex, global events are the result
of specific intentions of individuals. This dismissal
of conspiracy theory as a flawed understanding of
history is based on the revolution in social thought
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that began in the nineteenth century with thinkers
such as Marx, Darwin, and Freud proposing (in
very different ways) that humans are not con-
sciously in control of their own individual or collec-
tive destinies but are the subject of large, imper-
sonal historical forces. These views are the mainstay
of what we now call the social sciences, and several
commentators (e.g., Wood) have suggested that
there is now no excuse for anyone to believe in a
“personalized” view of history anymore.

This argument is sometimes given a specific,
political twist (e.g., Albert). Although those on the
left of the political spectrum might be tempted to
believe in conspiracy theories (because they seem
to name and blame traditional left-wing enemies
such as corrupt government officials and corporate
insiders for the mess we're in), they should steer
well clear of them. The reasoning is that the real
agents of history are not individuals (however pow-
erful they may seem) but more abstract institu-
tional structures that transcend any individual
intention: only by changing those structures of
power that condoned and perhaps even encour-
aged such activities (rather than merely removing
the guilty individuals who abused the system) can
there be any hope of social change. In this view, a
conspiracy theory that claims to have found the
real hidden causes of events (even if they are
proven true in some cases) will always in some
measure be mistaking or perhaps even mystifying
the real underlying causes of events that need to be
understood in terms of institutions rather than
individuals. Other commentators (e.g., Shermer),
however, have not taken up a specific political
stance, and have instead railed against the increas-
ingly widespread belief in conspiracy theories as
evidence of the dumbing down of the United
States. These arguments often proceed from a
skeptical, debunking position, and point out the
inconsistencies and illogicalities in a variety of pop-
ular conspiracy theories.

Paranoid Style

If some writers have tried to show up the flaws in
conspiratorial thought, then others have sought to
explain its prevalence in U.S. history. Perhaps the

most popular and influential approach has been to
view the repeated imagination of conspiracies
everywhere as evidence of what the historian
Richard Hofstadter termed the “paranoid style in
American politics.” This approach explains the
presence of the rhetoric of conspiracy as a sign of
something akin to a collective paranoia at work. It
is not usually meant as a strict clinical diagnosis of
the conspiracy theorist as delusional, but instead
uses the psychological category of paranoia as a
way of identifying the social phenomenon and then
of explaining some of its features. This theory high-
lights features of conspiracy belief such as an ever
escalating suspiciousness; a sense of persecution;
the morbid projection onto the enemy of repressed
fantasies that the believer may hold; the apocalyp-
tic fears that a whole way of life is under threat; and
the paradoxically comforting and grandiose sense
that although a seemingly marginal player on the
stage of history, you are in fact the center of atten-
tion—albeit as the object of a sinister plot against
the group you belong to. According to the propo-
nents of this view, the paranoid style is a prominent
and recurring style in U.S. history, from the found-
ing of the republic to the recurrence in the nine-
teenth century of conspiracy-minded scapegoating
and nativism (the belief that the United States
belongs to native-born white Anglo-Saxon Protes-
tants, and any newcomers from outside that group
present a significant threat to the American way of
life). The “paranoid style” explanation is at first
sight an extremely compelling way to characterize
(and condemn) the tendency to believe in conspir-
acy theories, even if it doesn’t fully succeed in
explaining them because of the circularity of argu-
ment (for what is paranoia, if not a propensity to
believe in conspiracy theories?). It’s real contribu-
tion was in taking this style of thought seriously,
and trying to find evidence of it in a wide range of
U.S. culture.

This approach became popularized by historians
such as Hofstadter and Bernard Bailyn in the
1960s, and can be seen in retrospect as partly a
response to the excesses of the McCarthyite anti-
communist witch-hunts of the 1950s. Although
highlighting the recurrence of the often small-
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minded, racist, and hateful paranoid mentality in
U.S. history made for fairly depressing reading,
these historians took some comfort from the fact
that the repeated outbursts usually seemed to be
confined to those on the margins of political power.
Later theorists (e.g., Rogin) have challenged this
last shred of comfort, arguing that it is not those
excluded from the center of power who are para-
noid but that the mainstream itself is deeply patho-
logical in its repeated scapegoating of minorities
throughout U.S. history. This view in effect says
that the irrational fear of subversive enemies is not
an occasional disruption of U.S. history, but is the
default mode of that history.

In an important article written in 1982, the histo-
rian Gordon Wood put forward a more historically
limited challenge to the psychohistorical claims that
are at the heart of the “paranoid style” theory. He
took issue with the idea that vast numbers of Amer-
icans, and some of the nation’s most important polit-
ical leaders, are in some measure mentally dis-
turbed. In particular Wood pointed out that a belief
in history as the product of individual agency was
understandably very common in the eighteenth
century, and it was not illogical at the time to think
that any seeming disturbance in the natural course
of events was the result of a deliberate and secret
scheme. However, Wood goes on to argue that,
since the emergence of the social sciences in the
later nineteenth century (that itself was a response
to the vastly increased complexity of political and
economic events in a world slowly becoming global-
ized), a belief in conspiracy as the engine of history
has once again been a sign of poor thinking and per-
haps even of the kind of social exclusion that bor-
ders on paranoia.

Moral Panics and Scapegoating

An alternative explanation starts from the observa-
tion that conspiracy theories in America are usually
told not by those on the margins of society but by
the (comparatively) powerful about those on the
margins. This view highlights those moments in
American history when already victimized minori-
ties (such as Jewish and Asian immigrants) have
become the subject of conspiracy theories that pin

the blame on them for current social woes (such as
unemployment). This approach sees conspiracy
theory as part of the larger pattern of scapegoating,
and focuses usually on right-wing and other antise-
mitic and racist hate groups.

An important component of this theory is its sug-
gestion that conspiracy theories about blameless
victims are often whipped up quite cynically as part
of a larger campaign of popular hatred. In this
respect the psychology of belief envisaged by this
theory is very different from that proposed by the
“paranoid style” school. In that model, the believ-
ers in conspiracy theory can’t help themselves and
are in a sense victims of a style of thought that
clouds their judgment, along the lines of succumb-
ing to an epidemic mass hysteria. But the conspir-
acy-as-scapegoating theory suggests that believ-
ers—or at least the leaders of the groups that
promote such beliefs—are merely spreading
rumors without necessarily believing in them.

A further development of this theory puts for-
ward the idea that sometimes people at the very
center of power might create (or perhaps just cyni-
cally promote) a popular outburst of demonology in
order to further their own political schemes. This
view is sometimes known as the elitist theory of
moral panics, because it suggests that the elite
deliberately fuel moral panics in order to legitimate
repressive measures that would otherwise be unac-
ceptable. Like the scapegoating theory, this position
has the advantage of not relying on unprovable
assertions about the psychological makeup of those
inclined to believe in conspiracy theories, and at its
best it can offer compelling and historically nuanced
accounts of the vested political and economic inter-
ests that are really being served by the promotion of
conspiracy beliefs. For example, one interpretation
of the antisocialist “red scares” of 1919-1920 is that
they were not so much a spontaneous outburst of
popular paranoia about an imagined threat to U.S.
sovereignty as a convenient excuse that was seized
upon by the authorities to bring in antilabor legisla-
tion that would have otherwise been deemed too
repressive. However, with its emphasis on the ruth-
lessly efficient manipulation of mass belief, it leaves
no room for understanding why so many people
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come to accept conspiracy theories (are they all
just dupes?), or what function those scaremonger-
ing stories might fulfill for the people who circulate
them. Finally, this position is usually associated
with left-leaning interpretations of history, but
recently right-wing commentators have adapted it
in their allegations that events such as the Okla-
homa City bombing and even the attacks of Sep-
tember 11 were in fact carried out by agents of the
government in order to soften up the public into
accepting antiterrorist measures that these right-
wing groups see as curbing individual liberty. As
this admittedly extreme example suggests, how-
ever, the elitist theory of moral panic contains
within it the seeds of a conspiratorial interpretation
of history—albeit far more plausible in some cases
than others.

