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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 Huxleys 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
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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
a recurrent 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
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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

22



Making Sense of Conspiracy Theories

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 selfthood (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 Walker’s 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.

30



Abolitionism

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
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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 2,3,7,8-tetrachlorodibenzo-
p-dioxin (TCDD), a member of the dioxin group.
TCDD is considered to be one of the most toxic

41



AIDS

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/HTLV 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, especially the
unethical use of scientific experiments, and called
for more scientific research into the matter.

The Segals’ claims were dismissed by some as
KGB disinformation and embraced by others who
used the research for their own theories. Perhaps
the most infamous of these followers is Dr. William
C. Douglass. His book, AIDS: The End of Civiliza-
tion, accepted the visna/HTLV splice theory and its
origin at Fort Detrick, but asserted that the virus
was deliberately introduced into the populace. Dou-
glass believed that AIDS was a Communist plot to
destroy Western civilization, and that Soviet agents
in the U.S. scientific and military communities were
responsible for its creation. In addition, Douglass
added the claim (which others subsequently picked
up) that the World Health Organization (WHO)
orchestrated HIV’s spread in Africa, while the Cen-
ter for Disease Control (CDC) was responsible for

its spread in the United States. He also asserted that
AIDS could be contracted through casual contact
(e.g., mosquitoes and saliva). Douglass’s work con-
cludes with a call to boost law-and-order measures
in the United States (including quarantining HIV-
positive people), dismantling the WHO and the
United Nations, and fighting communism in gen-
eral. In an ironic twist, the Segals’ theory, which was
labeled KGB propaganda by some, was turned into
an anficommunist conspiracy theory.

Another influential conspiracy theorist in this
vein is Dr. Robert Strecker, head of the Strecker
Group. Strecker’s major work is a low-budget video
titled The Strecker Memorandum, which was made
available via mail-order. The video primarily con-
sists of Strecker lecturing to a handful of people
(including the video’s producer) and explaining his
theory on a chalkboard. Strecker argues there that
HIV is a result of a visna virus being spliced with a
bovine (cow) virus, and that this new virus was
deliberately introduced into the populace via vac-
cine programs by the WHO in Africa and the CDC
in the United States. Strecker also promoted the
casual contact model of the virus, believing that
AIDS was contagious—a kind of viral cancer (and
that there were at least six different varieties of
AIDS). Strecker only insinuated that a Communist
plot was behind AIDS, instead placing the history
of unethical experimentation on humans in a CBW
context. Strecker called for research into electro-
magnetic cures and a curtailing of intravenous drug
use, sexual promiscuity, and blood products.

Both Strecker and Jakob Segal were interviewed
for a Sunday Express (London) story on 26 Octo-
ber 1986. This British tabloid story was the first
time a prominent Western paper had published an
AIDS-as-biowarfare theory without ridicule, and it
engendered a hostile response by the U.S. State
Department (which accused the New Delhi news-
paper that published the earlier AIDS biowarfare
story of being a Communist front). Six months
later, on 11 May 1987, the Times (London) carried
a cover story linking AIDS to the WHO'’s African
smallpox vaccine programs.

Strecker and the Segals influenced Dr. Alan
Cantwell, who gave this conspiracy theory a new
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political angle. Cantwell is perhaps the most prolific
of AIDS conspiracy theorists, beginning with the
books AIDS: The Mystery and the Solution, AIDS
and the Doctors of Death, and The Secret AIDS
Genocide Plot and continuing into the twenty-first
century with numerous articles in publications such
as Paranoia and Steamshovel Press. While Cantwell
agrees that HIV was human-made (though he
leaves the possibility open that it is an old virus),
deliberately introduced into humans, and spread via
the WHO and the CDC, he does not agree with the
right-wing politics of some of his colleagues.
Instead, Cantwell claims that the “military-medical-
industrial complex” involved in CBW is responsible
for AIDS. Cantwell introduces the idea that the
objective of AIDS is genocide, especially against
gays. He also adds that one of the side effects of this
genocidal program is the introduction of a New
World Order. Cantwell calls for better education,
better health practitioners, and fighting back against
power to stop the epidemic. In a similar vein, G. J.
Krupey (whose conspiracy research does not focus
primarily on AIDS) has perhaps the hypothesis clos-
est to a left-wing AIDS conspiracy theory. In his
article “AIDS: Act of God or the Pentagon?” Kru-
pey follows Cantwell’s model, but adds that an
AIDS panic could potentially justify the suspension
of civil liberties and the installation of martial law.
Krupey states that a radical cure is needed, one that
is not just medical, but political. A structural change
in governing practices is required in which access
and participation are opened up on a far more dem-
ocratic scale.

While the early researchers came from a variety of
medical professions, geographical locations, and
political positions, what unites them is the fact that
they criticize science’s connection to corruption and
military research (CBW) yet rely on scientific evi-
dence to prove their own conspiracy theories. In
addition, most of the conspiracy theories cite the
1969 congressional testimony of Dr. Donald
MacAruthur, deputy director for the Department of
Defense’s research and technology. Speaking to the
House of Representatives Subcommittee on Defense
Appropriations with regard to military chemical and
biological warfare programs, MacArthur was speak-

ing on the subject of synthetic biological agents.
Asked about the feasibility, time, and cost of produc-
ing a synthetic biological agent, MacArthur re-
sponded: “Within the next five to ten years, it would
probably be possible to make a new infective micro-
organism which could differ in certain important
aspects from any known disease causing organisms.
Most important of these is that it might be refractory
to the immunological and therapeutic processes
upon which we depend to maintain our relative free-
dom from infectious disease.” For the conspiracy
researchers, MacArthur was essentially calling for a
new synthetic virus that would attack the human
immune system, and his words predated the AIDS
epidemic by ten years. This testimony, along with the
general history of overt and covert biowarfare
research (which became officially banned in the early
1970s, while becoming privatized for defense pur-
poses), of scientific experimentation on unwitting
subjects, and of calls for global population control,
brings together the early conspiracy theories.

The Nonviral Theories

Another set of theories emerged in the 1980s that
have been classified as conspiracy theories, even
though they share little with the above theories.
These are the nonviral theories of AIDS, whose
most well-known proponents are Dr. Peter Dues-
berg (Why We Will Never Win the War on AIDS,
1994, and Inventing the AIDS Virus, 1996), Jon
Lauritsen (The AIDS War: Propaganda, Profiteering
and Genocide from the Medical Industrial Complex,
1993), Jad Adams (AIDS: The HIV Myth, 1989), and
Jon Rappaport (AIDS, Incorporated: The Scandal of
the Century, 1988). Nonviral theories posit multi-
factorial causes of AIDS (combination of drugs,
behavioral practices, social factors—malnutrition,
pollution) and even multi-diseases (that AIDS is
often a misdiagnosis of various other conditions).
Purposeful targeting of groups is not usually a major
component of nonviral theories. Rather than con-
spiracy, they emphasize collusion (medical, pharma-
ceutical, and governmental institutions) and cover-
up (countervailing evidence is ignored and
suppressed because it might threaten research fund-
ing and careers of mainstream scientists). These
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nonviral theories concern the origins of AIDS, while
AIDS conspiracy theories concern the origins of
HIV. They often get lumped together with conspir-
acy theories because of their marginal, dissident sta-
tus in the scientific community, along with their crit-
ical stance toward the corruption of that community.

African American Genocide Theories
Probably the most publicized of AIDS conspiracy
theories is the African American genocide theory.
This theory in general claims that AIDS was cre-
ated to exterminate blacks, both African Americans
as well as Africans. It is a theory espoused by the
Nation of Islam’s medical director, by celebrities
Spike Lee, Bill Cosby, and John Singleton, and by
numerous radio talk-shows such as Black Libera-
tion Radio. Representative texts of this theory
include Haki R. Madhubutis essay, “AIDS: the
Purposeful Destruction of the Black World?”
which appears in his 1990 book Black Men: Obso-
lete, Single, Dangerous? Here Madhubuti uses the
work of Douglass and Strecker, placing it in the
context of the history of scientific experimentation
on blacks (especially the Tuskegee experiment). In
this version, CBW is linked to the systematic
oppression of Africans around the world, and HIV
is the latest weapon in this deliberate genocide.
African American genocide theories of AIDS
have engendered the largest response to AIDS
conspiracy theories. Health educators have cited
these conspiracy theories as an obstacle to trust in
their efforts. Most disturbing for the educators is
the link between conspiracy theories and a belief in
casual contact. A study on how suspicion of gov-
ernment activities regarding AIDS impacts on
behavior was carried out by social psychologists
Gregory M. Herek and John P. Capitanio. The
study correlates AIDS-related distrust to beliefs
about casual-contact transmission and to personal-
risk reduction behaviors. It found that beliefs
about casual contact were not related to beliefs in
the genocidal purpose of AIDS, but the authors
still speculated that the lack of trust in health edu-
cators springs from suspicions about malicious
intent on the part of the government. In a separate
study, Stephen Thomas and Sandra Crouse Quinn

argue that public health professionals must recog-
nize that African Americans’ belief in AIDS-as-
genocide is a legitimate attitudinal barrier with an
understandable basis in history (including the
Tuskegee experiment). The authors call for a dia-
logue in order to develop and implement HIV edu-
cation programs that are scientifically sound, cul-
turally sensitive, and ethnically sensitive.

Health behavior has not been the only concern
when it comes to African American conspiracy the-
ories. Coupled with the CIA-crack conspiracy the-
ory, the AIDS conspiracy account has been defined
as part of “black paranoia,” whether as a collective
psychological state of mind or an “understandable”
historical and social phenomenon. One politically
inflected version of this approach is David Gilbert’s
1996 cover story in Covert Action Quarterly,
“Tracking the Real Genocide: AIDS—Conspiracy
or Unnatural Disaster?” Gilbert’s article makes the
provocative claim that conspiracy theories are both
politically disabling and health endangering. He
provides a two-tiered critique of these beliefs—sci-
entific and political (but focusing on the latter). By
diverting attention from the social conditions and
economic structures that shape the contemporary
AIDS crisis, conspiracy theories perform a disserv-
ice to their promoters. Gilbert essentially argues
that conspiracy theories contribute to the toll of
unnecessary AIDS deaths. Unlike more main-
stream criticisms of African American AIDS con-
spiracy theories, Gilbert’s argument does not dis-
miss them as paranoid. He depicts them as
misguided, but with deadly effects.

The responses to African American AIDS con-
spiracy theories demonstrate the response to AIDS
conspiracy theories more generally. David Gilbert
follows other political progressives’ and activists’
perspective in their concern over conspiracy theo-
ries. John S. James, an AIDS activist, argued in
1986 that germ warfare conspiracy theories were
not useful. Even if the theories were proven true,
according to James, the result would be punishing
the guilty, not saving lives. Conspiracy theory dis-
tracts from a better use of political and educational
activism, which is to inform the public about the
neglect and mismanagement of treatment research.
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When the New York Native folded in 1997, the gay
news magazine was credited with pioneering AIDS
coverage in the early 1980s, as well as criticized as a
forum for conspiracy theories.

For James, as for many others, the conspiracy is
a conspiracy of silence, a pattern of ignorance
about and mismanagement of AIDS treatment
research by scientists, government officials, doc-
tors, and journalists. Cultural theorist and activist
Simon Watney echoes this sentiment when he
argues that ATDS may not be a conscious policy to
exterminate gay men, but the long-term conse-
quences of government action and inaction may
have the same effects as if it were intentional. Wat-
ney suggests that origin stories may be irrelevant to
the crisis. Moreover, for many activists, alternative
origin stories have a strong link to oppressive reac-
tionary agendas (e.g., Duesberg).

Recent Developments

In the past few years, AIDS conspiracy theories have
connected with other conspiracy theories, influ-
enced political activism, and have gone global. Dr.
Leonard Horowitz's tome Emerging Viruses: AIDS
and Ebola—Nature, Accident, or Intentional? rep-
resents a synthesis of previous theories. Horowitz
links the CBW context to black genocide, but the
overall context is a history of U.S. political wrong-
doing (including the Nazi roots of the CIA, intimi-
dation of domestic dissenters, global population-
control programs, and foreign-policy misconduct
leading to a New World Order). Horowitz also
founded and heads Tetrahedron, Inc., a nonprofit
educational corporation, which provides employee
assistance and education, professional development
seminars, and health education products and pro-
grams, and organizes Horowitzs extensive lecture
tours. He has implemented his conspiracy theory
into an organization devoted to educational reform,
political activism, and health awareness.

Another example of conspiracy theories affect-
ing political activism is the case of the Brotherly
Lovers, an AIDS activist group based in Pitts-
burgh, who have attempted to spearhead a class-
action petition for a government investigation into
the possible artificial, biowarfare origin of HIV.

AIDS conspiracy theories have also been inte-
grated into other popular conspiracy theories. In
an article entitled “The AIDS-ET Connection”
Phillip S. Duke claims to furnish a unifying hypoth-
esis about AIDS—the gray alien agenda. The goal
of this agenda is to rid the earth of human life and
establish an alien settlement. In this theory, AIDS
has been deliberately introduced into the human
population by these aliens as a way of freeing up
space for colonization. Bill Cooper, prominent late
U.S. conspiracy theorist, has also suggested that
CBW may be part of an alien agenda.

Cooper’s work is even more significant because in
2000 it was cited as an influence on a South African
health minister’s account of AIDS in Africa. At the
same time, the South African president, Thabo
Mbeki, controversially suggested that Duesberg’s
nonviral theory should be studied as a possible
explanation for the continuing tragedy in Africa.
Most recently, Edward Hooper’s best-selling The
River has created newfound controversy with its
claims that HIV originated in the 1950s with the vac-
cination of over a million African children. Hooper
does not claim that AIDS was deliberately created
and spread by humans, but that an experimental
form of oral polio vaccine was contaminated with
SIV (the ancient simian equivalent of HIV), and this
negligence led to the current AIDS epidemic.

Responses

AIDS conspiracy theories raise the general issue of
science in relation to both conspiracy theories and
their critics. When is science questioned, and when
is it cited as evidence? Such AIDS conspiracy the-
orists as Cantwell, Strecker, Douglass, and
Horowitz have drifted away from conventional sci-
ence to the marginal status of “renegade” scientists,
but their narratives retain scientific techniques.
They seek authority through their own pedigrees,
they conduct research, and their reports contain
the language and styles of citation and evidence
employed in mainstream AIDS science. The most
recent debates over Edward Hooper’s The River
revive the question of how alternative or dissident
scientific accounts challenge and/or support con-
ventional science.
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In general, AIDS conspiracy theories are typi-
cally positioned as a distraction from real research
and activism. But just as there are a variety of
accounts that can be grouped under the term
AIDS conspiracy theory, so are there a variety of
responses to them. Some of the preceding sections
have demonstrated a few of those responses
(Gilbert, Fiske, James, Watney, the studies on
behavior). Others include cultural analyst Peter
Knight’s analysis of AIDS conspiracy theories as
they are related to cultural panics over the body in
the 1980s and 1990s, and John Fiske’s controver-
sially sympathetic assessment of the AIDS-as-
black-genocide account. Fiske calls the account a
“counterknowledge,” which involves reworking
facts, events, and information the dominant knowl-
edge has repressed or dismissed as insignificant.
Above all, according to Fiske, a counterknowledge
must be socially and politically motivated. Fiske
proceeds with a series of close readings of radio
talk-show dialogues, primarily culled from Black
Liberation Radio. In these accounts, AIDS is
folded into a genocidal framework, and it is this
resonance with African American history and lived
experience that Fiske argues is lacking among
mainstream whites, and thus produces an aversion
to the concept of genocide. Fiske does not simply
affirm the truth of the genocide account. Ulti-
mately he argues that when it comes to AIDS con-
spiracy theories, people need to examine their
strategies of disbelief.

As cultural theorist Paula Treichler argues, con-
spiracy theories are part of the larger “epidemic of
signification” that the AIDS epidemic has gener-
ated—an epidemic that must be examined, not
ignored or casually dismissed. AIDS conspiracy
theories crystallize the stakes involved in the over-
all problematization of conspiracy theories, espe-
cially with regard to the behavioral and political
effects of conspiracy theories.

Jack Z. Bratich

See also: African Americans; Eugenics; Health

Scares; New World Order.
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Alien and Sedition Acts

Part of the most serious crackdown on peacetime
dissent in U.S. history, mounted amid the most
threatening crisis that the young nation ever faced,
the Alien and Sedition Acts of the 1790s also com-
prised the most prominent “headline event” in U.S.
history to be directly and openly rooted in fears of
conspiracy.

The XYZs of Political Paranoia in the 1790s
Although the young American republic was theo-
retically more stable and centralized than ever
before, the first decade under the Constitution rat-
ified in 1789 was fraught with political fears arising
from both genuine threats and overreactions to
wholly unexpected developments.

Perhaps the most important of these unexpected
developments was the rapid emergence of political
divisions that matured into parties competing to
name the nation’s chief executive, a circumstance
unprecedented in world history. Although parties
are now considered a basic aspect of U.S. democ-
racy, this was far from intended by the founders.

Believing that a republic could never survive the
strain of constant battles for power, and that good,
trustworthy leaders would never want to engage in
those battles, the framers of the Constitution
intentionally designed the new system to prevent
the development of political parties or any other
kind of organized competition for control of the
national government. The hope was that the
increased size and diversity of the territory being
governed, coupled with a multilayered structure of
representation that included an appointed senate
and an indirectly elected president, would make it
impossible for the country’s many local political
factions and interests to organize themselves suffi-
ciently to control the national government. With-
out the need to please or compete for public favor,
learned, enlightened statesmen would be able to
deliberate more or less in peace at the national
capital, making wise, well-reasoned decisions for
the good of all.

To the founders, parties and other forms of orga-
nized opposition to government were inherently
conspiratorial, especially when a legitimate repub-
lican government existed. When the people already
ruled, efforts to defeat or stymie their chosen lead-
ers were considered plots against the people them-
selves by cabals of “artful and designing men” out
for private gain, tyrannical power, or some other
sinister purpose. Those who followed such evil
leaders showed themselves to be mere “tools” or
“dupes,” unworthy of the rights of independent cit-
izenship. In a comment that somewhat hyperboli-
cally reflected the feelings of many colleagues,
Thomas Jefferson expressed revulsion at the very
idea of joining a political party: “Such an addiction
is the last degradation of a free and moral agent. If
I could not go to heaven but with a party, I would
not go there at all.”

48



Alien and Sedition Acts

Despite this deep aversion to parties, the choices
facing the young nation were simply too momen-
tous and too divisive to be contained by the make-
shift structure that the framers had devised. Secre-
tary of State Thomas Jefferson and Treasury
Secretary Alexander Hamilton came into conflict
immediately over financial policy and broader mat-
ters such as the basic structure of the new govern-
ment and the future character of the nation. Jef-
ferson became convinced that Hamilton was the
leader of a “corrupt squadron” who sought “to get
rid of the limitations imposed by the constitution”
with the “ultimate object” of “a change, from the
present republican form of government, to that of
a monarchy” modeled on Great Britain’s (Jefferson,
986). Hamilton, for his part, was equally certain
that Jefferson and his lieutenant James Madison
led “a faction decidedly hostile to me and my
administration, and . . . subversive of . . . good gov-
ernment and . . . the union, peace and happiness of
the Country” (Hamilton, 738). Believing that they
were fighting for the very soul of the new nation,
Jefferson, Hamilton, and their respective allies
instinctively reached out for support among their
fellow politicians and the citizenry at large, eventu-
ally spawning a party conflict whether they
intended to or not.

Unfortunately, U.S. politicians of the 1790s
engaged in party politics without really ever learn-
ing to approve of the practice. They saw them-
selves as taking necessary if sometimes distasteful
steps to save the republic, and their opponents as
conspirators against it, plain and simple. Especially
among the Federalist supporters of the Washing-
ton and Adams administration, there was no sense
that there could be any such thing as a “loyal oppo-
sition,” and it was perhaps inevitable that steps
would be taken to curb opposition to the govern-
ment when the opportunity arose.

Political paranoia became far worse in the latter
half of Washington’s presidency, when the French
Revolution grew more radical and war broke out
between France and Great Britain. The question
of which side to take in the conflict, if any, came to
define U.S. politics, and pushed foreign subversion

to the head of the list of fears. Although highly
exaggerated in practice, fears of foreign subversion
in this period were probably more plausible than at
any other time in U.S. history. The United States
was no world power in the 1790s, but occupied a
situation much closer to those of developing or
Third World nations during and after the cold war:
small, weak, and subject to harsh buffeting by
political, economic, and cultural winds coming
from the more developed world.

Revolutionary France expected U.S. support as a
sister republic and in return for France’ aid to the
U.S. during the American Revolution. Beginning
with “Citizen” Edmond Genet’s arrival in 1793,
French envoys did their best to draw Americans
into the conflict with Great Britain and influence
American politics in favor of the French cause.
Genet greeted crowds of well-wishers, handed out
military commissions, and outfitted privateers,
while later French ministers fed politically calcu-
lated information through friendly newspaper edi-
tors. The British kept a lower profile, but success-
fully pressed to keep the United States militarily
neutral and commercially dependent on British
trade (by means of the controversial Jay Treaty),
while staying in secret, sometimes illicit, conflict
with various U.S. officials. Republicans generally
took the side of France, or opposed closer ties to
Great Britain; the Federalists generally took the
opposite approach, and increasingly regarded
France as a dire threat to U.S. independence, the
Christian religion, and everything else they held
dear.

More important than what the French or British
actually did was the growing conviction, within
each of the emerging parties, that the other side
was working, out of greed or fanaticism, in trea-
sonous collusion with a foreign aggressor. Republi-
cans regarded the Federalists as the “British party”
and their leader Jefferson infamously labeled
Washington, Hamilton, and Adams as traitors (in
an inadvertently published letter), “men who were
Samsons in the field & Solomons in the council,
but who have had their heads shorn by the harlot
England” (Jefferson, 1037). However, the Federal-
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ists gave far more than they got in this respect, call-
ing their opponents “Jacobins” after the most radi-
cal, conspiratorial, and ultimately bloodthirsty fac-
tion of the French Revolution. This was equal parts
a venomous partisan label and a sincere statement
of who and what many Federalists thought was
driving the opposition to their policies, an interna-
tional revolutionary conspiracy.

Through the battles over Hamilton’s financial
system, the French Revolution, and the Jay Treaty,
the incipient party conflict had matured to the
point of a contested presidential election by 1796,
pitting Vice-President John Adams against former
Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson. Deteriorating
relations with France in the wake of the Jay Treaty,
including attacks on U.S. shipping, French threats,
and the distinct possibility of war, put the Federal-
ists in a strong position. Adams won, and soon after
the XYZ Affair inflamed the country against France
and set up the belligerent national mood that made
the Alien and Sedition Acts possible.

The Press, Immigration, and the

Origins of the Alien and Sedition Acts

The Alien and Sedition Acts were the domestic
planks of an aggressive national security program
passed by the Federalists in preparation for an all-
out war against France that many of them desired
but never managed to make happen. A military
build-up was also put in motion, including the con-
struction of a fleet of war-ships and a vastly en-
larged army that included forces designed to rap-
idly mobilize against rebellious Americans as well
as foreign invaders. This early homeland security
legislation’s specific targets were determined by
two aspects of the party conflict that disturbed the
Federalists most: the role of the press and the role
of immigrants in the growing popular opposition to
the policies of Washington, Hamilton, and Adams,
and in the democratization of U.S. political culture
more generally.

The press was seen as a powerful political
weapon that had fallen into the hands of conspira-
tors, mercenaries, and fools. As the founders and
other U.S. politicians perceived it, the press was
the “great director of public opinion™ and capable

of destroying any government by turning its own
people against it. “Give to any set of men the com-
mand of the press, and you give them the com-
mand of the country,” declared an influential
Pennsylvania Federalist (Addison, 1798, 18-19).
Although still a relatively primitive medium by
modern standards—a standard U.S. newspaper
featured only four pages, filled haphazardly with a
seemingly random assortment of miscellaneous
material without real headlines or illustrations—
newspapers (along with pamphlets) were thought
to have been instrumental in bringing about both
the American and French Revolutions, as well as
numerous political developments in Great Britain.
Founders on both sides of the 1790s political spec-
trum, including Jefferson, Hamilton, John Adams,
and Samuel Adams, had relied on the press as their
“political engine” during the movement for inde-
pendence from Great Britain.

The founders began their new nation assuming
that, with British tyranny defeated and republican
government established, the press would now
serve a more passive political role. It would build
loyalty to the new regime, chiefly by providing the
people with basic information about their govern-
ment’s activities, such as copies of the laws that had
been passed. As the first Washington administra-
tion gathered, it seemed more than enough when
Boston businessman John Fenno showed up in the
national capital and started the Gazette of the
United States (the G.U.S.), a would-be national
newspaper intended to “endear the general gov-
ernment to the people” (Pasley, 57) by printing
documents and congressional proceedings, along
with letters, essays, and even poetry hailing Presi-
dent Washington and Vice-President John Adams
as gods among men.

When fundamental disagreements broke out
among the leading founders, however, the press
was quickly drawn into the growing partisan con-
flict. To those who saw Hamilton as a not-so-
hidden hand guiding the country toward monarchy
and aristocracy, the G.U.S. began to seem posi-
tively sinister, an organ for government propaganda
that might be able to overbear the voters™ better
judgment. Jefferson and Madison sought to
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counter the influence of the G.U.S. by helping cre-
ate a new Philadelphia newspaper, the National
Gazette, to lead the public charge against Hamil-
ton’s policies. The editor, the poet Philip Freneau
(a college friend of Madison’s), was given a no-work
job in Jefferson’s office. The newspaper provided
Jefferson with a surrogate that would fight in the
war for public opinion and still allow him to remain
above the fray and within the administration.
When he was exposed as the National Gazette’s
sponsor and confronted by President Washington,
Jetferson claimed that Freneau’s paper had “saved
our constitution” from Hamilton (Pasley, 72)

Although the National Gazette folded in 1793, it
set a number of important precedents. In some
places, it was the birthplace of the party system, since
it was in the National Gazette’s pages that the very
idea of an opposition political party (as opposed to a
mere group of like-minded legislators) was first
floated. Again and again in the following century,
politicians and parties looked to newspapers as their
primary public combatants in the bruising battles that
followed the Jefferson-Hamilton split. The Philadel-
phia Aurora, founded by a grandson of Benjamin
Franklin, took over as the leading Jeffersonian paper,
and around it developed a loose national network of
local newspapers that spread the opposition move-
ments ideas around the country by copying from
each other. Such newspaper networks became the
primary means through which nineteenth-century
U.S. parties sought to influence the U.S. public and a
vital component of their campaigning.

The Federalists of the 1790s thought of them-
selves as the nation’s rightful ruling class, “the wis-
est and best” rather than a political faction that had
to compete for public favor and control of the gov-
ernment. The development of an opposition party
and an opposition press was threatening, offensive,
and patently a conspiracy. During the congressional
debates on the Sedition Act, arch-conservative con-
gressman John Allen of Connecticut read from a
New York newspaper in which the strongest words
used against President Adams were that he was “a
person without patriotism, without philosophy™ and
“a mock Monarch.” Allen flatly declared that, “If
this be not a conspiracy against Government and

people,” he did not know what a conspiracy was
(Debates and Proceedings in Congress).

The opposition press was doubly or triply bad
because of the fact it was largely manned by men
that the aristocratically minded Federalists consid-
ered thoroughly unfit to “undertake the high task
of enlightening the public mind.” Whereas in colo-
nial times most newspaper writing was done by
men of education and social prestige—the lawyers,
ministers, and merchants of the major towns—the
political writing of 1790s fell increasingly to much
lesser sorts of men, especially the generally self-
educated artisan printers who produced the hun-
dreds of new journals that popped up across the
country. “Too many of our Gazettes,” lamented
Rev. Samuel Miller, “are in the hands of persons
destitute at once of the urbanity of gentlemen, the
information of scholars, and the principles of
virtue” (Pasley, 198). The Alien and Sedition Acts’
strongest supporters feared a kind of social and
political subversion, in which worthy officials stood
to lose their stations and reputations to upstarts
and nobodies who would sling mud and rouse the
rabble. “It is a mortifying observation;” Judge Alex-
ander Addison wrote in one of many published
charges to his grand jury, “that boys, blockheads,
and ruffians, are often listened to, in preference to
men of integrity, skill, and understanding” (Addi-
son, 1800, 202—-203).

Even more threatening than the printers were the
immigrants. The British government harshly
repressed the radical democracy movements that
had grown up in England, Scotland, and Ireland in
response to the French Revolution. Working-class
journalists were among the most influential activists
in those movements, and many of them were forced
into exile during the mid-1790s to avoid mobs and
jail. Not a few of these transatlantic “Jacobins,”
including the Alien and Sedition Acts victims James
Thomson Callender, William Duane, and John Daly
Burk, ended up in the port cities of the United
States, doing the work they knew best, for Democ-
ratic Republican newspapers. Duane became editor
of the Philadelphia Aurora, the Republicans” most
widely read journal, and thus in many respects the
national voice of the party.
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Along with the refugee journalists came a politi-
cally noticeable number of other immigrants whom
the Federalists found suspicious, especially the
Irish who became a major presence in the capital
city of Philadelphia during the 1790s. In the spring
of 1797, Federalists tried to impose a tax on certifi-
cates of naturalization, hoping to keep out what
Rep. Harrison Gray Otis of Massachusetts called
the “hordes of wild Irishmen” who might “disturb
our tranquility” (Debates and Proceedings in Con-
gress). The Federalists’ prejudice ensured that the
Irish and other recent immigrants would become
an important voting bloc for their opponents.

Federalists feared that continued open, liberal
policies on immigration, naturalization, and political
dissent would allow the struggling monarchies of
Europe to export their political troubles to the
United States. As Otis put it, “the mass of vicious
and disorganizing characters who could not live
peaceably at home, and who, after unfurling the
standard of rebellion in their own countries, might
come hither to revolutionize ours” (Debates and
Proceedings in Congress). Although it was true that
men like Duane were having a tremendous political
impact here, the Federalists envisioned the country
as threatened with nothing less than anarchy, to be
engineered by hardened Jacobin cadres and carried
out by wild Irish mobs. Acerbic editor William Cob-
bett, as reactionary in the United States during this
period as he was progressive in his later British

years, painted the threat in his typically lurid palette:

From various causes these United States have
become the resting place of ninety nine hundredths
of the factious villains, which Great Britain and
Ireland have vomited from their shores. They are all
schooled in sedition, are adepts at their trade. . . .
Nothing short of a state of rebellion can content
these wretches. All governments are to them alike
hateful Like Lucifer, they carry a hell about with
them in their own minds; and thus they prowl from
country to country. (Cobbett, 253, 256)

Although Federalist worries were usually
expressed in terms of generalized xenophobia,
some full-blown conspiracy theories began to cir-

culate as well. It was almost assumed that Republi-
can politicians and editors, from Jefferson on
down, were allies or catspaws of the French, espe-
cially the most radical elements of the revolution.
Federalist ministers in New England promoted the
idea that the refugees and their allies were agents
of the Bavarian Illuminati, accused in Europe of
masterminding the French Revolution.

In Philadelphia, some Federalists accused the
United Irish Society, a pan-religious group devoted
to republicanism and Irish nationalism, of plotting
revolution against the United States. In the critical
interval between the XYZ revelations and the formu-
lation of the Sedition Act, William Cobbett pub-
lished a pamphlet, Detection of a Conspiracy,
Formed by the United Irishmen: with the Evident
Intention of Aiding the Tyrants of France in Subvert-
ing the Government of the United States, accusing
the group’s just-organizing U.S. chapters of planning
to gain critical positions in the government, so that
the country might be simply handed over to the
invading French. In Ireland, the United Irishmen
really did conspire with the French, and the
Philadelphia Irish community really did contain a
number of sympathizers and exiled activists. Yet
while these radical Irish republicans certainly hated
the British and blamed the Federalists for seeming to
side with Ireland’s oppressors, there is little evidence
to suggest that they had any more sinister designs on
the United States than the soon-to-be all-American
goal of throwing the Federalist rascals out of office.

The majority of Congress in 1798 did not make
this distinction between opposition politics and
conspiracy. As they saw it, the Republicans were
following exactly the formula that had turned
France into “a general slaughterhouse.” At the
beginning of the revolution in France, John Allen
recounted in arguing for the sedition bill, “those
loud and enthusiastic advocates for liberty and
equality took special care to occupy and command
all the presses.” By this means, the diabolical
French revolutionaries gained control over “the
poor, the ignorant, the passionate, and the vicious;
over all these classes the freedom of the press shed
its baneful effects, and the virtuous, the pacific,
and the rich, were their victims.” Now that this
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“plague” had reached the United States, the major-
ity of the Fifth Congress vowed not to meet the
same fate as the ancien regime in France: “The
Jacobins of our country, too, sir, are determined to
preserve in their hands the same weapon [the
press]; it is our duty to wrest it from them”
(Debates And Proceedings in Congress).

The Federalist “Reign of Terror”:

Enactment and Enforcement of the
Domestic Security Program

The details of laws themselves can be found in many
other sources. The three bills dealing with immi-
grants came first. The Naturalization Act, passing 18
June 1798, lengthened the period needed for citi-
zenship (and full political rights) from five to four-
teen years. The Alien Act and Alien Enemies Act,
passing 25 June and 6 July respectively, gave the
president sweeping powers to summarily imprison or
deport suspicious aliens. The first Alien Act was per-
haps the most appalling of the whole package. Even
in peacetime, the law allowed the president to eject
any alien he judged “dangerous to the peace and
safety of the United States” or had “reasonable
grounds to suspect are concerned in any treasonable
or secret machinations against the government
thereof.” No trial or evidence was required, and the
alien’s only recourse was to apply to the president for
a license allowing him or her to stay. Getting a license
could require evidence showing and a bond guaran-
teeing “that no injury or danger to the United States
will arise from suffering such alien to reside therein.”
Fortunately, President Adams took a narrower view
of his powers than Congress did, and never issued an
order under the Alien Act.

The most infamous piece of the domestic secu-
rity package came last. Although the transatlantic
radicals working in the Republican press were the
clear targets of the Alien Acts, the Sedition Act that
finally passed on 14 July 1798 was even more bla-
tantly political. Clearly intended to minimize
Republican chances in the 1798 and 1800 elections
by shutting down their most effective form of cam-
paigning, the law was set to expire at the end of
Adams’s term. It imposed penalties of up to $2,000
and two years in prison on anyone who should

“write, print, utter, publish, or shall cause or pro-
cure to be written, printed, uttered, or pub-
lished . . . any false, scandalous and malicious writ-
ing or writings against the government of the
United States . . .
government . . . or the said President, or to bring

with intent to defame the said

them . .. into contempt or disrepute; or to excite
against them the hatred of the good people of the
United States.” The Federalists were careful to
incorporate the most progressive legal standards
available into the law, following the position laid
down in the famous Zenger case from the colonial
period. No one would be barred from saying or
publishing anything before the fact; afterwards all
bets were off. “The freedom of the press and opin-
ions was never understood to give the right of pub-
lishing falsehoods and slanders,” John Allen
explained, “nor of exciting sedition, insurrection,
and slaughter, with impunity.”

This was state-of-the-art free press theory, but
wholly inadequate for the functioning democracy
that was trying to emerge in the 1790s. Although
the Sedition Act was more lenient than similar laws
in Europe, it nonetheless criminalized almost any
criticism that might be made in protesting govern-
ment policy or campaigning against an incumbent
officer. It opened editors of opposition newspapers
to court actions for almost any political essay or
comment they might print, even a report of a pub-
lic meeting, whether they wrote it or not. The Sedi-
tion Act allowed defendants to exonerate them-
selves in court by proving their assertions were
true, but as Republican critics soon pointed out,
political interpretations and opinion were almost
impossible to conclusively prove or disprove. How
would a Republican defendant prove in court, for
instance, that John Adams was a man “without
patriotism or philosophy”?

In practice, few Sedition Act defendants had
much opportunity to try serious legal defenses
under the act. The federal and northern state
courts were dominated by Federalist judges, and
they conducted the proceedings in a bitterly parti-
san manner. Judges interrupted the defense attor-
neys and often disallowed evidence and witnesses
when defendants tried to prove their accusations
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were true. Orations denouncing the Republicans
and warning about the dangers of unchecked polit-
ical criticism were given from the bench, with
juries present.

Although falling a good deal short of a “reign of
terror,” as the Republicans called it, the Sedition
Act was vigorously enforced. Every major Republi-
can newspaper was hit in some fashion, along with
many of the minor ones. Some twenty-five people
were arrested under the Sedition Act, and they and
other Republican journalists and speakers were
harassed in other ways as well, including boycotts,
beatings, private lawsuits, and in one case a con-
tempt of Congress charge that forced editor
William Duane into hiding.

Secretary of State Timothy Pickering nominated
himself the “scourge of Jacobinism,” and began
implementing the laws even before they were
passed, forcing the deportation of John Daly Burk, a
United Irishmen turned New York Republican edi-
tor and playwright, as the law was being debated.
Pickering and others then began searching the
Republican press avidly for comments that could be
prosecuted. Another early target was Benjamin
Franklin Bache, founding editor of the Philadelphia
Aurora. The administration had earlier tried and
failed to convict Bache of treasonous dealings with
the French, but on 26 June 1798, federal judge
Richard Peters had him arrested on a common-law
charge of seditious libel, despite a Supreme Court
ruling just three months earlier that the federal
courts had no jurisdiction. Bache was forced to post
$4,000 bail, an enormous sum for those days, but
died of yellow fever before he could come to trial.

The first victim of the Sedition Act proper was
Republican congressman Matthew Lyon of Ver-
mont, who was particularly hated for having spit on
a Federalist in retaliation for an insult and later
fought back with fire tongs when the spat-upon
gentleman tried to cane him on the House floor.
Lyon got a $1,000 fine and four months in a jail
kept by his worst enemy, all for reading a letter
against Federalist foreign policy during his cam-
paign for reelection.