The Function of Conspiracy Theories

The approaches outlined so far all start from the
assumption that conspiracy theories are false,
hence the need for an explanation of why so many
people should come to believe in such a distorted
view of the world. An alternative approach, how-
ever, brackets off the question of whether the par-
ticular conspiracy theories are true or false (a dis-
tinction that some commentators suggest is
becoming far harder to make), and instead investi-
gates what function the conspiracy stories fulfill in
the lives of the people and the groups who circu-
late them. This interpretation is concerned less
with developing a theory about the underlying psy-
chology of the “paranoid style” across time than
with trying to account for the emergence of a par-
ticular belief at a particular historical moment by
looking at its purpose rather than its meaning. In
this respect it has much in common with the elitist
theory of moral panics, but it differs in that it does
not see the believers in conspiracy theory as unwit-
ting dupes but as active shapers of theories that
help them to make sense of a confusing world. It
tends in effect to be a fairly charitable reading of
popular beliefs. Where some critics would dismiss
conspiracy theories as a failure to understand the
complex processes of historical causation, this view
argues that conspiracy theory is a kind of pop soci-

ology, a way of making sense of structure and
agency in a time when official versions of events
and more academic forms of explanation fail to
capture the imagination of a disillusioned public.
Some practitioners of this cultural studies
approach tune in to what conspiracy believers actu-
ally say by closely reading their writings and even by
interviewing them. The aim is not so much to estab-
lish what the people consciously believe as to find
out why, at a symbolic level, these beliefs make
some kind of expressive sense at a particular histor-
ical moment. So, for example, in Bridget Brown’s
study of alien abduction narratives (many of which
have a conspiratorial twist involving government
collusion) she both reads the main texts in the genre
and interviews abductees. She draws attention, for
example, to the way that abduction narratives often
focus on fears about medical experimentation (par-
ticularly about sexual fertility), and locates these
seemingly bizarre stories within the complex history
of the increasing role of technology and unap-
proachable experts in medicine, and debates about
the politics of abortion and other reproduction
issues. Other examples (e.g., Knight, Spark) see the
resurgence of conspiracy theories about the so-
called New World Order and even theories about
government collusion with aliens as a way of talking
(in a displaced and distorted form) about issues
such as globalization, and the loss of control of per-
sonal and national economic destiny. At bottom
these kinds of densely historical accounts read con-
spiracy theories as symptomatic of larger fears that
circulate through the culture at particular moments
of stress. They suggest that even if the stories turn
out to be not literally true then they still manage to
capture and express—in however bizarre a fash-
ion—a view of the contemporary world that is not
without foundation. One effect of this approach is
that the range of examples of what counts as a con-
spiracy theory worthy of the name and worthy of
study has begun to expand. The “paranoid style”
method was geared toward studying political move-
ments, but some of the more recent studies of con-
spiracy theory have been interested in everyday
popular beliefs that are not explicitly political, and
often are manifested in the realm of culture. Some

21



Making Sense of Conspiracy Theories

commentators (e.g., Pipes) have argued that, even if
in other countries conspiracy theory is still explicitly
political, in the United States it has become thank-
fully relegated to the cultural realm. In contrast, the
cultural studies approach claims that politics is now
often carried out in the cultural realm, and so phe-
nomena like conspiracy theories are not merely a
sideshow but are part of the real action.

Although most of these cultural studies accounts
remain fairly neutral in political terms, some have
tried to assess whether conspiracy theories are
reactionary or progressive. The traditional view
(common to both the paranoid style and moral
panic theories) is that conspiracy theories are
nearly always bad news: if they're not immediately
harmful in their promotion of scapegoating, then
they produce a mystified view of the world that
prevents people from focusing on what’s really
wrong with the world. However, with the emer-
gence of a strand of conspiracy culture (since the
assassinations of the 1960s and the revelations
about the wrongdoings of the government in the
1970s) that seems at first sight to be politically pro-
gressive, some commentators have wondered
whether conspiracy theories might now in this lim-
ited way have become part of a wider populist chal-
lenge to the status quo and the “official version™ of
events. For example, in her study of alien conspir-
acy theories the political scientist Jodi Dean argues
that the proliferation of unsettling, logic-defying
abduction narratives works to erode the boundary
between the rational and the irrational, and that
this blurring of distinctions feeds into the wider
populist challenge to what is sometimes known as
consensus reality. But other critics (e.g., Crews)
have taken issue with such claims, pointing out that
there is something disturbing about championing
such beliefs as politically useful when in most cases
they make the believers miserable. (Brown takes a
halfway position, suggesting that although alien ab-
ductees find some measure of self-empowerment
in telling their stories, at the same time those sto-
ries only serve to emphasize their lack of power in
the face of nameless conspiring forces.) In his
detailed and careful study of this new wave of con-
spiracy belief, Mark Fenster tackles head-on the

question of its political possibilities (and takes issue
with the work of John Fiske in particular). He
comes to the conclusion that as much as it might
seem to be progressive in the way that it gives a
voice to a populist resentment with the authorities
(and most of his book is concerned with exploring
this possibility), conspiracy theory at the end of the
day is putting forward a distorted view of historical
causation that ultimately leads people astray from
real political engagement.

What these cultural studies approaches have in
common is that they see conspiracy theories as
being in dialog with their historical context (rather
than just an occasional outburst of mass hysteria that
is liable to crop up at any time more or less without
reason). Coming from the slightly different perspec-
tive of anthropology, another related approach sees
conspiracy theories as a form of urban legend or
rumor. For example, the folklorist Patricia Turner
has conducted field work to establish what conspir-
acy stories circulate in African American neighbor-
hoods and has then categorized her findings and
shown how they fit in with other fears and fantasies
about racial interaction that permeate through the
culture, and how they have long historical roots. In
sum, all of the approaches outlined in this section
aim to read conspiracy theories alongside (and in
challenge to) other popular ways of making sense of
the interconnectedness of the world and its events.

Conspiracy Theories since the 1960s

The first wave of theorizing about conspiracy theo-
ries emerged in the wake of the outburst of anti-
communist hysteria, and in some ways the models
that were developed spoke to the need to make
sense of that immediate past. Since the mid-1990s
there has been a renewed interest (both by aca-
demics and journalists) in trying to explain conspir-
acy theories, and this can be seen as a result of the
sudden emergence of a seemingly new and perva-
sive conspiracy culture that has as its most promi-
nent emblem the television show The X-Files, but
which in all likelihood dates back to the political
turmoil of the 1960s in general and the assassina-
tions of John and Robert Kennedy and Martin
Luther King in particular. Quite a few of these
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recent studies have speculated that there has been
some kind of shift in conspiracy theory since the
1960s or thereabouts.

One explanation for the increasing prominence of
conspiracy theories in the United States in the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century is that there have
quite simply been more conspiracies, many of which
have been uncovered. For example, the political sci-
entist Ray Pratt suggests that it is no surprise that
there are so many films about omnipresent surveil-
lance and government corruption because there has
been so much irrefutable evidence that the authori-
ties really are up to no good. This kind of approach
starts from the possibility that a fair measure of
recent paranoia is fully justified.

Other critics argue that representations of con-
spiracy and paranoia in film and novels are not so
much realist portrayals of what is really going on as
they are distorted and stylized responses to a world
that has become impossible to make sense of
through traditional means. The literary critic
Fredric Jameson has suggested that the conspiracy
narratives of Hollywood films and popular thrillers
are an expression of people’s inability to make sense
of how the world fits together in the age of global-
ization. He argues that people turn to these kinds of
stories because they seem to offer a simplified han-
dle on what is really going on in a postmodern world
that, for many people, has disintegrated into inco-
herent and overwhelming fragmentation of media
images and cultural styles that seem to jumble up
past, present, and previously distinct cultures in one
big global supermarket. In effect, conspiracy narra-
tives offer people a way of threading together into a
coherent and revelatory plot the endless flood of
soundbites; but, warns Jameson, although these
accounts may promise clarity, they only end up mys-
tifying whats going on and so make the attempt to
locate ourselves within it even harder.

A different way of looking at the nature of con-
spiracy theories in the age of postmodernity is
offered by the literary critic Timothy Melley. Find-
ing in his reading of a range of postwar American
novels and works of social theory a recurrent sense
of panic at the imagined threat to individual agency
at the hands of conspiring forces, Melley draws two

conclusions. The first is that the obsession with pro-
tecting a sense of rugged selfhood (sometimes
known as possessive individualism) has been a long-
running theme in U.S. literature, philosophy, and
politics. The second is that this obsession has taken
on a new twist in recent times, as Americans have
found themselves (as Jameson points out) under
threat of disintegrating into incoherence amid all the
profusion of conflicting styles and codes that make
up our sense of individuality. People are paranoid,
the argument goes, about becoming schizophrenic.

A different approach (e.g., Knight, Massumi)
argues that there has been a shift in the nature and
function of conspiracy theories since the 1960s and
that it has intensified since the end of the cold war in
the early 1990s. Whereas conspiracy theories once
offered a paradoxically comforting sense of identity
(only by knowing who your enemy is can you really
know who you are, the theory goes), they now are
unable to clearly identify a specific enemy or man-
ageable threat and so no longer serve to bolster
national or group coherence in the way they once
did. Secure paranoia has in effect given way to inse-
cure paranoia, as the clear-cut them-and-us political
tensions of the cold war have given way to the more
confusing geopolitics of global terrorism and other
borderless threats such as pollution and disease that
promote a permanent environment of risk and
uncertainty. In the wake of September 11, it remains
to be seen whether we are entering a new phase in
the history of conspiracy theories in the United
States, or whether that traumatic event will be inter-
preted in very familiar ways.

Conclusion

As with other controversial social phenomena
(such as religious faith or belief in science), the bat-
tle lines amid competing explanations are often
deeply entrenched and politically motivated.
Accounts that emphasize the dangers of the para-
noid style and lament the gullibility of conspiracy
theorists tend to (but do not always) emerge from
a conservative view of human nature and history,
whereas approaches that highlight the role that
conspiracy theory plays in giving voice to popular
grievances (however distorted) usually rely on a
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more liberal understanding of society and culture.
Often each camp is talking about a different set of
examples, so that each theory makes sense only in
its own context. Since conspiracy theories have
taken on so many different guises in different his-
torical periods, there is good reason to think that
there is no one-size-fits-all theory that can encom-
pass and explain all the dizzying variety.
Conspiracy theory seems to be mutating all the
time, fulfilling diverse functions for different peo-
ple at distinct historical moments, often in quite
unpredictable ways. For example, some commen-
tators (e.g., Kelly) have pointed how recently there
seems to have been a convergence between, on the
one hand, a revived version of traditional right-
wing conspiracy theories that talk about the shad-
owy influence of unelected globalist groups like the
Bilderbergers and the United Nations, and on the
other a more countercultural attack on the influ-
ence of undemocratic forms of national and inter-
national institutions such as the CIA and the World
Trade Organization. This kind of “fusion paranoia,”
where Right meets Left, demands a rethink of tra-
ditional accounts of everyday politics and popular
protest movements. Whichever interpretation you
follow, what is becoming increasingly clear is that
conspiracy theory can no longer be dismissed as a
trivial sideshow to real politics, but has become a
part of political and cultural life in the United
States that demands to be taken seriously.
Peter Knight
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Abolitionism

Overview

Although great believers in the Slave Power Con-
spiracy and often party to anti-Catholic and other
evangelically oriented conspiracy theories them-
selves, American abolitionists were also frequently
accused of conspiracy, especially in the South but
also in the North. Improbable as it may seem from
a modern vantage point, the heroic opponents of
slavery were commonly depicted in the terms
reserved for conspiracy theory’s most despicable
villains, e.g., witches, Illuminati, and Communists.
South Carolina’s William Henry Drayton pictured
“these conspirators . . . at their midnight meetings,
where the bubbling cauldron of abolition was filled
with its pestilential materials” (Davis, 35). An 1852
writer in DeBow’s Review of New Orleans actually
compared abolitionism with communism (then
newly invented), seeing them both as part of a blas-
phemous, hypocritical foreign campaign to over-
turn a social order ordained by “the thought of
God” Himself: “What means this darkly-shadowed
caricature of good—this horrible disfigurement of
Christian charity—which, but that it stalks in terri-
ble reality before us, would seem like the mockery
of some fearful dream?” (L..S.M., 509).

From the Haitian Revolution on, slave rebellions
real and imagined had been widely blamed on aboli-
tionists, sometimes for just inspiring slaves from afar
but increasingly, over time, for direct “intermed-

dling” with them. Some southerners even charged
abolitionists with their slaves™ day-to-day insubordi-
nation, as well as the harsh discipline allegedly nec-
essary to suppress this insubordination. Indeed,
proslavery publicist Edmund Ruffin argued in 1857
that only “abolition action” prevented slaves from
being “the most comfortable, contented, and happy
laboring class in the world” (Ruffin, 549). Ruffin and
other white southerners envisioned the abolitionists
as a vast network of open agitators and allied secret
agents who had fanned out across the South, under-
cover as salesman, ministers, and teachers, and
coaxed slaves to escape or, better yet, slaughter their
masters. “There is no neighborhood in the Southern
States into which Yankees have not penetrated,”
claimed Ruffin, “and could freely operate as aboli-
tion agents” (Ruffin, 546). This was a ridiculously
inaccurate statement, of course, since by the time
this passage was written it had long since become
illegal as well as unsafe in most of the South to
oppose slavery or even unenthusiastically support it.
Abolitionists in the North spoke and wrote in
public forums, but were always suspected of secret
designs and hidden agendas. Funding and organiz-
ing the subversion of slavery in the South was one
accusation. Others included complicity in a British
plot to break up the Union and/or a secret neofed-
eralist stratagem to destroy the Democratic Party.
Not surprisingly, these antiabolitionist theories
often came from the ranks of northern Democrats
eager to retain the favor of their southern wing.
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Before detailing some of the more specific
beliefs about the abolitionists, it is vital to put them
in more realistic perspective than antiabolitionists
usually provided. The idea of abolitionist involve-
ment in engineering servile rebellion was mostly a
fantasy, even in the case of the one abolitionist, John
Brown, who actually tried it. Radical abolitionists
were commonly sincere religious pacifists. Before
Brown’s activities in the 1850s, almost no hard evi-
dence exists of plots or nondefensive violence insti-
gated by northern abolition activists. Abolitionists
certainly protected fugitive slaves when they could,
and aided some escapes in border regions and port
cities, but they posed no physical and little eco-
nomic threat to slaveholders, whose human and real
property was worth more on the eve of the Civil
War than it ever had been before. Moreover, radi-
cal abolitionists never enjoyed widespread political
influence, and the charge that they dominated
Abraham Lincoln’s Republican Party (the so-called
“Black Republicans”) was both a partisan slur and
an important part of the southern conspiracy theory
about the northern antislavery sentiment.

The term “Black Republicans” also contained
another connotation. It was the habit of all slavery’s
defenders (and their political allies) to conflate any
degree of opposition to slavery with the most radi-
cal forms of abolitionism and egalitarianism they
could imagine. So politicians and writers taking the
much more widespread “free soil” position, oppos-
ing only slavery’s further expansion, were treated as
outright abolitionists, and those who showed any
degree of concern for black rights were likely to be
denounced as advocates of full social equality with
blacks and “amalgamation” of the races.

It should be noted that the situation as described
above took several decades of U.S. history to fully
develop. Negative attitudes and outlandish beliefs
about abolitionists had long circulated in areas like
the lower South and the Caribbean, where the
extremely large slave populations left whites feeling
nervous and outnumbered. These conspiracy theo-
ries became far more widespread with the radical-
ization of antislavery that took place in the 1820s and
1830s.

From Moderation to Radicalism in the
American Abolition Movement

Before the late 1820s, American abolitionism was
almost painfully polite, tentative, and moderate.
During the American Revolution, it came to be
generally agreed outside the lower South that slav-
ery was inconsistent with the egalitarians ideals of
the Declaration of Independence and other revo-
lutionary mission statements. The northern states
abolished slavery in the years after the Revolution,
though often by means of gradual emancipation
laws that only freed the adult children of current
slaves.

Quakers opposed slavery as a matter of con-
science and lobbied for abolition during the First
Congress, but without results. The bulk of antislav-
ery activity in the early Republic was more Jeffer-
sonian in approach, looking to end the interna-
tional slave trade (which occurred in 1808) and
find some means of phasing southern slavery out
while minimizing economic and social disruptions.
Slaveholders were to be compensated for their
losses to abolition, and the creation of a large free
black population would be avoided by sending for-
mer slaves to colonies in Africa or some other far-
away place. This was the formula promoted by the
early Republic’s most prominent antislavery organ-
ization, the American Colonization Society, which
counted James Madison, Henry Clay, Andrew
Jackson, and Francis Scott Key among its members
and enjoyed the official aid of the U.S. government
and navy.