Similar or even harsher punishment was given to
ordinary citizens who spoke out. In Massachusetts,

a drifter and former sailor named David Brown, a
sort of village radical who gave speeches in taverns
and occasionally wrote pamphlets, committed the
awful crime of erecting a liberty pole with a politi-
cal sign on it: “No stamp act, no sedition and no
alien acts, no land tax. Downfall to the tyrants of
America: peace and retirement to the President:
long live the Vice President and the minority”
(Smith, 260). Although he confessed and apolo-
gized, the penniless Brown was fined $450 by
Judge Samuel Chase and sentenced to eighteen
months in prison.

Despite its eager enforcement, the Sedition Act
must be judged a failure, even on its own terms.
Although the prosecutions forced a few newspa-
pers to suspend their operations, the Republican
press more generally never missed a beat. The
effect was quite the opposite in fact, as the Repub-
licans filled their newspapers with horrifying
accounts of their and others” persecutions. Politi-
cally this was highly effective material that docu-
mented the Republican visions of the Federalists
as tyrants and closet monarchists in league with the
British. The refugee radicals were careful to point
out the similarities between Federalist repression
and the British government crackdown that had
forced so many of them into exile. At the same
time, the Sedition Act politicized many young
printers, often turning even neutral publishers into
active Republicans once it became clear that print-
ing both political sides would not be tolerated by
the authorities. The ironic end result of the Sedi-
tion Act was more Republican newspapers, not
fewer, with seven or eight new journals a month
popping up as the election of 1800 approached.

This hydra effect actually reinforced the Feder-
alists’ conviction that conspiracy was afoot, but if so
it was a conspiracy to which many of them had con-
ceded defeat by 1800. By means of the expanding
Republican press, wrote one Federalist writer in
the Hartford Connecticut Courant, “people from
the highest to the lowest” achieved “a perfect
union of opinion” (Pasley, 188). Two of those opin-
ions were that the Federalist crusade against
Jacobin conspirators had to end, especially once
the “Quasi-War” with France died in 1800, and
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that a different set of leaders needed to be given
command of the national government. Both of
those things came to pass when Thomas Jefferson
defeated John Adams in the presidential election,
and took office 4 March 1801.

Jeffrey L. Pasley

See also: Democratic-Republican Societies; Genet,
Citizen Edmond Charles; Hamilton, Alexander;
Jefferson, Thomas; XYZ Affair; Zenger, John Peter.
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American Indian Movement

The American Indian Movement (AIM) was a rad-
ical political organization established in Minneapo-
lis, Minnesota, in 1968 by Native Americans. From
1968 through the early 1970s, the AIM was
involved in numerous protests against the U.S. gov-
ernment, which were met with some general pub-
lic support but severe government repression. The
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), along with
other federal agencies, labeled the AIM a subver-
sive, possibly Communist, and likely terrorist
organization, and often dealt with the AIM, and as
a consequence the general American Indian com-
munity, in ways that breached civil and human
rights. They justified their actions by accusing the
AIM of conspiring against the government and
challenging the democratic nature of U.S. society
with radical militancy. To this day, the AIM has
some justification in seeing the federal government
as conspiring to break apart traditional Indian com-
munities, appropriate their land, and make politi-
cally active American Indians the target of govern-
ment and judicial repression. The AIM continues
to be a significant American Indian political organ-
ization, but the principal period of alleged conspir-
acies, activism, and repression took place between
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Wounded Knee, South Dakota. Armed Indians sit back to back supporting one another and watching in all directions as
members and supporters of the American Indian Movement (AIM) hold this small village. (Bettmann/Corbis)

1972 and 1976: during this time the domestic
counterintelligence activities of the Nixon adminis-
tration, coupled with increasing militancy by AIM
activists, resulted in violent confrontations, most
notably at Pine Ridge Reservation in South
Dakota.

The AIM was initially formed in the urban con-
text of Minneapolis in a response to police brutal-
ity, and modeled itself on other radical militant
movements of the later 1960s, most notably the
Black Panthers. AIM chapters were rapidly estab-
lished in other city centers and the AIM organized
and participated in numerous protests, the first
major protest being the occupation of Alcatraz
Island in 1969. In 1972, the AIM organized the
“Trail of Broken Treaties,” a protest in which many
American Indians traveled to Washington, D.C.,
and occupied the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA)
building. The building was vandalized and many

documents pertaining to American Indians taken.
By this stage, the government was very suspicious
of the AIM and its role in Indian protest. There
were numerous FBI reports that labeled the AIM
as a potentially seditious and insurrectionary
organization (Castile, 118). By early 1973, actions
to suppress the AIM were being put in motion and
the movement was being labeled as “extremist”
(Matthiessen, 55).

In 1973 Richard Wilson was elected to the leader-
ship of the tribal government, with the support of
the federal government. In June 1973, the AIM
arrived at Wounded Knee on the Pine Ridge Reser-
vation, at the request of those who protested his
leadership. An armed confrontation began between
the AIM and Wilson and his supporters, who were
known as GOONs (Gunfighters of the Oglala
Nation) and were young, armed Indian men backed
by the federal government. The siege continued for
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seventy-one days. After the siege ended, many AIM
activists were indicted in a judicial attempt to destroy
the movement; few convictions were secured.
Meanwhile the Wilson government remained in
place and GOON:S terrorized many on the reserva-
tion. In 1974, Wilson was reelected as tribal presi-
dent under somewhat dubious circumstances. The
AIM continued its protest and set up an encamp-
ment in the reservation, which was subsequently
attacked by GOONSs and federal forces. One AIM
activist was killed, as were two FBI agents—Jack
Coler and Ronald Williams. Activists Bob Robideau,
Darelle (Dino) Butler, and Leonard Peltier were
charged with the murder of the two agents.
Robideau and Butler were acquitted, but Peltier,
tried separately, was found guilty and remains in
prison to this day, despite charges of perjured evi-
dence and other dubious aspects of the prosecution’s
case) (Matthiessen; Churchill and Vander Wall).

The death in 1976 of a young Native American
woman, Anna Mae Aquash, was also controversial.
She was found murdered in an execution style and
the FBI undertook an investigation, but forensic
procedures were questionable. The FBI accused
the AIM of the murder, as there were rumors
within the AIM that Aquash had infiltrated the
organization for the FBI. While the truth remains
unclear, the AIM has pointed to FBI involvement
in the murder.

Historians and writers remain divided on several
issues: to what extent can the AIM’s militancy be
justified, given the improvements in American
Indian affairs initiated by the federal administra-
tions of the period? To what extent was domestic
counterintelligence willing to bend the rules and
undertake illegal activities in their desire to break
AIM? Was government activity prompted by greed
over obtaining land for uranium and coal mining
purposes?

Clearly, the government perceived the AIM as a
threat. FBI memos dating from 1976 claimed the
AIM was training for guerrilla warfare and was
planning to blow up BIA buildings in South Dakota
and to kill the state governor (Wyler, 198). Much of
the government’s activity was motivated by a deter-
mination to break the AIM apart, even if it meant

acting illegally, and was felt to be justified by these
alleged plots by the AIM. That government and big
business had an interest in the resources on Amer-
ican Indian land is also clear. The Wilson Pine
Ridge government was amenable to this interest
and willing to sell land rights. It was therefore
essential to the federal government to keep Wilson
in place, and this motivation played a part in its
activities at Pine Ridge. While it is also true that
the federal administrations of Johnson and Nixon
made significant progress in helping American
Indians and allowing some self-determination
(Castile), militancy was not tolerated nor, it seems,
was American Indian self-government that did not
fall in line with federal interests.

The militancy of the AIM, and even the behav-
ior of the GOONs, must be placed within the con-
text of the conditions of American Indians at the
time. Urban Indians had undergone massive social
and cultural dislocation, as well as some detribal-
ization, in being moved into cities, and it was from
this context that the AIM emerged. Reservations
were economically and socially depressed areas,
with the GOONs made up of unemployed, angry
young men. Divisions also ran deep between tradi-
tionalists and young radicals like the AIM. It was
easy for the government to exploit such problems,
which it did in the case of Pine Ridge. Mistrust
between the federal government and American
Indians, which had existed for decades, fed beliefs
in conspiracies on both sides, and resulted in vio-
lence. While many of the facts remain uncertain, it
is probably true to say that the federal government,
rather than overcoming its fears of militancy and
seeing the American Indian Movement as a gen-
uine political organization borne of real social
problems (caused largely by the federal govern-
ment), instead encouraged a view of the AIM as a
conspiratorial and seditious movement in order to
protect its own interests. That the AIM saw the
government as conspiring not only to attack it but
also to destroy American Indian communities is
perhaps not surprising.

Amanda Laugesen

See also: Native Americans.
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American Protective Association

The American Protective Association (APA) was the
largest anti-Catholic organization in the United
States during the late 1880s and 1890s. The organ-
ization was founded as a secret order in Clinton,
TIowa, on 13 March 1887, by Henry Francis Bowers.
Its goal was to fight the perceived threat posed by
Roman Catholicism in the United States, a threat
that was often couched in conspiratorial terms.
Bowers was a lawyer who had been elected to a
number of county offices as a Republican. He also
was a Mason, a member of the Blue Lodge, and a
member of the thirty-second degree of the Scottish
Rite. The incident that led to the creation of the
APA was a local election in which a Protestant can-
didate believed he was defeated by the Catholic
vote. The Bowers group met the Sunday after that
election.

One of the central principles of the APA was sup-
port of the separation of church and state. The
organization’s members were particularly con-
cerned about Catholicism infiltrating public
schools. The APA’s message proved popular. Soon
after its founding, the organization grew, with chap-
ters spreading through the Midwest. By 1891, there
were branches in Illinois, Indiana, Kansas, Michi-
gan, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, and Wiscon-
sin. The APA had 70,000 members in twenty states

in 1893. Increased immigration and an economic
panic led to additional growth so that by 1896, the
organizations peak year, it claimed 2.5 million
members, spread across every state. Membership
declined after the presidential election of 1896.

Most of the members of the APA were Republi-
cans and, thus, Republican candidates had to give the
organization serious consideration. In early 1896, the
group attacked William McKinley, a potential
Republican candidate for president. McKinley
became a target because he failed to meet with
members of the APA and to explain how he planned
to implement their demands if he were elected.
According to the organization’s platform officehold-
ers were not to appoint Catholics to any position. In
spite of the support provided to McKinley when he
ran for governor of Ohio in 1893, the APA spread
rumors that he was a member of the Roman Catholic
Church, that he took advice from the Catholic bishop
of Columbus, and that he had two children in a con-
vent. McKinley was elected president despite the
rumors. The APA suffered internal disputes over
endorsing McKinley and the organization began los-
ing members because of the dissension.

Membership of the APA involved secret rituals.
New members were required to swear a number of
oaths while blindfolded. These oaths included
promises not to employ a Catholic worker if a
Protestant was available and not to go on strike with
Catholics. The blindfold was then removed because
the member had left “mental darkness,” and he took
a final vow. This vow included a denunciation of
Roman Catholicism and the pope, and a pledge to
protect the order and its members. The secret oath
became public in an exposé published in the St. Paul
(Minnesota) Globe in 1893. The U.S. Congress also
proposed to investigate the APA after a former con-
gressman, Henry M. Youmans of Michigan, claimed
that his opponent in the 1892 election was a mem-
ber of the organization. According to Youmans,
membership in the APA invalidated his opponent’s
candidacy for Congress.

To build public support for their cause, members
of the APA spread propaganda about Catholic goals
for America. A pastoral letter, allegedly written by
U.S. Catholic bishops, advocated the creation of a
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Catholic political party and suggested that education
and true faith were not compatible. A forged papal
encyclical entitled “Instructions to Catholics™ called
on Catholics to take over the U.S. government
because Protestants had forfeited all right to the
country. According to the encyclical, the Catholic
uprising was to take place “on or about the feast of
Ignatius Loyola [31 July] in the year of our Lord,
1893, or on the date of the convening of the
Catholic Congress at the Chicago World’s Fair, 5
September. In the course of the uprising, Catholics
were to exterminate all heretics (i.e., non-Catholics)
found in the United States.

The American Protective Association became
largely moribund by 1900. The organization did not
completely disappear until 1911 with the death of its
founder and leader, Henry Bowers. Throughout its
existence, no record exists of violence against
Catholics by members of the APA, but the group
was effective in making many Americans fearful of
the Catholic Church. Although the APA ceased to
exist, anti-Catholicism continued in the United
States through the early decades of the 1900s.

John David Rausch, Jr.

See also: Anti-Catholicism.
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American Revolution

The conviction that the English colonial policies of
the 1760s and 1770s constituted a conspiracy to
enslave America played a major role in the out-
break of the American Revolution.

American Conspiracy Theories

Beginning around 1763, a series of political con-
flicts between England and its American colonies
prompted American critics to protest in conspir-
acy-minded rhetoric. The call in 1763 of some
Anglican leaders to install a bishop in America was
met in Massachusetts with angry protests that this
amounted to an ecclesiastical conspiracy to destroy

Thomas Hutchinson was the colonial governor of

Massachusetts at the outbreak of the American
Revolution. Between 1765 and 1774, he came to
symbolize those loyal to Britain in Massachusetts. (Circer,
Hayward, ed., Dictionary of American Portraits, 1967)

religious freedom. Two years later, the Stamp Act
of 1765 shocked and baffled many colonists. The
measure called for a stamp tax on all paper used for
purposes ranging from wills to playing cards, with-
out consultation of or ratification by the colonial
assemblies. While many colonists were still willing
to concede Parliament the right to raise money
from the colonies, the heavy-handed measure
trampled American traditions of self-government
and cherished concepts of representation and lib-
erty. Already several critics charged that this could
only be an early step in a larger plan designed by
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schemers within the English government in order
to destroy the rights of Englishmen in America.
Some even felt that the Stamp Act’s real goal was to
foment a rebellion in America, which would subse-
quently be crushed militarily and allow a despotic
government to be installed.

Even though the Stamp Act was repealed in
1766 as a result of colonial protests, the crisis was
soon continued by the passage of the Townshend
duties in 1767, which continued other forms of tax-
ation. Colonial critics became more and more con-
vinced that the successive crises were not the result
of a misunderstanding or a normal political conflict
over negotiable interests, but were deliberately
designed by a powerful group in the English gov-
ernment in order to bring America to its knees.
Their suspicions were furthered through the con-
troversy surrounding John Wilkes, a radical
English opposition leader, whose election to Parlia-
ment was widely applauded in the American
colonies. However, Wilkes was imprisoned and re-
peatedly denied his seat in the House of Com-
mons, while a riot of some of his followers was met
with gunfire that killed several. When troops sta-
tioned in Boston shot several protesters in the so-
called Boston Massacre in 1770, colonial critics
drew a parallel and concluded that opposition
voices both in England and in the colonies were
being permanently silenced.

Things came to a head when, in reaction to the
Boston Tea Party of 1773, Parliament passed the
Coercive Acts in order to discipline Massachusetts.
These measures were widely called the Intolerable
Acts and interpreted as a deliberate effort to choke
the colonies economically, abolish the rule of law
and trial by jury, and prepare the American
colonies for direct despotic rule. By 1774 many
prominent and moderate colonial leaders including
Thomas Jefferson, George Washington, George
Mason, and John Dickinson, were convinced that
English policies were deliberately designed to end
political freedom in America. The Continental
Congress itself endorsed such an interpretation in
its 1774 Declaration of Rights and Grievances,
which vehemently protested against “such acts and
measures as have been adopted since the last war,

which demonstrate a system formed to enslave
America.” Shortly thereafter, the first shots of the
Revolutionary War were fired, and in 1776 the
American states declared their independence,
arguing that a “long train of abuses and usurpa-
tions, pursuing invariably the same object, evinces
a design to reduce them to absolute despotism.”

Who were the alleged conspirators? John Adams
and Josiah Quincy identified Thomas Hutchinson,
the governor of Massachusetts as a focal point of
the conspiracy. Quincy even accused Hutchinson
of being the originator of all the measures against
America, but most conspiracy-minded critics felt
that colonial officials could at best be the pawns of
much more powerful figures in England. The per-
son most often identified as the source of the trou-
bles for both the colonies and England was John
Stuart, Earl of Bute, prime minister from 1762 to
1763, the former tutor of young George III, and
the alleged lover of the dowager Princess Augusta.
The conspiracy theory argued that Bute, even
though he had to leave office in 1763 under public
pressure, had used his influence on the king to
form a secret party that in reality controlled ap-
pointments to office as well as the general policy of
Great Britain; he had also used his power to get
even with his old enemy John Wilkes. Subjecting
the American colonies to despotic rule was only the
first step in doing the same thing in England.

English Conspiracy Theories

Such views were not limited to America. In
England, too, a number of prominent intellectuals
and politicians asked themselves why the country
was in such turmoil despite the fact that it had just
won the Seven Years” War and faced no devastating
problems. Whether sympathetic to or contemptu-
ous of the American colonies, these thinkers iden-
tified similar causes for the troubles. Horace Wal-
pole subscribed to the Earl of Bute theory.
Edmund Burke, in his 1770 essay “Thoughts on the
Cause of the Present Discontents,” also argued
that a hidden faction, a “double cabinet,” pulled
the strings in Great Britain. William Pitt, the vet-
eran politician and steadfast ally of the American
colonies, looked toward the intrigues of rich mer-
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chants involved in the Asia trade for the source of
government corruption.

Of course, not all conspiracy theories in England
ran parallel to those in America. One very popular
explanation of the crisis vis-a-vis the American
colonies was that from at least 1760 onward, a
group of American conspirators had, for their own
profit and aggrandizement, purposefully orches-
trated events with the treasonous goal of indepen-
dence in mind. Proponents of this conspiracy the-
ory included Francis Bernard, the governor of
Massachusetts from 1760 to 1769, as well as his
successor Thomas Hutchinson. In fact, this inter-
pretation won the highest endorsement possible
from George III himself, who in 1775 informed
Parliament: “The authors and promoters of this
desperate conspiracy have in the conduct of it
derived great advantage from the difference of our
intentions and theirs. They meant only to amuse,
by vague expressions of attachment to the parent
state and the strongest protestations of loyalty to
me, whilst they were preparing for a general
revolt” (Bailyn, 153).

In late 1775, the king’s statement was probably
right: the colonies were headed almost inexorably
toward independence. But in the 1760s and the
early 1770s, attachment to the crown was still
strong in America. There was no premeditated
plan to bring about independence through a series
of escalating crises, as George III and others
charged. Likewise, there was no coherent plot to
abolish liberty in the American colonies. To be
sure, prime ministers from George Grenville
onward certainly wanted to set a precedent of tax-
ation in the colonies. Most leading politicians were
either ignorant or contemptuous of traditions of
self-government in the colonies. The king and most
parliamentary leaders wanted to reorganize the
empire into a more coherent system, and thus had
no intention of returning to the era of salutary ne-
glect. Nevertheless, the taxation and reform meas-
ures of the 1760s and 1770s had limited and spe-
cific purposes; they did not constitute a deliberate
design to destroy the rights of Englishmen. Rather,
the American Revolution can best be understood
as a series of conflicts and misunderstandings, dur-

ing which the political differences between
England and its colonies became ever clearer, and
the stakes ever higher, to the point where a full-
scale revolution was the result.

Nevertheless, the ubiquity of conspiracy-minded
explanations for the American Revolution is star-
tling, but explainable. Theories of political conspir-
acy were a staple of eighteenth-century British
political discourse, and preceded the American
Revolution. English radicals often charged that a
secret faction had formed a ministerial conspiracy
that worked toward the consolidation of power and
the subversion of traditional English liberties.
Much of the political theory of the Real Whig tra-
dition in England was geared toward a general atti-
tude of suspicion, lest liberty be destroyed by
designing men. In fact, most contemporary
observers expected conspiracy and corruption to
seep into any political system, even the revered
English constitution; only through constant vigi-
lance could such decay be prevented or at least
delayed. At the same time, eighteenth-century phi-
losophy was built on the premise that all effects
had specific and identifiable causes. In the case of
political effects, these causes were expected to lie
with individual intentions, not abstract social forces
or uncontrollable political dynamics. So if the
colonists perceived negative effects from English
policies, while at the same time Parliament
asserted that they had the empire’s best interest at
heart, the colonists interpreted this discrepancy as
the deliberate deception of a malevolent conspir-
acy. Conspiracy theorists on both sides simply
interpreted events in the political and intellectual
framework of their time.

Markus Hiinemorder
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Anarchists

Anarchism is a philosophy of social change that
emerged as an international movement in the mid-
nineteenth century and saw its heyday in the early
twentieth century. The anarchist movement as a
whole advocated the eradication of the state and
believed that individuals would capably provide
their own order. The state, with its centralized
mechanisms of control (whether socialist or demo-
cratic), was seen as inevitably coercive. In the
United States the anarchist movement was inter-
preted as a leftist conspiracy to use aggression to
eradicate law and order. Labor union strikes, a
series of assassinations of European monarchs car-
ried out by anarchists, and the Bolshevik Revolu-
tion accelerated fears that the movement intended
to induce worldwide uprisings and chaos. Within
the movement, anarchists of various ideological
persuasions promoted diverse methods of carrying
out revolutionary activity. They supported actions
ranging from peaceful protest, publications, and
delivering speeches, to violence.

The philosophy gained appeal in the United
States through opposition to the ills of industrial-
ization. Many anarchists expressed concern over
issues such as wage slavery, the suffering experi-
enced by recent immigrants, war and conscription,
and a perceived trampling of individual rights.
Anarchist figureheads sought especially to dissem-
inate their message among the U.S. working
classes. This activity was largely perceived by cer-
tain power structures—trusts, police, and govern-
ment—as a threat to democracy in the United
States. Anarchism was increasingly seen as a mono-
lithic leftist conspiracy: all anarchists were poten-
tial bomb throwers or assassins, and the ideology
was interchangeably lumped together with com-
munism and socialism. Although many anarchists,
specifically anarcho-communists, adopted some
Communist and socialist principles, anarchist val-
ues in many ways clashed with these ideas (partic-
ularly the idea of the state as purveyor of social and
economic organization).

In the wake of the Haymarket affair of 1886,
anarchists in the United States were popularly por-

trayed as terrorists (Woodcock, 464). In his analysis
of the anarchist movement published after the
trial, Michael Schaack, captain of the Chicago
Police, argued that: “Let none mistake either the
purpose or the devotion of these fanatics, nor their
growing strength. This is methodic—not a haphaz-
ard conspiracy. The ferment in Russia is controlled
by the same heads and the same hands as the activ-
ity in Chicago. There is a cold-blooded, calculating
purpose behind this revolt, manipulating every part
of it, the world over, to a common and ruinous end”
(Schaack, 688). The men executed in connection
with the Haymarket bombing had no direct
involvement with the incident, and became mar-
tyrs for U.S. anarchists, inspiring many important
people in the movement’s history to become
actively involved. Emma Goldman, for example,
was arguably the most famous and influential anar-
chist figure in twentieth-century America (Avrich,
165).

Many U.S. anarchists were immigrants and suf-
fered prejudicial treatment as a result. This was
particularly evident during the “red scare” of
1919-1920, when anarchists were deported under
the 1918 Immigration Act (Morton, 98). It was also
in this sociopolitical climate that Italian American
anarchists Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti
were tried and executed for murder in a controver-
sial and, many believed, unfair trial.

Fears of an anarchist conspiracy were justifiable
in some respects. Anarchists openly preached rev-
olution through anarchist newspapers, books, lec-
tures, and through affiliations with labor groups
such as the Industrial Workers of the World
(IWW). Johann Most advocated attentat—"propa-
ganda-by-the-deed”—and published instructions
for making bombs, encouraging their use to spark
revolt (Trautmann). Alexander Berkman, an influ-
ential figure in the movement, attempted to assas-
sinate Henry Clay Frick because of Frick’s han-
dling of the Homestead Strike of 1892, during
which Carnegie steel mill workers were shot. A
drifter who claimed that he was an anarchist assas-
sinated popular president William McKinley in
1901. However, violent deeds were carried out
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independently and caused controversy even within
the anarchist movement among those who advo-
cated violence as a justifiable means of bringing
about the revolution, and those who denounced
violent acts as unjustifiable under any circum-
stances. Emma Goldman expressed sympathy for
both McKinley’s assassin and Berkman, publicly
acknowledging their actions as desperate responses
to an oppressive system (Morton, 34-35). Follow-
ing McKinley’s assassination, foreign anarchists
were legally prohibited from entering the United
States (Woodcock, 464—465).

Most scholars (e.g., Woodcock) agree that the
classical period of anarchism as a vital social move-
ment ended by the 1930s due to the movement’s
failure to bring about revolutionary change and its
lack of a clearly defined vision of the form society
should take. Although anarchism is no longer
involved in, for example, large-scale labor disputes,
modern interpretations of anarchism persist in
social activist groups of various persuasions. How-
ever, anarchists are no longer popularly perceived
as a viable threat to democracy in post—cold war
America.

Tania Boster

See also: Anticommunism; Haymarket Bombing;
Industrial Workers of the World; Red Scare; Red
Summer of 1919; Sacco and Vanzetti.
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Anti-Catholicism

Anti-Catholicism constituted one of the nation’s
earliest and most virulent conspiratorial fears. It
continues to linger in the very heart of U.S. popu-
lar culture, appearing in radio, television, music,
and now on the Internet. Based in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries on Rome’s supposed
political power, antipathy toward Roman Catholi-
cism has since the 1960s insisted that Catholicism
threatens the most basic tenet of U.S. identity: the
personal freedom of the individual.

Roman Catholicism represents the perpetual
“Other” whose very mysteriousness and difference
maintains a certain distance from U.S. life. Over
the centuries this distance has exhibited a rather
protean nature to where “anti-Catholicism” serves
as a canvas on which non-Catholic Americans paint
their hostilities. During the colonial period, anti-
Catholicism continued on U.S. soil religious and
political conflicts that began in Europe. During the
antebellum period, anti-Catholicism represented
the epitome of mental and physical slavery that
social reform movements sought to undo, much
like their crusades for temperance and slavery abo-
lition. Catholicism’s ready identity with different
ethnic groups—Irish and German at first, then
Italians, Poles, and French-Canadians after the
Civil War—underlined the Church’s inherent for-
eign character. During World War I Catholicism
appeared to many Americans as a traitorous com-
munity in their midst. Only with John Kennedy’s
successful presidential campaign in 1960 did anti-
Catholicism shift to more individual concerns.
Now Catholicism is viewed as the last religious tra-
dition capable of inhibiting the personal growth
and self-awareness of many Americans.

According to this view, Catholics, despite what-
ever claims they might make about their Ameri-
canness, harbor a hidden agenda that they seek to
impose on all other Americans. Historian Arthur
Schlesinger, Sr., once remarked that anti-Catholi-
cism was “the only remaining acceptable preju-
dice.” Schlesinger pointed his comment toward the
nation’s educated elite, but the point could be
extended much further. The idea that Roman
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ROMAN CATHOLIC DYNAMITES
BATH PUBLIC SCHOOLS.

THE GREATEST PREMEDITATED MURDER OF
CHILDREN SINCE THE ST. BARTHOLOMEW
MASSACRE MURDERING 30,000 FRENCH
PROTESTANTS

Newspapers Suppress Known Facts

THE KNIGHTS of the KU KLUX KLAN, DEFENDER
OF THE PUBLIC SCHOOLS, PRODUCES THE
FACTS

BATH, MICHIGAN, PUBLIC SCHOOL TRAGEDY

Andrew P. Kehoe, Roman Catholic, after much premeditation,
evidenced through the preparation and explosion of huge amounts
of dynamite, planned to take the lives of 250 pupils and teachers,
This explosion occurred May 18, 1927. Immediately thereafter,
search was made for bodies of the dead and injured and upon
completion of the survey it was found that 45 adults and children
had lost their lives and many others seriously wounded, with suf-
ficient unexploded dynamite found in the structure to have
wrecked the entire village had it responded.

Anti-Catholic pamphlet. (MSU Libraries Digital and Multimedia Center, Special Collections Division)
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Catholicism represents a threat to U.S. culture has
taken many forms, including a few by Catholics
themselves. Mistrust and fear of Catholicism’s hier-
archical structures and theological positions con-
tinue to animate U.S. life.

Roots in Protestantism and

English Puritanism

Animosity toward Roman Catholicism is deeply
rooted in the history of western Europe as well as
that of Christian thought. The apocalyptic imagery
of the “Whore of Babylon” in the Book of Revela-
tion points toward the city of Rome itself. While
early Christianity read Revelation as a coded text
against pagan Rome, the generations that followed
often understood the Scriptures as leveling divine
judgment against Christian Rome as well. Rome’s
spiritual tyranny over Christians enjoyed demonic,
not heavenly, support. English Puritanism took the
argument even further. Seeking to purify the
Church of England of anything remotely Catholic,
anti-Roman animosity became a measure of one’s
faith. In other words, resistance to Roman Catholi-
cism constituted a bedrock duty of all real English
Christians. The martyrdom of English Protestants
during the reign of Queen Mary (reigned
1553-1558) foretold the future if Catholics
achieved power. Elizabethan Puritanism held that
Catholicism constituted a threat to English politics
as well as the nation’s spiritual climate. The Span-
ish Armada, the Gunpowder Plot, and later the
Jacobite uprisings indicated that Catholics seeking
the throne also sought to return England, through
force if necessary, to Rome.

Colonial Expressions

The English colonies in the New World reflected
these conflicts with Catholic powers. Conse-
quently, many colonies possessed legislation that
limited worship opportunities and sometimes vot-
ing rights for Catholics. Some, such as Massachu-
setts, threatened death by hanging to anyone
revealed as a Catholic priest, and even though
Maryland was founded as a haven for Catholics, it
quickly came under Anglican control, too. English
Protestant colonists felt surrounded by Catholic

colonial powers France and Spain. They therefore
sought to ensure that their own spaces were utterly
free of any Catholic contagion.

Fear of the Immigrant in the

Nineteenth Century

The disease metaphor became quite popular during
the nineteenth century, for Roman Catholicism
appeared as metastasizing tumor. Waves of immi-
grants from Germany and Ireland beginning in the
1820s accelerated the growth of the Catholic
Church. While internally the Church faced growing
ethnic conflicts (e.g., German parishes occasionally
refused the English-speaking Irish priest assigned
them by an Irish bishop), non-Catholic Americans
perceived Roman Catholicism as a foreign monolith
poised to overthrow the young nation’s democratic
system. It seemed that Catholicism was assuredly
un-American. The Church lacked democratic pro-
cedures for acknowledging authority, its worship
practices seemed clearly at odds with scriptural
guidelines, it had attempted the forcible reconver-
sion of Protestants, and its members in the United
States were almost entirely nonnative immigrants.
Consequently, anti-Catholics acquired the label
“nativists” for their insistence that the foreign-born
could not claim to be Americans. Since the Catholic
hierarchy often established parishes with specific
national identities (e.g., naming parishes after a
nation’s patron saint, such as St. Patrick), Catholi-
cism seemed to prevent its members from “Ameri-
canizing” completely. The Americanization issue
continued to pester Catholic leaders through the
nineteenth century. After the Civil War, immigra-
tion shifted from western Europe to southern and
eastern Europe. Catholics from these regions—
Italians, Portugese, Poles, Slavs, and French-Cana-
dians from Quebec—appeared to be even more
resistant to Americanization than the Germans and
Irish.

Beyond the immigration issues, Catholicism
posed a significant question to U.S. identity. If the
nation became filled primarily with Christians
belonging to a foreign faith (since the pope,
ensconced at Rome, controlled Catholicism), what
would become of U.S. institutions like democracy,
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free enterprise, and freedom of worship? The
nativist response took two paths: political opposi-
tion and popular culture. Both paths took inspira-
tion from the Puritan slogan “No Popery.”

The Order of the Star-Spangled Banner, better
known as the “Know-Nothing” Party because when
asked about their political activities they claimed to
“know nothing,” sought to elect candidates to local,
state, and national offices who would ensure that the
United States remained a Protestant and democratic
country. In 1852 Know-Nothings won election vic-
tories nationwide, especially in Massachusetts where
the governor and all higher commonwealth officials
were affiliated. Know-Nothings diluted some of
their political power by joining larger national par-
ties such as the Republicans. Similarly, social
reformers interested in abolishing southern slavery
and the liquor trade often regarded Catholicism as
the epitome of enslavement, suscribing to the view
that being Catholic subjected one to physical as well
as spiritual slavery. Many Catholics, it was felt, par-
ticularly the Irish, seemed unable to turn away from
liquor’s appeal. Reforming U.S. life began, there-
fore, with opposition to the further growth of
Roman Catholicism. Another battleground was the
public school system. In the early 1840s, following
the complaints of Catholic parents, New York
Protestants joined forces to ensure that public
schools continued teaching with the King James
Version of the Bible.

The mysteriousness of Catholic convent life fos-
tered one of the strongest anti-Catholic messages.
Tales of “escaped nuns,” young women claiming that
they had been abducted into convent life, proved
wildly popular throughout the nation. Some were
published, the most popular of which was The Awful
Disclosures of Maria Monk, a fictitious account of a
young woman’s abduction into a Montreal convent.
Many “escaped nun” tales featured the sexual
depravity and rigid secrecy of the Catholic male
clergy. Not only did Catholicism threaten the
nation’s political economy, individual Americans
stood in danger of being the victim of Catholic
“press-gangs” hell-bent on increasing the Church’s
membership. In the 1840s a lecture circuit featuring

Monk and other escaped nuns, as well as theatrical
plays, developed the theme.

As a result, the arrival of Catholic immigrants
occasionally resulted in violence. Lyman Beecher’s
1835 “Plea for the West,” a speech in which he
claimed Catholics were settling western lands far
faster than Protestants and thus threatened to cut
off U.S. expansion, resulted in a mob burning an
Ursuline convent in Charlestown, Massachusetts.
In 1844 Philadelphia nativists rioted following
rumors that local Catholic parishes were stockpil-
ing weapons for possible rebellious activity. Thir-
teen people died and over fifty were wounded in
the violence. Violence threatened in St. Louis and
New York, but did not materialize. The Civil War
offered a respite from anti-Catholic attitudes, as
Catholics served in both armies (notably Union
general Philip Sheridan) and religious sisters
served in medical roles. Even then northern
nativists questioned Catholic loyalty when, in 1863,
large numbers of Irish immigrants participated in
violent draft riots in New York City.

Political cartoonist Thomas Nash captured the
anti-Catholic message in an 1871 Harper’s Weekly
drawing. It depicted Catholic bishops as aggressive
alligators coming ashore to attack Protestant Amer-
ica, suggesting that Tammany Hall was a new Vati-
can and that Irish immigrant politicians threatened
to dismantle public schools. During the 1880s and
1890s, the American Protective Association (APA)
resurrected the Know-Nothing cause. Predomi-
nantly located in the Midwest, the APA utilized the
same rhetoric but failed to generate the same inter-
est. It did succeed in casting suspicion on emerging
labor unions, often filled with and led by Catholics,
and other radical political movements. In the 1880s
and 1890s nativist politicians, particularly within
the Republican Party, sought to curtail immigration
to limit increasing Catholic power in urban areas.
Scientific racism informed these efforts, “proving”
that Anglo-Saxons—who were overwhelmingly
Protestant—enjoyed biological as well as cultural
and religious superiority over the newer Catholic
immigrants. Immigration restriction continued to
be an issue until Congress established strict limits,
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aimed primarily at immigrants from Catholic and
Jewish areas of eastern and southern Europe, in
the Johnson-Reed Act of 1924.

The Ku Klux Klan in the 1920s

The Ku Klux Klan reemerged in 1915 as the pri-
mary vehicle for anti-Catholic nativism. By the
early 1920s, the Klan had become popular across
the nation. Committed to “100 percent American-
ism,” the Klan sought to limit the powers of the
now well-established Catholic community. Klan
recruiters pursued Protestant clergy, and the Klan
moved to reinforce its view of traditional U.S.
morality. This included supporting Prohibition,
segregation, Protestant-oriented public schools,
strikebusting, and boycotting Catholic (and Jewish)
businesses. Significantly, this incarnation of the
Klan saw the largest membership numbers, and the
1920s Klan enjoyed national, not merely southern,
popularity. Klan voters helped elect sympathetic
politicians and passed anti-Catholic measures in
Maine, Indiana, and Oregon, as well as other states.
Klansmen fought with Catholic groups in working-
class urban neighborhoods in Ohio, New Jersey,
and Illinois. The Klan resurrected stories of “cap-
tured nuns” like Maria Monk. It also circulated a
fictitious oath—much like Protocols of the Elders of
Zion—purportedly taken by the Knights of Colum-
bus wherein they pledged to murder Protestant
babies and undermine the Protestant political
establishment. However, the Klan’s popularity
quickly shrank after scandals emerged concerning
Klan leadership, especially Indiana’s grand dragon,
David C. Stephenson. The Klan enjoyed a mini-
revival during the 1928 presidential election, stir-
ring up opposition to the Democratic candidate,
New York’s Catholic and anti-Prohibition governor,
Alfred E. Smith.

Contemporary Expressions

With the 1925 Scopes trial in Tennessee, evangeli-
cal Protestantism shrank away from public scrutiny,
thus silencing an important source of anti-Catholic
rhetoric. Evangelical opposition to Catholicism
remains to this day, but never incites the same level

of popular support. The Second Vatican Council
(1962-1965), which inaugurated landmark changes
in Catholic liturgy and theology (especially con-
cerning non-Catholics), indicated the Church’s new
willingness to converse with, instead of repressing,
other religious perspectives. The Catholic Church
also expressed its appreciation of democratic politi-
cal processes.