Despite the moderation of these early efforts, the
slaveholding politicians of the lower South reacted
harshly to the idea of even discussing limitations on
slavery. The Carolinas and Georgia forced special
protections and extra representation for slavery to
be built into the federal constitution. The Quakers
petitioning the First Congress were accused by
South Carolina’s Aedanus Burke of being British
spies who were “for bringing this country under a
foreign yoke.” During the same debate, southern
congressmen made veiled threats to leave the new-
born Union if such discussions continued, arguing
that “every principle of policy and concern for . . .
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White Lady, happy, proud and free,
Lend awhile thine ear to me ;

Let the Negro Mother’s wail

Turn thy pale cheek still more pale.
Can the Negro Mother joy

Over this her captive boy,

Which in bondage and in tears,

For a life of wo she rears ?

Though she -bears a Mother’s name,
A Mother’s rights she may not claim ;
For the white man’s will can part,
Her darling from her bursting heart.

From the Genius of Universal Emancipation.
LETTERS ON SLAVERY.—No. III.

Ladies” Department from “The Liberator,” published by
William Lloyd Garrison, 1849. (Bettmann/Corbis)

the peace and tranquility of the United States, con-
cur to show the propriety of dropping the subject
[of slavery], and letting it sleep where it is” (Debates
and Proceedings in Congress).

When northern congressmen voted to exclude
slavery from the new state of Missouri in 1820,
much less than what the Quakers had asked, the
uproar was far worse. Thomas Jefferson declared it
“the knell of the Union” (Jefferson, 1434) and the
Virginia capital was “agitated as if affected by all
the Volcanic eruptions of Vesuvius” (Brown, 438).

Extremism in the defense of slavery was no vice,
and moderation in the pursuit of abolition was
increasingly not accepted as a virtue.

Under these circumstances, it is not surprising
that black and many white abolitionists grew impa-
tient with the moderate approach. Hence their rhet-
oric and tactics became much more radical begin-
ning in the late 1820s. The new approach asked, in
far less apologetic tones, for immediate, uncompen-
sated abolition, without colonization, as a matter of
moral right. Public notice of the shift in abolitionist
thought was given by the appearance of three new
abolitionist publications between 1827 and 1830:
Freedom’s Journal, the first African American news-
paper; white abolitionist printer William Lloyd Gar-
rison’s newspaper The Liberator; and, especially, the
1829 pamphlet An Appeal to the Colored Citizens of
the World, by black used-clothing dealer David
Walker. Walker and Garrison almost immediately
became two of the most hated (and feared) men in
all the South. Although the pamphlet itself was con-
siderably less ferocious than its reputation, Walker’s
Appeal became notorious for its defense (as a last
resort) of violent resistance to slavery, and for its
then-unusually apocalyptic warnings about conse-
quences of continued oppression of the black popu-
lation: “I tell you Americans! that unless you speed-
ily alter your course, you and your Country are

What frightened southerners even more was the
fact that Walker, who came from the South but
lived in Boston, actually managed to distribute
some of his pamphlets in the South. A parcel of
sixty copies arrived in Savannah, Georgia, in
December 1829, just after the pamphlet was pub-
lished, and more were soon found in the Carolinas,
Virginia, and Louisiana. One of the antebellum
South’s frequent slave conspiracy panics quickly
ensued. Numerous southern jurisdictions passed
new laws against slave education and seditious or
“incendiary” literature, of which North Carolina’s
was one of the harshest. Writing, publishing, or cir-
culating any publication tending to “to excite insur-
rection, conspiracy, or resistance in the slaves or
free Negroes” was made a crime punishable by a
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year in prison and whipping for the first offense,
and death for the second offense (Eaton, 124).
Abolitionist activity actually became a capital crime
in much of the South, and this was only the begin-
ning of a decades-long campaign to purge ideolog-
ical nonconformity from the region, at least as it
pertained to slavery. Georgia newspaper editor Eli-
jah Burritt had to flee for his life when it was dis-
covered that he had received twenty copies of the
Appeal at the post office.

Many southerners at the time, along with some
historians, have suspected some connection be-
tween’s Walkers pamphlet and the 1831 Nat Turner
slave rebellion in Virginia, in which fifty-five whites
were killed. (Similar Walker links have been seen to
a Christmas 1830 slave rebellion outside New Bern,
North Carolina, but that outbreak was quickly and
brutally suppressed before any whites came to
harm.) Virginia governor John Floyd received a likely
fraudulent letter from one “Nero” claiming that
Turner’s raid was only the beginning. “Many a white
agent” like Burritt was already in place, Nero
claimed, and the slaves were also enlisting the aid of
the removal-threatened Indians in Georgia (Hinks,
132). The most concrete link between Walker’s
Appeal and Nat Turner was probably their common
roots in the spiritual and political ferment that was
roiling through American black communities around
that time—there were serious slave uprisings in
Jamaica and other Caribbean colonies during 1830
and 1831. Rumors of imminent abolition may have
played a role in the unrest, but rumors hardly
required a network of agents to spread.

David Walker died in 1830, but his legacy as
chief bugbear of southern slaveholders was amply
carried on by the rise of William Lloyd Garrison
and other aggressive immediatists during the
1830s. Garrison’s Liberator was read mostly by a
small audience of free blacks, but its most provoca-
tive passages seem to have been broadcast widely.
Garrison argued in vitriolic terms not only for abo-
lition, but also racial equality and the enfranchise-
ment of blacks, stands that made him, in the minds
of many suspicious southerners, a sort of evil poster
boy for the whole antislavery cause and possibly for
all of northern culture.

Garrison promised he would be “as harsh as
truth, and as uncompromising as justice” in his
campaign against slavery: “On this subject, I do not
wish to think, or speak, or write, with moderation.
No! no! Tell a man whose house is on fire, to give a
moderate alarm; tell him to moderately rescue his
wife from the hand of the ravisher; tell the mother
to gradually extricate her babe from the fire into
which it has fallen” (Cain, 72). Later Garrison be-
came even more infamous for denouncing the Con-
stitution as “a covenant with death, an agreement
with hell” because of its special favors for slavery.
On at least one occasion Garrison publicly burned a
copy of the document, endearing him to few north-
erners but burnishing his demonic credentials
down south.

The Conspiracy Is in the Mail: The Furor
over the Abolitionist Media Campaign

The new radical abolitionists were by and large
products of the Protestant religious revival known
as the Second Great Awakening. Following the
example of the evangelists who had spread the
Awakening, abolitionists developed an aggressive,
media-savvy campaign of “moral suasion” aimed at
converting white Americans to their cause. The
American Anti-Slavery Society was founded for this
purpose in 1833, and well funded by wealthy busi-
nessmen such as the Tappan brothers of New York.
The new abolitionists sent hundreds of petitions to
Congress asking for the abolition of slavery in
Washington, D.C., where there was no constitu-
tional question of states rights to get in the way. At
the same time, beginning in the mid-1830s, they
unleashed a multimedia assault on American public
opinion the likes of which no one had ever seen
before. Antislavery newspapers, magazines, pam-
phlets, slave narratives, touring speakers, musicians,
songs, plays, and novels were all thrown into mix. In
the process, the abolitionists became probably the
first political group of any kind to send what we now
call direct mail solicitations, or junk mail, literature
sent directly to citizens that the citizen did not
request. Most controversially, the abolitionists sent
their literature into the South, usually in defiance of
local laws passed a few years earlier.
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The southern reaction to this campaign showed
the depth of slaveholders’ fears about slavery. Even
though slaves were 90-95 percent illiterate and
alleged to be deeply loyal to their masters, southern
leaders seemed to entertain the possibility that a
few words on paper might bring down their whole
house of cards. They became much more aggressive
about taking the position that any discussion of slav-
ery in any context was incredibly dangerous, a form
of attempted murder against all southern whites.
Abolitionist mailings were regarded in the same
light that later generations would see letter bombs
or pornographic “spam” e-mail. Northern capitalists
were bankrolling the transmission of disruptive,
alien values into decent American communities.
Tennessee slaveholder and president Andrew Jack-
son thought that the abolitionists ought to “atone
for this wicked attempt with their lives.” Southern
postmasters refused to even handle the stuff, and
matters were soon arranged politically so that they
would not have to make the choice to violate their
oaths of office.

In July 1835, the Charleston, South Carolina,
postmaster put the abolitionist mailings in a sepa-
rate bag, and that night a mob of so-called “Lynch
Men,” led by former governor John Lyde Wilson,
broke in and stole it. They then proceeded to make
that “incendiary” literature live up to the term,
making a bonfire with it that was cheered by some
2,000 spectators. Allegedly to protect the other less
inflammatory mail, the Charleston postmaster
asked that the postal service not accept further
abolitionist mailings for the South into the system,
and the postmaster in New York City, where the
American Antislavery Society was based, agreed.

Postmaster General and Democratic political
strategist Amos Kendall endorsed this decision and
made it official policy. It was a federal crime to
interfere with or refuse to deliver the mail, but
Kendall argued that while federal officials had an
obligation to execute the laws, they had a higher
obligation to the communities in which they lived.
If federal laws were “perverted” to destroy local
communities, as the abolitionists allegedly had
done, “it was patriotism to disregard” the laws

(John, 271).

Southerners also began to insist that the North
impose southern-style restrictions on abolitionist
free speech. Between 1834 and 1837, the free states
endured an intense wave of antiabolitionist rioting,
much of it not spontaneous but orchestrated by
Democratic politicians. Georgia Democrat John
Forsyth wrote to New York presidential hopeful
Martin Van Buren suggesting that “a little more
mob discipline of the white incendiaries would be
wholesome . .. A portion of the magician’s skill is
required in this matter . .. and the sooner you set
the imps to work the better” (Cole, 226).

Van Buren’s imps got to work. Beginning in
1834, they organized public meetings against abo-
litionism all over the North, and also orchestrated
hundreds of riots and other acts of violence aimed
at stopping the abolitionist media campaign, with
abolitionist lecturers, meetings, and newspapers the
primary targets. Not all of these attacks needed to
be arranged, but it was frequently noted that many
of the mobs consisted of not street thugs but pillars
of the community, “gentlemen of property and
standing” (Richards). The tragic culmination of this
anticonspiracy conspiracy was the 1837 riot that
killed one especially persistent abolitionist editor,
Presbyterian minister Elijah P. Lovejoy, who was
shot defending a new printing press—earlier mobs
had destroyed three others—in Alton, Illinois.

The controversy only died down once abolition-
ism was once again forced partly back into the
political closet. This was one goal of the mail ban,
and the main objective of the so-called “gag rule”
that Congress imposed from 1837 to 1844, auto-
matically tabling all petitions about slavery and
thus preventing their official consideration.

Toward the Civil War

Though Congress was able to avoid the slavery
issue until the Wilmot Proviso reopened it in 1846,
neither the issue nor the abolitionists nor fear of
the abolitionists went away until after the Civil
War. During the late 1830s and 1840s, some anti-
slavery activists became disenchanted with “moral
suasion” and split with the Garrisonians, turning to
the strategy of creating an antislavery political
party. The political abolitionists also had difficulties
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with the increasingly prominent role of nontradi-
tional political actors—blacks and women—in the
movement.

At the same time, southern fears of antislavery
conspirators and southern intolerance of dissent
grew worse by the year. No proselytizing was
required to get in serious trouble with the proslav-
ery thought vigilantes. In 1856, respected Univer-
sity of North Carolina professor Benjamin Sher-
wood Hedrick, and a colleague who defended him,
were forced out of their jobs. Hedrick had admit-
ted, in response to a question, that he might have
voted for Republican candidate John C. Frémont,
if Frémont had even been on the ballot.

As southern intransigence deepened and the
Slave Power seemed to grow stronger, abolitionists
became more attracted to the direct action strate-
gies of which southerners had long suspected
them. Yet while rescuing fugitive slaves or moving
west to keep Kansas free became popular missions
for some, the idea that “vile emissaries of abolition,
working like the moles under the ground” (Eaton,
100), were out engineering rebellions and “steal-
ing” large numbers of slaves remained chiefly a
southern conspiracy theory.

The famed Underground Railroad, for instance,
was promoted almost as heavily by proslavery edi-
tors and politicians as it was by the abolitionists.
There really was a network of people in the North,
especially in Ohio and other states near slave terri-
tory, who helped escaped slaves make their way
north, but it was never as large, well organized, or
elaborate as the term “Underground Railroad” sug-
gests. The modern practice of designating historic
homes of abolitionist sympathizers as “stations”
along established “lines” exaggerates the historical
reality. Abolitionists often used the new metaphor
of a railroad to describe the coming of freedom as
a train that was moving forward and could not be
stopped—"Get Off the Track!” was a popular abo-
litionist song, especially as performed by the anti-
slavery singing stars, the Hutchinson Family
Singers. Abolitionist publications liked to tweak
southern fears by running joke advertisements for
fictitious railroads like the “Liberty Line,” with
many veiled references to the aid that escaped

slaves would be given and a satirical drawing of
blacks and whites riding in a literal train.

Once John Brown supplanted William Lloyd
Garrison as chief abolitionist archetype in southern
conspiracy theories after the 1859 raid on Harper’s
Ferry, secession and civil war came to seem
absolutely imperative to many southerners. Here
was just what they always knew the abolitionists
wanted. Brown’s plan for his “Provisional Army of
the North” called for an armed assault on slavery in
which a few northern whites and free blacks would
set off a bloody race war. The plan failed dismally of
course, but it had the backing of wealthy, important
men back in New England. Moreover, Brown’s dig-
nified behavior and passionate speeches against
slavery at the trial and in newspaper interviews
made him a hero in the North, confirming all south-
ern fears about what little regard their countrymen
had for their safety. Southerners had been chilled
by some of the implements that Brown had with
him when captured, such as hundreds of custom
cast-iron pikes to be handed out to freed slaves, and
a map full of mysterious marks at locations all over
the South. Down South, these marks were widely
interpreted as locations where Brown had slave
allies or white agents planted and ready to strike.

The Harper’s Ferry raid and the North’s reaction
to it set off a “crisis of fear” in many parts of the
South that continued right through the beginning
of the war. Vigilance committees in many localities
launched a wave of further terror and repression
against suspected abolitionists. Even talking to
blacks, or looking like an abolitionist, became dan-
gerous. A free black barber in Knoxville, Tennessee,
was mistaken for Frederick Douglass and chased
through the streets. A stonecutter working on the
new South Carolina state capitol was whipped,
tarred, feathered, and deported for a stray remark.

This was the mood of South Carolina when Abra-
ham Lincoln was elected president in 1860, in a
four-way race that allowed to him to win even
though he received no southern votes at all. With a
Black Republican in the White House, paranoid
South Carolinians saw no choice but to do what
they had been threatening to do for years, secede
from the Union. Only by separating from the Amer-
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ican Republic could they be safe from the hordes of
John Browns and pike-wielding blacks that Lincoln
would surely send.

Jeffrey L. Pasley

See also: African Americans; Brown, John; Fugitive
Slave Act; Slave Power; Slave Revolts; Turner, Nat.
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Abortion

Beginning with the prolonged campaign to outlaw
abortion led by members of the American Medical
Association in the 1860s and 1870s, antiabortion
advocates in the United States have frequently used
the rhetoric of conspiracy when talking about the
practice. The language of conspiracy was used to
describe not only the networks set up to provide
abortions but also the ways that those who provided
abortions allegedly conspired to conceal the “truth”
about the practice and its supposed risks from preg-
nant women and from the general public.

After the 1973 Supreme Court rulings in Roe v.
Wade and Doe v. Bolton struck down state laws
criminalizing abortion, antiabortion activists
endorsed a number of political strategies, some of
which have been called conspiratorial by feminists
and others who advocate abortion rights. Begin-
ning in the 1980s, antiabortion leaders such as
Randall Terry of Operation Rescue and Joseph
Scheidler of the Pro-Life-Action Network recom-
mended “direct action” campaigns targeting abor-
tion providers. Demonstrations at facilities provid-
ing abortion became commonplace, as antiabortion
advocates sought to dissuade women from seeking
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Antiabortion protesters gather in front of the Supreme Court in Washington, D.C., on the sixteenth anniversary of the
decision to legalize abortion, January 23, 1989. (Bettmann/Corbis)

abortions, using means ranging from silent vigils to
physically preventing access to the clinic buildings.
Since the leaders of these campaigns openly
acknowledged that their goal was to drive abortion
providers out of business, feminist organizations
argued that they were committing criminal con-
spiracy against those providers.