In this new situation, those advocating anti-
Catholic views, ironically, have often spoken from
liberal, not conservative, perspectives. Paul Blan-
shard’s wildly popular Catholic Power and American
Democracy (published in 1948) expressed the point
quite clearly: Catholics voted according to clerical
direction, instead of individual decision, and this
threatened U.S. democratic institutions. Through
utterly democratic processes, the Catholic Church
could mobilize its members to limit the religious and
political freedoms of other Americans. Although he
had studied to be a Congregational minister, Blan-
shard affiliated himself more closely with secular
humanist groups. He believed his argument was
nonsectarian since it applied to the political free-
doms of all Americans. Blanshards work received
praise from mainstream newspapers as well as from
leading academics, such as John Dewey. This
recalled the antebellum social reformers who feared
Catholicism’s social and political influences, not its
theological foundations.

Blanshard’s legacy resurfaced in the 1970s and
1980s when Vatican authorities silenced American
Catholic academics such as moral theologian
Charles Curran. Catholic threats to personal free-
dom, especially concerning sexuality, have been
explored in U.S. popular culture, ranging from the
videos of the singer Madonna to television shows
such as Ally McBeal. Much like Blanshard’s earlier
work, these receive far less criticism from Protes-
tants than from Catholics. The latest expressions of
anti-Catholicism use widely accessible language
and assumptions to question the Churchs (and
individual Catholics’) views on abortion, sexuality,
and personal freedom. The hysterical fears of
Maria Monk might have faded, but there remains a
sense that Catholicism, much like Nash’s cartoon,
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threatens to overwhelm freedoms and values that
non-Catholic Americans hold dear.
Jeffrey Marlett

See also: American Protective Association;
Coughlin, Father Charles; Know-Nothings; Ku Klux
Klan; Nativism.
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Anticommunism

If cold war foreign policy manifested itself in
mutual hostility between East and West, the
nuclear arms race, and a commitment to methods
of covert subversion, its prosecution at home was
based on the premise of aggressive anticommu-
nism. Although not a new phenomenon, the iden-
tification and systematic elimination of the U.S.
Left reached its peak of judicial action and social
acceptance during the 1940s and 1950s. The rise to
prominence of several key figures, including Sena-
tor Joseph McCarthy and President Harry Truman,
future President Richard Nixon, and ]. Edgar
Hoover, coincided with a postwar political and
social climate in which extreme forms of radical-
ism—preeminently left-wing radicalism—were
deemed unacceptable. More than that, as a series
of high-profile legal proceedings made clear, the
combined forces of domestic leftism were widely
alleged to be antithetical to, if not in league against,

the American way of life. After the peak of anti-
communist militancy in the mid-1950s, there fol-
lowed a period when the campaign was forced to
move underground and to deploy covert strategies
of subversion that ironically paralleled the conspir-
atorial tactics of the Communists whose destruc-
tion they sought.

From “Red Scare” to the “Red Decade”

If the threat of communism was greatly exagger-
ated by its adversaries, it was certainly not wholly
falsified. In large part, the problem derived from
the Communist Party (CPUSA)’s characteristically
conspiratorial methods of organization and opera-
tion, and its apparent total reliance on the Soviet
Union in matters of policy and practice. The move-
ment was explicitly structured according to Lenin’s
valued principles of hierarchy, secrecy, and total
commitment to the cause. Communist initiates or
“cadres,” many of them drawn from the immigrant
working class, were expected to spend long hours
studying the central texts of Marxism and organiz-
ing profile- and fund-raising activities for the party.
Moreover, as recent revelations from the Soviet
archives and files of the top-secret Venona Project
have confirmed, the CPUSA was, from its incep-
tion, led by a top echelon of men and women who
pledged allegiance to the leadership of the Bolshe-
vik Revolution in Russia. Many of these figures
sought in Soviet communism a model of discipline
and radicalism with which to energize and coordi-
nate the diverse struggles of labor unions and
organizations like the Industrial Workers of the
World (IWW) against the dominant power of U.S.
capitalism. When the CPUSA finally emerged out
of bitter factional conflict in 1919, it was with both
the political and financial backing of the Kremlin.
With this support, however, came the understand-
ing that, regardless of more pressing local con-
cerns, the party would unwaveringly toe the line
arrived at by the Soviet-led Communist Interna-
tional (Comintern).

It was also this traditional connection to the
Soviet Union that would place the party in the
greatest danger during periods of fervent anticom-
munism. In the early 1920s, for instance, with most
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of Europe still reeling from World War I, and with
Bolshevik anticapitalist rhetoric and labor unrest at
their most incendiary, membership of the CPUSA
was considered by many in the U.S. legal and polit-
ical establishment to be in itself an act of sedition.
Capitalizing on their tendency toward conser-
vatism and countersubversion, J. Edgar Hoover,
then an aspiring Justice Department official, found
powerful allies in the industrial, commercial, and
law-enforcement communities with whom he
launched a vicious counterattack against the radi-
cals and striking workers. One long-term result of
the so-called red scare was the creation of a net-
work of prominent anticommunists whose experi-
ence and expertise would prove vital during the
much broader assault on the U.S. Left during the
postwar years.

Before these powers could prevail, however,
there followed a period of relative success for the
domestic Communist movement. As the nucleus of
a huge “popular front” against European fascism
throughout the 1930s, the CPUSA presided over a
period that soon came to be known as the “red
decade.” From the Depression years until the era
of social restitution brought about by President
Roosevelt's New Deal policies, the Communist-led
U.S. Left defined the political agenda, campaign-
ing for everything from workers’ rights to the pro-
tection of young blacks against the scourge of
lynching in the South. Crucially important was the
Soviet Union’s resistance to the forces of fascism
personified in the figures of Hitler, Mussolini, and
General Franco in Spain, and the international
antifascist coalition coordinated by the Comintern.
Involvement in the Spanish Civil War provided
many U.S. leftists with the life-changing experi-
ence of radicalization. It should be stressed,
though, that support for traditionally leftist causes
was not limited to membership of the Communist
Party in this period. With a proactive, liberally
inclined president in the White House, the Lefts
popular agenda was matched by an administration
firmly committed to social equality and labor
reform, in stark contrast to the laissez-faire monop-
oly capitalism favored by successive governments
during the 1920s. While very far from a leftist him-

self, President Roosevelt surrounded himself with
an extensive and powerful fraternity of liberal and
left-inclined advisors, bureaucrats, and legisla-
tors—some of them “fellow-travelers™ at the fringe
of the Communist Party’s orbit—who manned the
many administrative committees and working
groups that epitomized the New Deal era.
Throughout this period, for obvious reasons, the
conservative, anticommunist community remained
largely in the background of policy-formation.

The Conspiracy of Communism

If the anticommunist network was notable by its
absence during the prewar years, its roots had been
struck deep. In-fighting on the Left between sup-
porters of Stalin and exiled Bolshevik leader Leon
Trotsky, together with the nonaggression pact
between Nazi Germany and Stalin’s Russia in 1939,
provided the perfect alibi for conservatives at
home to sign into law the Smith Act of 1940. By
making illegal any group that advocated the over-
throw of the U.S. government, this legal instru-
ment effectively outlawed the CPUSA and many of
its affiliates. Meanwhile, the international Left
movement suffered a series of external shocks that
would render it increasingly vulnerable to further
assault. Perhaps most important were revelations
from inside the Soviet Union of Stalin’s brutal
purges both of the Soviet high command and of
millions of ordinary Russians. The horror of such
stories, too shocking and numerous to ignore, com-
bined with the dramatic volte-face of the Nazi-
Soviet pact, led many Communists to desert the
party in the United States and worldwide. Thus, as
Maurice Isserman argues in Which Side Were You
On? (1982), the prewar Popular Front coalition
was already fragmenting and the CPUSA was
already a much-weakened force by the end of
World War II.

Central to the growth of anticommunism in the
1940s and 1950s were the changed realities sig-
naled by the onset of the cold war. In these first few
years after the cessation of hostilities, many of the
constituent elements that would come to define
the cold war era were established, both at home
and abroad. The keynote of the period was struck
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in 1946 by Prime Minister Winston Churchill’s
“Iron Curtain” speech in which the British wartime
leader delineated a world divided between the
democratic West and the communist countries
dominated by Stalin’s autocratic rule. From this
point forward, it was clear that the Western pow-
ers’ new enemies would be the Soviet states to the
east, and that communism would now replace fas-
cism as the principal ideological adversary of the
United States. Taking their cue from the mutual
hostility and brinkmanship that prevailed on the
international front, the newly resurgent anticom-
munist contingent set about eliminating the
domestic Left movement. The campaign was pros-
ecuted with a violence and fervor that has led com-
mentators such as playwright Arthur Miller to liken
the era to that of the witch-hunts in Salem, Massa-
chusetts, during the late seventeenth century.
Much of the hysteria surrounding the persecu-
tion of U.S. Communists may be attributed to the
terms of engagement established early on in a series
of pivotal legal trials. Throughout the late 1940s,
many members of the preexisting anticommunist
network testified before the House Un-American
Activities Committee (HUAC)—itself created in
1938 to counter the threat of espionage during war-
time—and other similar organs, to the seditious anti-
Americanism of the CPUSA and to the treachery of
its members and affiliates. A list of the principal
actors in this drama, which captivated the public
imagination, reads like a “who’s who” of the heroes
and villains of the early cold war years: HUAC
members and prosecutors such as Senator Joseph
McCarthy, his chief counsel Roy Cohn, future Pres-
ident Richard Nixon, Senator Patrick McCarran,
FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover, together with promi-
nent former Communists and “friendly witnesses”
like Elizabeth Bentley, Louis Budenz, Whittaker
Chambers, Benjamin Mandel, and ]. B. Matthews.
With the aim of “reveal[ing] the diabolic machina-
tions of sinister figures engaged in un-American
activities” (Hoover, HUAC Testimony, 1947; in
Schrecker 1994), these men and women dominated
both the political agenda and the popular headlines
of the era. Their ascendancy, supported by many
sympathetic figures in the administrations of Presi-

dents Truman and Eisenhower (not least of all Tru-
man himself), did more than simply destroy the U.S.
Left movement. Their accusations of widespread
Soviet penetration also had the effect of eroding
support for, and breaking the hegemony of, Roo-
sevelt's New Deal establishment.

The success of the anticommunist campaign on a
political and legal level was underscored by an
equally critical effort among conservative, liberal,
and reformed leftist academics, journalists, and
social scientists to provide the intellectual justifica-
tion for the persecution of U.S. communists. To use
the title of a study by one such theorist, there was a
great desire in these years to identify and compre-
hend the “Appeals of Communism” so that self-
appointed social engineers might then be able to
eliminate them from U.S. society (Almond el al.).
At the opposite extreme to these “scientific” or psy-
chological interpretations were the writings of for-
mer party members like Whittaker Chambers and
Louis Budenz for whom communism was nothing
less than a secular faith locked in fatal struggle with
the forces of Western democracy and religion. For
both groups, however, the desired result tended to
be the same: the isolation of the Communist “virus”
from daily life and the immunization of society
against its future threat. This rhetoric of infection
was widely reflected in the popular culture of the
day, from the sensationalist tabloid and television
reporting of infamous trials like the Hiss-Chambers
case and the Rosenberg spy scandal, to the prolifer-
ation of movies like I Married a Communist (dir.
Jack Gross 1949) and I Was a Communist for the
FBI (dir. Gordon Douglass 1951), or science fic-
tions such as Invaders from Mars (dir. William
Menzies 1953) and Night of the Living Dead (dir.
Don Siegel 1955), which dealt metaphorically with
the paranoia and hysteria of the witch-hunts. As one
historian has recently written, “most of the enter-
tainment that reached the nation’s living rooms dur-
ing the 1950s supported the status quo” (Schrecker
1998).

If the epithet “McCarthyism™ has commonly been
used to characterize the era, then this is undoubtedly
because the Wisconsin senator was the single most
infamous and influential anticommunist crusader.
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For a brief period between 1950 and 1954,
McCarthy’s dogged investigation of leftist infiltration
within the government, labor unions, entertainment
industry, and military seemed to epitomize both the
specificity—it was McCarthy who first popularized
the wholesale naming of names and the use of
“blacklists"—and the ruthlessness of the campaign.
On the other hand, it is true that, by the spring of
1954, with the nation under the new government of
President Eisenhower, the mood had changed to
such an extent that McCarthy’s own methods came
under the spotlight of a Senate investigation. Never-
theless, in method and outlook, McCarthy most
closely resembled the witch-hunters of an earlier age
and so represented the clearest symptom of that
“psychosocial” disorder that important contempo-
rary commentators like Daniel Bell, Arthur
Schlesinger, Jr., and Richard Hofstadter identified as
instrumental to the prosecution of the campaign.
For these critics, the rise of McCarthy and his fellow
zealots was, like earlier populist movements of both
right and left, sustained by the strong reactionary
tendency among the “unenlightened” moral majority
in U.S. society. Itis now clear, however, that the cam-
paign was more widespread than the epithet of
“McCarthyism” implies. Certainly, many more indi-
viduals were involved, and in a more partisan way
than was thought at the time, as recent studies of fig-
ures like Hoover, Nixon, and McCarran have proved.
In effect, the early 1950s saw the reappearance of an
already-strong, conservative anticommunist frater-
nity whose influence extended through all areas of
U.S. life, but which had been held in check during
Roosevelts New Deal. No less important was the
reformulation and retrenchment of liberalism after
World War II. In the works of prominent philoso-
phers and political theorists like Schlesinger, J. K.
Galbraith, Reinhold Niebuhr, and Eleanor Roo-
sevelt, and in the outlook and membership of pow-
erful organizations and lobbying groups like the
Americans for Democratic Action (ADA), the Amer-
ican Committee for Cultural Freedom (ACCF), and
the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), the
outlines of a new concept of “consensus politics”
began to emerge. By its very nature, this form of cold
war liberalism tended to place extremism of both left

RED

U.S. senator Joseph McCarthy earned the dubious
distinction of having his name become synonymous with
character assassination and guilt by association for
political gain. His unsubstantiated but politically popular
charges that the U.S. government was infiltrated with
communist agents during the early 1950s became known
as McCarthyism. (Library of Congress)

and right outside its purview and thereby to stigma-
tize both as equal threats to the status quo. Instead,
the proponents of consensus politics insisted on
shared assumptions of the ultimate wisdom of West-
ern capitalism and the importance of “custom and
community sentiment” (Hyman).

Anticommunism after the 1950s
Toward the end of the 1950s, the anticommunist
coalition, like the Popular Front before it, began to
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fragment. This was undoubtedly due in part to
McCarthy’s ignominious fall from grace, but also to
the détente of the early Kennedy years, and the
emergence of a “new left” whose ideological tra-
jectory was beginning to depart from the Marxism
of the Communist “Old Left.” Again, like the
movement it aimed to destroy, militant anticom-
munism did not disappear, however. Instead, it
changed form, sought new targets, and went
underground. As the New Left began to galvanize
around emotive causes like civil rights, solidarity
with Castro’s Cuba, and, in due course, opposition
to the war in Vietnam, so the forces of the Right
developed new methods of opposing their ene-
mies. In the climate of superficial openness and
accountability fostered by the new, young Kennedy
administration, these methods were necessarily
secret. The techniques of covert surveillance and
subversion became the chosen modus operandi of
newly empowered strata within the existing anti-
communist network. Hoover’s FBI and the CIA
were more powerful than ever, especially after
Nixon’s election to the presidency. Indeed, the
period from 1968 to 1974 saw an unprecedented
growth in covert countersubversion operations by
groups linked with one or other of the two agencies
that controlled intelligence, the vast majority of
them targeted at leftist groups at home and abroad
whose very presence allegedly posed a threat to the
stability of U.S. society. Such groups included the
governments of sovereign nations like Castro’s
Cuba, New Left organizations like the Fair Play for
Cuba Committee (FPCC) and the Students for a
Democratic Society (SDS), and off-shoots of the
civil rights movement like the Student Non-Violent
Coordinating Committee (SNCC), the Black Pan-
ther Party (BPP), and the Weather Underground,
many of which suffered not only the routine humil-
iation of McCarthyite court hearings, but also the
intervention of new branches of the anticommunist
network like the FBI's Counterintelligence Pro-
gram (COINTELPRO).

As certain conspiracy theorists such as Peter
Dale Scott argued at the time, the dramatic Water-
gate scandal of 1974 showed just how far the per-
sonnel and assumptions of the intelligence com-

munity, most of them derived from the early cold
war years, had penetrated the Nixon White House.
Thereafter, the strengthening of the Freedom of
Information Act and the work of investigative jour-
nalists and historians allowed for a critical reap-
praisal of the earlier period and of the conspirator-
ial actions of central figures like Hoover, Nixon,
and McCarthy. Nevertheless, this process of
reassessment could not prevent a return to the
dark days of the “high cold war” during the 1980s
when President Reagan’s confrontational foreign
policy and sanction of covert operations in Latin
America and elsewhere provided a sharp reminder
that many of the causes of anticommunist paranoia
remained active. Not since the immediate postwar
period, however, has domestic anticommunism
dominated the political and cultural agenda to the
exclusion of all else. As Richard Powers’s biography
of J. Edgar Hoover confirmed, the characteristic
approaches of many anticommunists in those cru-
cial early years were often indistinguishable from
those of the Communist “conspiracy” they sought
to eliminate from U.S. life.

Dorian Hayes

See also: Alien and Sedition Acts; Atomic Secrets;
Central Intelligence Agency; Chambers, Whittaker;
COINTELPRO; Cold War; Federal Bureau of
Investigation; Hiss, Alger; Hollywood 10; Hoover, .
Edgar; House Un-American Activities Committee;
Industrial Workers of the World; McCarthy, Joseph;
MK-ULTRA; Oswald, Lee Harvey; Red Scare;
Roosevelt, Franklin D.; Sacco and Vanzetti; Venona
Project.
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Anti-Federalists
The United States was founded on conspiracy the-
ories. Whiggish colonists started a revolution con-
vinced that unscrupulous British ministers were
deliberately undermining traditional English liber-
ties. With independence secured, liberty was again
threatened in 1787-1788, this time from within. An
urban, largely commercial group, known as the
Federalists, were conspiring to further their own
pecuniary interests and enforce domestic tranquil-
ity by creating a new constitution in secret session.
The Anti-Federalists, their opponents, used a com-
mon U.S. idiom—the conspiracy theory—to artic-
ulate their defense of decentralized government.
The Anti-Federalists were a loose collection of
usually small-scale farmers and paper-money advo-
cates who were generally suspicious of financiers,
lawyers, merchants, and powerful landowners.
They were strongest in rural areas and in the
largest and most influential states: Massachusetts,

New York, Pennsylvania, and Virginia. It was from
those states that they drew their most able parti-
sans: Sam Adams, James Warren, George Clinton,
George Mason, Samuel Bryan, Patrick Henry, and
Richard Henry Lee. There was no organized Anti-
Federalism in the way that the Constitution was
written in committee or that Alexander Hamilton,
James Madison, and John Jay co-wrote the Feder-
alist Papers. Instead, they represented a common
American belief that what they called “consoli-
dated government” (and modern Americans call
“big government”) followed the interests of the
elite at the expense of the common man.

Intellectual Context
inherited
English intellectual traditions that made conspir-

Americans several predominantly
acy theories an intrinsic part of the rhetoric of early
American political discourse. The radical Whigs of
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century England sus-
pected the crown and its advisers of perpetually
scheming to undermine English liberties. Moral
philosophy, a product of the Enlightenment that
sought to explain human interactions mechanisti-
cally, made humans directly responsible for all
events, no matter how complex. Any unpopular act
of Parliament or a provincial assembly, order of the
king, or action of a provincial governor, regardless
of how benignly or rationally conceived, could
therefore be attributed to sinister motives. Reli-
gion also contributed to the matrix. The dissenting
Protestantism of most colonists inculcated in many
a watchfulness of their religious liberties—liberties
that had been denied their fathers and brethren in
England and on the European continent. All these
made the colonists, as they put it, “jealous of"—
that is, protective of, suspiciously watchful for—
their liberties. In the greatest sustained debate in
U.S. history, Anti-Federalists drew heavily on this
intellectual heritage. They cited repeatedly the
French philosopher Baron de Montesquieu, who
insisted that republics could only be small. Anony-
mous Anti-Federalist essayists styled themselves
“Cato,” “Algernon Sydney,” or “Brutus,” who slew
the tyrannical Julius Caesar. Others wrote under
names glorifying ordinary Americans: “A Federal
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Farmer,” “A Countryman,” or “An Officer of the
Late Continental Army.”

Constitutional Conspiracy

The drafting and debating of the Constitution in
1787-1788 did little to convince the Anti-Federal-
ists of the opposition’s virtues. Two New York dele-
gates to the Constitutional Convention walked out,
protesting that the Convention would not revise
the Articles of Confederation as it was so sum-
moned, but would create a new constitution. The
New York Anti-Federalist polemicist Cato com-
plained that these now dubious proceedings had
taken place behind closed doors. Prominent Anti-
Federalists complained of a suddenly dismal mail
service. Newspaper editors, overwhelmingly Fed-
eralists, left Anti-Federalist editorials or rebuttals
on press-room floors or grossly misrepresented
opposition views. The prominent Pennsylvania
Gazette reported that Virginia Anti-Federalist and
Revolutionary War statesman Patrick Henry was
working for ratification. The Federalist New-
Hampshire Spy told a heavily Anti-Federalist state
that nary an opponent of the Constitution existed
in all of New England.

The questionable manner in which the Constitu-
tion was born and the misrepresentation of its sup-
port inevitably led some Americans to doubt the
beneficent motives of its authors. Anti-Federalists
often concluded that the Constitution had been
drafted to fashion a government run by the elite to
enslave the common folk. The “Federal Farmer” of
Pennsylvania saw in the Constitution a monarchy
waiting to happen because so many of the wealthy
were believed to be secretly attached to the princi-
ples of monarchy and aristocracy. George Mason of
Virginia, the most intelligent and respected of the
Anti-Federalists, predicted in a widely circulated
pamphlet that a government under the proposed
Constitution would waver between aristocracy and
monarchy, finally culminating in one or the other.

Anti-Federalist Objections

The source of Anti-Federal apprehension was the
fear of centralized authority. The new Constitution
seemed to many Anti-Federalists a throwback to its

colonial past with an unresponsive king, locally
irresponsible provincial governors, and an unrepre-
sentative Parliament that taxed at will. The Feder-
alists proposed a national constitution that would
supersede the individual state constitutions, which
hitherto had been the equals of the Articles of
Confederation. The implications of ending a truly
federal system seemed ominous. “Brutus” of New
York, the ablest of the Anti-Federalist theorists,
worried that under the “necessary and proper”
clause of Section 8, article 1 of the proposed Con-
stitution, congress would possess absolute power
and consolidate all state governments into one
executive, legislature, and judiciary.

Nothing could prevent an aggrandizing national
government from destroying civil liberties. The
three branches of the proposed government would
invariably function as a de facto aristocracy and
monopolize power. Where Federalists saw checks
and balances, Anti-Federalists foresaw juntas
destroying public liberties. The executive, without
term limits, with appointment, pardon, and veto
powers, and in control of the military, would
become an unrestrained “President-General” in
league with the long-tenured Senate. Together, they
would make war and peace as they saw fit, usurping
national and state laws with international treaties.
The House of Representatives, the most democratic
feature of the new Constitution, was hardly repre-
sentative enough for most Anti-Federalists, as only
the elite would serve here. And the Supreme Court,
appointed by the president and confirmed by the
Senate, would be composed of judges beholden to
their benefactors, interpreting laws and treaties
accordingly. As the Constitution said nothing about
preserving English common law, the courts would
no longer check legislative and executive excesses,
the “Federal Farmer” warned, but would now be
part of them. A small coterie of like-minded men
would make, interpret, and enforce the laws. Sev-
eral Anti-Federalists remarked that so much power
had been granted to the rulers in the proposed Con-
stitution that there was no need for the ambitious to
seize more. The Anti-Federalists also assumed that
republics could only exist on a small scale. It was a
lesson of history that republics must be near the
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people, where local interests were closely guarded
and local justice properly administered. Partly this
was a sectional issue. How could a Virginian deter-
mine the interests of a New Yorker? Would not the
more populous, urban, commercial North dominate
the new government and enact policies to the detri-
ment of the agrarian, slave holding South? The
problem of a consolidated national government
making uniform immigration laws was obvious,
even among northern states. James Winthrop of
Massachusetts, writing under the pseudonym
Agrippa, found his state moral, pious, manly, and
prosperous because of its long-standing restrictions
on immigration. Impious and immoral Pennsylva-
nia, conversely, had traded piety for prosperity by
allowing anyone to emigrate. A distant, unrepre-
sentative government was hardly preferred over
provincialism.

Bill of Rights

Despite these serious protestations against the pro-
posed Constitution, some Anti-Federalist fears
could be assuaged with a bill of rights guaranteeing
civil liberties and states’ rights. Here was the great
contribution of Anti-Federalist conspiracy con-
cerns. Ever jealous to protect their rights and the
rights of state governments, they made it clear in
numerous essays, letters, and speeches that some
basic protection of the natural rights of citizens had
to be included in any constitution for it to be
accepted. Nothing in the proposed constitution
guaranteed, among other things, freedom of reli-
gion, the press, and arms; trial by jury; and the
reservation to the states of all unenumerated pow-
ers. Failure to include such provisions convinced
most Anti-Federalists that their counterparts were
conspiring to wreck democracy. In the end, the
Constitution was ratified because Federalists prom-
ised that the first Congress under the new plan
would take up the business of adding a bill of rights
to the new Constitution. Enough Anti-Federalists—
barely enough in key states like New York, Massa-
chusetts, and Virginia—took them at their word.
The new Constitution was ratified by the necessary
nine of the thirteen state legislatures by July 1788.
The Bill of Rights—the first ten amendments, the

product of conspiratorial warnings—was added four
years later.
James Fisher
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Anti-Masonic Party

Following the American Revolution, some critics
began to voice their suspicions of Freemasonry as
a secret society, and these concerns eventually led
to the formation of the Anti-Masonic Party in the
late 1820s.

Modern Freemasonry began in 1717 in England
as a social organization built on the ancient tradi-
tions of the medieval masons™ guild. It developed
its own social hierarchy, with a complex system of
lodges, titles, and rituals, and within a few years it
began to spread abroad, coming to America by
1730. Over the next century, its aims of social
camaraderie and moral education attracted a
largely middle-class membership in America that
eventually numbered in the tens of thousands,
including such luminaries as Benjamin Franklin,
George Washington, and other political and mili-
tary leaders of the day. However, in the later eigh-
teenth century critics voiced concerns about its
overtly English origins, and its use of grandiose
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titles (which was said to smack of discredited Euro-
pean aristocracy). Especially suspect was its strict
code of secrecy, which was claimed to be enforced
by the threat of a brutal death and to be nothing
less than a cover for a foreign plot and moral
debauchery.

After the French Revolution, many Americans
became alarmed over the excesses of the new
French government and its seeming rejection of the
religious establishment, and paranoia over supposed
ties between Freemasonry and France superseded
earlier doubts about the society’s English origins. In
1798, the Reverend Jedidiah Morse, a conservative
Massachusetts pastor opposed to French ideas,
delivered a sermon that linked Freemasonry to the
evils of the French Revolution by way of a conspir-
acy theory that a secret society of Illuminated
Masons, or Illuminati, had been formed in Germany
to overthrow the institutions of government and
church, and that Freemasonry was a secret society
working to spread that subversion to the United
States. Since some members of his own congrega-
tion were Masons, Morse was careful to distinguish
between good and bad Masons, as did later anti-
Masons, but the idea that their fellow citizens were
part of a foreign plot proved hard to swallow for
most Americans. Although the clamor over the Illu-
minati conspiracy did not last long, it did serve as a
precursor to the more pronounced outbreak of anti-
Masonry yet to come.

The event that led directly to the creation of the
Anti-Masonic Party was the abduction and appar-
ent murder in 1826 of Captain William Morgan of
Batavia, New York. Having announced his plans to
publish a book that would expose the secrets of
Freemasonry, Morgan was seized by parties
unknown and taken to Fort Niagara. From there
he disappeared forever, and the later discovery of a
body fed speculation that he had been murdered,
although the body could not be positively identi-
fied as his. When those suspected of foul play went
on trial, they were exonerated or given light sen-
tences, inspiring a number of anti-Masonic groups
to conduct their own private inquiries. A conspir-
acy theory about Morgan’s demise was formulated
and widely distributed, including claims that

prominent Masons had abducted and murdered
him and, through their social and political influ-
ence, allowed the guilty parties to avoid punish-
ment for the crime and induced the press to
remain silent about the true facts of the case. An
anti-Masonic social movement quickly sprang up,
first in New York and then in other northeastern
states, and attracted members especially from the
agricultural classes, who mistrusted the largely
middle-class Masons, and among church members
who saw Freemasonry as a rival to organized reli-
gion. The anti-Masons especially objected to the
secrecy practiced by Freemasonry, arguing that it
was incompatible with democratic principles and
served as a shield for the various illegal acts and
outrageous plots of which Masons were suspected.
Thus was born the first of a succession of nativist
movements that spread through the United States
in the nineteenth century, each with its own brand
of prejudice.

Having emerged as the first widespread social
movement in the history of the United States, anti-
Masonry transformed itself into the first of Amer-
ica’s third parties as it attracted support from those
who were politically opposed to President Andrew
Jackson, a Mason. Among the leading anti-Masons
in New York were Thurlow Weed, a journalist who
took over the editorship of the Anti-Masonic
Enquirer in 1829, and William Seward, who would
later become Abraham Lincoln’s secretary of state.
Anti-Masons started their own newspapers, orga-
nized local and state societies, and in 1832 ran their
own candidate, William Wirt, for president of the
United States against Andrew Jackson and Henry
Clay, also a prominent Mason. A former U.S. attor-
ney general, Wirt doubted that Clay could win, and
hoped that his own candidacy would unite the
opponents of Jackson, but in the Electoral College
he succeeded in carrying only the state of Vermont,
where the anti-Masons established themselves as
the largest political party. A quarter of New Eng-
landers voted anti-Masonic, but the poor national
showing of the anti-Masons in the election of 1832
led to their rapid deterioration as a movement.
Some of their younger leaders, Weed and Seward
among them, joined the new Whig Party and even-
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tually went on to become prominent members of
the Republican Party, where a moral fervor against
slavery substituted for their earlier antipathy to
Freemasonry. The anti-Masons provided a model,
flawed as it was, for those who would cast suspicion
on secret societies, and in the mysterious fate of
William Morgan they found inspiration for a com-
plex conspiracy theory that could bear comparison
with those surrounding U.S. political assassinations
of the late twentieth century; but for all their
efforts, they did little to endanger the existence of
Freemasonry.

Larry Haapanen

See also: Freemasonry; Morgan, William; Morse,

Jedidiah.
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Anti-Rent War

Did the National Reform Association (NRA) and
the Whig Party conspire against wealthy landowners
in the 1840s to win votes from farmers along the
Hudson River, or did the tenants use these groups to
achieve their own goal of acquiring land? More
likely, the relationship was mutually beneficial.

The farmers had been protesting years before the
NRA and the Whigs began to help them. Economic
conditions following the panic of 1837, and the death
of the “Good Patroon” Stephen Van Rensselaer I11
in 1839, led his sons, Stephen IV and William, to try
to collect $200,000 in overdue rents from the ten-
ants on their father's New York estates in eleven
counties, including Albany, Columbia, Delaware,
Greene, Rensselaer, and Schoharie. The farmers

refused to pay. They claimed that the land was not as
productive as it used to be and that the landlord
privileges were excessive. Since the price of wheat
had increased over the years, the requirement to pay
ten to fourteen bushels in addition to $40 to $65 per
farm was too much. They wanted to renegotiate the
leases or to purchase the land for $2.00 to $2.50 per
acre, to revoke the landlord’s water, mill, and min-
eral rights, and to have the landlord forgive back
rents for all tenants unable to borrow money.
Stephen agreed to surrender his quarter sales for
$30.00 per farm or for $2.00 per year, to give up his
mineral rights, and to sell his poorer quality land for
$5.00 per acre, if a tenant paid all back rent. This
angered the farmers, and on 4 July 1839, they
drafted a declaration of independence.

During the ensuing months, farmers intimidated
those who attempted to evict them. When Albany
County Under Sheriff Amos Adams failed to heed a
warning not to serve a writ on Isaac Hungerford,
someone destroyed the sheriff’s wagon and harness
and clipped his horses’ tails and manes. Crowds
forced other law officers to throw their writs of evic-
tion into barrels of blazing tar, armed themselves
with sticks, and chased deputies away from their
farms. On 2 December, Sheriff Michael Artcher
gathered a citizen posse of 500, including former
New York Governor William Marcy and John Van
Buren, son of former President Martin Van Buren.
When they reached a hamlet at the foot of the
Helderberg Mountains, 1,600 men armed with
clubs threatened them and they retreated. The ten-
ants deployed two Revolutionary War field pieces to
defend themselves. Governor William H. Seward
dispatched three uniformed companies of the state
militia, appealed to the tenants to put down their
arms, and pledged to take their grievances to the
state legislature. But the legislature took no action
other than suggesting that, perhaps, the state use its
power of eminent domain to force the landlords to
sell at a fair price. Further negotiations failed and
sheriffs continued their attempts to evict tenants.

In 1842 the NRA sent Thomas Devyr to help the
tenants form an Anti-Rent Association with the goal
of persuading the state to assist them. Organization
flourished and on 18 January 1844, 25,000 tenants
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The Anti-Rent War in New York State. Cartoon depicting an attack on the sheriff of Albany. (Bettmann/Corbis)

petitioned the legislature. A select committee of
Whig representatives from the affected counties
reported that the leases were onerous and repugnant,
that the system stifled agricultural incentive, and the
titles of the Patroons’ heirs were questionable. But

the Judiciary Committee concluded that the tenants
should purchase the land at the asking price.

The tenants intensified efforts to organize, this
time with an auxiliary secret army. Ten thousand dis-
guised themselves as “Indians,” donning sheepskin
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masks and calico skirts and calling themselves to
arms with the sound of a tin horn. They tarred and
feathered deputies, intimidated tenants willing to
pay their rent, frightened the Patroon’s heirs, and
shot to death two persons who favored the rents.
The legislature passed an act to prevent persons
from appearing in public disguised and armed.

On 12 March 1844, Delaware County Under
Sheriff Osman N. Steele with 50 men defeated 100
“Indians” and arrested several who were convicted
and sent to prison. Agitation increased and on 7
August, when Steele attempted to sell the property
of Moses Earle to pay his back rent of $64, some-
one in the crowd fired shots, killing the sheriff.
This triggered a violent backlash against the anti-
renters and led Governor Silas Wright to proclaim
the county in a state of insurrection. Authorities
arrested 242 men, convicted 2 of murder and sen-
tenced them to death, sentenced 4 to life in prison
and 13 to lesser terms, and fined 51. On 22
November, the governor commuted the death sen-
tences to life in prison and asked the legislature to
tax incomes from rent and to limit the duration of
all future leases. The legislature passed the tax.
Then, in February 1847, newly elected Whig Gov-
ernor John Young pardoned 18 anti-rent prisoners
and Stephen Van Rensselaer offered to sell some of
his land for $2 per acre.

When voters elected more anti-rent candidates
in 1848, the legislature directed Attorney General
Ambrose Jordon to test the Patroon’s title in court.
He filed eleven cases against Stephen, who lost in
lower court but won on appeal. Then, in 1852, the
court of appeals unanimously upheld a new case
declaring quarter sales illegal and void. Finally,
Stephen sold his west Albany lands in 1853 and his
East Manor in 1857.

Some incidents occurred even later. In 1860
William Witbeck shot and killed Deputy Sheriff
William Griggs when the latter attempted to evict
him for back rent. In 1865 “Indians” abused a man
who purchased a farm from a person who had been
evicted. And as late as 1866 a sheriff had to call for
reinforcements when seventy-five armed men
accosted him for attempting to evict a farmer.

JeDon A. Emenbhiser
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Antisemitism

The concept of antisemitism refers to two distinct
kinds of prejudice and hostility against Jews. It
denotes both an essentially premodern hatred
against Judaism as a religion and a cultural commu-
nity, and a more modern, racist and economic aver-
sion to practically all of Jewish ethnicity or heritage.
Both types of antisemitism regard Jews as a uniform
group with inherent characteristics and predilec-
tions, whether they are derived from religion, from
historical-cultural development, or from the sup-
posed racial essence of a people. The older type of
antisemitism formed a part of the worldview of sev-
eral Western and Middle Eastern religions since
before the Common Era and was perpetuated
through patristic, medieval Catholic, and early
Protestant church doctrine. The latter type has pro-
liferated with the elaboration of those modern
industrial, economic, and democratic structures
with which disproportionate numbers of Jewish peo-
ple have been associated. In the United States both
generic forms of antisemitism have existed through-
out the country’s history, marginal in numbers but
pervasive in the ethos of several extremist groups
and fluidly imbedded in mass popular culture. Both
forms of antisemitism have also yielded to various
conspiracy theories throughout U.S. history. This
has been the case especially in the period after the
1870s when several overarching conspiracist synthe-
ses have been constructed and broadcast by antise-
mitic ideologues and publicists.