In 1986, several women’s health organizations
filed suit in federal district court, using antitrust
laws to charge members of antiabortion organiza-
tions with criminal conspiracy. In 1989, the femi-
nist organizations added violations of the federal
Racketeer-Influenced and Corrupt Organizations
(RICO) laws to their charges against the antiabor-
tion organizations. In 1998, a civil jury found the
defendants in NOW v. Scheidler guilty of violating
RICO laws. The defendants appealed the decision,
and in 2003, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that

the antiracketeering laws had been improperly
used, nullifying the 1998 decision.

Abortion rights advocates also charge that the
increase in acts of direct violence against abortion
facilities after 1973 points to conspiratorial action
by antiabortion activists. These acts of violence
include hundreds of incidents of vandalism, arson
and firebombing, the 1982 kidnapping of an abor-
tion doctor and his wife, and a series of shootings at
abortion clinics in the 1990s that resulted in seven
deaths and a number of injuries. Additionally,
between 1998 and 2001 hundreds of letters claim-
ing to contain anthrax were mailed to abortion clin-
ics around the United States, though they were
found to be hoaxes. A number of these actions, in-
cluding the 1982 kidnapping, a 1993 shooting, and
the 1997 bombing of an abortion clinic and a gay
bar, have been linked to an organization calling
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itself the Army of God, which has published a man-
ual outlining methods of vandalizing and bombing
abortion facilities and taking credit for several fatal
shootings of abortion providers. This manual, along
with the alleged circulation on the Internet of a “hit
list” of abortion providers, caused many to believe
that the increase in violence against abortion
providers in the 1990s was linked to a nationwide
conspiracy of antiabortion extremists. A grand jury
investigation conducted by the U.S. Department of
Justice from 1994 to 1996, however, found no defin-
itive evidence of a national conspiracy.

Dana Luciano

See also: RICO.
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African Americans

Conspiracy theory, urban legend, and rumor have
played an important role in African American cul-
ture from its beginnings. Recent decades have seen
a spate of conspiracy theories emerge from the
African American community concerning every-
thing from the origin of AIDS to supposedly racist
clothes designers and restaurant owners. Whatever
the possible validity of these stories, these conspir-
acy theories have served as a way of voicing frus-
tration and suspicion in an increasingly complex
social world, one in which racism may not be con-
doned by the government, but is still acutely felt by
many in the black community. But such stories are
not products solely of their time; they emerge out

of a tradition that began with the first contact
between Africans and Europeans.

As folklorist Patricia Turner notes in her book I
Heard It through the Grapevine, a study of the role
of rumor and legend in the African American com-
munity, the telling of conspiracy-minded stories has
been a central way for blacks (and whites) to under-
stand their circumstances. At the outset of the slave
trade, for example, Africans who were taken aboard
slave ships had difficulty comprehending both their
immediate situation and their captors™ intentions.
The one explanation they found plausible was that
these strange-looking white men were cannibals
searching for food. Likewise, the Europeans pre-
sumed that all Africans must be cannibals, given
their seemingly primitive nature.

From this basis was born a long line of anecdotes,
rumors, and beliefs (many of them well founded)
among African Americans about the animosity that
at least some whites bore toward them, and their
powerlessness in the social, economic, and political
systems in which they found themselves. In partic-
ular, a theme that emerges from the earliest rumors
about European cannibalism and continues in
recent years through the conspiracy theories about
the spread of crack cocaine is the understanding
that the black (usually male) body is a site of con-
tention between blacks and whites.

Historical Context for

Conspiracy Theories

The events of U.S. history have provided a context
in which such beliefs make sense: the institution of
chattel slavery itself, in which the black body was
the property of a white owner and could be worked
and physically punished until it gave out; lynchings
that became nearly common events in the South in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
(often sparked by a suspicion that a black male had
had, or intended to have, sexual relations with a
white woman); the stories emerging from World
War II of black soldiers being given particularly
dangerous assignments more regularly than their
white counterparts; the Tuskegee experiments in
which black males were intentionally infected with
syphilis; the willingness of law enforcement officers
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in the South not only to deny rights to blacks, but
also to attack demonstrators with fire hoses and
dogs during the civil rights movement of the 1950s
and 1960s; the disproportionate number of poor
blacks sent to fight in Vietnam; and the ongoing
incidents of police violence against blacks, particu-
larly in the inner cities. In these cases, it isn’t simply
that blacks are the victims of racism, but that this
racism fuels institutionalized physical attacks against
individual African Americans, attacks that often end
in death. The assassinations of Malcolm X and Mar-
tin Luther King, |Jr., in the 1960s, as well as the Rod-
ney King beating in 1991, have served as represen-
tative examples of the violence that may befall
blacks who seem to defy or challenge the system.

A Century of Conspiracies

The U.S. Civil War and the end of chattel slavery
brought increased interaction among African
Americans and whites, and with it an increasing
number of conspiracy theories among both groups.
In fact, one of the most persistent conspiracy theo-
ries to circulate in the African American community
emerged at the time of emancipation. The threat of
possible black ownership of southern land was used
by the Confederacy to rally support for its cause
among whites. Belief in this possibility spread so
widely that by the time the war ended, many former
slaves themselves were convinced that the federal
government would supply them with a parcel of
land. The promise of “40 acres and a mule” to each
freed slave was never actually made, but the belief
that the government both made and broke this
promise became so entrenched in African Ameri-
can culture that it continues to be cited as evidence
of the systematic betrayal of African Americans by
the U.S. government.

With the abolition of slavery came greater
mobility and opportunities for African Americans.
Yet, much of the underlying racism and animosity
that had allowed slavery to exist in the first place
remained. African Americans often found them-
selves in communities that did not welcome them.
Inevitably, racial tensions arose from the fear, sus-
picion, and animosity felt by both blacks and whites
in the postslavery United States.

The migration of many southern blacks during the
late 1800s and early 1900s to the large urban areas of
the North seems to have sparked a number of inci-
dents in which conspiracy theory and racially moti-
vated violence fueled each other. The riots of East
St. Louis, Missouri (1917), and Chicago, Illinois
(1919), were both precipitated in part by rumors of
racial violence. In St. Louis, a meeting of white
laborers concerned about losing their jobs to African
Americans led to violence when rumors circulated
that a black man had recently killed or assaulted
whites (the rumors ranged from an accidental shoot-
ing of a white man to the murder of two white girls).
A month of sporadic violence followed, with both
blacks and whites believing that the other group was
planning a wholesale massacre. When the violence
erupted into a full-scale race riot, a large number of
blacks were killed and mutilated by white mobs. The
exact number of fatalities was itself the subject of
conspiracy theories: many blacks felt that the official
death toll was kept low to minimize the savagery of
white violence, while some whites felt blacks were
trying to inflate the list of fatalities by claiming that
people who had fled the city had been killed and dis-
posed of.

Similar rumors of violence sparked a race riot in
Chicago in 1919. After weeks of growing racial ten-
sion and suspicion, violence erupted when a black
boy drowned at a segregated beach when he acci-
dentally drifted into the white swimming area.
Some white bathers threw stones to drive him
away, and although there was no evidence that any
of these hit the boy, the rumor circulated among
African Americans at the scene that the boy had
been killed by rock-throwing whites while the
police looked on. Several days of violence followed.

Race riots also emerged in Detroit, Michigan, in
1943, as well as Harlem, New York, in 1935 and
1943. Again, rumors of assault, rape, or murder of
a member of one group by individuals of the other
race served as the spark for the violence. And
again, the rumors were found to be either baseless,
or at least exaggerated.

These cases of rumors precipitating violence sug-
gest that conspiracy theories have provided a way of
giving shape and specificity to free-floating racial
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Jesse Jackson, leader of the Rainbow Coalition, speaks at a United for AIDS Action demonstration in New York City.
Fifty thousand people turned out for the 1992 event in Times Square. (ChromoSohm/Corbis)

anxieties within local communities. However, these
rumors also contributed to conspiracy theory
becoming a larger theme in African American polit-
ical discourse. As Turner points out in her work,
even blacks who did not have any specific knowledge
of the riots in St. Louis, Chicago, Detroit, Harlem, or
other similar events still were familiar with the
themes expressed in the rumors that emerged from
them: that the lives and bodies of blacks were not
valued by whites and that violence by whites against
blacks was seen as acceptable by society.