Christian Antisemitism in Colonial

and Antebellum America

In the colonial period of American history and in
the early Republic antisemitic prejudice rarely
resulted in full-blown conspiracy theory. Much of
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those periods” public doctrine was, however,
underlain by a traditional Christian public theology
that incorporated a deeply ambivalent and fre-
quently adversarial attitude toward Jews and
Judaism. These attitudes abided, were reformu-
lated, and significantly contributed to the content
of later, more modern forms of antisemitic conspir-
acism. Among Christian motifs with powerful con-
spiracist resonance were the concepts of original
sin, of the Fall of Man, and the supposedly contin-
ual temporal struggle between forces of good and
evil, of Christ and of Antichrist. These motifs
tended to envisage this worldly existence as a space
characterized by human rebellion and hubris,
rooted in the Fall, and in a free will wrongly
employed, which amounted to a conspiracy against
a divinely set and ultimately triumphant order.
Given its supersessionary outlook (i.e., a belief that
the Christian religion had now rightfully replaced
or “superseded” Judaism), such a worldview not
surprisingly supported and became enmeshed with
antisemitism. Supersessionary beliefs were
grounded in antisemitism by early Christian writ-
ings, and later by Catholic canon law and early
Protestant texts, much of which tended to associate
postbiblical Jews and Judaism with satanic forces
and to imagine a Jewish desire to destroy Chris-
tians and Christianity. Such underlying, cosmic
conspiracy beliefs were particularly strong in the
Puritan Protestant forms of Christianity that were
prevalent in the United States of the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries. These tended to predict
a future apocalypse in which Christianity came to
take over the world from its supposed infidel or
Judaic grasp.

Given that for most of the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries the majority of U.S. citizens iden-
tified with some form of Christian religion, the
nation was particularly predisposed for varied syn-
theses of religion, conspiracism, and antisemitism.
Although a strong pro-semitic strand also existed
from the beginning of the Christian experience in
the United States, many leading Protestant clergy-
men of the colonial and early republican periods
did proffer a public theology along antisemitic lines
conducive of conspiracism. Some of these clergy,

such as the colonial New England divines John
Winthrop and Cotton and Increase Mather,
denounced Jews as “the synagogue of the
Antichrist,” and accused them of supposedly using
magic and witchcraft in an anti-Christian, satani-
cally inspired campaign. Others accused Jews,
Roman Catholics, Congregationalists, and Episco-
palians of a joint conspiracy to foist an established,
apostate church on the United States. Also, popu-
lar myths dating back to the medieval age contin-
ued to circulate well into the nineteenth century
about Jewish anti-Christian practices such as the
poisoning of wells, the drinking of Christian blood,
and the desecration of the Holy Communion
wafers, as well as about Talmudic prayers for the
annihilation of all Christians. On occasion these
myths found expression through the idiom of con-
spiracy, but more often this so-called chimerical
antisemitism restrained itself to a more general and
unsystematic, politically unorganized prejudice.
For the most part, the conspiracies pointed out
were taken to be local and contextual on the one
hand, and universal but transcendental on the
other hand.

In eighteenth- and nineteenth-century America,
this kind of a religion-based conspiracist attitude
did not, however, tend to lend itself to political
conspiracy theory. As far as such theory existed, it
was more likely still to be directed against the
British, the French, and the Roman Catholics, or
against such secret societies as the Freemasons,
than against observant Jews. This was the case
especially with the conspiracist polemic that briefly
followed the French Revolution in 1789 and in
which some leading Protestant clergy for the first
time broached the so-called Illuminati conspiracy
theory, later to be suffused with antisemitism. In
what were the first theories ever constructed about
a universal, systematically led political conspiracy,
the Illuminati were taken to be the world conspir-
acist hub of Enlightenment philosophers, Freema-
sons, and of several occult anti-Christian secret
societies, and as such the organization primarily
responsible for the French Revolution and for all
subsequent subversionary and anti-Christian agita-
tion. The major European theorists who con-
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structed that all-inclusive theory sometimes
claimed that Jews were to be found at the core of
its subversive apparatus and that Jews in particular
were the ones ultimately directing it. Some U.S.
conspiracy theorists alluded to such accusations,
first made in 1806, and they sometimes formed
part of the mostly anti-Catholic and anti-Masonic
agitation of the early- and mid-nineteenth-century
mass political movements, the Anti-Masonic Party
and the Know-Nothing (American) Party. How-
ever, such claims were not generally accepted at
the time, and also the French Revolution’s con-
temporary U.S. critics tended to regard its conspir-
atorial aspects as largely unconnected with Judaism
or Jewishness.

All in all, in the United States in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries there rarely resulted anti-
semitic action comparable to that which was
endemic in contemporary European societies.
Although residual discrimination in office holding
and sometimes in voting and landowning rights
continued in some states into the nineteenth cen-
tury, on the whole antisemitic prejudice in the
United States remained weak. Its conspiracist
aspects were weaker still, residing mostly in gen-
eral and diffuse suppositions about a cosmic con-
spiracy by those refusing to accept Christianity.

Modern Political and

Economic Antisemitism

It was only with the arrival in the late nineteenth
century of two additional sets of influences—mod-
ern finance capitalism and modern racist theory—
that the materials were all in place for the emer-
gence of a fully developed antisemitic conspiracy
theory. In its consistent, generic form this theory
came to accuse all Jews, as a group, of having col-
luded to take unfair advantage of the economic and
political power that, after late-nineteenth-century
Jewish emancipation, was for the first time for-
mally available to them. Given that this generic
theory issued from secular, economic, and racist
speculations, the prescriptiveness for antisemitic
conspiracy theory of Christian attitudes would
seem to be open to question. Yet it remains equally
true that antecedent Christian prejudices had

already predisposed many in the Gentile world so
to configure all subsequent threats to traditional
religio-political valuations and structures that Jews
were accorded a central role.

In the United States and in Western Europe this
modern, economic, and racist form of antisemitism
emerged after about 1870. It was by that time that
most Western European Jews had achieved full
political emancipation and civil rights and had sud-
denly become socially and politically more promi-
nent than ever. Jewish representation in the finan-
cial and commercial sectors was by that time
already disproportionate. According to so-called
interactionist models of antisemitism, this multiple
new conspicuousness of Jews called forth intensi-
fied European animosity toward them. The same
process was at work in the United States, even
though political emancipation had taken place
much earlier. For the late-nineteenth-century rise
of the Jews was patent in the United States as well,
partially because of the arrival of great numbers of
Eastern European Jewish immigrants and partially
because of Jewish prominence in the new class of
finance capitalists that emerged after the Civil War.
The unprecedentedly swift and pervasive period of
industrialization, urbanization, and economic cen-
tralization that also followed the Civil War gener-
ated new economic dislocations and anxieties just
as Jews became more prominent and seemed more
than others to benefit from the changes. For those
so minded, it proved irresistible not to trace that
conjunction to a secret financial cabal that was
malevolent, foreign, international, and Jewish.

From the early Republic onward some U.S. anti-
semites had voiced concerns over what they per-
ceived as Jewish power in international finance and
commerce far in excess of what their numbers
should have indicated. Late-eighteenth-century
plans for the construction of an American Bank
had been denounced as a secular Jewish conspir-
acy, and similar charges had reemerged at regular
intervals throughout the nineteenth century. Dur-
ing the Civil War they had enjoyed a particular
revival, and the commander of the Union armies,
General Ulysses S. Grant, had at one point tried to
evict all Jews from areas under his control because
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of their purportedly disloyal commercial activities.
On the Confederate side similar, inverted charges
had been made against the Jewish secretary of state
Judah Benjamin and against others said to conspire
against the Confederacy and on behalf of interna-
tional financiers and moneylenders. With the pal-
pable rise of American-Jewish banking interests
that took place from the late nineteenth century
onward, these kinds of charges multiplied and
intensified manifold.

Most conspicuous in the discourse of various
left-wing populist and agricultural protest move-
ments, such as the Populist Party, this new eco-
nomic antisemitism issued in a variety of full-blown
conspiracy theories in the 1870s through the 1890s.
In these conspiracy theories all the perceived evils
of modern capitalism and industrialism were
ascribed to Jews, because of their supposed racial/
religious bent for exploitation and, on a more pre-
cise level, because of the purported machinations
of identifiable Jewish financiers. The latter type of
theories tended to center around the supposed
power of the Rothschild banking family and those
of its U.S. agents that were central in various recon-
struction and public debt refinancing schemes after
the Civil War, as well as in an essentially imperialist
defense of their investments abroad. The economic
dislocations attendant on these schemes were
highly disruptive of traditional agrarian communi-
ties, and in the western and southern areas most
affected they tended to be blamed on a cabal of
Jewish financiers acting in collusion with corrupted
Gentile politicians. This strand of left-wing anti-
semitism reached something of a culmination in
the 1890s campaigns for the free coinage of silver
(and against imperialism) by the Democratic presi-
dential candidate William J. Bryan. Affiliated
motifs could still be detected after World War I in
various anti-internationalist, isolationist, and social
reformatory forms of discourse.

On the political right, as well as elsewhere, these
conspiracist speculations were further focused by
the new racist, eugenicist, and social Darwinist the-
ories, which made their appearance at about the
same time. No major race theorist emerged in the
United States, but a more generally orienting racist

paradigm came to characterize much of the intel-
lectual discourse of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. Both right-wing and left-wing
intellectuals traversed racist arguments, claiming
that some inherent, genetically acquired racial
imperative drove Jews toward a quest for world
domination and generally to reprehensible finan-
cial and commercial activities. Elitist literary anti-
semites further accused Jews of having a baneful,
corrupting influence on the aesthetic and moral
standards of U.S. life through their financial deal-
ings and through the control that they allegedly
acquired in early-twentieth-century print media
and in the Hollywood film industry. These elitist
antisemites tended to regard both of these kinds of
supposedly Jewish influence as somehow racially
grounded and possibly conspiracist in nature; cer-
tainly international and pervasive.

A fusion of these right- and left-wing tracks of
racist antisemitism was never effected, but in the
United States no less than in Europe they separately
continued to color much of public discussion
throughout the twentieth century. On the whole, the
Lefts racist conspiracism tended to remain alto-
gether more implied and unsystematic, directed
against international bankers in general, while the
right-wing version moved ever closer to structured
and highly ossified universal conspiracy theories.

Antisemitism and Twentieth-Century
IMluminati Theory

In the wake of World War I right-wing conspiracy
theorists revived and brought up to date the older
theories on the Illuminati. It was then that anti-
semitism was, for the first time, placed into the
very center of the Illuminati theory. Its full-blown
twentieth-century forms tended to be adaptations
from the writings of Nesta Webster, a British pio-
neer of the study of the Illuminati whose many
publications were widely circulated in the English-
speaking world from 1918 onward. It was she,
more than any other, who framed the twentieth-
century interpretive matrix that made secular and
revolutionary Jews the controlling and directing
power behind the Illuminati. Claiming that the
originally Masonic organization had been taken

82



Antisemitism

over at some point by an inner cabal of influential
Jewish financiers, philosophers, and Reform rab-
bis, Webster and her conspiracist followers por-
trayed all, apparently unrelated forms of subver-
sion as deliberately chosen, complementary tracks
of a core Jewish conspiracy.

This reformulation of the Illuminati theory
found favor primarily because of the need to
explain Russian Bolshevism, the apparent overrep-
resentation of Jews in it, and the purported interest
of international financiers to trade with the Bol-
sheviks and to have them recognized by the West-
ern powers. The concurrent radicalization of West-
ern labor movements and of colonial nationalists
provided further causes for concern for many on
the right, as did the creation of the League of
Nations as a new supranational authority invested
with a radical social program. This multiple coinci-
dence could not readily be explained in traditional,
nonconspiracist ways, least of all by those already
steeped in Christian conspiracist thought-forms
and interested in continued adherence to tradi-
tional religio-political authorities. In the tumul-
tuous aftermath of World War 1, all of these devel-
opments were instead increasingly interpreted
from the Illuminati theory and pronounced differ-
ent tracks in the campaign for world control of the
Iluminati’s core of Jewish financiers.

The 1920 republication of the so-called Protocols
of the Elders of Zion provided crucial added docu-
mentation for this new version of the Illuminati
theory. Protocols contained a relatively precise pro-
gram of action that fitted in with earlier predictions
and could be presented by conspiracy theorists as
the exposed twentieth-century plan of Illuminati
action. Although the document was actually a for-
gery created by czarist secret police, the authentic-
ity of the Protocols as a secret Jewish document
was vouched for by a wide range of apparently re-
spectable commentators. Various abridgements
and commentaries of the Protocols quickly spread
in the United States. Especially influential among
them were those broadcast in the Dearborn Inde-
pendent and the book The International Jew (1921)
by the industrialist Henry Ford. He became the
primary popular disseminator of Illuminati conspir-

acism in the United States and, more than anyone
else, was responsible for the unprecedented spread
and popular acceptance of the Jew-Bolshevik equa-
tion, which coincided with his period of greatest
antisemitic activity, the years 1920-1927. A range
of lesser known and less influential U.S. antisemites
further popularized the Jew-Bolshevik collusion
before and after Ford’s public recanting in 1927.
From the Catholic radio priest Father Coughlin to
the Silver Shirts of William D. Pelley and from the
Defenders of the Christian Faith of Gerald D. Win-
rod to Gerald L. K. Smith’s Christian Nationalist
Crusade, these populist antisemites benefited from
and used the anxieties of the Great Depression to
incorporate in 1920s generic conspiracy theory
such subsequent developments as the New Deal,
or “Jew Deal,” and the United Nations. More than
a hundred new antisemitic organizations were cre-
ated in the 1930s, most of them rooted in this kind
of conspiracism.

In the 1930s and 1940s, speculations on the Illu-
minati also found their way to the exegesis of many
prominent Christian fundamentalist leaders. Espe-
cially important in this regard was William B. Riley,
the Baptist founder and head of the World Christian
Fundamentals Association, who commanded an
important position in Christian print and radio
media and in various fundamentalist organizations,
and could thus powerfully exert himself in the
spreading and popularizing of antisemitic attitudes.
Riley primed the early cold-war generation of fun-
damentalist leaders and made sure that Christian
fundamentalist theology accommodated secular Illu-
minati conspiracism within the older framework of
Christian prophecy thought. He, his disciples, and
others like him endorsed the Illuminati theory,
accepted Protocols as largely authentic, and accentu-
ated the purported Jewishness of international com-
munism. Believing in the imminence of the Second
Coming of Jesus Christ and in a preceding anti-
Christian world empire, these fundamentalists
tended also to portray the League of Nations and the
UN as prefigurations of the coming anti-Christian
world power and to oppose them as such. They fur-
ther assumed that secular Jews, in particular, played
a central role in this anti-Christian world power and
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that it operated along the lines sketched out in the
Protocols.

Renditions of Illuminati theory thus shaped by
fundamentalism were used by many religious and
secular antisemites throughout the interwar and
cold-war periods. To them, it cohered the appar-
ently unrelated, subversionary, and anti-Christian
movements of religious and cultural modernism,
international communism, liberal internationalism,
colonial nationalism, and, originally, Zionism. Each
was presented as but one track in the world con-
spiracy of secular Jews and their allies, each
designed in its different way to weaken the tempo-
ral power of Christianity, and each directed by an
immensely powerful inner cabal of conspirators.
Because of its malleable and inclusive nature, such
a compound conspiracy theory proved appealing to
many on the political and religious right, usable in
a range of anticommunist and antimodernist cam-
paigns from the 1940s to the early 1990s.

By any gauge, antisemitism precipitously de-
clined in the United States during the cold war.
The antisemitic aspects of anticommunist conspir-
acy theory tended to become ever more rarely
voiced and explicit, more and more silent and
implied. Yet behind much of the anticommunist
clamor of the cold war the old antisemitic preju-
dices still operated.

Post-Cold War Trends

No marked weakening of the various antisemitic
conspiracy theories was noticeable immediately
after the cold war, even though one of their main
rationales was removed by the implosion of the
Soviet Union and of international communism. Also,
the increasingly consensual aversion felt toward
antisemitism that the crimes of the Holocaust had
generated in Western societies made it increasingly
difficult for conspiracists to maintain the overtly
antisemitic complexion of their theory. Yet its
essence remained unchanged. Conspiracy theorists’
concerns were hardly alleviated by the ending of the
cold war, for they saw in it the collapse of only one
overt aspect of a still ongoing conspiracy. After the
cold war conspiracist discourse centered increas-
ingly on international organizations, such as the UN,

the World Bank, and the International Monetary
Fund, which were now portrayed as the residual
aspects of the one single conspiracy of which inter-
national communism had been another aspect. The
supposedly Jewish character of that conspiracy’s
inner cabal was now referenced more through gen-
eral allusions to international finance than through
direct naming, but the antisemitic element
remained at the core of the theory, as did, fre-
quently, the Illuminati.

One new constituency for antisemitic conspir-
acism received much public attention from the
1980s onward, but its theories did not contain any-
thing new. This was the antisemitism apparent in
the African American community, most glaringly in
the Nation of Islam movement. Its leaders, and
other prominent African American antisemites,
revisited all the customary religious, economic, and
racist conspiracy theories, but it was manifest that
the core motifs of antisemitic conspiracy theory
had remained remarkably uniform and unchanged
from their first appearance.

Throughout its long history in the United States,
antisemitism has yielded itself to conspiracism,
whether premised on antecedent religious preju-
dices or more interactionist prompters. Its reli-
gious and secular forms alike have tended to coa-
lesce around a number of slightly different but
essentially homogeneous permutations of the so-
called Iluminati conspiracy theory. This theory has
proved to be one of the most persistent containers
of antisemitism ever, not least because its mal-
leable and all-inclusive nature can be used to
accommodate widely dissimilar forms of economic,
religious, racist, or political anxiety. For most
Americans, a general predisposition toward con-
spiracist explanations came from originally Christ-
ian forms of anti-Jewish prejudice, and the Tlumi-
nati theory was situated into this context as a
secularized form of millennialist speculation. Grad-
ually, its appearance became emphatically anti-
communist and anti-internationalist and its antise-
mitic roots increasingly obscured. However, there
was no doubt but that secular conspiracy belief,
especially when allied with prophecy belief, was a
mainstay of much of U.S. popular and extremist
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thought well into the post—cold war era. Nor was
there much doubt that such conspiracism was
predicated on presuppositions and paradigms orig-
inally derived from religious and racist antisemitic
speculation.

Markku Ruotsila

See also: Barruel, Abbé; Hluminati; Protocols of the

Elders of Zion.
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Apocalypticism
Conspiracy theories are sometimes generated
through an apocalyptic worldview. An apocalypse is
an approaching significant transformation that will
mark a new phase of human experience. Those
anticipating the apocalypse can passively wait for
the event or actively promote its arrival. They can
dream of the dawning of the Age of Aquarius or
fear the nightmare of a terminal nuclear wasteland.

The terms “apocalypse,” “revelation,” and
“prophecy” share common root words related to
the uncovering of hidden truths—a core claim of
conspiracy theories. Apocalypticism is a major fea-
ture of Christianity, but the tradition has deep roots
in Zoroastrianism and Judaism and can be found in
Islam, Hinduism, and other religions. Today the
influence of the apocalyptic mindset has emerged
from these religious traditions and transmuted into
a dizzying array of secular beliefs.

Apocalyptic movements often anticipate the
betrayal of an idealized community by secret

malevolent forces conspiring against the common
good. Those persons sounding the warning urge
immediate and drastic measures to stop the secret
conspiracy from achieving its sinister goals.
Episodes of this type of apocalyptic conspiracism
appear periodically throughout U.S. history: witch-
hunts in Salem in the 1600s; fears of “alien” sedition
in the late 1700s; claims of plots by Freemasons or
Catholics in the 1800s; allegations of a Jewish bank-
ing cabal behind the Federal Reserve in the early
1900s; and the anticommunist witch-hunts of the
cold-war 1950s. Historian Richard Hofstadter stud-
ied U.S. anti-Masonic movements of the 1800s and
wrote of the “apocalyptic and absolutist framework”
of those warning of the claimed conspiracy (Hofs-
tadter, 17). He developed the theory that conspir-
acy thinking in U.S. right-wing movements repre-
sented a “paranoid style” in U.S. politics. According
to Hofstadter, “the central preconception of the
paranoid style [is the belief in the] existence of a
vast, insidious, preternaturally effective interna-
tional conspiratorial network designed to perpe-
trate acts of the most fiendish character” (Hofs-
tadter, 14). He argued that grandiose conspiracy
theories were constructed when a conspiracist
channeled a sense of persecution and hostility into
apocalyptic claims that were overheated, overly sus-
picious, and overaggressive.,

Damian Thompson looked at Hofstadter’s thesis
and concluded he was right to emphasize the “star-
tling affinities between the paranoid style and
apocalyptic belief,” especially the demonization of
opponents and “the sense of time running out.”
But Thompson felt Hofstadter “stopped short of
making a more direct connection between the two.
He did not consider the possibility that the para-
noia he identified actually derived from apocalyp-
tic belief; that the people who spread scare stories
about Catholics, Masons, Illuminati and Commu-
nists” had been primed by the dramatic conspir-
acist narrative of the End Times popular among
Protestants in the United States. Thompson argued
that “the persistence of such belief in the United
States rather than Europe surely explains why the
paranoid style seems so quintessentially American”
(Thompson, 307-308).
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In the 1950s academics postulated that those
who join dissident social movements (and some-
times circulate conspiracy theories) are psycholog-
ically unbalanced. Phrases such as “lunatic fringe,”
“extremists of the left and right,” and “wing nuts”
gained popular usage—especially to dismiss the
activism of the 1960s. This view is sometimes
called the classical or pluralist school, represented
by authors such as Daniel Bell and Seymour Mar-
tin Lipset. Critics of the classical school call it the
“centrist/extremist theory” because it glorifies an
idealized center and implicitly defends the status
quo, shielding the powerful from popular com-
plaints. Hofstadter actually drew a distinction
between the psychological and the sociological in
his work, but for years the idea that paranoid-
sounding conspiracy theories were a sign of mental
illness reigned supreme as an influential concept,
especially in mainstream media.

Since the 1980s academic theories about social
movements have stressed their rational and strategic
nature, portraying dissidents as people seeking the
redress of grievances by collectively mobilizing
resources and exploiting political opportunities. All
dissident movements involve some form of apocalyp-
ticism with their narrative of speaking truth to power
and demands for a transformation of existing rela-
tionships that enforce dominance and oppression.
Investigative reporters are practicing a form of apoc-
alypticism when they uncover criminal conspiracies
and malfeasance by political and business leaders.

Some analysts argue that when dissidents
develop the more spectacular and dubious conspir-
acy theories, it is a misdirected attempt to under-
stand and challenge the actual power and privilege
of dominant groups (Fenster). This type of con-
spiracism is a narrative form of scapegoating where
the apocalyptic style is used to demonize targeted
groups as wholly evil, and to valorize as a hero the
person sounding the warning about the malevolent
plot (Berlet and Lyons, 9). There is increasing
attention to the apocalyptic style in the study of his-
tory, sociology, and political science; and it has a
long pedigree in studies of religion and literature.
As an applied way of seeing the world, however, it
is as old as the Bible.

Revelation

In Western culture, apocalypticism traces back to
the Book of Revelation, the last book in the New
Testament in the Bible. Revelation contains a
prophetic story of God’s wrath caused by the rising
tide of greed, sloth, lust, and sin in general. As a
warning, God orders the Four Horsemen of the
Apocalypse to spread wars, diseases, civil strife,
and natural disasters.

Satan seizes this time of chaos to send in the
Antichrist, who appears in human form as a popu-
lar world leader, promising peace through the
building of one worldwide government. His
accomplice, the False Prophet, urges all world reli-
gions to unite. A rumor is spread that the popular
world leader is actually the Second Coming of
Jesus Christ. Some Christians are fooled.

The real aim, however, is the total destruction of
Christianity. Once the evil Antichrist gains control
of the world through a conspiracy involving
betrayal by popular political and religious leaders,
the storm troopers of Satan start to track down true
Christians. When caught, the Christians not fooled
by the Antichrist are told they must accept the
mark of the beast—666—as proof they have
renounced their earlier beliefs. If they refuse, they
are rounded up, tortured, and murdered. God
eventually intervenes, and there is a huge battle on
the plains of Armageddon in the Middle East.
Good triumphs over evil, ushering in a millennium
of Christian rule.

Many Christians see the Book of Revelation in
metaphoric terms, but others read it as a God-
given script in which they must play a role when
the time comes. While apocalyptic millennialism
based on the Book of Revelation is more prevalent
in Protestantism, it exists in Catholic subcultures as
well.

Christian Apocalyptic Millennialism

Most contemporary Protestant Christian funda-
mentalists are premillennialists, believing the Sec-
ond Coming of Christ starts a thousand-year period
of Christian rule. Some Protestant fundamentalists
are postmillennialists who believe that godly Chris-
tian men must seize control of society and rule for
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Albrecht Durer’s drawing depicting the Four Horsemen
of the Apocalypse, 1498. (Bettmann/Corbis)

one thousand years before Christ returns. The
most militant of these are the Christian Recon-
structionists. The terms “millennialist” and “mil-
lenarian” are often used interchangeably to
describe social and political movements that are
apocalyptic and seek the ideal society. The concept
is used regularly in anthropology, where an early
and influential study looked at millenarian “Cargo
Cults” that emerged in the Pacific Islands in the
1940s and 1950s.

It is the demonizing version of apocalyptic Chris-
tian millennialism that has played a major role in
establishing conspiracism as a key frame of refer-
ence in European cultures—and later in the new
colonies of the Americas. The problem starts when
apocalyptic Christians in Europe started viewing
current world events as “signs of the End Times,”

and then scapegoated those with whom they dis-
agreed as agents of the Antichrist. This dynamic
drew on the ancient tradition of dualism or
Manicheanism, in which the world is seen as a stage
for a struggle between absolute good and absolute
evil. The cast of players is composed of “Us” versus
“Them.” This divisive process is sometimes called
the creation of the apocalyptic “Other.”

For Christians, Jews were often cast in the role
of the “Other.” As early as the second century,
Christians portrayed Jews as in league with the
Antichrist. Twelfth-century Christians blamed Jews
for the ritual murder of children, poisoning of
wells, desecration of communion bread and wine,
and other heinous acts. During the Inquisitions
that followed in later centuries, the apocalyptic
scapegoating of Jews was often tied to a claim that
they were engaged in a vast evil conspiracy. This
process was repeated during the sixteenth century,
and can be found in the anti-Jewish writings of
Martin Luther, for whom the Reformation was a
necessary purifying prelude to what he saw as the
approaching End Times.

The conspiracist reading of Revelation became a
central apocalyptic narrative in the political dis-
course of Christians. The image that reverberated
down through the centuries was of a vast global
conspiracy involving high government officials
betraying the decent productive citizens, while
subversive parasitic agents gnawed away at society
from below.

Freemasons, Jews, and Communists

When the theories of the Enlightenment began to
popularize the notion of the separation of church
and state and the inherent rights of the individual,
those intellectuals who defended the unrestrained
prerogatives of church-state oligarchies were quick
to cast their critics in the role of subversive con-
spirators. In the 1790s John Robison and Abbé
Augustin Barruel claimed that the revolutionary
ideas of the Enlightenment—and the French Rev-
olution—were part of a plot networked through
lodges of Freemasons. The alleged culprits were
the Illuminati, members of a philosophical study
group started by a Bavarian free-thinker named
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Adam Weishaupt. Both Robison’s and Barruel’s
books are apocalyptic in a generic sense, but
excited readers quickly wove their themes into
vividly apocalyptic scenarios.

In the early 1900s, charges that the Freemasons
controlled the banks, the press, politics, and the
government were rewritten into an antisemitic
hoax document claiming a Jewish world conspiracy.
The Protocols of the Elders of Zion first appeared
in Russia as a creation of the czarist secret police,
and its most popular early version specifically
linked Jews to the conspiratorial machinations of
the Antichrist. The Protocols argues that behind
the Freemason conspiracy is an even more secret
conspiracy run by rabbis.

Implicit in both the anti-Masonic and antise-
mitic conspiracist narratives, as they were first
modified for U.S. consumption, is the theme that
the United States is essentially a Christian nation
threatened with subversion by anti-Christian secret
elites with allies in high places. The secular version
of U.S. conspiracism omits the overtly religious
references and simply looks for betrayal by political
and religious leaders. Conspiracist movements in
the United States derived their specific narratives
from these historic roots, ranging from mildly
generic to harshly antisemitic.

Godless communism was the central conspiracy
scapegoat for many conservative Christians in the
twentieth century. The rise of U.S. Protestant Fun-
damentalism in the early 1900s coincided with a
secular political attack on bolshevism and anar-
chism as un-American. Defense of democracy and
capitalism became interwoven. This buttressed
support for the Palmer Raids in late 1919 and
1920, during which socialist and anarchist labor
organizers were accused of plotting an apocalyptic
campaign of bombing and insurrection. Projecting
their apocalyptic fears into action, the government
launched a countersubversive campaign that
deported thousands of immigrants from Italy and
Russia based on the false perception that they were
all part of a conspiracy of criminal sedition.

Events such as the establishment of the Federal
Reserve System and the income tax were woven
into Christian apocalyptic conspiracism, and flour-

ished during the administration of President
Franklin D. Roosevelt. These were sometimes por-
trayed as part of the efforts of the Antichrist to
socialize and collectivize all societies under a one-
world government as prophesied in Revelation.
Christian evangelical tracts discussing the relation-
ship between communism and the apocalyptic End
Times were popular from the 1920s through the
1960s. Different subcultures could easily weave in
claims that behind the evil of the “red menace”
were Freemasons, Jews, or both. Later it was the
UN, the Trilateral Commission, or other scapegoats.

Apocalypticism and Fundamentalism

Hal Lindsey reignited Protestant apocalyptic spec-
ulation in 1970 with his book The Late Great Planet
Earth, which sold 19 million copies. U.S. Protes-
tant fundamentalists were the main audience for
this and the many apocalyptic books that followed.
The original use of the term “fundamentalism”
referred to a populist theological protest move-
ment that arose within U.S. Protestantism in the
early twentieth century. Fundamentalism was a
reaction against mainline Protestant denominations
in the United States such as Presbyterians and Bap-
tists and, to a lesser extent, Methodists, Episco-
palians, and others. Leaders of these major denom-
inations were accused of selling out the Protestant
faith by forging a compromise with the ideas of the
Enlightenment and modernism. In the early 1900s
conservative critics of this denominational leader-
ship developed voluminous lists of what they con-
sidered the fundamental beliefs required for peo-
ple to consider themselves Christian—thus the
term “fundamentalism.”

The term is now used to describe similar but not
identical religious renewal movements in other reli-
gious traditions, including Islam, Judaism, Hin-
duism, and Buddhism. Fundamentalism is often
confused with orthodoxy and traditionalism. Funda-
mentalists claim to be restoring the “true” religion by
returning to “traditional” beliefs and enforcing ortho-
doxy—the set of theological doctrines approved of as
sound and correct by a faith’s religious leaders. In
fact, while fundamentalist movements claim to be
restoring tradition and orthodoxy, they actually cre-
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ate a new version of an existing religion based on a
mythic and romanticized past.

There is a basic apocalyptic framework common
across religious fundamentalist movements—the
idea that a struggle between good and evil is reach-
ing a crucial moment in history. One way to mobilize
people to join a religious fundamentalist movement
is to claim that the idealized Godly society is being
subverted by an evil conspiracy. This raises the
stakes in the anticipated apocalyptic confrontation.

Fuller ties the Christian millennialist viewpoint
to the larger issues of demonization and scapegoat-
ing when he argues that “Many efforts to name the
Antichrist appear to be rooted in the psychological
need to project one’s ‘unacceptable’ tendencies
onto a demonic enemy. It is the Antichrist, not
oneself, who must be held responsible for wayward
desires. And with so many aspects of modern
American life potentially luring individuals into
nonbiblical thoughts or desires, it is no wonder that
many people believe that the Antichrist has cam-
ouflaged himself to better work his conspiracies
against the faithful” (Fuller, 168).

While many dissident movements (religious or
secular) are in some sense apocalyptic, not all such
movements utilize demonization and scapegoating
to construct conspiracy theories. Even those Chris-
tians who think the End Times are imminent do
not automatically succumb to conspiracism. There
is a deep division within modern Christianity
between those Christians who identify evil with
specific persons and groups such as Muslims, fem-
inists, or homosexuals and those Christians who see
evil as the will to dominate and oppress. The dis-
tinction cuts across theological and political lines.
Some of the most vocal critics of apocalyptic demo-
nization and conspiracist scapegoating come from
within Christianity, such as Gregory S. Camp or
Dale Aukerman.

Apocalyptic New World Order

When European communism began to collapse in
the late 1980s, many Christian conspiracists simply
shifted their attention to another godless philoso-
phy—secular humanism. The attack on liberal sec-
ular humanism gave new life to fundamentalist

conspiracy theory. On the one hand, the secular
humanist conspiracy could be tied to the outward
manifestations of the Satanic End Times, while on
the other, a conservative critique of liberalism and
moral relativism that omitted overt references to
prophetic passages in Revelation could be crafted.

Apocalypticism remained central in both ver-
sions as a call for a return to “traditional” values as
the only way to stave off the impending collapse of
society. This came to be known as the Culture
Wars.

As the calendar year 2000 approached, scores of
books aimed at Christian evangelicals warned of the
coming apocalypse and many contained elaborate
conspiracy scenarios involving the Antichrist, the
Freemasons, the UN, computers, universal price
codes, and corporate globalization. Jeremiah Films
produces videos with conservative Christian apoca-
lyptic theology emerging in the form of conspiracist
claims. The 1993 video The Crash—The Coming
Financial Collapse of America comes in two ver-
sions: one with a secular doomsday scenario and a
Christian version featuring Biblical prophesy. Jere-
miah Films distributed several videos claiming vast
conspiracies by the Clinton administration, includ-
ing allegations that the president had his aide Vince
Foster assassinated.

Preparing to survive the coming apocalypse is the
basis of the survivalist subculture that stores food
and conducts self-defense training. Conspiracism,
apocalypticism, and survivalism are a potent stew.
The tragic shootout between federal agents and the
Weaver family in Idaho in 1992 involved govern-
ment misconduct and a failure to understand the
power of apocalyptic belief. The Weavers were sur-
vivalists because they were followers of Christian
Identity, a theology rejected by all mainstream
Christians that claims the United States is the
Promised Land and white Christians are God’s cho-
sen people. The neo-Nazi version of Identity claims
Jews are Satanic agents, and sometimes followers
arm themselves for what they believe is an imminent
apocalyptic race war. The Branch Davidian com-
pound near Waco, Texas, was a survivalist center,
and leader David Koresh was decoding Revelation
as an End Times script. The failure of government
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officials to understand this dynamic resulted in
many needless deaths in 1993.

Spurred by anger over these events, the Patriot
movement developed an armed wing, known as cit-
izen militias, which briefly flourished in the mid-
1990s. Patriot social movements involve as many as
5 million Americans who believe that the govern-
ment is manipulated by subversive secret elites and
is planning to use law enforcement or military
force to repress political rights. The militias circu-
lated an elaborate conspiracy theory about betrayal
by secret internationalist elites that is a standard
narrative of right-wing populist movements in the
United States. A popular speaker in these circles is
Robert K. Spear, author of Surviving Global Slav-
ery: Living under the New World Order. Spear
believed the formation of armed Christian commu-
nities was necessary to avoid the mark of the beast
in the coming End Times.

The approach of the year 2000 seemed to stimu-
late apocalyptic excitement in a variety of groups.
The Aum Shinrikyo sect turned its apocalypticism
outward with a deadly 1995 Sarin gas attack on the
Tokyo subway. The Heaven’s Gate mass suicide in
1997 merged millennial apocalyptic visions from
the Bible, the prophecies of Nostradamus, and the
literary genre of science fiction. Also turning its
apocalypticism inward, between 1994 and 1997 the
Order of the Solar Temple staged group suicides in
Canada, France, and Switzerland. Other self-fulfill-
ing apocalyptic events include the People’s Temple
suicide/murders engineered in 1978 by Jim Jones in
Guyana; and the Ugandan doomsday sect Move-
ment for the Restoration of the Ten Command-
ments of God, where in the year 2000 some 1,000
devotees were murdered by the sects” leaders.

Apocalypticism as a style can also be detected in
doomsday scenarios circulated by some sectors of
the environmental and antinuclear movements,
although they point out that nuclear devastation or
our atmosphere turning into toxic soup would
effectively mean the end of time for the species
that are aware of it. That would truly be apocalyp-
tic, but no one would be left to appreciate the
irony.

Chip Berlet

See also: Anti-Masonic Party; Antisemitism; Aryan
Nations; Barruel, Abbé; Cold War; Federal Reserve
Bank; Freemasonry; Illuminati; Militias;
Millenarianism; Millerites; One-World Government;
Red Scare; Robison, John; United Nations;
Universal Price Codes; Waco.
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Area 51

Made famous by the movie Independence Day,
Area 51 is a classified military base in Nevada near
Groom Lake that is the home to the most advanced
aircraft and weapons testing by the United States.
It is an irony that this highly “secret” base is well-
known enough that tourists know where it is—
although the tight security provided by the Wack-
enhut corporation ensures that few get close
enough to see much. Area 51 (also called “Dream-
land,” for Data Repository and Electronic Amass-
ing Management) covers 38,500 acres of land
northwest of Las Vegas near Rachel, Nevada, and
close to the old Nellis, Nevada, test range. It is nes-
tled within several mountain ranges that provide
still more privacy and security. Nevertheless, tele-
vision news shows such as Sightings and Strange
Universe have produced features on Area 51. Up to
5,000 personnel per day are flown in on chartered
aircraft; the lands surrounding the base feature
motion sensors, security cameras, and constant
patrols by the Wackenhut guards.

In 1955, the government gave Lockheed Air-
craft’s designer of the U-2 spy plane the task of
finding a test base, and after looking at three loca-
tions, he selected Groom Lake. Operations com-
menced later that year under the name “Paradise
Ranch” or simply “The Ranch.” It was officially
designated Area 51 in 1958 by the Atomic Energy
Commission, but in 1970 the United States Air
Force (USAF) took over operations at Groom
Lake, and it is currently administered by the Air

Force Flight Test Facility at Edwards Air Force
Base. The USAF is known to have tested the F-117
Stealth fighter there, and likely the B-2 Spirit
bomber was also tested at Area 51. In the 1970s,
Soviet MiG aircraft were taken there and exam-
ined. A number of programs that eventually did not
produce working aircraft or weapons also were
tested there, including cruise missile variants, the
Lockheed Darkstar unmanned vehicle, stealth hel-
icopters, and the Osprey. Lights in the sky have
been seen from a distance on many nights, which
some observers attribute to proton beam systems.

Some claim more than U.S. aircraft are tested
there. Robert Lazar, a videotape producer who
claims to have worked at Area 51, tells lecture audi-
ences that the facility tests alien spaceships and
“reverse-engineers” extraterrestrial technology
under the supervision of the mysterious govern-
ment body “Majestic 12.” One of the more extrav-
agant claims is that the government is holding
aliens—either living or dead—at the base. (A simi-
lar claim is made about Hangar 18 at Wright Pat-
terson Air Force Base in Dayton, Ohio.) In some
cases, these aliens help humans decipher and
decode the technology, from which, it is alleged,
we have reverse-engineered microwave ovens, cel-
lular phones, and computers.

More exotic technologies are also tested there,
according to Lazar and others. The “Pumpkin
Seed” and Aurora aircraft have supposedly been
operating out of Area 51 for years. But the difficul-
ties associated with reverse-engineering even
earthly technologies are substantial. Even the
Soviet Union found it difficult to work backward
from captured U.S. aircraft. The notion that
humans could create useful weapons or equipment
from the debris of an alien vessel is based on the
presumption that it would not be so advanced as to
defeat any attempts to understand it.

Still others maintain that not only have the aliens
helped us reverse-engineer technology, but they
actually have taken up residence in the towns sur-
rounding Area 51, such as Rachel and Little
A'Le’Inn. According to this view, the aliens act as
extraterrestrial flight instructors for humans, possi-
bly in exchange for access to human subjects upon
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whom they conduct tests. More recently, an off-
shoot of this theory claims that conflict broke out
between the humans and aliens, which resulted in
complete alien dominance of the base at Area 51.
Thus, the base and others like it (the supposed
alien hideouts at Laguna Cartagena, Puerto Rico,
and Archuleta Mesa in New Mexico) have become
alien enclaves that humans may not enter. This was
to provide the foundation for a worldwide takeover
of all humans.

The region around Area 51 is home to “Ufomin-
dand Aliens on Earth,” a small company that spe-
cializes in “investigating” the Groom Lake facility.
Regardless of the size of the facility and the known
operations, the U.S. government refuses to
acknowledge the existence of the base.

Larry Schweikart

See also: Aurora.
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Arnold, Benedict

A military commander during the American Revo-
lution, Benedict Arnold (1741-1801) felt that he
had been insufficiently rewarded for his service. In
revenge and in order to advance his own flagging
career, Arnold conspired with the loyalists to betray
General Washington by surrendering West Point to
the British in September 1780, but the plot was
foiled.

Son of a prominent Connecticut and Rhode
Island founding family, Benedict Arnold had the
advantages of a sound Latin education and family
support to establish him in a druggist and book-
selling business, as well as a good marriage to Mar-
garet Mansfield, the daughter of a prosperous
neighbor. Arnold, however, evidenced a wild
streak, running away at age fifteen to join Con-
necticut troops fighting the French in the Seven
Years” War, and engaging in Caribbean trade as the

master of a cargo ship. Arnold also served as the
captain of the governor of Connecticut’s guard, a
position he held when news of Lexington and Con-
cord reached him in 1775.

Against the advice of the governor, Arnold
assembled volunteers, armed them from colony
stores, and marched them to Boston to aid in the
struggle. With the support of Dr. Benjamin War-
ren, Arnold secured a colonel’s commission from
Massachusetts and raised more than 400 men for
an assault on Fort Ticonderoga. En route, he
joined with Ethan Allen and his Vermont men and
tried to assume command over both groups. When
Allen refused, Arnold rankled, but went along as a
volunteer. He was particularly upset that the Con-
necticut legislature rewarded Allen for this success
by giving him command of the captured fort.
Arnold then proposed a daring winter raid on Que-
bec, and led a force of approximately 1,000 men
across northern Maine with few supplies, an
achievement that soured when the force proved
unable to take Quebec, even with reinforcements
from American-captured Montreal. Although
badly wounded in the leg, Arnold oversaw the U.S.
withdrawal from Canada, and in a brilliant delaying
tactic, engaged the British in the Battle of Valcour
Island in Lake Champlain, preventing a British
invasion of New England that year.

Although promoted to brigadier for his actions,
Arnold resented the politics of the revolution,
which demanded men of less ability but from more
powerful colonies be given commands. As a sup-
porter of Washington, Arnold also ran afoul of the
members of the Conway cabal, who stalled his pro-
motion and accused him of misusing army prop-
erty. Learning of a British army marching south
into New York, Washington dispatched Arnold to
join Generals Philip Schuyler and Horatio Gates.
Arnold commanded the left wing at the Battle of
Saratoga, and, acting against the more cautious
Gates’s orders, broke the British advance by rush-
ing onto the field to rally his men, and was again
wounded in the leg.

Washington rewarded the now crippled Arnold
with command of the recently recaptured city of

Philadelphia, where he quickly gathered a willing
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audience of British loyalists and disgruntled rebels
to hear his complaints against the Continental
Congress and fellow commanders: no recognition
for his heroic service, the promotion of junior and
less competent men, and endless politics and petty
gestures. Living beyond his means, Arnold courted
the daughter of William Shippen, a prominent loy-
alist, and picked fights with the executive council of
Pennsylvania. Joseph Reed, the head of the coun-
cil, twice brought Arnold to court-martial, and
although Arnold was acquitted of all but two trivial
charges and praised by Washington, he felt
betrayed by the government he had served at such
great cost to himself.

While in Philadelphia, Arnold met Beverly
Robinson and made contact with British officer
John André, a former suitor of Arnold’s fiancée
(and later second wife), Margaret Shippen. Arnold
saw an opportunity to salvage his own career and
the failing cause of the revolution by aiding a
British victory, for which he expected lavish
rewards and a peace treaty that would offer the
colonies the privileges they demanded in the nego-
tiations of 1775. Citing historical instances, includ-
ing that of General Monck, who engineered the
Restoration of Charles II in 1660, Arnold con-
vinced himself that his motives were of the highest
order. He then asked for and received command of
the key Hudson River fortress of West Point, with
the object of betraying it to the British. Sir Henry
Clinton, the British commander in New York,
promised Arnold 50,000 dollars in gold, and the
commission of a British brigadier-general.

André conferred with Arnold near West Point on
the night of 20 September 1780, and the two men
agreed that the fort should fall as General Wash-
ington returned from Hartford, where he was
scheduled to meet with the French commander
Rochambeau. The West Point garrison should be
deployed inefficiently and the British allowed to
take control with as few casualties as possible. Clin-
ton’s men were to attack as Washington ap-
proached, with the aim of possibly capturing the
commander-in-chief of the Revolutionary army and
his forces. Unfortunately, André had to leave this
meeting by land, carrying written reports of the

Colonel Benedict Arnold, who commanded the provincial
troops sent against Quebec, and was wounded in storming
that city under General Montgomery. (Library of Congress)

fort’s defenses in his boots, and using a false pass in
the name of “John Anderton.” Going against his
instructions from Clinton, André exchanged his
officer’s greatcoat and scarlet uniform coat for a
borrowed American jacket (this disguise ultimately
led to André being hanged as a spy, rather than as a
British officer).

At Tarrytown, three militiamen stopped André,
and captured him after André wrongly assumed
them to be loyalists and identified himself. André
then attempted to convince them he was a double
agent, acting on a pass from Arnold, but the militia-
men, flushed with their triumphant capture,
searched him enthusiastically, revealing the West
Point plans. The local commander, sensing a con-
spiracy, refused to send André to Arnold, but sent
a letter to West Point asking for instructions.
Meanwhile, Washingtons entourage arrived and
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was eating breakfast with the Arnolds when the
warning letter arrived. Arnold paused to say good-
bye to his wife before taking one of his guests
horses and escaping to the barge Vulture, moored
down the river, which rowed him to New York City
and the safety of Clinton’s headquarters. Margaret
Shippen Arnold stalled Washington by falling into
hysterics when he arrived, having received a letter
from André himself fully confessing the plan.
Arnold was stunned to be treated shabbily by
Clinton, who disliked Arnold personally and
blamed him for the death of André, Clinton’s adju-
tant, and did not reward him for the failed venture.
Now in British pay, and with the rank of brigadier,
Arnold led a raid into Virginia in 1781, but accom-
plished little. In 1782, he arranged to reunite with
his wife and spent the winter in London, where he
was reviled as a turncoat despite being praised by
King George III. After the revolution ended,
Arnold attempted to start a trading business in
New Brunswick, but this failed, and he retired per-
manently to London on his army pension. Arnold’s
last years were spent in bitterness at his treatment
by the British and resentment at the failure of his
plan to emerge as the savior of America.
Margaret Sankey

See also: American Revolution; Conway Cabal.
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Aryan Nations

Aryan Nations was founded by Richard Girnt But-
ler in the 1970s as the political arm of the Church
of Jesus Christ Christian, part of the religious
movement called Christian Identity. Aryan War-
riors, as they are called, believe it is their duty to

fight for the preservation of the Aryan race against
the scourge of international Jewish communism,
which they believe seeks the destruction of the
white race. Butler was an associate of Wesley
Swift—the founder of the original Church of Jesus
Christ Christian in 1946 and Christian Identity’s
most successful proponent. Butler’s goal for Aryan
Nations has long been to build a white homeland in
the northwest of the United States. Aryan Nations
reached its peak of popularity and influence in the
mid-1980s, following years of inflation, sluggish
economic growth, and the farm crisis. The group
occupied a forty-acre compound in northern
Idaho, which was known by many in the survivalist
right as the international headquarters of white
nationalism. By 1986, Aryan Nations claimed over
6,000 members nationwide, had created eighteen
state offices, and began hosting the Aryan World
Congress, an annual convention of Ku Klux Klan
members, skinheads, and various other neo-Nazis.
Like most Identity Christians, Butler preaches that
only Aryans are descended from Adam and are
engaged in a millennial struggle against the forces
of darkness, the Jews.

Jews are the literal children of Satan, the descen-
dants of Cain, who was the offspring of Eve’s phys-
ical seduction by Satan. By controlling the interna-
tional banking system and promoting such
practices as abortion and intermarriage, “world
Jewry” is gradually forcing the extinction of the
white race. According to the Aryan Nations plat-
form, “The Jew is like a destroying virus that
attacks our racial body to destroy our Aryan culture
and the purity of our Race.” Consequently, Aryan
Warriors prepare for a coming race war, “a day of
reckoning” when the enemy will be defeated and
Christ will establish his true kingdom on earth. In
2000, Aryan Nations was forced into bankruptcy
and the sale of its compound and name after a jury
awarded over six million dollars in a lawsuit
brought by Victoria and Jason Keenan. The
Keenans claimed that they had been assaulted and
shot at by security guards outside the Aryan
Nations Idaho compound. Although its future is in
doubt, several former Aryan Nations members
have founded splinter groups, and the aging Butler,
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Richard G. Butler, standing below two crosses and an Aryan Nations flag, is the founder of Aryan Nations, Church of
Jesus Christ Christian. (Jeff Green/Corbis)

now well into his seventies, has named a successor
and insists the group will rebuild.

Jeff Insko

See also: Christian Identity; Zionist Occupied

Government.
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Asian Americans

Like other minorities, Asian Americans have
repeatedly been the target of conspiracy-infused
scapegoating. The term “yellow peril” was first

used to refer to Chinese and later Japanese immi-
gration in the United States in the second half of
the nineteenth century, but it was rapidly extended
to all Asians seen as a threat to Western Christian
civilization. This conspiracy-minded fear gave birth
to an imagery soon exploited by the media (press,
cartoonists, dime novels, comics, and motion pic-
tures) of legions of Asians sweeping into the coun-
try, to destroy the white man, and take his job and
his women.

The roots of the “yellow peril” can be traced
back to the time of Attila the Hun and the subse-
quent sacking of Rome by the Barbarians, and
much later to Genghis Khan and Mongolian inva-
sions of Europe, whose inhabitants lived under the
threat of invasion. These deeply ingrained fears
were passed on from one generation to the other,
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and crossed the Atlantic, to be revived in nine-
teenth-century America.

In the United States, the “yellow peril” needs to
be considered as part of the general ideology of
nativism, which was strengthened by the large
numbers of immigrants entering the country dur-
ing the nineteenth century. In the case of Asians,
the immigration of Chinese laborers—coolies—
started in the 1840s, accelerating with the 1849
gold rush in California. In 1852, over 20,000 Chi-
nese, mostly from the Canton area, immigrated to
work in gold mines. A new flow started in the late
1860s, when the U.S. government signed the
Burlingame Treaty (1868), which opened the doors
to Chinese workers, wanted to build the transcon-
tinental railroad.

As many historians and wise contemporaries
noted, if they did come to the United States in
search of work, it was because work was available
and there were Americans ready to employ them.
Their attitude toward work and willingness to take
lower wages fueled a debate on whether cheap
labor led to economic instability.

Moreover, as it became rapidly apparent that
many Asians were settling permanently in the
United States, the fear of miscegenation appeared,
a term coined in Irish newspapers, condemning
interracial marriage and the deleterious effects of
sexual contact between the races.

“A Rotten Race”
In California the idea of excluding the Chinese was
part of the wider ideology of nativism. When it
entered the Union as a free state in 1850, Califor-
nia made attempts to legislate against the entrance
of nonwhites, meaning blacks and Asians. In the
1850s, the Chinese outnumbered blacks—4,000
black residents and 47,000 Chinese—and were
seen as a greater threat. As an example of one of
many discriminatory measures, the California
Supreme Court ruled in 1854 that the Chinese
could not testify in court against a white person.
They were gradually driven out of mining and
agriculture; when the transcontinental railroad was
completed in 1869, the Chinese turned to occupa-
tions (manufacturing, laundering, and domestic

jobs) where they competed with the Irish, another
recent immigrant group, who were instrumental in
developing the “yellow peril” obsession.

Consequently, at the national level, U.S. legisla-
tors devoted a lot of energy to controlling Asian
immigration, in spite of the opposition of the sup-
porters of the “open” tradition inaugurated by the
1790 Naturalization Act. Although this act explic-
itly stated that naturalization was only possible for
“free white persons,” it was targeted at blacks and
not Asians, then considered as belonging to the
“white” category. In 1870, the act was amended to
include blacks while excluding Asians, considered
as “aliens ineligible to citizenship.” In 1882 the
Chinese Exclusion Act made the naturalization of
Chinese people impossible, and closed the gates.
An 1884 amendment tightened both exclusions.

There remained the problem of those Chinese
immigrants already residing in the United States. A
series of race riots starting in California spread to
Washington territory, Wyoming, and New York.
Now the threat was no longer new immigration but
miscegenation.

At the end of the nineteenth century, the United
States defeated the Spanish in the 1898 Spanish-
American war. Although the acquisition of Cuba,
Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines satisfied
the imperialists, many Americans were alarmed at
the prospect of all those members of “inferior
races” likely to enter the United States. The fear of
“yellow peril” led to more restrictions on immigra-
tion, especially when another Asian community,
the Japanese, was unexpectedly and brutally
brought to the fore by international developments
in the Far East. In 1905 the Japanese defeated
the Russian fleet at Port-Arthur, thus winning the
Russo-Japanese War in what was publicized by
the Japanese and sorely experienced by the West-
erners as the first time Asian military power tri-
umphed over Western power. Consequently Japan
lost its special exemption from immigration restric-
tions into the United States, which had allowed the
first Japanese immigrants to go to Hawaii to work
on sugar plantations, quickly followed by others
who came to mainland cities, especially in the far
West. They had arrived with the hope of making a
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better life for themselves but often faced racial
prejudice.

In 1908, a gentleman’s agreement signed by
Japan and the United States prohibited Japanese
laborers from entering the country. It was followed
in 1913 and 1920 by the California Alien Land
Laws, which prevented Asian immigrants from
purchasing or leasing land. Finally, in 1922, the
Supreme Court of the United States ruled in
Ozawa v. United States that first-generation Japa-
nese immigrants were not eligible for citizenship,
and in 1924 the Exclusion Act halted Japanese
immigration altogether until 1965.

By 1920 there were well over 100,000 Japanese
immigrants on the U.S. mainland, facing anti-
Japanese feeling and discriminatory laws. With
World War II came concentration camps, when
Japanese Americans were interned in prison camps
in California and other states because of fears that
they would commit sabotage.

The news of mounting discrimination against
Japanese immigrants and their descendants was
received with shock in Japan, and perceived as
humiliating, especially since Japan had been striv-
ing to convince the United States that it was a
friendly nation. This definitely contributed to the
degradation of Japanese and American diplomatic
relations. Only in 1988 did the U.S. Congress issue
a formal apology to wartime internees of Japanese
ancestry.

Concerning the fear of interracial marriage, Con-
gress passed the 1922 Cable Act, which revoked the
citizenship of any woman who married a foreign
national. By 1952, twenty-nine of the forty-eight
states had antimiscegenation laws forbidding mar-
riage between “whites” and “nonwhites.”

At the end of World War IT when China fell to
communism, the idea of the “yellow peril” was
superimposed on the threat of the “red menace,”
which symbolically had the effect of locating the
source of the peril no longer at home but abroad.
However, in the 1980s, the notion of a “yellow
peril” was revived as an internal danger through
the fear of Japanese companies seeking to control
the U.S. economy, and Hollywood in particular.

Aissatou Sy-Wonyu

See also: Japanese Americans; Nativism; Red Scare.
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Atomic Secrets
Although there are imagined conspiracies, there
are also real conspiracies, and Soviet atomic spying
belongs to the second category. There was a large-
scale espionage apparatus reaching into at least
three countries—the United States, Great Britain,
and Canada—during the Cold War. Historians of
the 1960s and 1970s tended to dismiss the accusa-
tions of spying as products of popular paranoia dur-
ing the McCarthy witch-hunts of the 1950s. More
recently, however, with the release of formerly
unavailable U.S. intelligence documents and files
from the Soviet Union, some historians and com-
mentators have begun to reassess the accusations
of atomic spying, arguing that the case has finally
been proven; others remain convinced that the
original charges were exaggerated or fabricated.
The beginning of the story dates back to late
1940, when Leonid Kvasnikov of the scientific and
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Soviet spy and physicist Klaus Fuchs. (Hulton-Deutsch
Collection/Corbis)

intelligence section of the NKVD (the Communist
secret police) noted a flurry of publications in
Western scientific journals dealing with atomic
energy following the German chemist Otto Hahn’s
successful splitting of the uranium atom. Kvasnikov
instructed NKVD agents abroad to keep a watch
for developments in that area.

The most important response came in Septem-
ber 1941—most likely from John Cairncross, then
private secretary to the British government’s top
scientific adviser and one of the “Cambridge Five”
recruited as Soviet spies in the 1930s—telling of
British plans to develop an atomic bomb. Further
details about these plans were supplied by a Ger-
man Communist émigré scientist working in
Britain named Klaus Fuchs. The upshot was that

Kvasnikov was sent to New York at the end of 1942
to head up atomic spying in the United States.

Lax (or worse) British security procedures that
failed to follow up reports about Fuchs’s Commu-
nist ties allowed him to be transferred to the Man-
hattan Project’s atom bomb building program at
Los Alamos in New Mexico. Fuchs was probably
the most important source supplying the Soviets
information about how to overcome the technical
problems of producing the plutonium bomb.
Although he provided data about the proposed
hydrogen bomb, his contribution to the Soviets in
that area was not as significant.

Fuchs was not the only Soviet spy at Los Alamos,
but U.S. security officials made the mistake of deal-
ing quietly via dismissal or transfer with those sus-
pected of passing on information. The public at
large remained ignorant of the problem until the
defection in September 1945 of Igor Gouzenko, a
code clerk at the Soviet embassy in Ottawa,
Canada. The data turned over by Gouzenko
revealed a Soviet espionage network headed by the
two top leaders of the Canadian Communist Party
that included Alan Nunn May, a British physicist
working for the Canadian atomic research pro-
gram.

Despite the Gouzenko revelations, the search
for atomic spies did not move into high gear until
after the explosion of the first Soviet atomic bomb
in August 1949. U.S. investigators focused their
attention on Fuchs, who had by this time returned
to Britain. Under questioning, Fuchs confessed in
early 1950 to his own spying—but with one excep-
tion refused to name others involved. And even
regarding that one exception—his contact in the
United States, Harry Gold—Fuchs did not take the
initiative but simply confirmed his identity after
Gold had become suspect from other sources.

The reputation of British counterintelligence
was further tarnished when the Italian-born physi-
cist Bruno Pontecorvo and his wife defected to the
Soviets in August-September 1950. An even more
devastating blow was the flight behind the Iron
Curtain in May 1951 of two of the “Cambridge
Five’—diplomats Donald Maclean and Guy
Burgess. Maclean was the bigger Soviet prize
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because he had been the representative of the
British embassy in Washington, D.C., dealing with
the political aspects of atomic energy.

The Rosenbergs

By this time, the major focus of action had shifted
to the United States, with the arrest on 23 May
1950 of Harry Gold. Gold’s confession implicated
David Greenglass, who had worked as a mechanic
at Los Alamos, and his wife Ruth. They implicated
Davids sister, Ethel Rosenberg, and her husband
Julius. The trial and execution (19 June 1953) of
the Rosenbergs remains controversial because of
complaints about the bias of the presiding judge,
prejudicial actions by the prosecution, and the
excessiveness of the penalty. Many on the Left
have argued (and continue to argue) that the
Rosenbergs were the victims of a deliberate gov-
ernment conspiracy to frame them (or, in a lesser
charge, that the government succumbed to the
public hysteria in pushing for the death penalty),
but in the eyes of most historians there now
remains no question about Julius Rosenberg’s guilt.
More doubtful is how active a role had been played
by his wife. She appears to have been included in
the prosecution as a lever to pressure Rosenberg
into naming others, and the Greenglasses—who
were the government’s major witnesses—changed
their testimony about her involvement only on the
eve of the trial. On the other hand, Julius could
have saved his life and hers by cooperating with the
government had he not put his loyalty to the Stal-
inist regime first.

An even more valuable Soviet informant was
Theodore A. (Ted) Hall, who had come to Los
Alamos in 1944 as a nineteen-year-old scientific
prodigy. At least as Hall would later tell the story,
he had not been recruited, but had approached the
Soviets on his own initiative because he felt that a
United States monopoly of the atomic bomb would
be a threat to the world. Although Hall came under
suspicion, the Federal Bureau of Investigation
lacked sufficient hard evidence for an arrest before
he and his wife left for Britain. There he built a
successful career as a scientist. His definitive expo-
sure would not come until the 1990s.

The one major actor accused of spying whose
guilt remains open to question is J. Robert Oppen-
heimer, who had headed the Los Alamos project.
Oppenheimer’s opposition to building the hydrogen
bomb reinforced suspicions about his loyalty grow-
ing out of his close personal ties with Communists
and fellows travelers. Hearings in 1954 resulted in
the revocation of his security clearance. Although
Oppenheimer’s defenders charge that he was the
victim of a baseless witch-hunt, new evidence
shows that at a minimum, he had been guilty of fail-
ing to inform security officials fully about Soviet
infiltration efforts of which he had knowledge.

One of the difficulties in countering Soviet
atomic espionage was that the culprits were ideo-
logically motivated rather than spies-for-hire. Thus,
few would cooperate even when caught and even
fewer would express any regret. Although Fuchs
pretended to do so, he left for East Germany after
his release, announced that he was still a loyal
Marxist, and went on to become director of the
East German Central Institute for Nuclear Physics.

Estimates of the contribution made by espi-
onage to speeding up the building of the Soviet
atomic bomb range from a minimum of eighteen
months to a maximum of five years. And except for
the Rosenbergs none of the guilty suffered punish-
ment commensurate with the enormity of their
crimes. Even those imprisoned—such as May,
Fuchs, David Greenglass, and Gold—served no
more than part of their sentences before release.
Ruth Greenglass avoided prosecution because of a
deal struck by her husband in return for his testi-
mony. At least two of Julius Rosenberg’s accom-
plices—Joel Barr and Alfred Sarant—fled the
country and successfully disappeared. None of the
“Cambridge Five” spent a day of prison time.
Worst, Anatoly Yatskov, Kvasnikov’s successor as
top Soviet atomic spy master in the United States,
would boast that at most half of his spy network
had been uncovered.

John Braeman

See also: Antiommunism; Hiss, Alger; House
Un-American Activities Committee; Venona
Project.
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Aurora

Following the initial research and development of
a hypersonic “scramjet”-powered aircraft in the
early 1980s, and the funding of the National Aero-
space Plane (NASP) in 1984 (often mischaracter-
ized as the “Orient Express”), rumors began to
swirl that either the Air Force or the National
Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) had
already funded a secret, ultrafast aircraft code
named “Aurora.” Adding to the rumors, the SR-71
Blackbird was retired in the 1980s, leaving the
United States ostensibly with no human-piloted
supersonic spy aircraft.

Popular Science frequently ran artists’ illustra-
tions of a “secret, hypersonic jet” that was suppos-
edly based at Area 51 near Groom Lake, Nevada—
the site of the Defense Departments most
classified projects. The aircraft’s proposed propul-
sion was as shrouded in mystery as its existence.
NASP was to use a supersonic combustion ramjet,
which requires no moving parts to achieve com-
pression of the air as a turbojet does, but instead

relies on the forward speed of air coming through
the intake to a funnel to compress the air, known as
“scramjet.” This itself constituted a major obstacle
in the program, because no wind tunnel even
existed to test any article at a speed beyond Mach
8, while tunnels capable of testing larger articles for
longer times could only generate winds up to Mach
5. (NASP was intended to fly at Mach 25, while
Aurora, according to the magazine accounts, was
supposedly capable of Mach 10.) Thus, the concept
for building the aerospace plane as an entire air-
craft system in the first place rested, in part, on the
premise that to “test it you had to fly it.”

The “Pumpkin Seed,” another propulsion sys-
tem linked to Aurora, involved a shock-wave pulse
engine in which the exploding fuel propelled the
aircraft through the sky at hypersonic speeds by
exerting pressure on the aircraft’s flattened body, as
when one squeezes a pumpkin seed between the
thumb and forefinger. The “Pumpkin Seed” sup-
posedly released a telltale vapor trail of smoke in
puffs, much like a cigarette, rather than a steady
stream. The more widely held view of the propul-
sion system of any secret spy plane involved the
scramjet, which needed another engine to get it up
to supersonic speeds, at which point the scramjet
could take over. A scramjet, in the most simplistic
sense, is a funnel that compresses air going into the
intake. The compression of the air forces it through
the engine at vastly faster speeds, like putting one’s
thumb over the end of a hose to accelerate the
stream of water. Igniting and combusting the fuel
is a monumental task, compared to lighting a
match in a hurricane. To facilitate combustion and
airflow, the entire aircraft must become part of the
engine design, with the forebody an intake and the
aft section an exhaust. Eventually, most experts
agreed a “lifting body” design (wide and flat, with
short, stubby wings) was desirable.

If observers reported seeing a “Pumpkin Seed”
aircraft that supposedly was the Aurora, another
variant of the “secret hypersonic jet” story involved
diverted funding from the NASP program. Accord-
ing to this well-circulated view, NASP was a front
program to channel money to the real hypersonic
program, the Aurora. In this theory, NASP was
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deliberately underfunded so as to keep it barely
operable while the real support went to the black
hypersonic program. Artist conceptions of Auroras
appeared, usually with text claiming they were
already in existence and conducting spy operations.
Most of these reports placed the speeds at between
Mach 6 and Mach 10. And yet another variant of
the story had the Aurora as a stealth aircraft—
something extremely difficult to accomplish at the
speeds credited to it.

Meanwhile, NASP found its funding cut repeat-
edly, until the goal of constructing an actual air-
craft—even a subscale vehicle, which partially used
rocket power—was abandoned. By that time, the
Air Force and NASA still struggled with a scaled-
down project to fly a scramjet atop a Minuteman
missile, and even that was canceled. When NASP
ended in 1995, it had failed to build any full-sized
scramjet engines, let alone an aircraft powered by
a scramjet. The NASP/scramjet technology was
divided into three smaller programs, including the
X-33 and Hyper-X programs.

Rumors, however, continued to circulate about a
new hypersonic spy plane called the Aurora. As early
as 1992, the Wall Street Journal ran the headline
“Evidence Points to Secret U.S. Spy Plane,” and a
year later, Popular Science touted a “Secret Mach 6
Spy Plane.” Starting in 1994, Popular Science fre-
quently ran articles on “the Secrets of Groom Lake.”
That year, the Federation of American Scientists
alleged that NASP money was diverted for Aurora,

claiming that Aurora’s budget was “hidden in plain
sight” with the aerospace plane. In fact, the NASP
budget was minuscule compared to the technologi-
cal challenge. By 1990, according to the original
1986 plans, the program was to have been at $1 bil-
lion per year and was increasing. Instead, it was at
$250 million and falling—an amount that could not
fund any serious technology, let alone a “super
secret spy plane.” A more significant issue for the
proponents of the Aurora to address was the lack of
progress on any kind of scramjet engines. Numerous
tests, at dozens of Air Force and NASA labs associ-
ated with NASP by 1995, had yet to get scramjet
engines to generate thrust over drag. Moreover, the
tests that had been conducted involved running
scramjets at fractions of seconds. Whereas the
Blackbird utilized existing technology, improved by
important innovations, moving an aircraft to the
Mach 6-Mach 10 levels would have required an
order-of-magnitude leap in technology not present
in U.S. aeronautics in the 1990s.

Larry Schweikart

See also: Area 51.
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B-25 Ghost Bomber

On 31 January 1956, a Mitchell B-25 Bomber en
route to Olmstead Air Force Base near Harrisburg,
Pennsylvania, ran out of fuel over the Pittsburgh
area. The pilot was forced to ditch the plane in the
Monongahela River near Homestead, Pennsylva-
nia, after failing to make it to the Greater Pitts-
burgh Airport. The plane disappeared beneath the
water and was never seen again. Eyewitnesses soon
came forward, claiming that the plane had been
secretly removed from the river at night. Rumors
and speculations about the bomber’s secret cargo
spread quickly in the cold-war climate of industrial
western Pennsylvania.

Flight B-25N No. 44-29125 originated at Nellis
Air Force Base, Nevada, on 30 January. After an
overnight stop at Tinker Air Force Base, Okla-
homa, the flight continued to Selfridge Air Force
Base, Michigan. At Selfridge the plane was sup-
posed to refuel, but it was discovered that it would
take three hours. The crew believed that they had
enough fuel to reach Olmstead, so they departed at
2:43 p.M. without refueling. Over western Pennsyl-
vania the fuel ran out and the pilot ditched in the
Monongahela River at approximately 4:10 p.M.
Recovery attempts began soon after, and the police
and people working by the river rescued four crew
members. The other two crew members drowned
and their bodies were recovered later that year.
Reports of a fifth and even a sixth man being pulled
from the water circulated immediately, with news-
paper stories appearing to verify this account.

According to the official record, the fifth man was
a rescuer who went into the river to help, but oth-
ers believed he was a secret passenger. Initially, the
Coast Guard supervised the attempts to retrieve
the aircraft, but on 9 February the operation was
taken over by the Army Corps of Engineers. They
searched for two weeks, but the plane was never
located.

After the crash, many people came forward
claiming to have seen the covert removal of the air-
craft. Most of these accounts describe the removal
of the plane by unidentified government agents in
the middle of the night. These accounts often
describe the plane being cut apart and loaded on a
barge or train to be shipped off to a local military
base. Proponents of the secret removal theory cite a
variety of evidence other than eyewitness reports to
prove their case. It has been pointed out that it is
difficult to lose a plane that is 12 feet tall with a 70-
foot wingspan in a river that has an average depth of
20-25 feet and a width of between 800 and 1,000
feet. In all other aircraft accidents involving the
river, the planes have been recovered quickly. Wit-
nesses to the salvage operation reported seeing a
helicopter fly over the crash site with a Geiger
counter. They also point to problems in the official
Air Force accident report. It contains discrepancies
in the flight manifests and the cause factor analysis,
and vital parts of the account of the crash are
blacked out. Questions have also been raised about
the original weight of the aircraft. This led to spec-
ulation that the weight of the secret cargo caused
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the crew to underestimate the amount of fuel
needed. Several researchers have suggested that
the secret cargo was some type of nerve gas or
chemical weapon, since there were experiments
with chemical weapons conducted in Oklahoma at
the time. Other theories about the makeup of the
cargo include atomic materials, secret or state-of-
the-art communications and radar technology,
Mafia money, a Russian defector, Howard Hughes,
and even Las Vegas showgirls.

In the late 1990s, new scientific searches for the
plane have been conducted with the use of side
scan sonar and divers. The B-25 Recovery Group
and the Historical Society of Western Pennsylvania
have speculated that the plane may rest in a 40-
foot-deep gravel pit on the bottom of the Monon-
gahela River, which has been filled in with silt since
the time of the accident. All of their searches to
date have been unsuccessful, and some view this as
further proof that there was a secret removal of the
aircraft.

Thomas White
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Bacon’s Rebellion

In 1676, Nathaniel Bacon led a group of planters,
small landholders, indentured servants, and slaves
first in defiance of, then in assault on the colonial
government of Virginia. Accusing the royal gover-
nor Sir William Berkeley, his cousin by marriage, of
conspiring with hostile Native Americans to enrich
himself and his cronies, Bacon and his adherents
launched a campaign of genocidal violence along

the frontier, plundered the estates of Berkeley’s
supporters, and burned the colonial capital,
Jamestown, to the ground. Berkeley, who fled the
capital and only returned when British troops
arrived to restore order after the rebellion’s failure,
accused his rebellious relation of a conspiracy to
overthrow the government of Virginia.

As in most agrarian resistance movements in
colonial America, Bacon’s Rebellion found its roots
in a mix of economic, regional, and racial tensions.
In the 1660s and 1670s, the pressure of former
indentured servants migrating west in search of
land and independence escalated social and politi-
cal tensions along the colonys western frontiers.
The context of falling tobacco prices, declining
opportunities for landownership, high taxes, lack of
political representation, and political favoritism in
the Indian trade cemented an unlikely alliance of
small landowners, frontier planters, indentured ser-
vants, and slaves. The depredations of the Anglo-
Dutch wars underscored a climate of violent politi-
cal struggle. The resulting instability threatened
dangerous consequences and opened the way for a
demagogic insurrection.

In 1675, a dispute between indigenous Doegs and
a frontier farmer touched off a series of bloody
attacks, providing a catalyst for the conflicts and
resentments within Virginia’s colonial population.
Bacon forced a commission from Berkeley, raised a
vigilante force, and launched a campaign of indis-
criminate reprisals against indigenous people,
butchering innocent Susquehannocks alongside
enemy Doegs. Threatened by Bacon’s disobedience,
the governor called the colony’s first election in fif-
teen years. Bacon was elected to the House of
Burgesses, but Berkeley had him arrested when he
arrived in Jamestown to take his seat. Berkeley soon
released Bacon, sending him out to recruit an anti-
Indian militia and defend the frontiers. When Bacon
took his commission as a mandate for the large-scale
slaughter of the region’s native peoples, Berkeley
reversed his position and declared Bacon a traitor.

Accusing Berkeley of sacrificing the safety of
European settlers in the interest of kickbacks and
profits from the Indian trade, and fearing that
Berkeley and his followers were conspiring to
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assassinate him, Bacon made true his traitor’s label,
turning his force on the capital. His militias looted
and pillaged the properties of Berkeley supporters,
burning the capital to the ground in the process.
Bacon and his men gained de facto control over the
colony until his untimely death from dysentery in
October 1676.

Bacon’s Rebellion proved the largest and most
successful rebellion in colonial history before the
American Revolution. Whether the act of a power-
hungry political opportunist or a freedom fighter
(albeit of a staunchly undemocratic character),
Nathaniel Bacon’s Rebellion foreshadowed grow-
ing socioeconomic and political tensions in the
developing colonies—an environment ripe for
resistance, revolt, and intrigue.

James Carrott

See also: Native Americans; Slave Revolts.
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Banco Nazionale del Lavoro

An Italian bank with alleged conspiracy connections
to BCCI (Bank of Credit and Commerce Interna-
tional), the Vatican, George H. W. Bush, the Bank
of England, and the Gulf War, Banco Nazionale del
Lavoro (BNL) is viewed as partially responsible for
funding Saddam Hussein’s military buildup. BNL,
according to the theorists, is partially owned by the
Vatican and is also viewed as a source for launder-
ing drug money. In fact, BNL, which is the largest
Italian bank in terms of deposits, is 96 percent gov-
ernment owned. As of 1990, it had more than $100
billion in assets worldwide, and as one of the Italian
banks to open offices in Ethiopia during the era of
Italian occupation, BNL had important connections
in the Arab world. In the United States, BNL had

offices in Atlanta, Chicago, Los Angeles, and
Miami.

Most of the conspiracy criticism stems from lend-
ing made by the Atlanta, Georgia, branch of the
BNL—coincidentally the same city in which BCCI
conducted its operations—between 1983 and 1990.
According to Representative Henry Gonzalez (D-
TX) of the House Banking Committee, BNL made
over $3 billion in unauthorized loans to Saddam
Hussein’s Iraq. In addition, the Reagan—Bush ad-
ministrations authorized more than $5 billion in loan
guarantees to Iraq. Even some of the unauthorized
loans, critics claimed, were indirectly supported by
the Department of Agriculture. At the time the
loans were made, the U.S. government considered
Iraq the “lesser of two evils” compared to its arch-
enemy, Iran, and therefore decided it was desirable
to prop up the Iraqi dictator.

Still, as Gonzalez charged, BNL was not just
another regulatory failure, but was a failure of U.S.
foreign policy in that it linked loans to Iraq’s mili-
tary buildup. (This, of course, was common prac-
tice in virtually all administrations—numerous
Communist and otherwise hostile states received
U.S. aid on a regular basis). However, critics went
further than the standard complaints about giving
away money to “Americas enemies.” In 1991,
Sherman Skolnick and others claimed that BNL
was suppressing bank records of Hussein’s “private
business partner,” President George Bush, through
oil “kickbacks.”