From early in the twentieth century, various
African American leaders and groups have used

conspiracy theories to explain the larger subjection
of blacks in U.S. society. Marcus Garvey, Elijah
Muhammad, Malcolm X, and Louis Farrakhan,
among many others, have suggested that the social,
political, and economic struggles facing blacks
were the result of concerted efforts by the white
majority to keep them from their rightful place in
society. Such theories became accepted tenets of
more militant groups such as the Nation of Islam
and the Black Panther Party.

In the 1980s and 1990s, a series of conspiracy the-
ories emerged from the African American commu-
nity that suggested specific ways in which the racism
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of U.S. society at large was still affecting blacks. One
genre of theory involved supposed ties between
companies that catered to the black community and
racist organizations, particularly the Ku Klux Klan.
One conspiracy theory suggested that the Troop
Sport clothing company, a manufacturer of sports-
wear that was popular in urban areas, was owned and
run by the KKK. Versions of this theory suggested
that tags or messages hidden on or in the clothing
contained racist threats and slurs. The shoe manu-
facturer Reebok was also alleged to have racist ties. It
was suggested that the producer of popular athletic
shoes was owned or financially tied to the white gov-
ernment of South Africa and supporters of apartheid.

A related theory emerged in 1991, claiming that
Liz Claiborne, the founder of the clothing com-
pany of the same name, had appeared on Oprah
Winfrey’s talk show and made racist comments.
She was alleged to have suggested that she did not
make clothes for black women because they could
not wear the same sizes as white women and that
she simply did not like the idea of making clothes
for blacks. Although Liz Claiborne had never
appeared on Winfrey’s show (and was no longer
associated with the clothing company at the time of
the rumor’s appearance), the allegations were
repeated as fact by many, including film director
Spike Lee, who called for a boycott of Liz Clai-
borne clothing by African American women. A
nearly identical theory surfaced a few years later,
replacing Liz Claiborne with Tommy Hilfiger

A second genre of conspiracy theory also sug-
gested links between businesses catering to the
black community and racists, but added the asser-
tion that these companies were not simply exploiting
African Americans economically but also were caus-
ing them physical harm. These included the long-
standing urban legend that Kentucky Fried Chicken
restaurants served rat meat to some customers. In
this case, the allegation was that “Kentucky Fried
Rat” was intentionally served to black customers.

Another fried chicken restaurant chain, Church’s
Fried Chicken, also became the subject of a con-
spiracy theory. It was suggested that the company
(whose franchises were located primarily in urban
areas and had a sizable black customer base) was

owned by racist whites who added an ingredient to
the chicken that would cause black men to become
sterile. A parallel theory held that the makers of
Tropical Fantasy, a low-cost soft drink marketed
principally in largely black urban areas, was owned
by the KKK and added an ingredient to its product
that would sterilize or cause impotence in black
men. Yet another rumor suggested that Kool ciga-
rettes contained an additive that caused sterility in
black men.

Although no evidence emerged to confirm these
rumors, they remained popular beliefs among
many African Americans. Many cited the Tuskegee
experiments on black men as evidence that attacks
on African American males, particularly in ways
that directly affected their reproductive capacity,
were a way in which whites attempted to limit or
destroy the African American population.

The Government as Enemy

While the conspiracy theories involving private
companies suggested ties between them and
overtly racist organizations such as the KKK, other
theories asserted that the U.S. government itself
had genocidal ambitions against blacks. Such theo-
ries hark back to the time of institutionalized slav-
ery when the government allowed African Ameri-
cans to be bought and sold, as well as the “broken
promise” of 40 acres and a mule. Contemporary
visions of the government as the enemy of African
Americans include the theory that the murders of
several African American boys and young men in
Atlanta from 1979 to 1981 were not the work of
Wayne Williams, the black man accused and even-
tually convicted of the murders. These crimes were
believed to have been part of a conspiracy planned
by the Center for Disease Control, the FBI, and/or
the CIA to collect interferon from the genitalia of
black males for use in medical experiments (a the-
ory that was deemed plausible by comedian/activist
Dick Gregory and writer James Baldwin).

Other government-centered conspiracy legends
include the allegations that poor black women who
visit healthcare centers are routinely sterilized or
given long-term birth-control implants without
their knowledge, as a means of controlling the

38



African Americans

black population. A more popular belief is that the
AIDS virus is part of a government plan to target
the inner cities with a deadly disease to limit their
populations. The most widely circulated of such
theories is the charge that drugs (crack cocaine in
particular) were purposely introduced to inner-city
communities by government agencies as a means
to destroy the black community.

Variations of each of these conspiracy theories
suggest a wide range of government culpability.
Those suggesting a weak link between the federal
government and conspiracies against African
Americans suggest that the government, while not
actually creating the problem (e.g., introducing the
HIV virus or crack cocaine into the black commu-
nity as biological weapons), has willingly allowed
these crises to run their course without attempting
to solve the problem. As long as these phenomena
are primarily affecting black Americans, the rea-
soning goes, the government is content to practice
a type of malevolent neglect.

Versions of these theories that suggest the
strongest possible connection between the govern-
ment and attacks against African Americans hold
that not only are such acts a willful attempt at geno-
cide, but that government agencies are actually
demonic forces of supernatural evil. One such the-
ory alleged that a numerological analysis of the
name “Ronald Wilson Reagan” proves that the
president was an agent of the Antichrist. Since
each of his three names contains six letters (i.e.,
“666"), the president was linked to the mark of the
beast as described in the Book of Revelation.

Another genre of conspiracy theory involving
oppression of African Americans by the government
suggests that the government often attacks the black
community indirectly through discrediting high-
profile leaders or groups. Again, such theories have
historical precedents. It is now known that the FBI
routinely carried out surveillance on civil rights
leaders, including Martin Luther King, Jr., and
actively attempted to destabilize the Black Panthers.
Such historical realities lend credence to suggestions
that highly visible African Americans are subjected
to disinformation campaigns conducted by largely
white government agencies. When Washington,

D.C., mayor Marion Barry was arrested in a drug-
related sting operation, it was suggested that he had
been “set up” by whites who wanted to embarrass
and harass influential African Americans.

Similar allegations surrounded the conviction of
boxer Mike Tyson for rape.

During the riots in Los Angeles that followed the
acquittal of the police officers charged with the
beating of Rodney King, a widely circulated rumor
suggested that the Los Angeles police were allowing
the riots to continue in order to make the black com-
munity look bad. Perhaps the best-known example
of this genre of conspiracy theory is that of the arrest
and trial of O. J. Simpson for the murder of his ex-
wife. Polls showed that many blacks believed the
former football star had been framed by racist mem-
bers of the Los Angeles Police Department.

A recurring theme in African American conspir-
acy theories is the physicality of the attacks they
describe. The black body itself is portrayed as the
site of struggle. The attack may involve the clothes
that cover the body (e.g., the Troop Sport, Reebok,
and Liz Claiborne theories), or may attack the body
itself (e.g., the Church’s Fried Chicken and Tropi-
cal Fantasy theories). The physical attacks range
from indirect attempts at limiting the black popu-
lation (as with the theories involving sterilization)
to overt murder and genocide (as in the explana-
tion for the Atlanta child murders and some ver-
sions of the AIDS-as-biological-weapon theory).

The theories involving crack cocaine and other
drugs in some ways combine these various motifs.
The drug trade economically exploits poor blacks.
It also leads to their death in many cases (through
overdoses, drug-related crime, etc.). Finally, it pro-
vides an excuse for institutional control of the black
body, such as the incarceration of large numbers of
African Americans (mostly young males) and
mandatory drug tests for inner-city mothers as a
prerequisite for prenatal care.

The Popularity and Ramifications

of Conspiracy Theory

Surveys suggest that conspiracy theories of one sort
or another are taken seriously by a significant per-
centage of the African American population. The
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Southern Christian Leadership Conference con-
ducted a survey in 1991 in which 35 percent of the
respondents believed that AIDS was a form of geno-
cide, and another 30 percent said they were not sure.
A poll done by the New York Times and WCBS-TV
found that 77 percent of the black respondents felt
that there was at least some truth to the allegation
that the government targeted black elected officials
for investigations as a way to discredit them. The
same poll showed that 70 percent of black respon-
dents believed the government intentionally allowed
drugs into urban, largely black neighborhoods as a
way of harming those who lived there.