Actually, it was the government that began the
investigation into BNLs illegal activities, starting
with a 1989 “raid” on BNL offices in Atlanta that
revealed an “off books” lending operation to Iraq
that had been occurring since 1987. These transac-
tions were recorded in separate, secret books that
recorded the money laundering as “commodities”
financing. It was through these commodities financ-
ing arrangements that the U.S. Department of Agri-
culture, through the Foreign Agricultural Service,
began to make short-term credit guarantees to eligi-
ble nations. Iraq had begun to acquire U.S. com-
modities under the program in 1983, even before
diplomatic relations were fully restored, mainly in
an effort by the Reagan administration to provide a
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barrier to the threat coming from Iran’s jihad. But as
soon as Hussein invaded Kuwait, all Iraqi agricul-
tural loans were suspended.

Even critics such as Gonzalez admitted that the
fraudulent use of the USDA loan guarantees was not
known until after August 1989, at which time inves-
tigators found that Iraq had falsified the types of
commodities it purchased; overstated the costs (to
funnel money into the military); and shifted financ-
ing costs onto still other lending programs. In addi-
tion, Iraq worked a “scam” on the Import-Export
Bank from 1987 to 1990, skimming off yet another
$300 million. Congress, under Rep. Gonzalez,
launched an investigation of BNL in 1990. Accord-
ing to Attorney General Richard Thornburgh, the
public airing of the details of the cases brought by
the U.S. Attorney’s Office “raises the prospect that
culpable parties will elude prosecution.” Using the
same language later used by Janet Reno in her many
“no-comments” about the campaign finance irregu-
larities of the Clinton—Gore administrations, Thom-
burgh claimed that congressional interference in
“ongoing criminal investigations” would jeopardize
the prosecution of guilty individuals.

BNLs “conspiracy heritage” did not suffer from
its connections to Henry Kissinger, whose legal
firm represented the bank during the 1980s in
international sales and contracts. As an interna-
tional bank, BNL also had contacts to the Bank of
England, the Federal Reserve Board, BCCI, and
the collapse of Banco Ambrosiano in Italy in 1982.
The Ambrosiano failure is viewed by some conspir-
acists as particularly important because it had CIA
connections, as well as links to the Mafia, the
Masons, and the U.S. Savings and Loan scandal.
One website manages to tie together cocaine, the
Masons, the mob, all the banking scandals, Ronald
Reagan, George Bush, Margaret Thatcher, and the
Barings (though, interestingly enough, not the
Rothschilds or the Rockefellers).

Larry Schweikart

See also: Savings and Loan Crisis.
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Bank of Credit and Commerce International
Known as the “Outlaw Bank,” the Bank of Credit
and Commerce International (BCCI) was estab-
lished in the Middle East in 1972 as the Third
World’s first multinational bank after failing to
acquire the Chelsea National Bank in New York.
Some contended that the British were behind the
bank as part of their “long-standing scheme”
(according to conspiracy researcher Sherman Skol-
nick) to overthrow the U.S. government. Others
viewed with suspicion the bank’s Third World con-
nections to Middle Eastern investors—it was
founded by Agha Hasa Abedi, a Pakistani Muslim
Shiite-turned-Sufi financial advisor, and dealt
extensively with renegade Muslim governments.
The bank’s activities were made all the more suspi-
cious by the close connection of BCCI to Washing-
ton insiders such as former Carter administration
official Bert Lance.

BCCI was more than a bank. As the authors of
The Outlaw Bank observed, BCCI “possessed its
very own diplomatic corps, intelligence network,
and private army, its own shipping and commodi-
ties trading companies”™ (Beaty and Gwynne).
BCCI’s size and scope of operations threatened to
make it a heavyweight even among existing multi-
national corporations. Unlike General Motors or
Mitsubishi—both technically multinational corpo-
rations—BCCI had no national allegiance and the
managers operated as though they were free from
any constraints of national sovereignty.
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Abedi, who was trained as a banker, was allied
with Zayed bin Sultan al-Nahayan of the United
Arab Emirates, who funneled money into Abedi’s
Pakistani bank. In the early 1970s, with Zayed’s
support, Abedi met with U.S bankers from the
Bank of America to present his concept for a Third
World bank with offices in the Middle East, Lon-
don, and Luxembourg. Bloated with oil profits,
Middle Eastern governments were looking for
places to deposit their “petrodollars” that would be
safe and generate a return. Forming the Bank of
Credit and Commerce International in 1972,
Abedi used numerous front men to attempt to pur-
chase Chelsea National Bank in New York before
regulators stopped the acquisition. BCCI then
opened a Cayman Islands subsidiary in 1976.

The following year Abedi first met T. Bertram
“Bert” Lance, the budget director in Jimmy
Carter’s administration. Lance had been the chief
executive officer of National Bank of Georgia—the
largest lender to Carter’s Georgia peanut busi-
ness—and Lance had been indicted, then found
innocent, of several financial improprieties while at
National Bank. Abedi and Lance developed a rela-
tionship in which Lance served as an “advisor” to
Abedi, specifically when it came to acquiring
Financial General Bankshares, a Washington bank-
holding company. Lance mentioned that his own
National Bank of Georgia was up for sale, and
Abedi orchestrated a purchase for the bank (and
Lance’s 12 percent interest in it) through a front
man, Ghaith Pharaon, in 1978. The new owners
also acquired Clark Clifford, former secretary of
defense, as BCCI's lawyer. BCCI was already skirt-
ing legality in its surface operations.

Below the surface, the bank was financing arms
trade, drug smuggling, and a host of other illegal
activities, laundering the money through front
operations. BCCI agents were involved in bribery,
fraud, grand larceny, and tax evasion. It illegally
acquired First American Bank of New York
through front agents in 1982, and Independence
Bank of Encino (California) in 1985, concealing
the ownership of the subsidiaries from the govern-
ment. Regulators raised concerns that Abedi or
other unnamed individuals were in fact issuing all

the orders for BCCI'’s U.S. subsidiaries. In 1985 the
CIA issued a report warning that BCCI had
obtained control of First American, a point that
was finally admitted in public in 1988.

The scope of BCCIs illegal activities, and its
apparent flouting of U.S. banking law, should have
provoked a response from either the executive or
legislative branches, but no such response came.
Finally, in 1989, the New York Police Department
launched an investigation of BCCI. Trials and
audits produced evidence that BCCI was involved
in money laundering, was in debt nearly $2 billion,
and that the key stockholders were all Middle East-
ern investors, including Sheikh Zayed. Juries in
several states convicted BCCI officials on a variety
of charges, and Treasury and FBI agents seized
BCCI offices and assets.

The Federal Reserve authorities overlooked or
ignored BCCI activities until other parts of the jus-
tice system had cracked down, leading to further
charges of “insider” favoritism. In 1991, a coordi-
nated offensive by regulators in several countries
shut down BCCI operations and froze more than
$20 billion in BCCI funds, accounting for 75 per-
cent of the total. U.S. regulators from the Federal
Reserve and the Treasury required BCCI to divest
itself of any U.S. banks purchased illegally, and later
that year the Federal Reserve fined BCCI $200
million. BCCI principal officers were arrested and
convicted of money laundering, bribery, larceny,
and other charges.

BCCI had engaged in a wide range of illegal
activities, but it had also provided a financial front
for sensitive financial and weapons transfers that the
government wanted to keep off the record. The
bank assisted Adnan Kashoggi in financing the sale
of arms to Iran as part of the Iran-Contra scandal. It
also became involved in the Banco Nazionale del
Lavaro in Atlanta, which loaned Iraq’s Saddam Hus-
sein some $600 million. Hussein used the money, as
well as funds from agricultural loans, to acquire
weapons. In 1990, Hussein invaded Kuwait and had
to be driven out in the Gulf War. Both the CIA and
the Justice Department accused the other of failing
sufficiently to investigate the bank. In fact, the Jus-
tice Department did not realize the magnitude of
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the criminal activity with which it was dealing, and
the CIA had an interest in keeping some of its oper-
ations quiet.

In 1991, BCCI was effectively bankrupt,
although neither Price Waterhouse, the accounting
firm that audited BCCI, nor the government of
Abu Dhabi, made public the bank’s troubles, cost-
ing depositors millions of dollars. The following
year, Congress completed its investigation of how
BCCI went under, concluding that the failure to
appreciate the bank’s criminal activities was attrib-
uted to “gaps” in the regulations and to an army of
well-financed lawyers. Even though BCCI has
been out of business, conspiracy theorists such as
Sherman Skolnick contend that it continues to
operate through shadow organizations or through
established institutions such as the Bank of
England. BCCT’s extensive clientele, its vast sums
of unregulated money, and its insider U.S. political
partners made it a natural for conspiracy theories
of all types.

Larry Schweikart

See also: Banco Nazionale del Lavoro; Federal

Reserve Bank.
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Bank of England

Like the Bank of the United States and the Federal
Reserve System, the Bank of England was the
focus of numerous conspiracy theories almost from
the time of its founding in 1694 through the Ton-
nage Act. William of Orange, the king of England,
who needed money for a war in France, authorized
the formation of a bank under the act that had the
authority to issue notes, using the loans against the
crown as collateral. The Bank was privately owned,
but, according to conspiracy theorists, the names of

the founders were kept secret, although the names
of all stock subscribers appeared in the subscrip-
tion book.

A myriad of complaints about the Bank’s opera-
tions arose, and to even reference all of them
would border on the impossible. Among the main
criticisms by the conspiracy theorists were the sup-
posed inconvertibility of the notes into gold and sil-
ver (“paper money created out of thin air,” as Pat
Robertson claimed); connections with the Roth-
schild family; a pipeline to stolen gold supplied by
Dutch thieves; and manipulations of the interna-
tional financial system in concert with the Federal
Reserve, Jews, and/or the Vatican. Among the
many attacks on the Bank of England were theories
that the Bank was a pawn in the hands of a Jewish
cabal whose intention was to split Christianity, or
that the monarchy had simply confiscated the gold
of the London goldsmiths. One version included
allegations that the king had obtained the capital
from the Bank through taxation, while another
claimed it was (as with other central banks) con-
trolling the economy through its manipulation of
the money supply, even as early as 1700. Through
the Bank, then, secret groups could control the
monarchy and thus control England.

In more recent years, the Bank of England has
become one of the villains in the New World Order
conspiracy theories, usually aligned with either the
Federal Reserve, the Rockefellers/Rothschilds, or
Jews. In this view, the Bank of England as early as
300 years ago had been used by conspirators to
control international finances outside of parlia-
mentary scrutiny (despite the fact that it was
nationalized by the British government in 1946).
Even the nationalization of the Bank, though, has
been viewed as a continuation of the conspiracy,
with the Bank now powerful enough to demand
that the government incorporate it into the official
levers of power. Eustace Mullins argues that the
Federal Reserve was a puppet of an international
banking elite tied to the Bank of England: “The
most powerful men in the United States were
themselves answerable to another power, a foreign
power, and a power which had been steadfastly
seeking to extend its control over the young repub-
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Bank of England. (Library of Congress)

lic since its very inception. The power was the
financial power of England, centered in the Lon-
don Branch of the House of Rothschild” (Mullins,
47-48).

Related to this view of the Bank of England is
the notion that the Rockefellers, the Trilateral
Commission, the Bilderbergers, and others have
used the Federal Reserve and the Bank of England
to manipulate the money supplies of democratic
nations. According to these theories, which take
several forms, the Rockefellers (and/or Trilateral-
ists) have filled the boards of the Federal Reserve
and the Bank of England with “their people” and
thus control the supply of money, generating infla-
tion to support political candidates or forcing defla-
tion on the economy to benefit rich lenders. These
views, as seen in the web sites of J. Orlin Grabbe
and Sherman Skolnick, often contain contradictory
positions on gold, which has traditionally been seen
by conspiracy theorists as the “firewall” against
inﬂationary government spending. Current con-

spiracy theorists have now sought to include gold
manipulations by the Federal Reserve and/or Bank
of England within the broader allegations about
control of the money supply. In another version,
the British royal family’s intermarriage to Jews gave
the Rothschilds an open door to control the Bank
of England, and hence the world’s financial struc-
ture.

Paranoia about the Bank of England led evan-
gelist Pat Robertson, in his book The New World
Order; to claim that the Bank was originally estab-
lished to issue fiat money without genuine gold
backing—money “created out of thin air,” as he
said. In these charges, Robertson echoed the
Depression-era Catholic radio priest, Father
Charles Coughlin, who likewise distorted the
nature and origins of the Bank of England.

Early Americans also feared that the Bank of
England had secret investors in the First and Sec-
ond Banks of the United States, or that it routinely
caused panics or depressions in North America. In
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fact, the panic of 1837 can indirectly be traced to the
Bank of England, but only insofar as the Bank raised
interest rates after silver shipments from Mexico to
the United States dried up, thus diminishing the
flow of silver from the United States to China, then
on to England where the silver was held as a reserve.
However, at worst the Bank was an unwilling actor
in a drama that began in Mexico. England was the
last Western nation to leave the gold standard dur-
ing the Great Depression, saving the United States,
and by clinging to the gold standard the United
States put its banking system in mortal danger—a
threat that was only alleviated when Franklin Roo-
sevelt took the country off gold in the 1930s.
Although the conspiracy-minded still see the
Bank of England as a threat, the ascension of New
York over London as the world’s money center in
World War I and the creation of the Federal
Reserve System have to a large degree provided a
new source of conspiracy angst, the Federal
Reserve. Modern conspiracy theorists must care-
fully weave the Bank of England’s shadowy power
in with the more obvious role played by the Fed-
eral Reserve.
Larry Schweikart

See also: Bilderbergers; British Royal Family;
Coughlin, Father Charles; Federal Reserve Bank;
Robertson, Pat; Rockefeller Family; Trilateral
Commission.
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Bank of the United States

Seen as an instrument of British interests, the Bank
of the United States (BUS) was the most powerful
single financial institution in the nation, and thus
was the target of those who suspected that foreign-
ers, especially the British, engaged in “shadow con-
trol” of the bank. After the First BUS had its char-
ter expire, and was subsequently replaced by the
Second BUS (1816), the new bank became the ob-
ject of a different conspiracy view in which the
“monied interests” sought control over the “com-
mon man” through the Bank.

As part of his Report on Public Credit, Secretary
of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton recommended
creation of a national bank to hold the nation’s
deposits, make loans to the new government of the
United States, and to provide a source of stability
for the nation’s money supply. Based on the model
of the Bank of North America, the Bank of the
United States was chartered by Congress in Janu-
ary 1791 for twenty years with a capital stock of $10
million, of which $2 million was to be paid in gold.
The government subscribed to one-fifth of the cap-
ital stock, and the remainder of the Bank’s owner-
ship was in private hands. In addition to holding
government deposits, the BUS had another impor-
tant advantage over all future privately owned
banks, in that it was authorized to open branches in
several states. Among the cities to obtain BUS
branches were Norfolk, Virginia, Washington,
D.C., and New Orleans. Operations at the main
branch in Philadelphia commenced in 1792.

It took only a few hours on 4 July 1791, for sub-
scribers to snatch up shares of BUS stock. One-third
were members of Congress, and many more were
public officials. Thomas Willing, Robert Morris’s
partner, was the president. Despite the clear and
obvious representation in ownership by powerful
Americans, the Bank immediately came under sus-
picion of being in the control of “foreign interests.”
These attacks remained particularly acute until
1800, when Thomas Jefferson was elected presi-
dent. Jefferson, an opponent of the Bank, neverthe-
less did not ask for repeal of the Bank charter with
his new Republican Congress, nor did his allies
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introduce such a bill. Rather, he ordered the sale of
all government interest in the bank, while at the
same time he cut the national debt and thus dimin-
ished the Bank’s portfolio of government securities.

For the next several years, the BUS produced
respectable earnings of 8-10 percent for its stock-
holders, kept a large reserve, and was operated
effectively, if secretly. The Treasury had the
authority to require regular reports, but did not,
and none were offered. This secrecy, combined
with growing anti-British feelings and the corollary
suspicion that British investors controlled large
portions of the stock, placed the recharter of the
BUS in peril in 1811.

By that time, the new president of the United
States, James Madison, who was a former Federal-
ist, found himself in conflict with many of the
Republicans in Congress. Tensions with England
had grown so strong that the recharter bill narrowly
failed in both houses despite support from the (by
then many) state-chartered banks. Soon thereafter,
the United States was again at war with Great
Britain.

Following the War of 1812, banknote circulation
rose from $45 million to $68 million, generated by
some 246 state-chartered private banks. Pressures
on reserves (in which banks had to redeem their
paper banknotes in gold or silver “specie”) mounted
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until, in August 1814, the banks had to “suspend”
specie payments—that is, refuse to pay gold and sil-
ver for notes. Secretary of the Treasury Alexander
Dallas, who had supported a new national bank,
used the episode to argue for chartering a Second
Bank of the United States. In January 1815, before
the War of 1812 ended, Congress had passed a new
charter, which Madison vetoed, contending that it
did not meet the government’s needs for loans.

However, Congress redrafted the bill and in
April 1816 submitted a new charter, which was
similar to that of the First BUS. Important differ-
ences included a larger capital stock ($35 million)
and there were new locations for branches, but the
operations resembled the earlier bank’s. Like the
First BUS, the headquarters was in Philadelphia,
and like the previous institution, the Second BUS
was 80 percent privately owned. Stephen Girard of
Philadelphia subscribed to $3 million and William
Jones, a Republican from Pennsylvania, was the
first president.

Jones’s leadership proved less than inspiring, and
after the Bank found its liquid draining away, Con-
gress investigated the operations and accused
Jones of mismanagement. After Jones resigned in
1819, South Carolinian Langdon Cheves took over
and immediately began calling in loans. Although a
recession set in, Cheves managed to right the Bank
and to put it on a firm footing, earning a number of
enemies along the way.

Critics who favored “loose money” began to
attack the bank—most notably Senator Thomas
Hart Benton of Missouri, who called it “the mon-
ster.” When Cheves was replaced by Philadelphian
Nicholas Biddle in 1923, supporters of the Bank
hoped the criticism would end. Biddle managed
the Bank well—perhaps too well, as the BUS
gained influence and political power far beyond
what the First BUS ever held. By 1828, when Ten-
nessean Andrew Jackson was elected president, he
had a history of antipathy toward banks. Neverthe-
less, early indications were that he would not act
unfavorably toward the Bank. Biddle, overestimat-
ing his own political support and underestimating
Jackson’s popularity, dramatically sought to rechar-
ter the BUS in 1832, some four years before its

renewal day. He counted on the fact that Jackson
would not risk the wrath of the public in an elec-
tion year, but badly misjudged Jackson, who saw
the Bank as his main campaign foil. Picking up the
old “monster” tag, and using still other descriptions
such as “the hydra,” Jackson vetoed the recharter
bill and then made the veto stick. Furthermore, the
public supported him.

Central to Jacksons “war” on the BUS was his
political rhetoric—whether he believed it or not
remains a matter of controversy among histori-
ans—that the Bank represented the “elites” and
involved undue foreign control. Jackson’s speeches
touched a long-held U.S. suspicion of speculators
and investors, especially if they were foreigners.
Playing to a British “conspiracy” to control U.S.
financial markets, Jackson succeeded in withdraw-
ing the deposits of the U.S. government from the
BUS in 1833, depriving the Bank of one of its two
primary advantages over other institutions. When
the Bank’s national charter expired, it got a charter
from Pennsylvania, but with none of the power it
once had. By 1840, the former Bank of the United
States was out of business, and subsequent scholars
have failed to identify any substantial foreign con-
trol that was exerted over its operations.

Larry Schweikart

See also: Bank War.
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Bank War

Charges that the Second Bank of the United States
(BUS) had fallen into the hands of “moneyed inter-
ests” (an unusual choice of labels, given that it was
a bank) had led to growing hostility and opposition
to the Bank by some Americans during the Jackson
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era. There were already many who still remem-
bered the panic of 1819 and the severe contraction
initiated by the president of the Second BUS,
Langdon Cheves, in an effort to save the institu-
tion. He succeeded by calling in loans and fore-
closing on property, then selling the land when
prices returned. Cheves’s efforts, though, alienated
many toward banks altogether. One of those who
blamed banks for his own financial misdealings was
Andrew Jackson, elected president in 1828.

Jackson, the “Hero of New Orleans,” had grown
up with a hatred for the British, suffering a wound
as a teenager from an English officer during the
Revolution. Most of Jackson’s career had taken place
in Tennessee courthouses or on campaigns with the
army against American Indians or British troops. He
thus had orchestrated a strong anti-Washington sen-
timent in the nation, which he translated into a sus-
picion of anything big and powerful. In a sense, he
was the first populist president, who saw evil in
moneyed elites, big business, and above all large
financial institutions. Jackson’s understanding of
economics and finances largely came from reading a
book on the South Sea Bubble and from the advice
of William Gouge in his Short History of Paper
Money and Banking in the United States (1833).
Gouge was convinced that paper money was an
intrinsic evil, and that only “hard money,” or a gold
circulating medium, would engender prosperity.

By the time Jackson won the presidency, the
number of banks in the United States had grown
almost geometrically. Under most circumstances, a
bank received its charter (its right to conduct busi-
ness) from the state legislature after submitting a
petition from citizens explaining the “public good”
such a business would bring to local communities.
Charters at the state level no longer automatically
entailed monopoly status for the bearer, but did
carry important advantages, such as limited liability
and, for banks, the authority to issue paper “notes”
or money. Each bank could (in theory) print notes
in proportion to its paid-in capital, which (again, in
theory) consisted of gold and silver coin, called
“specie.” But banks routinely issued far more notes
than they had specie in their vaults. It was, after all,
how they turned a profit, by issuing the notes in the

form of loans whose repayments exceeded the
small interest they paid on deposits.

Few—especially Jackson—understood banking
as it operated at that time. Banks maintained some
specie reserve, because at any time customers
might demand their notes be “redeemed” in
specie. Any bank that could not redeem its notes
was subject to immediate closure by the state leg-
islature, although few banks were ever required to
shut down, mostly because when one bank was in
trouble, all of them were in trouble, and no legisla-
tures (except Arkansas and Wisconsin, in 1837)
banned banks altogether. What kept the system
running was trust in the bank’s notes, not the actual
gold or silver in the safe. Thus, in an ironic twist,
the healthier a bank, the lower its specie reserves,
while banks that were more suspect to runs would
have to maintain more specie in their vaults.

One exception to this state-governed structure
stood out: the Second Bank of the United States,
which, like its predecessor, had numerous important
advantages over its state-level competitors. As the
depository for the funds of the United States gov-
ernment, the BUS had an enormous deposit base,
which meant that it had far more money to lend than
any other bank. It also was empowered to open
branches in states designated by Congress: the Sec-
ond BUS had branches in Chillicothe, Ohio, New
Orleans, Louisiana, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, New
York, and so on. The advantages offered by branches
were twofold. First, branches made the bank truly a
national institution. When it came to currency, this
gave it a significant edge, in that, for example, a local
New Orleans bank’s notes might trade “at par” (face
value) in New Orleans and the surrounding area, but
the further one got from the bank, the more difficult
it became to redeem the notes, making them trade
at a “discount.” This was not the case with BUS
money. Since BUS offices were relatively well dis-
tributed throughout the country, it was not difficult
to redeem BUS notes in any region. Likewise, the
ubiquity of BUS notes gave them more credibility
and popularity than local banknotes, which added a
premium to their value.

One might think that these advantages over state
banks would have made the BUS an enemy of local
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institutions, and thus fair game for Andrew Jack-
son’s campaign to destroy it. In reality, however,
most state banks saw the BUS as a source of stabil-
ity that kept out poorly capitalized or badly run
banks. The BUS could police the system to a
degree, by staging “raids” in which a local BUS
cashier might, in the process of exchange, collect
the notes of a state-chartered bank and then sur-
prise the local bank’s staff by presenting a large
amount of notes for redemption. The local bank
would have to have BUS notes or specie equal to
the amount demanded, or risk charter revocation
by the state legislature. Some have argued that the
discipline brought on by this threat fostered hostil-
ity to the BUS by state-chartered banks, but the
large numbers of petitions that came into Congress
by such local banks during the Bank War testify to
the contrary: by and large, local bankers liked the
presence of the BUS.

Within this context, the actual causes of the Bank
War lay in the personalities of Jackson and the pres-
ident of the Second BUS, Philadelphian Nicholas
Biddle, who had succeeded Cheves. Biddle had
built the BUS into a powerful force, which made it
a prominent target for Jackson. An excellent banker,
Biddle had the support of the most powerful men in
the Senate—Henry Clay, Daniel Webster, and John
Calhoun—but misjudged the popular appeal that
Jackson could muster against an “elite” institution.
Thinking Jackson, in an election year, would not
dare oppose a solid institution that had meant much
to U.S. business, Biddle’s supporters submitted a
recharter bill for the Bank four years before the
charter expired. Where Biddle saw economic rea-
son and common sense, the emotion-driven Jackson
saw an election issue. He vetoed the recharter bill,
calling the Bank a “monster.” Claiming that “The
bank, Mr. Van Buren, is trying to kill me, but I will
kill it,” he railed against “monopolies and exclusive
privileges” (Remini, 16). Playing on popular senti-
ment against “moneyed men,” Jackson claimed that
Clay, among others, had received BUS loans, while
other Jackson supporters raised the canard used
against the First Bank of the United States that con-
trol of the Bank was in the hands of “foreign”
(largely British) investors. Cartoons portrayed Jack-

son as the champion of the common man battling a
many-headed hydra of wealthy-looking men in top
hats.

The stunned Bank forces found that they did not
have the votes to override Jackson’s veto, and while
they were still reeling from that setback, Jackson
delivered another. He withdrew all government
deposits from the Bank, stripping it of its most
important competitive advantage. Jackson stuffed
those funds in state banks whose management was
loyal to him, known as “Pet Banks.” Now a shell,
the BUS could do little, and in 1836, when its
national charter expired, Biddle obtained a charter
from the State of Pennsylvania, only to have the
bank hammered in the panic of 1837, and eventu-
ally close.

For more than a century, pundits and historians
accepted that what happened next was the result of
Jackson’s “war.” Land prices shot up, which scholars
attributed to the inflationary issues by the local
banks now unrestrained by the threat of BUS
“raids.” Jackson responded to this inflation by pass-
ing the Specie Circular (1836), which required that
all federal land be paid for in specie. This, in turn
(according to the long-held view) caused a crash in
land values and brought on the panic of 1837. The
story was internally consistent, and was generally
accepted by virtually all U.S. historians well into the
1960s. Indeed, Robert Remini’s classic on the affair,
Andrew Jackson and the Bank War; still accepted
this view as late as 1967, even when other evidence
had become available. In the early 1960s, new eco-
nomics approaches, called econometrics, that used
large data samples manipulated by computers, made
it possible to examine the claims about the BUS and
Jackson’s role with statistical evidence. Richard Tim-
berlake, Jr., and then Peter Temin discovered inde-
pendently that the inflation had occurred com-
pletely apart from the activities of the Bank
War—that Mexican silver imports that formed the
specie reserve in banks had soared in the early
1830s. Likewise, they showed, those silver inflows
dried up quickly by 1836, instigating the panic.

The Bank War made good theater, and enabled
pro-Jackson historians such as Arthur Schlesinger,
Jr., and Robert Remini to create a myth about Jack-
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son fighting for the common man, but it was only
that, a myth. Jackson favored a large central gov-
ernment as much as his predecessor, John Quincy
Adams, but wanted the levers of government in the
hands of the Democrats, not the Whigs or Feder-
alists. He greatly expanded executive power at the
federal level, and his forces in Congress sought to
enact sweeping new laws against currency issue by
any bank. In the end, Jackson did not hate banks,
but only banks that were not under the control of
his party. Nevertheless, the image of a sword-
wielding Jackson, slashing away at an octopus rep-
resenting “big business” and “big money,” remains
a popular one to this day.

Larry Schweikart

See also: Bank of the United States.
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Barruel, Abbé

French ex-Jesuit Abbé Augustin de Barruel (1741-
1820) has the dubious honor of being the father of
modern conspiracy theory. His four-volume Mem-
oirs Illustrating the History of Jacobinism contains
all the elements that continue to characterize con-
spiracy narratives today including “evidence” of a
shadowy cabal orchestrating world events behind
the scenes and “proof” of a direct lineage of malfea-
sance stretching from antiquity to the present.
According to David Brion Davis, Barruel's Memoirs
represent the first “rigorous” application of conspir-

acy theories, and as such were highly influential on
his and subsequent generations.

Barruel became a Jesuit in 1756, but by 1762
anti-Jesuit feeling in France had become so strong
he was to leave his homeland to travel for several
years, returning only in 1773 when he left the
church at the time the order was suppressed. The
events of the French Revolution caused him to
take refuge in England in 1792, during which time
he met John Robison, the Scottish scientist whose
Proofs of a Conspiracy would be published the
same year as the first volume of Barruel’s Memoirs
in 1798.

In the Memoirs, Barruel claimed the French
Revolution was brought about intentionally by
secret societies, which included the Jacobins, the
Freemasons, and the Illuminati and Enlighten-
ment thinkers, including Voltaire, Diderot, and the
philosophes. In Barruel’s mind, the antimonarchy,
anticlergy philosophes were the direct descendents
of the secret medieval guilds who made up the
order of the Freemasons. Presenting an accessible
explanation for the causes of the French Revolu-
tion, the Memoirs were extremely influential and
were translated into nine languages by 1812; the
French edition remained continuously in print
until 1837.

The first two volumes of the Memoirs lay the
blame for the French Revolution specifically at the
feet of the French Enlightenment thinkers, whose
alarming philosophy espoused, among other things,
a breaking down of national boundaries, overthrow-
ing the monarchy, and establishing a democracy
based on merit. Volumes three and four trace the
historical antecedents for these schools of thought,
finding that the Illuminati ultimately pull the
strings:

The secrets of the Lodges constitute the basis of the
Revolution under the title of the Rights of Man. The
first article declares man to be equal and free; that
the principle of all sovereignty essentially resides in
the people; and that law is nothing more than the
expression of the general will. Such had been for
nearly half a century the doctrines of Argenson,
Montesquieu, Rousseau, and Voltaire. These
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principles of pride and revolt had long since been
the ground-work of the mysteries of every class of
Sophister, Occult Mason, or Illuminee; and now
they decorate the title page of the revolutionary
code. (Barruel 1799b, vol. 4: 397)

This fear of Enlightenment thinking struck a partic-
ular chord in the nascent United States, where Bar-
ruel's and Robison’s texts were cited as proof,
indeed, of the dangers threatening the new republic.
New England clergyman Rev. Jedidiah Morse was
instrumental in bringing anti-Illuminati feeling into
the political sphere with his series of sermons in
1797-1799, which cited the French Revolution as
proof of the dangers of radical thought, and neatly
aligned Jeffersonian politics with the Illuminati.

Although later Barruel’s position would change,
the first edition of the Memoirs is not antisemitic,
nor does it contain any reference to Judaism; at the
time the Jewish community in France was margin-
alized, with no political influence, and therefore
was not perceived as a threat. Events after the rev-
olution would change that: the French National
Assembly in 1791 ended legal restrictions on Jews,
which was seen by many as incontestable proof
that, as the revolution directly benefited the Jewish
community, it must have been caused by Jewish
plotting. At this time Barruel’s antisemitic views
had not been published, but such was his profile
and influence that his verbal endorsement of them
was enough to guarantee their acceptance as truth.
Jews began to be seen as the ultimate power
behind all secret societies, leading to the confused
notion that the Freemasons were Jewish (see
Pipes), and, ultimately, to the creation in the early
twentieth century of The Protocols of the Elders of
Zion, the forged document purporting to outline
secret Jewish rituals.

Barruel was not without his detractors, but
responded to his critics using many of the tactics of
later conspiracist thinking. The preface to volume
four defends his position at length, using the very
fact of his critics” existence as further proof of the
Jacobin/Illumanti plot (an argument along the lines
of “you think that because that’s what the Jacobins
want you to think”); if all else failed, Barruel simply

accused his critics of being members of the Illumi-
nati themselves. In a series of letters defending his
position against the philosopher Montesquieu,
Barruel concludes the philosopher is clearly an
Hluminee for disagreeing with him (Barruel
1798-1799a, vol. 4: 409).

Barruel’s text was vastly influential and impossi-
ble for his contemporaries to ignore; even his
detractors were forced to take him seriously enough
to refute his arguments at length, and the Memoirs
were written about and discussed by leading literary
and philosophical figures of the day, including
Shelly, Thomas de Quincey and Edmund Burke in
England, and George Sand and Gerard de Nerval
in France. As Pipes states, the book’s combination
of secret societies and antisemitism set the “tem-
plate” for conspiracy fears that exists to this day.
The book has rarely been out of print, and contin-
ues to have its supporters among right—wing con-
spiracist groups such as the John Birch Society. Its
most recent publishers market the book as an accu-
rate historical document, and describe Barruel as
“one of the few authors on the French Revolution
to be specific in the people he names, the intrigues
he recounts, and the supporting documentation he
provides” (www.amazon.com). However, the last
word should be given to Thomas Jefferson, who, on
reading the book when it was first published, dis-
missed it as “the ravings of a Bedlamite.”

Lindsay Porter

See also: Freemasonry; Illuminati; Morse, Jedidiah;
Protocols of the Elders of Zion; Robison, John.
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Bay of Pigs Invasion

Situated on the southern coast of Cuba, the Bahia
de Cochinos (Bay of Pigs) was the location on 17
April 1961 of a failed invasion of the island by
Cuban exiles hostile to the “Marxist” government
of Fidel Castro, which had taken power in January
1959. The invasion, which was orchestrated by the
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and approved
by President John F. Kennedy, was just one
episode in the broader “conspiracy” to provoke
confrontation with Cuba that had been initiated
under Kennedy’s predecessor, President Dwight
D. Eisenhower, and that continued to operate,
after the Bay of Pigs, through and beyond the
Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962. Intending to raise
support among the islanders and lead a coup
against Castro, the invasion force instead encoun-
tered heavy resistance from the Cuban army, and
was defeated within two days. Commentators dis-
agree on the number of casualties involved, but
most accounts agree that around 100 of the Cuban
exiles were killed, and that around 1,200 were
taken prisoner. “Bay of Pigs” quickly became a
byword for the most embarrassing incident in the
history of the U.S. intelligence organizations.
Indeed, in a secret memorandum by Kennedy aide
Richard Goodwin that was made public in 2001,
Goodwin noted a conversation with the Cuban rev-
olutionary Che Guevara, who had thanked him for
the “great political victory” the CIA had handed
the Castro regime.

CIA plans for an invasion of Cuba by anti-Castro
exiles had been under way for some time before
Eisenhower suspended diplomatic relations with
Castro in January 1961. By March 1960 Eisen-
hower had resolved to overthrow the Cuban gov-

ernment, and had formally endorsed a CIA plan
(“A Program of Covert Action against the Castro
Regime”) whose aim was to oust Castro in such a
manner as to avoid the appearance of U.S. inter-
vention. In keeping with the objectives of the “Pro-
gram of Covert Action,” the Bay of Pigs invasion
was modeled on a previous coup staged by the CIA
in Guatemala in 1954, where U.S.-led aggression
against the left-wing President Jacobo Arbenz was
presented as the work of disgruntled exiles, and
where U.S. forces made extensive use of radio
propaganda to mobilize local support for the coup.

Despite the acute embarrassment caused by the
Bay of Pigs, the U.S. military and intelligence ser-
vices followed the failed invasion with an astonishing
set of covert initiatives designed to discredit Castro
and provoke military confrontation with Cuba.
These initiatives, code-named Operation North-
woods, included plans to assassinate Cuban exiles,
attack the U.S. Navy, and commit acts of terrorism
in major U.S. cities, in order to blame the aggression
on Cuba and generate support for military action
against the Castro regime. Operation Northwoods
was formally endorsed by the U.S. Joint Chiefs of
Staff, but was rejected by the Kennedy administra-
tion in 1962. Determined to reverse their humilia-
tion at the Bay of Pigs, however, the Joint Chiefs of
Staff continued to plot scenarios (or “pretexts”) that
would justify U.S. action against Cuba. These
included plans to provoke the shooting down of U.S.
spy planes over Cuban air space, the possibility of
stimulating a Cuban attack on U.S. forces stationed
on the island at the Guantanamo Bay naval base, and
forcing other Latin American countries into armed
confrontation with Castro.

The Bay of Pigs and the

Assassination of JFK

The Bay of Pigs has been linked with two of the
most momentous U.S. conspiracy theories of the
twentieth century: the conspiracy (or multiple con-
spiracies) to assassinate President John F. Kennedy,
and the Watergate conspiracy, which would lead to
the resignation of President Richard Nixon in 1974.
Among the CIA operatives who helped plan the Bay
of Pigs was E. Howard Hunt, who would later be
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Watched by armed guards, grim-faced invaders are marched off to prison from temporary quarters at Giron Beach, Las

Villas province, after their capture by Castro forces. (Bettmann/Corbis)

sentenced to thirty-five years in prison for his part in
the break-in at the offices of the Democratic
National Committee in the Watergate building. In
the early days of the Watergate investigation, Hunt’s
involvement, and rumors that the break-in was
staged by anti-Castro Cubans monitoring the “pro-
Castro” stance of candidates for the Democratic
presidential nomination, led to links being estab-
lished in some conspiracy theories between the Bay
of Pigs and Watergate.

More enduring links have been explored
between the Bay of Pigs and the Kennedy assassi-
nation. Although Kennedy followed Eisenhower in
approving plans for the invasion of Cuba, his reluc-
tance to deploy U.S. air-power in support of the
operation made him enemies in the military and

the CIA, where his caution, and his desire to avoid
implicating the United States in the attack, were
seen as the principal factors behind the dismal fail-
ure of the mission. One conspiracy theory about
the Kennedy assassination, a version famously
played out in Don DeLillo’s novel Libra and Oliver
Stone’s movie JFK, suggests that Kennedy was
killed by the CIA and/or by anti-Castro exiles, who
were resentful of the manner in which the presi-
dent had dealt with the Cuban issue during and
after the Bay of Pigs invasion. Another version
views Kennedy’s assassination as a revenge-killing
carried out by agents of the Castro regime in
response to the attempted invasion of their island
and the numerous U.S. plots to kill Castro.

David Holloway
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See also: Castro, Fidel; Central Intelligence
Agency; Cold War; Cuban Missile Crisis; Kennedy,
John F., Assassination of; Liddy, G. Gordon; Nixon,
Richard; Pentagon Papers; Red Scare; Stone, Oliver;
Warren Commission.
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Beam, Louis
Louis Beam first came to public attention in 1981
during a conflict between white and Vietnamese
fishermen in Galveston Bay, Texas. The Texas
Knights of the Ku Klux Klan, led by Beam, became
involved in the conflict and, following a court case
in which the Klan was instructed to cease harassing
the Vietnamese, Beam became increasingly active
nationally as an advocate of what he described as
the “Fifth Era Klan.” The most recent period of
Klan activity, which Beam defined as the fourth
era, had failed, he argued, because its leaders did
not understand that the only hope of bringing
about racial victory was to abandon the idea of a
mass movement and return to its roots as an armed
underground organization. Beam’s writings on the
subject, which included the outline of a points sys-
tem to be awarded depending on the importance
of the individual assassinated, raised his profile
within the extreme Right and in the late 1980s he
was among those tried unsuccessfully for seditious
conspiracy in Fort Smith, Arkansas. He continued,
however, to espouse the need for political violence
and in 1992, in the final issue of his magazine, The
Seditionist, published what would prove to be his
most important article, “Leaderless Resistance.”
The article argued that the only way to defeat the
federal government was to avoid centralized organi-
zations as these were easily infiltrated. Instead mili-

tants should return to the approach pioneered in the
original American Revolution, in which the commit-
tees of correspondence that had organized resistance
to the British had functioned as independent cells. A
second American Revolution would once again need
to take up leaderless resistance. Coming as it did
immediately before the killing of Christian Identity
believer Vicki Weaver by an FBI sniper, the article
was the subject of discussion at a gathering of “Chris-
tian men” organized by Identity leader Pete Peters
later in the year. In 1993, Beam, himself an Identity
adherent, was at Waco, Texas, during the FBI siege
of the Branch Davidian religious community that
culminated in the burning to death of over seventy
adults and children. Two subsequent events were to
raise Beam’s profile still further. First, following the
emergence of the citizen militias in 1994, his article
on leaderless resistance began to enjoy an increased
circulation. More importantly, the bombing of a fed-
eral building in Oklahoma the following year led to
the claim that it had been the result of a conspiracy
involving a group following Beam’s strategy. This
claim was not only made by critics of the militias but
also circulated among sections of the Patriot move-
ment. Beam himself, however, saw the most likely
explanation of the Oklahoma bombing in the same
light as did many Patriots, as a federal government
conspiracy intended to crush opposition and bring
about a police state.

An early exponent of the notion of a Zionist
Occupation Government, Beam told the court dur-
ing the Fort Smith trial that his writings had been
intended to expose the conspiracy that controlled
the United States. Writing in the 1990s, he claimed
that multiculturalism was being used by the same
bankers who had sponsored the Bolshevik Revolu-
tion in order to destroy national identity and create
a New World Order. Despite ill-health and sugges-
tions that he has become less committed to anti-
semitism, he has continued to be active, and in
1999 declared his support for antiglobalization pro-
testers at Seattle. New alliances, he predicted,
would form between those who had described
themselves as conservatives and those who had seen
themselves as progressives. “The New American
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Patriot will be neither left nor right, just a freeman
fighting for liberty.”
Martin Durham

See also: Antisemitism; Christian Identity; Ku Klux

Klan; Militias; New World Order; Oklahoma City
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Bell, Art

Art Bell’s late-night radio talk-show Coast to Coast
AM is the most popular of the late night shows on
the radio and has been ranked the fourth most
popular of all radio shows in the United States. Its
recurring themes are the paranormal, weather and
earth changes, UFOs and alien abductions, and
governmental attempts to hide the truth about
extraterrestrial visits and NASA explorations from
the public. Bell, whose politics are Libertarian
rather than right-wing Republican, rarely engages
in political discussions that are not associated with
the show’s main focus.

Bell, who was born 17 June 1945, in Jacksonville,
North Carolina, has spent almost his entire career
in radio. In his early years he was a rock music disk
jockey who in 1978 became the host of a late-night
talk-show called West Coast AM on KDWN in Las
Vegas, Nevada. In 1988 Bell, with the help of Alan
Corbeth, renamed the show Coast to Coast AM
and syndicated it through the Chancellor Broad-
casting Company, moving its broadcast from the
Plaza Hotel in Las Vegas to his home in Pahrump,
Nevada. Coast to Coast AM, which began with a
total of 17 radio stations located in the western
United States, now has over 500 affiliates in the

United States and Canada and an estimated audi-
ence of 10 million listeners.

Bell’s most well-known conspiracy theorist guest
is Richard C. Hoagland, who claims that NASA has
an entirely secret alternative research agenda kept
hidden from the citizens of the United States, and
that NASA has fought to prevent the world know-
ing about an earlier presence of life on Mars. Other
frequent guests include Kathleen Keating, who
claims to know the identity of the Antichrist and
predicts that a coup in the Vatican will unseat Pope
John Paul IT, and Major Ed Dames, a proponent of
remote viewing who has proposed a myriad of
secret schemes and cover-ups. Writer Whitley
Strieber, the author of the alien abduction narra-
tive Communion, who believes that UFO witnesses
are being silenced by various means, was also a fre-
quent guest before taking over Bell’s other radio
show, Dreamland. Area 51, the government base
that remains cloaked in secrecy, is located very
close to Bell's home and is also a favorite topic for
the show. Bell’s show airs from 1 A.M. to 6 A.M.,
Eastern Standard Time, and he typically allows his
guests a great deal of freedom to propound their
ideas before soliciting callers to question them.

Coast to Coast AM was implicated in the suicide
of the thirty-nine members of the Heaven’s Gate
cult in 1997 when an amateur astronomer in-
formed Bell’s audience that a vehicle was flying
behind the Hale-Bopp comet; this claim was vali-
dated on the air by Dr. Courtney Brown, a propo-
nent of the reputed psychic phenomenon of
“remote viewing.” Although the Heaven’s Gate cult
denied this connection to their actions and Bell re-
vealed that Brown had used incorrect evidence for
his statement, the media continued to link Bell’s
show with the tragedy.

Art Bell’s personal and professional life has also
been the source of speculation and conspiracy the-
ory. In October 1998 he announced he was leaving
Coast to Coast AM permanently but returned
weeks later, refusing to reveal the reason for his
absence. The media subsequently reported his
son’s molestation by an HIV-positive teacher in
Nye County, Nevada, an event that led to Bell’s
retirement in April 2000 when he sued a Nashville,

120



Berg, Alan

Tennessee, short-wave radio station for broadcast-
ing slanderous information that he was a child
molester. After this suit was settled he returned to
Coast to Coast AM in February 2001.

Bell is the author of four books, The Art of Talk
(1995), The Quickening (1997), The Source (with
Brad Steiger) (1999), and The Coming Global
Superstorm (with Whitley Strieber) (1999), and
publishes a monthly magazine called After Dark
that presents issues discussed on his program. He
has been interviewed on a number of television
programs, including The Today Show and Larry
King Live, and has been featured on an episode of
Dark Skies, a show about the governmental cover-
up of extraterrestrial life on earth, and on Millen-
nium, when he played himself.

Angela Hague

See also: Area 51; Moon Landings; UFOs.

Berg, Alan

On 18 June 1984, controversial Jewish radio talk-
show host Alan Berg was assassinated in the drive-
way of his Denver home. Berg’s belligerent, con-
frontational style was carried by Denver's KOA
radio and reached thirty-eight states during the
evening hours. The eclectic range of topics
included subjects such as gun control, homosexual-
ity, race relations, and Christianity. Always willing
to enrage the caller as well as his listeners, Berg
became one of the most popular radio personalities
in the country. He also became one of the most
hated men in the country by the conspiratorial
white supremacist movement.

In the spring of 1984, a militant subgroup of the
Aryan Nation led by Robert Mathews, known as
the Order or the Silent Brotherhood, began what it
referred to as “Step 5,” a code name for its assassi-
nation hit list. The list began with Morris Dees of
the Southern Poverty Law Center, followed by
Norman Lear, the liberal television producer, and
then Alan Berg. Bergs radio show gave him a
nightly platform to belittle Aryan Nation and its
cause, and thus made him a prime target.

On 18 June Berg recorded a radio show question-
ing the pope’s comment that sex for pleasure is sin-
ful. Berg argued that nothing in the Bible supported
this claim, and although he purposely misinterpreted
the pope’s statement, he used it as the basis for an
hour-long attack on Catholics and the pope in his
usual controversial style. During the show, Mathews
and his men arrived in Denver.

Weeks earlier, Mathews had sent one of the few
women he trusted to KOA radio station under the
pretext of writing a college paper. While there, she
acquired information on Berg’s appearance, his
schedule, what type of car he drove, where he
parked, and where he lived. The plan was simple:
ambush Berg at his home.

Mathews and two of his followers, David Lane
and Bruce Pierce, parked across the street from
Berg’s home and waited for him to return. At
approximately 9:20 p.M., Berg pulled his VW Bee-
tle into his driveway. As he was getting out of the
car, Lane pulled in behind Berg’s car, blocking him
in. Mathews opened the rear door for Pierce, who
opened fire with a .45-caliber MAC 10, killing
Berg. Mathews and Pierce jumped back into their
car and Lane sped down the street.

In December 1984, after a massive manhunt,
the FBI cornered Mathews in a house on Whidbey
Island, off the coast of Washington. After a two-day
standoff the FBI fired an M-79 Starburst in the
house, causing a fire. Defiantly, Mathews remained
in the burning house firing his gun until he suc-
cumbed to the flames. The other members of the
Order were eventually captured and in November
1987 David Lane and Bruce Pierce were found
guilty of the murder of Alan Berg and sentenced to
150 years in prison.

Kenneth L. Mullen

See also: Aryan Nations.
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Biddle, Nicholas

As director of the Second Bank of the United States,
and proponent of a centralized financial system for
the United States, Nicholas Biddle (1786-1844) was
the target of accusations that he led a conspiracy of
wealthy aristocrats to control the national economy.
Biddle, born in Philadelphia in 1786, was everything
that President Andrew Jackson considered danger-
ous—a graduate of Princeton, editor of a literary
journal and of several volumes of the journals of the
Lewis and Clark expedition, and, as a young man, a
secretary to the U.S diplomatic mission to czarist
Russia. All of Biddle’s experiences, especially expo-
sure to the economic chaos of early-nineteenth-cen-
tury Russia, and the vast infrastructure demanded
by the opening of the American West, led him to
believe that the United States needed the strength
of a central bank.

Biddle, who had been on the board of directors
since 1819, took control of the bank in 1823. From
its chartering in 1816, the Second Bank was mired
in controversy, sparking the Supreme Court case
McCulloch vs. Maryland, in which Congress was
shown to have the legal power to charter the insti-
tution. The economic panic of 1819, while not
caused by the establishment of the bank, was
largely blamed on the bank by unhappy small farm-
ers, westerners, and supporters of state banks. Bid-
dle believed that the bank’s director should be apo-
litical, but when opposition to his institution surged
he sought allies in Congress, including Daniel
Webster and Henry Clay. Biddle and his support-
ers agreed that the nation needed ready access to
funds capable of supporting large-scale military
actions, like that waged in the War of 1812, and
favored strict regulation of state banks.

Knowing that 1832 was a critical election year,
Biddle asked Andrew Jackson to renew the bank’s
charter, although it would not expire until 1836.

Portrait of Nicholas Biddle, president of the Bank of the
United States from 1822 to 1839. (Corbis)

Bank supporters counted on election campaigning
to force Jackson into signing, so that he would not
lose support in states that benefited from the bank,
such as Pennsylvania, where the bank had its head-
quarters. Instead of seeing this as an economic
opportunity for the nation, Jackson interpreted the
request as a threat from the bank against presiden-
tial power. As a champion of the “people,” Jackson
leapt at the chance to attack an unpopular institu-
tion that many small farmers and frontier people
thought limited their economic opportunities and
was thought to be dominated by eastern, elitist con-
spirators who sought to profit for themselves. After
Congress passed a bill that would recharter the Sec-
ond Bank of the United States, Jackson vetoed it,
citing a vast conspiracy of old-money interests act-
ing against the common voters of the nation.

When Jackson won reelection, Biddle and his fol-
lowers were unable to summon enough votes to
override the veto, and launched into a plan to force
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the government to recognize the value of the bank.
Biddle instructed the bank’s branches not to curtail
making loans, an action that caused an economic
slump in 1834. Jackson hit back by ordering his act-
ing secretary of the treasury, Roger Taney, to with-
draw federal deposits from the bank and place them
in state “pet” banks. Two previous secretaries had
refused this order, and Jackson dismissed and
replaced them, finally finding an obedient servant in
Taney. Biddle mustered congressional support for a
censure of the president on the ground that he was
obliged by the banks charter to deposit federal
funds, and the Senate refused to confirm Taney as
the official secretary of the treasury. The charter ran
out in 1836, shutting down national bank operation
(it continued its existence as the State Bank of Penn-
sylvania), and Biddle retired in defeat to his estate,
Andalusia, where he channeled his interests into
breeding race horses, Guernsey cattle, and grapes.
Biddle lost the “Bank War” to Andrew Jackson,
and his own network of support could not match
the power of the executive branch of the govern-
ment, especially when Jackson campaigned by
accusing the wealthy and educated Biddle of sub-
verting the financial infrastructure of the govern-
ment against the common man. However, Biddle
took no pleasure in the subsequent economic cri-
sis, the panic of 1837, created by uncontrolled
paper money issued by the state banks, and he died
in 1844, still championing the cause of a central-
ized monetary system.
Margaret Sankey

See also: Bank of the United States; Bank War;
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Bilderbergers

Named after the Bilderberg Hotel in Oosterbeek,
Holland, where the first meeting took place in May
1954, the Bilderbergers form an unofficial, secre-
tive group set up in the first years of the cold war
to foster communication and cooperation between
Europe and the United States. Leading business-
men and political figures hoped to further the aims
of liberal democratic capitalism, protecting it from
what they saw as communism’s imperialist aspira-
tions. Critics who accuse the Bilderbergers of con-
spiracy claim the group constitutes an invisible,
shadow government, and that this secret govern-
ment’s goals involve the destruction of the nation-
state, the creation of a single currency, and the
foundation of a New World Order led by a single
world-government.

Reference to “the Bilderbergers” generally means
those who have attended at least one of the meet-
ings, but there is no set list of members as such.
Rather, the group’s steering committee (including
figures such as the former U.S. secretary of state
Henry Kissinger and Canadian media-mogul Con-
rad Black) is in charge of deciding who will attend
the meeting in any given year. The list of those who
have attended Bilderberger meetings is impressive,
including leading politicians and military figures,
businessmen and bankers, and lawyers and academ-
ics (see www.bilderberg.org for complete lists). The
first meeting was not only attended by high-ranking
CIA officials, but was financed in part by the CIA as
well. Also, which is important for a certain strain of
anti—old world conspiracy theory, the group allowed
members of Western European royal families to
reclaim the political power they had abdicated
through constitutional reform.

The Bilderbergers claim that their limitation of
press coverage and overall secrecy is necessary in
order to ensure an environment of openness and
freedom of speech during the meetings. In this age
of media proliferation, it is truly stunning that they
manage to retain such a low profile, with nearly
none of the members ever agreeing to be inter-
viewed on the subject of the meetings. Many anti-
Bilderbergers see this high level of secrecy as sure
evidence of a conspiracy.
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In the minds of some, further evidence of con-
spiracy can be found in the Bilderbergers’ ties to the
Council on Foreign Relations (CFR)—an extremely
high percentage of U.S. Bilderbergers are also
members of the CFR—and to the Trilateral Com-
mission, which was founded from within the Bilder-
berg meetings by David Rockefeller (Gill, 137).
Even mainstream writers often suggest that U.S.
Bilderbergers may well be contravening the Logan
Act, which makes it illegal for U.S. citizens to nego-
tiate with foreign powers without being granted the
authority to do so by the U.S. government.

Many argue that future heads of state are hand-
picked by the Bilderbergers. It is no coincidence,
they charge, that Bill Clinton attended the 1991
meeting and went on to become president the fol-
lowing year, or that Tony Blair attended in1993 and
became the Labour Party’s leader a year later, ulti-
mately becoming Britain’s prime minister in the
1997 election. Furthermore, the policies made by
the parties of the left in both Britain and the United
States during the 1990s—policies that proved highly
successful in capturing “moderate” voters—seem to
be in line with the policies of the Bilderberger
group, particularly those that favor the promotion of
economic globalization (i.e., the New World Order).

When faced with the impressive list of atten-
dees, no one would dispute the fact that the Bilder-
bergers wield immense political and economic
power; the question is, rather, whether or not this
obvious power is best described as a conspiracy or
secret world government. The forces of interna-
tional capitalism are indeed powerful, and, as even
mainstream theorists have argued, the forces of
globalization create interconnected networks of
power that operate just the way a conspiracy to cre-
ate a New World Order would (see, for example,
Michael Hardt and Antonia Negri’s book, Empire).
Furthermore, by their own admission, the Bilder-
bergers are out to promote the advance of global
capitalism. So it is fair to ask exactly what makes
anti-Bilderbergers “merely” conspiracy theorists.

For many, anti-Bilderbergers are designated con-
spiracy theorists because of their reliance on an array
of concepts, rhetorical figures, and, perhaps most
importantly, targets that are often to be found in

other “extremist” theories. As with other conspiracy
theories, anti-Bilderberger rhetoric focuses on an
international cabal run by the Rockefellers and the
Rothschilds, and many would argue that the choice
of these two families as targets is no accident. Critics
of these “international bankers™ and “secret govern-
ments” tend to draw their metaphors, figures, and
arguments from a vast conceptual reservoir that
includes, among other things, attacks on the so-called
Jewish-Masonic world conspiracy. Whether or not
anti-Bilderberger writings are manifestly antisemitic
groups highly attuned to the language of antsemitism
(such as the Anti-Defamation League) often detect
antisemitism in certain code words (i.e., the Roth-
schilds, “international bankers,” etc.). When labeled
antisemitic by the Anti-Defamation League (ADL),
the conspiracy theorists ask: if there were a conspir-
acy of international bankers that was orchestrating
world events, how on earth are we to investigate it
and critique it other than by using terms such as
“international bankers™ In the eyes of the anti-
Bilderbergers, the ADL may be unwittingly (or wit-
tingly) playing into the hands of the Bilderbergers.
Yet in the very virulence of their attacks on the ADL
and international Jewish bankers, the right-wing anti-
Bilderbergers often seem to betray their true inten-
tions (see www.bilderberg.org/jewish.htm).

Marlon Kuzmick
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Black Helicopters
The “black helicopter” came to public prominence
as part of the conspiracy theories of a New World
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Order, which were much reported upon as the core
belief of the U.S. militia movement that rapidly
arose in the western United States in the early
1990s. Stories of unidentified black helicopters
seen flying over rural areas and accounts of menac-
ing encounters with the craft and their occupants
were soon being incorporated into the unfolding
narrative of a monster plot involving the federal
government and the imminent takeover of the
United States by the United Nations. The conspir-
acy website Parascope invited people to report
sightings of black helicopters; a typical example
(from “Nighthawk” dated August 1996) read: “Our
Texas Air Guard flys [sic] very dark green copters
with no markings on them and they look black from
a distance. I believe they are up to no good. Why
are they unmarked? They also have some in Mont-
gomery county to the North of here which used
Infer-red scans to search for missing people among
other things.” The alleged sightings were numer-
ous enough by 1994 that the popular conspiracy
author Jim Keith compiled a book called Black
Helicopters over America; his thesis was revealed
by its subtitle: Strikeforce for the New World
Order. Before long, the black helicopter became
synonymous with crackpot conspiracy beliefs, and
sightings were familiar enough to be parodied in
satirical TV shows such as South Park and King of
the Hill.

However, to understand the phenomenon it has
to be noted that the helicopter’s potential as a plat-
form for surveillance (and firepower) is genuine,
and had already been amply demonstrated in the
Vietnam War. After the war the same potential was
deployed at home by U.S. police forces (with the
color of helicopters changing from olive to blue)
and, as Mike Davis notes in City of Quartz, the
1980s saw the urban ghettos of the United States
progressively becoming “Vietnamized.” Therefore,
to imagine the helicopter as an agent of malign
state power is based on real foundations, if ones
rarely experienced by white citizens. Nevertheless,
the militias were not the first rural Americans to
claim such sightings. The initial sightings were
made in the early 1970s, again in the West, by
ranchers, and formed part of their claim that

strange wounds found on dead cattle were the
result of the secret testing of bioweapons by the
military. Helicopters seen overhead were quickly
associated with this, and soon it was alleged that to
do their deeds they masqueraded as UFOs at
night. Before long this became inverted and some
argued that the mutilations (or “mutes”) were gen-
uinely of extraterrestrial origin—the staunchest
advocate being Linda Moulton Howe, author of
Alien Harvest. As a result, the sightings soon were
plugged into the rich mix of conspiracy beliefs
already holding sway in 1980s U.S. ufology. As
Curtis Peeples put it, it was soon established
among advocates that there existed “an immense
conspiracy theory [including] not only UFOs and
mutes, but the Kennedy assassinations, exotic test
aircraft, secret treaties, underground cities, inter-
national bankers, shadowy ‘whistle blowers’ and
the Jews” (Peeples, 224).

Clearly, then, the sightings of the 1990s inher-
ited much from the first generation, but what of
the core constituents of the phenomenon and their
meaning? Why black? Black is now the color of
covert authority favored by special units, and in the
national security lexicon it also attaches to budgets
and projects so very secret they aren’t even
acknowledged to exist, for instance as was true for
years of the Stealth fighter and bomber. Why rural
locations, and what was being seen (for both gen-
erations)? Some of the sightings were obviously
misidentifications of civilian helicopters (all silhou-
ettes seeming black), but it does appear likely that
some were of genuinely unmarked aircraft oper-
ated by the Drug Enforcement Agency, on the
prowl for backwoods marijuana plantations. How-
ever, as Nighthawk’s mundane sighting shows, oth-
ers were likely of military vehicles (actually gray)
engaged in training, and in the imagination of the
militias a recursion typical of conspiracy theory can
be seen: the military have to train in rural areas;
the militias are a rural movement believing in a
conspiracy involving the government and military;
thus the presence of helicopters in rural areas
proves that the military are up to no good and are
even targeting the militias. The prominence of the
black helicopter perhaps therefore represents an
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imaginative inversion of an oppressive reality that
inner-city African Americans genuinely experi-
ence—a “wannabe victimization” that seeks to re-
center the rural and marginalized.

However, like much militia belief, this stance
was prompted by the events at Ruby Ridge and
Waco, during which many FBI, Bureau of Alcohol,
Tobacco, and Firearms, and military helicopters
were seen, which led to further militia actions that
then stimulated antiterrorist responses from these
agencies. It is a fact that special units do exist and
train with helicopters for domestic action, as recent
exercises and the use of military helicopters in bor-
der patrols have shown. Notably, though, a divide
exists between those believers who claim that the
black helicopters are from real covert units such as
the army’s 160th Special Aviation Regiment and
those who consider them to be the inherently
unidentifiable agents of the United Nations—or
worse. Ultimately, then, to see the black helicopter
is to enter a world where the potential capabilities
of a real technology are being extrapolated, and
where the actual (and sometimes necessarily
secret) activities of the military are fantasized
about in a framework that imagines their focus is
on Americans. Thus, it seems likely that after Sep-
tember 11 and with the context of “homeland secu-
rity” the black helicopter will keep and even gain
an audience.

Alasdair Spark
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Black Panthers

A militant black activist organization established in
the 1960s, the Black Panther Party put forward an
analysis of institutional racism in the United States
that had conspiratorial overtones, while at the same
time it was the subject of conspiracy theories told
by white conservatives who feared that the party
constituted an armed conspiracy against U.S. insti-
tutions.

Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seale founded the
Black Panther Party (BPP) in 1966 in North Oak-
land, California. In the aftermath of the recent
uprisings in Watts, Harlem, Chicago, and Detroit,
Newton and Seale had come to question the effec-
tiveness of the civil rights movement. Examining
the situation in their own backyard—an exodus of
manufacturing jobs to the Oakland suburbs and
even overseas (replaced by jobs in the commerce
and finance sectors that required high levels of
education and skill) and a shortage of affordable
housing (from 1955 to the early 1960s, over 7,000
low-income housing units were destroyed, and few
of them were replaced)—they began to believe
that the movement was not properly addressing
these issues of economic change and inequality and
thus questioned how best to proceed.

For many black nationalists, the answer to this
query was a call for racial separatism, while tradi-
tional liberals continued to press for greater inte-
gration and the passage of new legal civil rights
guarantees. It was within this volatile ideological
milieu that the BPP called for “revolutionary inter-
communalism” (Newton, 9), a distinctively “social-
ist and Marxist” (Newton, 27) ideology that rejected
both the concept of separatism as well as the grad-
ualism that accompanied liberal calls for change,
and placed the civil rights struggle in a more global
context. Stating that since the United States was no
longer a nation but an empire, they argued that the
sovereignty of all countries had been called into
question. “Their self-determination, economic
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determination, and cultural determination,” New-
ton explained, “has been transformed by the impe-
rialists and the ruling cycle.” These transformations
and phenomena required the Panthers to call them-
selves “intercommunalists” (rather than “interna-
tionalists”) because “nations have been transformed
into communities of the world” (Newton, 29). Such
a focus led to attention on the inequities of capital-
ism on the local level, as the Panthers saw African
American neighborhoods as such communities
within the U.S. empire. Party members established
armed police patrols (which the Panthers are per-
haps best known for), free breakfast programs for
children, health clinics, escort and transportation
services for senior citizen housing project residents,
and clothing and shoe programs for community
members across the country. These programs were
seen as explicitly protecting the community from
the dangers of imperialism, providing a local wall of
self-defense against the larger forces that main-
tained the U.S. empire.

As one might expect, such a sweeping ideology
lent itself to conspiracy theory, particularly as the
BPP continued to face hostility from the very forces
it wished to overthrow. By 1970, the BPP was refer-
ring to the United States as “a barbaric organization
controlled and operated by avaricious, sadistic,
bloodthirsty thieves™ (qtd. in Foner, 268). There
was, as the New York Black Panthers explained, a
“Government Conspiracy” (qtd. in Foner, 208) that
sought to eliminate all of those who dared to ques-
tion the inhuman capitalistic system. Not surpris-
ingly, it was those institutions that the Panthers
interacted with on the local level that were most
often implicated in these conspiratorial theories.
Police officers and court officials were tangible
symbols of “the most ruthless system in the world,”
a system that attempted to cover up instances of
cruelty, inequality, and outright brutality through
the propagation of the “big lie” of U.S. freedom and
that “[t]he
‘Amerikkan system of justice’ is a hideous sham and
a revolting farce” (qtd. in Foner, 203). In the face of
such a wide-ranging conspiracy, the Panthers felt
that they had little choice but to topple these insti-
tutions wholesale.

equality. Such actions showed

Eldridge Cleaver led a life of transformations: youthful
years of crime and imprisonment; a decade as a famous
African American activist and writer; a period of exile;
and his last years as an outspoken and conservative
Christian. (Library of Congress)

Yet there was strong evidence to support the Pan-
thers’ turn to conspiracy thinking, primarily in the
shape of the governmental response to the party.
Seeing the Panthers themselves as leaders of a grand
conspiracy against the United States government,
such organizations as the Federal Bureau of Investi-
gation (FBI), the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA),
the Justice Department, and even the Internal Rev-
enue Service (IRS) launched an assault on the Pan-
thers that would be enough to make any group fall
victim to paranoia. On 8 September 1968, FBI
Director ]. Edgar Hoover announced that the Black
Panther Party was “the greatest threat to the internal
security of the country,” and called for the bureau to
“expose, disrupt, misdirect, discredit, or otherwise
neutralize” the BPP (Newton, 1; 9). By June 1969 the
FBI was investigating all forty-two Panther chapters
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and approximately 1,200 members and sympathizers
in order “to obtain evidence of possible violation of
federal and local laws.” This effort included the
examination of every aspect of Panther affairs, from
financial records to the publication of Black Panther
newsletters and flyers. The FBI even conducted a
survey to determine “how many members are on
welfare” (O’Reilly, 298). The Panthers also found
themselves the target of numerous COINTELPRO (the
infamous FBI counterintelligence program) investi-
gations. Of the 295 documented actions taken by
COINTELPRO to disrupt African American groups, 233
were specifically directed toward destruction of the
Party (Newton, 53). And when such covert counter-
intelligence programs could not fully curtail the
activities of the BPP, the government had little trou-
ble resorting to overt violence, as seen in the 1969
murder of Chicago Black Panther Fred Hampton, at
the hands of the FBI and the Chicago police force
(Jones, 372-373).

Such acts of violence and intimidation weakened
the infrastructure of the BPP across the country,
and the party, by the early 1980s, ceased to be a
vital political force on the national scene. However,
the party left a legacy that, throughout the 1970s,
1980s, and even 1990s, influenced such groups and
individuals as the white radical Weathermen, the
Philadelphia-based MOVE organization, and even
academics and students who called upon their uni-
versities to institute black studies programs and
departments. Perhaps most important, the BPP, by
calling attention to the government-mandated
attacks against it, made it clear that it was not only
outsider groups that relied heavily on conspiracy
thinking. Such thinking was now something prac-
ticed by our own government, a revelation that led
many U.S. citizens to take a more cynical and pes-
simistic view of the U.S. state.

Michael H. Carriere
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Booth, John Wilkes
The legend surrounding President Abraham Lin-
coln’s assassin, John Wilkes Booth, was that Booth
was not killed on the Garrett farmstead in northern
Virginia in 1865 as is commonly believed, but that
he eluded his pursuers and lived on as a fugitive for
decades afterwards. Belief in John Wilkes Booth’s
escape implicitly asserts a government cover-up
and as such it has been tied to various conspiracy
theories surrounding Lincoln’s assassination.
Despite the best efforts of official and self-
appointed historical custodians to dismiss the story
as trivial nonsense, it keeps resurfacing. The most
recent episode occurred in the 1990s when a group
led by an amateur historian from Silver Spring,
Maryland, attempted to have Booth’s corpse
exhumed in order to determine whether it was his
or not. The case drew nationwide media coverage
and reached the Maryland Superior Court before
the group’s petition was denied. They continue to
search for what they believe to be Booth’s real
body—the carnival mummy of an Oklahoma
drifter known as David George embalmed in 1903.
Over the years the story has appeared in many
versions, not all of which agree on the specifics of
the escape or Booth’s subsequent life. In its main
outline, the case for Booth’s survival hinges on the
identity of the person shot by Boston Corbett in
the Garrett barn in the early morning of 26 April
1865. Most historians are satisfied that the person
struck by Corbett’s fatal shot was Lincoln’s assassin.
Legend adherents, however, point out the incon-
sistencies in the government’s evidence and appeal
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I

difll 2
1l i

Actor and assassin John Wilkes Booth runs across the stage of Ford’s Theater after having shot President Abraham

Lincoln. A man climbs up on stage to pursue him. (Corbis)

to the retrospective accounts of eyewitnesses who
claimed the hair of the person shot was reddish,
not raven black like Booth’s. They assert the body
in the barn was that of a Virginia farmhand named
Ruddy or Rowdy, or a former Confederate officer
named Boyd.

The different versions of the legend reflect its
many sources, which included the workings of the
northern popular imagination in the wake of Lin-
coln’s shooting; Secretary of War Edwin Stanton’s
insistence on maintaining absolute secrecy in the
matter of Booth’s burial; southern accounts following
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the Civil War; the claims of individuals purporting to
be Booth; and the retrospective accounts of veterans
near the end of the nineteenth century. The legend
enjoyed its greatest exposure in U.S. popular culture
during the 1920s and 1930s, with the display of
Booth’s alleged mummy in carnival sideshows across
the West and Midwest and the appearance of the
story in national periodicals including Life and the
Saturday Evening Post. It was also the subject of sev-
eral popular literary works that drew from earlier
sources to either debunk or defend the legend.

One of the story’s most interesting features is the
extent to which the traumatized northern public
imagined Booth’s escape even before he was cap-
tured. Newspapers reported Booth sightings in
Chicago, New York, and Reading, Pennsylvania. In
addition to the sightings, accounts of the assassin
stressed his ability to defy detection and linked him
to mythical figures including Cain and the Wan-
dering Jew, both of whom wandered the earth as
punishment for their misdeeds. Edwin Stanton’s
insistence on preventing any measure of recogni-
tion to Booth or his corpse was intended to deny
southern sympathizers the means to celebrate. His
awareness of the symbolic power of the assassin’s
corpse backfired, however, as the secrecy sur-
rounding its handling fed rumors that it was not, in
fact, Booth’s. Secret Service chief Lafayette Baker’s
deliberate misleading of the press regarding the
burial was recorded on the cover of Leslie’s Illus-
trated Newspaper for 29 May 1865: the woodcut
engraving shows two men in a rowboat lowering a
shrouded body into the Potomac River. Later it was
revealed the body had been buried under the floor
of an army storehouse in Washington, D.C.

During Reconstruction, the legend took on a dif-
ferent guise as accounts of Booth sightings in for-
eign lands appeared in newspapers. These placed
the assassin in Ceylon, China, Mexico, and the
South Seas. The theme common to these accounts
was the figure of Booth as an honorable, intelli-
gent, and cultured gentleman. He did not appear
remorseful for his deed and the locations in which
he was sighted paralleled the locations of the actual
Confederate exodus. In its southern variant the
legend appears to have served as a symbolic means

of vindication or final revenge. There is also evi-
dence of multiple oral traditions in the South con-
cerning his escape, and the story may have served
as part of the larger phenomenon of exile, which
historian Gaines Foster believes served defeated
white southerners as a psychological salve. By the
end of the century, the southern variant was joined
to the original northern versions in Finis L. Bates’s
Escape and Suicide of John Wilkes Booth (1907).
Drawing from both southern traditions and the ret-
rospective accounts of capture eyewitnesses, Bates
crafted a reconciliationist version of the legend:
Booth remained the honorable and cultured south-
ern gentleman, but he was remorseful for his deed
and suffered from his guilt. This treatment
accorded well with the temper of the times, which
witnessed the reunion of the white North and
South. It was also Bates who launched the posthu-
mous carnival career of an alcoholic drifter named
David George as the Booth mummy.

C. Wyatt Evans

See also: Lincoln, Abraham, Assassination of.
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Boston Massacre

On 5 March 1770, five members of a Boston
crowd, who had been harassing a British sentry
with taunts and snowballs, were shot and killed by
a squad of British soldiers, led by Captain Thomas
Preston. Six others were wounded in the shooting.
For fifteen years after the event, Bostonians com-
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memorated its anniversary until it was replaced by
4 Tuly celebrations of American independence.
Patriot propagandists immediately seized on the
deaths, calling the encounter a “massacre.” Word
of the engagement spread quickly throughout the
colonies. To the colonists, this further reaffirmed
their fears of a British conspiracy to deprive them
of their liberties and dominate not only Boston, but
all of the colonies.

The massacre was the culmination of steadily
heightening tensions in the city between Bostoni-
ans and British soldiers. The troops had been sta-
tioned there in the fall of 1768 to help customs offi-
cials uphold the Townshend duties. City residents
resented the presence of the troops and chafed
under the challenges and searches by armed
British sentries on the city streets. They did not
understand why it was necessary to station troops
in the city. Throwing snowballs was just one of
many ways the colonists struck back at the occupy-
ing army. Working-class citizens competed for
scarce jobs with the redcoats, who sought part-time
employment during their off-duty hours, and were
willing to work for less than the prevailing wage.
This led to particularly tense relations between the
troops and working-class Bostonians, who led and
comprised the majority of the Boston crowds. This
was certainly the case on the cold, moonless night
of 5 March. John Adams recalled that the group
gathered outside of the barracks on King Street
was composed of “a motley rabble of saucy boys,
negroes, mulattoes, Irish teagues, and outlandish
Jack tars” (Zobel, 292). All five of the dead were
members of Bostons working-class population.
One, Crispus Attucks, was a seaman of black
and/or Indian ancestry.

Nor was the engagement of 5 March an isolated
event. One month before, eleven-year-old Christo-
pher Sneider had been shot and killed by a customs
informer, Ebenezeer Richardson, who had fired
two shots into a crowd that had gathered outside of
his home. Sneider’s funeral, on 26 February, was
attended by thousands of the city’s residents. Just a
few days prior to the massacre, a brawl broke out
between a group of ropemakers and British sol-
diers. One of the ropemakers had taunted a soldier

seeking employment. The insulted redcoat re-
turned with several of his compatriots to redress
the affront and a fight ensued. A Boston shoemaker
who was in the crowd the day of the massacre
recalled that several of the soldiers from the brawl
just days before were among those who confronted
the crowd on 5 March.