The ramifications of this popularity of conspiracy
theories among many African Americans are a point
of debate among those who have studied the phe-
nomenon. For some, the distortions and untruths
they see at the heart of many such theories are stum-
bling blocks to true social and political progress.
Conspiracy theories undermine the sense of empow-
erment and responsibility necessary to solve the
actual problems. Occasionally, such as in the case of
AIDS, the suspicion and misinformation communi-
cated in conspiracy theories can have disastrous
effects on both individuals and the larger community.

Others argue that conspiracy theory is a cultural
practice that has played an important role in the
continuing struggle of African Americans to under-
stand their place in a society that is often hostile.
Racism, particularly in its institutionalized forms,
has been a conspiracy of sorts that has targeted
people of African descent in America from the ear-
liest days of colonial settlement.

Specific conspiracy theories may or may not be
supported by the evidence, but even those that are
demonstrably false are mistaken only in their par-
ticulars. They accurately describe the situation
many blacks find themselves in and provide valu-
able social knowledge by making explicit (even if in
a metaphorical manner) the very real forces of
racism that must be recognized and overcome in
order to succeed in society.

Ted Remington

See also: AIDS; Cocaine; Farrakhan, Louis;
Muhammad, Elijah; Nation of Islam.
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Agent Orange

A herbicide used as part of the of the U.S. Military
Assistance Command, Vietnams (MACV) 1962—
1970 defoliation campaign in Vietnam, Agent
Orange (along with Agents Blue, Green, Pink, Pur-
ple, and White) was utilized to reduce dense jungle
foliage that might be used as enemy cover and to
destroy food crops that might sustain Communist
forces. As with the later Gulf War, Vietnam veter-
ans have accused the government (and the compa-
nies that supplied the product) of allowing service
personnel to be used as unwitting guinea pigs in
the introduction of an untested chemical weapon,
and then engaging in a cover-up about the extent of
the problem.

The chemical became a technological fix in an
attempt to wage an inexpensive and uncomplicated
counterinsurgency campaign, in lieu of seriously
addressing the problem of denying enemy access to
food supplies and concealment by jungle foliage. In
addition to its tactical uses, Agent Orange was also
used in the clearing of U.S. base camp perimeters
and other militarily sensitive areas. From 1965 to
1971, 3.2 percent of the cultivated land and 46.4
percent of the forest in Vietnam were sprayed with
defoliants—approximately 3 percent of the Viet-
namese population lived in defoliated areas. Of the
herbicides used by the U.S. military, Agent Orange
had the reputation of being one of the most effec-
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A C-123 completes an Operation Ranchhand mission during the Vietnam War. The aerial spraying of herbicides such as
Agent Orange, code-named Operation Ranchhand, led to health claims by veterans and civilians who suffered ill effects
from exposure to the chemicals. (Department of Defense)

tive chemicals in defoliating inland and mangrove
forests and the best herbicide for the rainy season
(due to its oil-soluble composition). Due to this,
between 1965 and 1970, approximately 11.2 million
gallons of Agent Orange were dumped on Vietnam,
Laos, and Cambodia. The majority of this was
sprayed from specially equipped C-123 aircraft dur-
ing Operation Ranchhand, with smaller amounts
coming from helicopters, boats, trucks, and even

backpack-sized units worn by individual soldiers.
Ranchhand defoliated approximately 4,747,587
acres of forest and destroyed 481,897 acres of crops.

Agent Orange contained the chemicals n-butyl
esters of 2,4-dichlorophenoxyacetic acid (2,4-D) and
2,4, 5-trichlorophenoxyacetic acid (2,4,5-T) as well as
varying amounts of 2,3,78-tetrachlorodibenzo-
p-dioxin (TCDD), a member of the dioxin group.
TCDD is considered to be one of the most toxic
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chemicals known to mankind, with sufficient evi-
dence of an association between exposure to the
defoliant and chloracne, non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma,
Hodgkin’s disease, and soft-tissue sarcoma. There is
also suggestive evidence of an association between
Agent Orange and respiratory cancers (lung, larynx,
trachea), prostate cancer, multiple myeloma, acute
and subacute peripheral neuropathy, spina bifida,
and porphyria cutanea tarda. The results of three
epidemiological studies also suggest that a father’s
exposure to herbicides may put his children at a
greater risk of being born with spina bifida.

In addition to untold numbers of Vietnamese
civilians and soldiers, many U.S. military personnel
were exposed to Agent Orange during the Vietnam
War. Vietnam veterans and their family members
brought a class-action lawsuit against seven manu-
facturers of Agent Orange that was settled out of
court by the establishment of a fund to compensate
those exposed for any resulting disabilities. The
total number of U.S. military personnel exposed to
herbicides in Southeast Asia is unknown, but it is
estimated that the number lies somewhere
between 2.6 and 3.8 million.

Nicholas Turse

See also: Gulf War Syndrome.
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AIDS

In the last twenty years, one of the most well-
known, enduring, and highly contentious conspir-

acy theories has surrounded the emergence of
Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS).
Essentially, this theory proposes that HIV was a
human-made virus and was either accidentally, or
more likely deliberately, introduced into the
human population. But beyond this consensus,
AIDS conspiracy theories come in a wide variety of
forms, especially around the objectives and targets
of the conspiracy. Among the issues raised by AIDS
conspiracy theories are the relation between sci-
ence and politics, the history of chemical and bio-
logical warfare, race and genocide, and the effects
of conspiracy theories in general on health, behav-
ior, and politics.

Almost since the beginning of the AIDS crisis,
conspiracy theories were among the explanations
that were used to try to account for this new myste-
rious disease. While official virologists and others
were isolating the HIV/HTLYV virus in France and
the United States, the account of its origin was (and
still is) debated. The Green Monkey Hypothesis
(the belief that the virus jumped species in Africa)
was becoming dominant during late 1980s. Also
receiving publicity at this time was the conspiracy-
tinged conservative moralism that blamed the vic-
tims of AIDS for sinful behavior. But as far back as
1983 stickers appeared in gay urban districts (like
the Castro area in San Francisco) proclaiming that
AIDS emerged from a government laboratory, not
the gay community. Helped along by the gay press
and word of mouth, the theory that AIDS was
human-made began to receive attention.

In 1984, the Indian newspaper the New Delhi
Patriot charged that AIDS was a genetically engi-
neered agent. Citing an anonymous U.S. anthropol-
ogist as well as U.S. Army research literature, the
article asserted that HIV was created at the U.S.
Army’s Biological Warfare Laboratory at Fort Det-
rick, Maryland. About a year later, a Soviet journal
picked up the story and began to cover the allega-
tions regularly. This series, along with a Pravda car-
toon depicting a U.S. scientist exchanging a vial con-
taining the AIDS virus for money from a U.S.
military man, made the AIDS conspiracy theory vul-
nerable to the charge of being Soviet disinformation.
But soon a number of researchers and doctors on
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both sides of the Iron Curtain began to investigate
the murky origins of AIDS. The following sections
elaborate the variety of conspiracy theories that
emerged from these investigations.

The Early Researchers

In 1986 East German scientists Jakob and Lilli
Segal self-published a fifty-two-page pamphlet
titled AIDS: USA Home-Made Evil. In it they
introduce the splice theory of HIV, which most
subsequent conspiracy theories adopt. In essence,
the splice theory argues that HIV is a result of the
scientifically engineered, artificial splicing of two
or more already existing viruses (both human and
other animal). In the Segals™ account, an artificial
splice between a visna (sheep) virus and a human
one (HTLV-1) produced HIV. The Segals claimed
that this splice was performed at Fort Detrick,
Maryland (the U.S. military base for chemical and
biological weapons research and development),
thereby introducing the chemical-biological war-
fare (CBW) context to explain AIDS. However, the
Segals did not promote the idea that the virus was
deliberately introduced into the general populace.
They argued that the virus was tested on some U.S.
prison inmates, who accidentally spread it to New
York’s gay community. The Segals blamed the epi-
demic on general U.S. malfeasance, espe