In the aftermath of the tragedy, Governor
Thomas Hutchinson was forced to remove all of
the British troops from the city to Castle William,
located on an island in the harbor. In an attempt to
demonstrate the impartiality of local justice, John
Adams and Josiah Quincy, two prominent leaders
of the patriot movement, defended Captain Pre-
ston along with eight of his men who were also
accused of firing into the crowd. The prosecution
mustered little evidence. No one positively identi-
fied Preston as either giving the order to fire or
himself firing, and he and six of his men were
acquitted. Two of the soldiers were found guilty of
manslaughter, branded on the hand, and released.
It is still not known who fired first or even if an offi-
cial order to open fire was given. With the troops
out of Boston and all of the Townshend duties
except the tax on tea repealed, tensions in the city
relaxed.

However, the Boston Massacre had politicized
broad segments of the city’s population, as well as
moderates throughout the colonies, against the
British. The use of violence against Britons living in
Boston reinforced the colonists’ belief that the
British government, in both London and America,
was conspiring against them.

Jonathan Mercantini

See also: American Revolution.
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Boston Tea Party

British colonists saw the 16 December 1773 Boston
Tea Party as justified resistance to a conspiracy that
threatened their freedom. The relationship between
the North American colonies and the British gov-
ernment had changed dramatically since its victory
in the Seven Years” War against France a decade ear-
lier. The expense of maintaining a global empire had
increased substantially. Britain’s national debt nearly
doubled during the war years and costs further esca-
lated when the government decided to station regu-
lar troops in North America to protect its expanded
territory. Facing growing resistance to taxation at
home, British ministers, beginning with George
Grenville, concluded that they must make the
empire more efficient and raise revenue in the
colonies. Most colonists, however, interpreted
efforts to enforce customs regulations and taxes like
the Stamp Act and the Townshend duties as ele-
ments in a grand scheme to take away their rights.
They demonstrated their concerns through petitions
and publications, economic boycotts, and crowd
actions, all of which led to the repeal of most of
those taxes.

Background
The remaining tax was on tea, a commodity widely
consumed in the colonies. However, many colonists
drank smuggled tea imported from Dutch sources.
This circumstance contributed heavily to a growing
financial crisis facing the British East India Com-
pany. In an effort to help the troubled company,
raise revenue, and confirm Parliament’s right to tax
the colonies, Prime Minister Frederick North
gained passage of the Tea Act in May 1773. This law
allowed the company to ship its tea directly to the
colonies and consign the commodity to its own
agents, reducing company costs. Although the tea
continued to carry a tax of three pence per pound,
the price would be less than that of smuggled tea.
Opposition to the Tea Act arose first in Philadel-
phia and New York, where merchants who had
been smuggling tea faced a serious loss of business.
They raised arguments that others soon incorpo-
rated into their conspiratorial analysis of British
actions. The merchants contended that the monop-

oly given the East India Company for the distribu-
tion of tea would be a precedent for all foreign
trade. They also argued that the Tea Act was a sin-
ister ploy to deceive the colonists into accepting
the tea tax through a lower price for a favorite bev-
erage. In response to threats of rough treatment
from mass meetings and numerous widely circu-
lated broadsides, tea consignees in Philadelphia
and New York, as well as Charleston, South Car-
olina, resigned.

Boston radicals did not immediately respond be-
cause they were preoccupied with a scandal involving
Massachusetts Governor Thomas Hutchinson. They
had published some of the governor’s letters, reveal-
ing his belief in the need to abridge the colonists’
English liberties in certain circumstances. The letters
confirmed for many that Hutchinson was a cocon-
spirator in the plan to enslave them. In response, the
Massachusetts House of Representatives dispatched
a petition to the king demanding his recall. When
Bostonians shifted their attention to the issue of
taxed tea in October, they swiftly united. Both the
Boston Gazette and a town meeting called upon the
tea consignees, including two of Governor Hutchin-
son’s sons, to resign. The consignees refused to do so,
and there the matter stood until the arrival of the
Dartmouth, the first of three tea ships, on 28 Novem-
ber. Imperial law required that the tea duty be paid
before the cargo could be unloaded and if not paid
within twenty days (by 17 December), the cargo
could be seized. On 29 and 30 November, mass
meetings of perhaps 5,000 people instructed the con-
signees, who had fled to the well-fortified Castle
William in Boston Harbor, to return their cargoes.
Over the next several days, citizens in neighboring
towns joined Bostonians in this demand, all to no
avail. Following a third mass meeting two weeks
later, Boston’s leading radical, Samuel Adams, led a
delegation to customs officials demanding that the
tea ships be permitted to leave without paying the
duty. However, he met with a firm refusal.

The Tea Party and Its Consequences

On 16 December, a day before the tea could be
seized by customs officials, over 5,000 people
crowded into Old South Church and ordered Fran-
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American colonists cheer as demonstrators dressed as Indians throw tea from British ships. (Bettmann/Corbis)

cis Rotch, the owner of the Dartmouth, to ask
Governor Hutchinson for a customs clearance.
When Rotch returned with word of the governor’s
refusal, Samuel Adams announced nothing more
could be done to save the country. This was an
apparent signal for three groups of men to proceed
to Griffin's Wharf, where the three tea ships had
anchored, and throw the tea overboard. Barely dis-
guised as “Mohawks,” the men methodically threw
about 90,000 pounds of tea into the harbor without
harming any crew members or customs officials.
They destroyed no other property and punished
those who attempted to take some of the tea. They
and 2,000 witnesses saw these actions as an essen-
tial defense of the colonists’ liberties.

Drawing upon the work of several generations of
English dissenting writers, notably the early-
eighteenth-century essayists John Trenchard and
Thomas Gordon, colonists of the 1770s saw liberty
and power in perpetual conflict. In that context, they

viewed all the actions taken by the British govern-
ment as unacceptable extensions of power, as part of
an effort to subvert their liberties. Destroying the
tea, in the colonists’ view, was a measured and
appropriate response to an insidious attempt to
induce them to become complicit in their own slav-
ery by paying a tax imposed without their approval.

If anyone doubted their wisdom, Boston radicals
simply pointed to the British government’s response
to the teas destruction. When word reached Lon-
don of the Boston Tea Party, Parliament rapidly
passed the Coercive Acts to punish the town of
Boston and the colony of Massachusetts Bay. The
port of Boston was closed, town meetings could be
held only with the royal governments permission,
the Crown would appoint members of the Council,
and troops could be quartered in empty private
dwellings. The Coercive Acts convinced many
colonists that united action was necessary. If the
British government could take away the liberties of
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the people of Massachusetts, the liberties of all were
at risk. Persuaded that royal officials were intent
upon the destruction of self-government, twelve
colonies responded to a call for a Continental Con-
gress to assemble in Philadelphia in September
1774, a step that ultimately led to revolution.

Larry Gragg
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British Royal Family

The British royal family has been the source of
numerous conspiracy theories throughout U.S. his-
tory. The late colonial and Revolutionary War eras
in America were the most prolific periods for con-
spiracies involving British royals. The bitter strug-
gle for independence established a context in
which the general popular opinion in America at
this time held, as one pair of historians recently
noted, “chronic suspicion of all things British”
(Elkins and McKitrick, 432).

Figures like Benedict Arnold (who fought for
the Americans in the War of Independence but
then defected to the British) represent the very
real danger faced by loyalists for their unpatriotic
actions, which often fueled popular intrigue. Yet,
during this time there existed substantial loyalty to
Britain throughout the colonies, and in some this
was the majority sentiment. In 1766 in Delaware,
for example, about half of the 37,000-strong popu-
lation were in opposition to war with Britain. This
group of loyalists was important because it formed
a political and cultural countercurrent that would
come to dominate politically after the war.

The British royal family has been viewed as a
source of conspiracy and intrigue since the early

years of the republic, and in particular the attitude
of King George III toward the colonists has long
haunted the American popular mind. Reparations
for loyalists and British creditors were among the
important negotiating points for John Jay in his
securing of the 1783 Treaty between the United
States and Great Britain. But in the partisan debate
over the treaty, opponents made clear their per-
ceived collusion of Jay and the Federalists with the
English Crown and wealthy British interests, such
that Fisher Ames, in defense of the treaty, asserted
that not even a treaty that “left King George his
island” and “stipulated he pay rent on it” would suf-
fice critics (qtd. in Hancock, 1).

The publication of The Address of the People of
England to the Inhabitants of America by Sir John
Dalrymple revealed the explicit design of the Crown
to develop an aristocratic strata of American society
loyal not only to the Kings government but to the
Tory social order as well. The historian Gordon
Wood noted the effect was that “every successive
step by the Crown, under the guise of a corrupt and
pliant Parliament, only confirmed American fears of
a despotic conspiracy against freedom” (Wood, 42).
And during his presidency, George Washington held
serious reservations about British motives surround-
ing subversive and secretive policies designed to neg-
atively impact American interests. Examples include
British Order in Council 6 in November 1793, Pinck-
ney’s dispatch to Randolph on 25 November 1793,
and the Dorchester speech in March 1794. Ironi-
cally, it would later be the partisan opposition of the
Federalists that would echo these same concerns for
conspiracies emanating from designs by the British
Crown, but allege the Federalists with complicity.

One great conspiracy during the Washington
administration involved the allegation that John
Adams, Alexander Hamilton, and others in the
Federalist Party were secretly planning to institute
a monarchy modeled on the British Crown in
America. The issues of monarchy and aristocratic
titles continued to be controversial and the source
of continued conspiracy speculation during the
presidency of John Adams. Adams was so impacted
by these allegations that he made distinct state-
ments to clearly demonstrate his loyalty to existing
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American constitutional institutions during his
Inaugural Address. Adams was responding to
charges such as those made by the journalist James
Callender, who authored The Prospect before Us,
and for which he was later convicted under the
Alien and Sedition Acts. In The Prospect before Us,
Callender accused Adams of “being a toady to
English interests, and of wishing to install a monar-
chy in the U.S.” (gtd. in Rhenquist, 48).

After the early nineteenth century, the British
Royal family and British interests and society gener-
ally became a less attractive subject of paranoid par-
tisans or conspiracy theorists. The “special relation-
ship” between the United States and Britain
developed and their shared language, common her-
itage, and cultural, political, and economic interests
made them natural allies—indeed the closest of
allies, as the United States replaced Britain as the
hegemonic power in the West, and assumed mainte-
nance of Western order in the international system.
The British royal family have become popular media
figures in the United States and a major U.S. tourist
asset for Britain.

This relationship has not precluded the contin-
ued development of extremist conspiracy theories
at the margins of American society today. Among
the most bizarre conspiracy theories to emerge in
recent years is the claim by A-Albionic Consulting
and Research, based in Ferndale, Michigan, that
the British royal family is in a secret struggle with
the Vatican, dating back to the reign of the first
Queen Elizabeth, when Protestants and Catholics
were in conflict all over Europe. A-Albionic alleges
that the British royal family and their Jewish inter-
nationalist allies are controlling the world supply of
drugs and money, and wielding subversive influ-
ence over world affairs. Additionally, the political
organization of Lyndon LaRouche has echoed
these British royal conspiracy plots in their political
communications in recent times.

Michael W. Hail
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Brown, John

John Brown led an unspectacular life until he was
well into his fifties, when he began leading violent
antislavery activity in the Midwest. This reached its
culmination when he conspired with six northern
abolitionists and attempted to lead a slave in-
surrection in the South by raiding the federal arse-
nal at Harper’s Ferry, Virginia. Although it is
unclear whether Brown believed he could actually
begin an insurrection, he did succeed in pushing
the issue of slavery to the boiling point. The vio-
lence at Harper’s Ferry, which caused southern
fears of future conspiracies, would be one of the
key events that set the Civil War in motion.

Brown was born on 9 May 1800 in Torrington,
Connecticut. Five years later, the family moved to
Ohio’s Western Reserve, where Brown grew up,
absorbing his father’s Calvinism, strict discipline,
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and hatred of slavery. Brown worked a variety of
jobs in Ohio, Pennsylvania, and New York, includ-
ing tanning and sheep-farming, and during his life
fathered some twenty children. He was never suc-
cessful in any of his business ventures and in 1842
he declared bankruptcy. In 1848, Brown moved his
family, more or less permanently, to North Elba,
New York.

In 1848, for a short-lived abolitionist newspaper
called The Ram’s Horn, Brown published a satirical
essay, “Sambo’s Mistakes,” in which the narrator
assumes the persona of a Negro who looks back on
a life wasted in submissiveness to whites. Around
this time, Brown’s thoughts on slavery began to
turn increasingly activist and violent—unlike most
abolitionists, he had never made a commitment to
nonviolence. He had met Frederick Douglass for
the first time the previous year and told him of his
plans to free the slaves. Though Douglass would
later decline Brown’s offer to join him in raiding
Harper’s Ferry (on the grounds that such a plan
was “suicidal”), there is strong evidence that Brown
caused Douglass to rethink his own nonviolent
abolitionism. Responding to the Fugitive Slave Act
compromise of 1850, which attempted to appease
slaveholders and ease North-South tensions,
Brown founded the League of Gileadites in 1851,
which authorized its forty-four black members to
murder slavecatchers.

By the time he attended an 1855 convention of
abolitionists in Syracuse, New York, Brown had
become an abolitionist zealot who increasingly
identified himself and his cause with those of the
Old Testament warriors. Later that year, he moved
to Kansas (leaving his wife and younger children in
North Elba), where six of his sons and a son-in-law
had taken up claims on land. Near Pottawatomie in
May 1856, in retaliation for the murder of Free-
Soilers by proslavery men, Brown, with three of his
sons and a few other men, abducted five proslavery
settlers and murdered them, some by broadsword.
Neither Brown nor the other men were ever
indicted for the massacre. “Captain Brown,” with
his small company of Free-State raiders, continued
participating in other militant antislavery maneu-
vers in the Kansas bushwhacking wars of the 1850s.

In December 1858, Brown and his men, in concert
with another company led by Aaron Stevens, went
into Missouri, ransacked proslavery homes, and
freed eleven slaves.

Earlier that year, while in Boston, Brown met
secretly with six northern backers of his scheme to
invade the South: Thomas Wentworth Higginson,
Theodore Parker, Samuel Gridley Howe, George
L. Stearns, Franklin Benjamin Sanborn, and Gerrit
Smith. The six backers diverted funds in various
ways to support Brown, even though Brown did
not supply them with many specific plans; other
than a vague notion of attracting slaves as he
moved southward from Appalachia, Brown appar-
ently had no developed plan. All ardent abolition-
ists, the Secret Six (as they came to be known)
thought that even if Brown failed to incite a slave
insurrection, his operations, whatever they were,
would ignite the powder keg of a civil war that
would lead to the end of slavery.

Renting a farm across the Potomac River from
Harper’s Ferry, Virginia (now West Virginia), in
1859, Brown planned to seize the federal arsenal
there and arm the area slaves that he expected to
rise up in the wake of the raid. Brown’s raid on
Harper’s Ferry seems to have been doomed from
the start: Brown’s army—twenty-two men, includ-
ing Brown, three of his sons, and five blacks—was
too small to carry out an invasion of the South. He
had little or no definite idea about what to do after
overtaking the arsenal, nor did he let the nearby
slaves know he expected them to join him after he
had taken control.

The actual raid started out as well as Brown could
have hoped: he and his men killed the mayor of
Harper’s Ferry, took some townspeople hostage,
and easily captured the lightly guarded armory
complex on the evening of 16 October. But only a
few slaves were rounded up by Brown’s men for the
insurrection, and one of Brown’s men shot a free
black railroad worker. The next morning, locals
began sniping at Brown and his men, and Mary-
land’s militia occupied the town. By afternoon, eight
of the raiders, including two of Brown’s sons, were
killed. That night, the marines, commanded by
Robert E. Lee and J.E.B. Stuart, arrived, attacked
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with a battering ram, and captured Brown and his
men.

To head off a possible lynching, the state of Vir-
ginia quickly indicted, tried, and convicted Brown
of treason, murder, and fomenting insurrection.
Brown rejected his counsel’s pleas of insanity and
was hanged on 2 December in Charleston. Six of
his raiders were hanged at later dates. Brown had
left documents in a Maryland farmhouse implicat-
ing the Secret Six. Political squabbles ensued after
Brown’s execution; the proslavery Democrats
(erroneously) believed that the Republicans had
something to do with Brown’s raid. By a combina-
tion of the incompetence of the Senate investiga-
tive committee and the false testimony of Howe
and Stearns (the only two of the Secret Six to show
up for questioning), no conspiracy was found, and
no one outside of Brown and his raiders was
indicted.

Though Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry was a
failure in execution, it further polarized an already
divided country. Brown’s raid made southerners
afraid that an insurrection by “Black Republicans”
was imminent. Secessionist newspapers alleged
that Lincoln, if elected in 1860, would, like Brown,
incite slaves to insurrection and violence. For many
northerners, Brown was a martyr, a portent of a
larger war to end slavery.

Bryan L. Moore

See also: Abolitionism; Fugitive Slave Act.
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Brown Scare

The rise of Nazism and the advent of World War 11
in Europe increased concerns about collective
security in the United States. In the context of eco-
nomic depression, populist demagogues gained
mass followings by identifying scapegoats and
promising simple solutions. Given the proliferating

numbers of antisemitic and pro-fascist groups and
rumors of armed conspiracies against the govern-
ment, many liberals became anxious about the
potential for fascism in the United States. Influen-
tial educators, philanthropists, social scientists, and
government bureaucrats questioned the U.S. pub-
lic’s capacity for making responsible choices,
because they believed that totalitarian propagan-
dists were deceiving the public with manipulative
propaganda. Although Nazi espionage activity was
badly flawed, fears about the persuasive power of
Nazi propaganda led to restrictions on freedom of
association and communication in the United
States.

Employing the politics of guilt-by-association,
liberal and leftist activists denounced far-right agi-
tators, isolationists, and anticommunists as Fifth
Columnist conspirators. They sponsored forums,
issued newsletters, and mustered demonstrations
against those whom they opposed. They warned
that con men could dupe Americans, that fascism
would triumph in disguise. Respectable journalists
and influential columnists repeated their claims.
The House Un-American Activities Committee
(HUAC) and state un-American committees were
created to monitor such activities, and subversive
organizations were required to register with the
government. Reacting to conservative charges that
New Dealers were abetting the Communist con-
spiracy in the United States, meanwhile, leftists
attempted to link conservatives to antisemitic agi-
tators. In the context of this “brown scare” (a term
modeled on the anticommunist red scare), the
Roosevelt administration manipulated fears about
Nazi spies and saboteurs, prosecuting antisemitic
agitators for seditious conspiracy, and charging that
isolationists were un-American. In the campaign
against foreign subversion, a coercive state appara-
tus developed, one that would subordinate the gov-
ernment’s role as a protector of liberties to that of
maintainer of security.

The brown scare materialized, in part, because
Fifth Column fears were based upon plausible
assumptions. Memories of German sabotage oper-
ations during World War I had not yet receded,
and German nationals did play a role in the Nazi
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conquests of Austria, Czechoslovakia, and Poland.
Endeavoring to draw the United States closer to
the Allies, British intelligence uncovered Nazi
covert activities in the Western Hemisphere and
generated rumors about potential subversion in the
United States. U.S. government investigators
broke several Nazi spy rings, exposed clumsy Nazi
propaganda efforts, and, after Pearl Harbor,
thwarted sabotage missions. Some rightist groups
did advocate violence and overthrow of the U.S.
government, and some even established contact
with the Nazi regime. In 1941, a Justice Depart-
ment investigation revealed that George Silvester
Viereck, a Reich propaganda agent, had written
several speeches for Senator Ernest Lundeen.
With the help of George Hill, a press clerk for Rep-
resentative Hamilton Fish, Viereck had also
frank
envelopes, which they used to mail 50,000 reprints

secured thousands of congressional
from isolationist speeches and Congressional
Record excerpts.

Nazi propaganda efforts aimed at recruiting
German Americans to a Fifth Column, however,
met with utter failure. The Friends of the New
Germany, a front organization that endeavored to
take over or influence German American commu-
nity groups and newspapers, only managed to draw
in about 5,000-10,000 German citizens and
recently naturalized emigrés between 1933 and
1935. The group’s coercive tactics infuriated Ger-
man Americans, drawing negative press coverage
and government investigators. Responding to a
Non-Sectarian Anti-Nazi League report on Ger-
man propaganda, a federal grand jury indicted
Friends leader Heinz Spanknoebel for failing to
register as a foreign agent, and he left the country
in October 1933.

Members of the Teutonia Society formed the
German-American Bund, which, unlike Teutonia,
received no finances from and had no political ties
to Berlin. In 1935, the organization was revitalized
under the management of Fritz Julius Kuhn, a
recently naturalized citizen who lied about his per-
sonal relationship with Hitler in order to gain polit-
ical standing. Although the Bund aimed to raise
support for the Nazi regime, the group posed little

threat to internal security, because an embarrassed
Nazi regime repudiated it and, more importantly,
the group failed to mobilize support among Ger-
man Americans. Congressman Samuel Dickstein,
however, charged that Kuhn commanded 20,000
followers, a tenth of whom were preparing for mil-
itary combat. Representative John Martin declared
that those who sympathized with the Bund were
traitors. In 1938, thirty-eight Bundists on Long
Island were convicted of failing to register as mem-
bers of an oath-bound organization. Convicted of
larceny and forgery, Kuhn was imprisoned in
December 1939. The 2,000 or so remaining
Bundists struggled along until Pearl Harbor under
a successor, Wilhelm Kunze, who really was a con-
tact for a German espionage ring.

The U.S. demagogue who most clearly
expressed sympathy for the Nazi cause was William
D. Pelley. Like Kuhn, Pelley claimed that the
White House was part of the international Bolshe-
vist conspiracy and that a Jewish oligarchy con-
trolled U.S. diplomacy. By 1934 he had recruited
about 15,000 people to his Silver Shirts, a paramil-
itary organization that promised to reorganize soci-
ety along racialist and military lines. Pelley estab-
lished contact with Nazi propaganda agencies and
his Silver Shirts distributed copies of Mein Kampf
as well as reprints from Julius Striechers Der
Sturmer. Despite his admiration for military hier-
archy and his advocacy of Jewish ghettoization,
however, Pelley’s antisemitism derived from U.S.
populist traditions. Despite the lack of any ties
between Pelley and the Hitler regime beyond the
exchange of literature and letters, the Silver Shirts,
like the Bund and a host of other antisemitic agita-
tors, were pursued by the FBI and exposed by the
House Un-American Activities Committee.

Another oft-mentioned Hitler-sympathizer was
Gerald Winrod. A nativist preacher from Kansas,
Winrod had been assailing liberal theology, Dar-
winism, and changing social mores since 1925. He
embraced conspiratorial antisemitism after travel-
ing to Europe in 1934. As his preaching became
increasingly antisemitic, subscriptions to his
Defender publication, where he lauded the Third
Reich as a bulwark against communism, rose from
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60,000 in 1934 to 110,000 by 1938. Winrod’s anti-
semitism, however, remained theological, not
racial, and he continued to promote conversion as
a solution to the Jewish problem. His dispensation-
alist theology—he believed that Jews would unite
with a flesh and blood Antichrist whom he
expected to appear imminently—was far removed
from Nazi ideology. Like Pelley, he celebrated U.S.
notions of individualism, the producer ethic, and
the gospel of success.

Both Winrod and Pelley, then, grounded their
undemocratic politics and bigotry in U.S. tradi-
tions. While each either exchanged literature with
German propagandists, the Bund, or each other,
neither accepted any money from the Nazi regime.
Their criticism of the New Deal as a usurpation of
power was directly opposed to the National Social-
ist model of government. Their reputation as Nazis
then, also owes as much to countersubversive fears
that antisemitism and paramilitary trappings sig-
naled Fifth Column activity, as to any substantive
threat that their organizations posed to Republican
institutions or the development of racial tolerance
in the period leading up to World War II.

Nevertheless, these and other far-right dema-
gogues met with mail censorship, fund freezing,
repatriation, denaturalization, and prosecution. In
1936, Roosevelt ordered the FBI to begin surveil-
lance and in 1938 he gave the Bureau authority to
compile files on groups such as the Silver Shirts, the
Knights of the White Camellia, and the Christian
Front. The FBI also began compiling a custodial
detention index of persons with Nazi or Communist
tendencies. Agents attended antiwar demonstra-
tions, examined education and employment
records, opened first-class mail, and, after receiving
authorization in May 1940, began electronic sur-
veillance. The administration also gave the Catholic
Church hierarchy a choice that month: silence anti-
Roosevelt radio broadcaster Father Charles Cough-
lin or watch a sedition trial. Coughlin was silenced.

When Senator Burton Wheeler used his con-
gressional frank to distribute postcards purchased
by the isolationist America First organization, Sec-
retary of War Henry Stimson charged that Wheeler
was “coming very close to the line of subversive

activities against the United States, if not treason”
(Smith, 170). When Charles Lindberg listed Jews
as among the three most powerful forces promot-
ing the war in September 1941, the Friends of
Democracy called America First a Nazi front, and
asked whether Lindberg was a Nazi. Lindberg was
no Nazi, or even an antisemite, but by this time
even intimations of antisemitism could be equated
with Nazism. Roosevelt had already branded Lind-
berg a “copperhead” and a “modern Vallanding-
ham,” but the Des Moines speech did irreparable
harm to the isolationist cause (Smith, 176).

Dissatisfied with an FBI report that America
First received no illicit funding, FDR urged Attor-
ney General Nicholas Biddle to bring the issue to a
grand jury. In early 1942, the Justice Department
produced indictments, under the Espionage Act,
of twenty-one far-right opponents of the war,
charging them with conspiring to destroy morale in
the U.S. armed forces. The prosecution attempted
to link antisemitic agitators such as Pelley and Win-
rod to George Silvester Viereck and former Bund
leaders. It focused on similarities between fourteen
themes selected from Nazi propaganda and state-
ments made or published by the defendants.
Although the case ultimately ended in a mistrial, it
achieved its underlying purpose by forcing the
accused to hire lawyers, raise bail, and languish in
jail.

The brown scare had three important implica-
tions. First, isolationism became an epithet during
World War IT and until the late 1960s; interven-
tionism became virtually unassailable. Second, the
FBI gained the power to investigate subversive
activity, ultimately leading to the creation of a
national security state. Finally, during the cold war,
academics translated brown scare motifs and mis-
understandings into social science idiom. Anxieties
about extremism came to color subsequent aca-
demic debates about such diverse phenomena as
McCarthyism, white supremacy, the Christian
Right, and the militia movement, contributing to
consensus narratives of U.S. history, and the use of
psychiatric theory to explain unpopular ideologies
and political behaviors.

John Drabble
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See also: German Americans and World War I;
House Un-American Activities Committee; Silver
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Brussell, Mae

Mae Brussell was a broadcaster and influential fig-
ure in the conspiracy research community that
began to emerge after the assassination of Presi-
dent John F. Kennedy in 1963. She was born in
Beverly Hills in 1922, the daughter of a prominent
Los Angeles rabbi and granddaughter of the
founder of the I. Magnin department stores. Brus-
sell lived as an affluent housewife with five chil-
dren, until the shooting of alleged Kennedy assas-
sin Lee Harvey Oswald live on television prompted
her into investigating the assassination. She quickly
became dissatisfied with the official government
conclusion that the murder had been the work of
a lone assassin. She began reading and cross-
referencing the complete 26-volume report of the
Warren Commission, and started amassing a large
collection of newspaper clippings, articles, and
books relating to what she came to believe was a
vast conspiracy that since World War II has been
turning the United States into a fascist regime. Her
argument was partly based on information that was
emerging at the time about “Operation Paperclip,”
the U.S. government’s wartime plan to rescue Nazi
rocket scientists after World War I1, but its conclu-
sions went well beyond the commonly established
facts. Brussell presented her ideas on a weekly
radio show, Dialogue: Conspiracy (later called
World Watchers International), on KLRB, a local
station in Carmel, California, her new home. Dur-
ing the 1970s and 1980s she wrote much-discussed
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articles outlining her thesis in, for example, Paul
Krassner’s countercultural magazine, The Realist,
and Hustler editor Larry Flynts new venture,
Rebel magazine (“The Nazi Connection to the John
F. Kennedy Assassination”). In 1983 Brussell’s
radio show moved to KAZU in Pacific Grove, Cal-
ifornia, where she continued until her death from
cancer in 1988. In keeping with her theory of a
wide-reaching conspiracy within the U.S. establish-
ment, Brussell speculated that her cancer had been
induced by the CIA, but no evidence ever
emerged. After her death various factions within
the assassination research community sought to
establish a permanent archive of Brussell’s writ-
ings, notes, and clippings (which began to take on
a legendary status), but to date there is only a lim-
ited website.

Peter Knight

See also: Kennedy, John F., Assassination of;

Warren Commission Report.
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Bryan, William Jennings

An eloquent speaker of Populist tendencies,
William Jennings Bryan (D-NE) delivered one of
the most famous conspiracy speeches of all time to
the Democratic convention in 1896 when he
warned big business and those favoring the gold
standard, “You shall not crucify mankind on a cross
of gold.” Bryan lost the presidential contest to the
advocate of the gold standard, Republican William
McKinley, essentially ending the bimetallism
debate in the United States that had characterized
the Progressive era and served as a unifying point
for the Populist Party.

Bryan was born in Salem, Illinois, studied law at
Union College of Law, and practiced in Jacksonville,
Illinois, before moving to Lincoln, Nebraska. There,
he became active in Democratic Party politics and

by the 1890s joined the free silver movement that
sought to force the federal government to purchase
western silver at inflated prices to expand the money
supply. He won election to Congress in 1890, but in
1894 was defeated in his Senate campaign. At the
Democratic convention, where Bryan became a
political star, he was one of several pro-silver voices,
but clearly the most theatrical. He had honed his
oratorical skills by a series of speaking tours and
Chatauqua lectures, and even in defeat to McKinley,
Bryan remained the undisputed leader of the
Democratic Party.

Like other silver advocates, Bryan thought a
conspiracy of Wall Street bankers and easterners
had forced the gold standard upon debtors to
increase in real terms the amount they repaid. In
addition, however, antisemitism was widespread in
the Populist Party, from which Bryan drew much of
his support. Concerns over “Jewish moneyed inter-
ests” in New York had aligned many antisemites
against the gold standard, and Bryan used what
some conspiracy theorists see as coded language to
speak to those concerns.

In foreign affairs, however, Bryan toed the anti-
conspiracy line as an anti-imperialist, resisting U.S.
intervention in Cuba. (Even then, his position did
not please some Populist supporters, who thought
he could have done more. Therefore, in L. Frank
Baum’s Wonderful Wizard of Oz [1900], which is
widely viewed as a parable on Populism, most ana-
lysts see the Cowardly Lion as representing Bryan.)
Bryan’s oratory and his grass-roots support kept
him a perennial candidate for the presidency,
which he lost to McKinley again in 1900, and to
Taft in 1908.

By 1912, a new political star in the Democratic
Party had risen, Woodrow Wilson, and at the con-
vention that year, Bryan threw his support behind
him. Partly as a reward, Bryan received an appoint-
ment as Secretary of State in the Wilson adminis-
tration. Given Bryan’s support for easy money poli—
cies, which were viewed as a response to one
conspiracy, it is ironic that he joined an administra-
tion that presided over the creation of the Federal
Reserve Board, which was criticized by conspiracy
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1915 portrait of William Jennings Bryan. Photo by
Hartsook. (Bettmann/Corbis)

theorists as inflationary. In the area of foreign
affairs, Bryan with his noninterventionist views
began to clash with the president, who saw in the
1915 sinking of the liner Lusitania a cause of war.
Bryan resigned from Wilson’s cabinet because of the
president’s response to Germany over the incident,
fearing that it committed the nation to war. Con-
spiracy theorists tie Wilson’s desire for intervention
to a variety of forces, including control by the Bank
of England, the British monarchy, or other shadowy
characters somehow related to preservation of the
gold standard and/or Anglo-American relations.
Thus, Bryan, the voice of silver and peace, could not
long survive in such a setting. After the war, Bryan
opposed the Treaty of Versailles unless it contained

the “Lodge Reservations” that kept the United
States out of the League of Nations.

Bryan next became famous for his involvement
in the Scopes Trial, which was far outside the
debates over silver or European intervention. John
T. Scopes was a teacher in Dayton, Tennessee, who
violated Tennessee law that prohibited the teach-
ing of the theory of evolution in public schools.
Bryan served as assistant prosecutor in the case
and, during the course of the trial, took the stand as
an expert on the Bible. According to the mythology
generated by Arthur Millers play, Inherit the
Wind, H. L. Mencken’s newspaper columns, and
F. L. Allen’s history of the 1920s, Only Yesterday,
the defense attorney, Clarence Darrow, embar-
rassed Bryan and thereby (it was claimed) discred-
ited the anti-evolution position. Subsequent
research has shown that only the East Coast media
substantially portrayed the popular version of the
events, and that local news coverage thought that
Bryan held his ground well in the exchanges.
(Scopes was indeed found guilty.)

The Scopes Monkey Trial generated a strain of
conspiracy thinking among creationist groups, who
have seen the media as deliberately distorting the
evidence of evolution based on the developments
of the trial. A different conspiracy of sorts involved
the publicity surrounding the trial itself—a meet-
ing called the “Drugstore Conspiracy.” George W.
Rappelyea, a local mine owner and coal company
operator, saw an opportunity to promote the city of
Dayton. He gathered some of the leading figures of
Dayton for a meeting in a local drugstore, where-
upon Rappelyea agreed to fund Scopes to chal-
lenge the evolution law and to bring in the Ameri-
can Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) to provide the
national attention. During the trial, fraudulent evi-
dence on the Piltdown Man and the Nebraska Man
was introduced as a confirmation of evolution.
Bryan died in Dayton, not long after the trial, hav-
ing crossed the lines between several major con-
spiracy movements in U.S. history—the gold stan-
dard, the British manipulation of U.S. foreign
affairs, and the “creation/evolution” debate.

Larry Schweikart
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Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms
The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms
(BATF) is a tax-collecting, enforcement, and regu-
latory arm of the U.S. Department of the Treasury.
It is the government agency with responsibility for
administering America’s federal alcohol, tobacco,
and firearms laws, as well as federal laws relating to
commercial arson and explosives. It is because of
its role in regulating these areas—especially the
nation’s firearms laws—that the BATF has often
been embroiled in allegations of conspiracy.

BATF headquarters are in Washington, D.C.,
but most of its personnel and many of its opera-
tions are decentralized in regional offices through-
out the United States, and even a few stations over-
seas. The bureau traces its roots back to the 1790s,
but its earliest twentieth-century form is to be
found in the Prohibition Unit established within
the Bureau of Internal Revenue of the Treasury
Department in 1920 to enforce the ban on the
manufacture and sale of alcohol enacted by the
Eighteenth Amendment and the Volstead Act in
1919. (The most famous member of the Prohibi-
tion Unit was Elliot Ness, the “T-man” who helped
topple Chicago mobster Al Capone on tax-evasion
charges.) The agency has undergone many changes
of name and responsibilities since the 1920s, and it
was given its present title in 1972.

Suspicions about the BATF’s alleged involve-
ment in conspiratorial activities have been particu-
larly pronounced since the passage of the Gun
Control Act in 1968, which gave the agency extra
responsibilities for enforcing the nation’s gun laws.
Indeed, it is matters connected with gun regulation
such as licensing, gun tracing, illegal firearms pos-
session, and transportation rather than any of its
other responsibilities that have provoked the most
controversy and concern. The BATF has often
been attacked by gun rights organizations such as
the National Rifle Association, Gun Owners of
America, the Citizens Committee for the Right to
Keep and Bear Arms, Jews for the Preservation of
Firearms Ownership, and, since the mid-1990s,
various parts of the militia movement, for example.
Such groups routinely criticize the BATF as an
“out-of-control,” “rogue agency” harassing inno-
cent gun owners and dealers. Nor are they alone in
this. In 1995, Representative Harold Volkmer
called the BATF “One of the most Rambo-rogue
law enforcement agencies in the United States”
(Spitzer, 128). Some gun rights advocates even go
so far as to portray the bureau as an organization
filled with agents whose real, if hidden, purpose is
to disarm the United States.

During the 1990s, the BATF was subject to
other conspiratorial accusations largely as a conse-
quence of its involvement in the events at Ruby
Ridge in Idaho in 1991 and Waco, Texas, in 1993.
The BATF was the agency that entrapped Randy
Weaver into selling an illegal sawn-off shotgun to
one of its undercover informants in January 1991 in
the hope of turning Weaver into an informer
against the white-supremacist Aryan Nations
group. It was also the agency responsible for the
initial raid on the Mount Carmel complex on 28
February 1993 in an attempt to serve a search war-
rant on David Koresh, in which four BATF agents
and five Branch Davidians were killed. For much
of the Patriot movement, the actions of the BATF
(along with those of the FBI) at Ruby Ridge and
Waco were evidence of the dangerous and threat-
ening militarization of U.S. law enforcement. They
were seen as pointing the way toward a planned
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crackdown on the rights of gun owners and of dis-
sident voices in the United States in general.

In the spring of 1995 there were widespread
rumors that BATF raids to arrest militia leaders
and other prominent Patriots were being planned
for 25 March. Although some Patriots such as
Linda Thompson of the American Justice Federa-
tion and “Acting Adjunct General” of the Unorga-
nized Militia of the United States dismissed the
rumors as a hoax, others, including Jon Roland of
the Texas Constitutional Militia, and the publica-
tions the Spotlight and the Resister; regarded the
raids as the beginning of the federal government’s
planned oppression and a possible prelude to a
declaration of martial law throughout the United
States. Representative Steve Stockman wrote to
Attorney General Janet Reno with his concerns on
22 March. No BATF raid occurred, but another
person who responded to the rumors was Timothy
McVeigh; they were instrumental in convincing
McVeigh to carry out the Oklahoma City bombing
of 19 April 1995.

There are other, more specific conspiracy theo-
ries surrounding the BATF’s involvement with the
events at Waco. For example, Linda Thompson’s
video Waco II: The Big Lie Continues alleges that
three of the four BATF agents who died in the ini-
tial raid on Mount Carmel had been bodyguards to
President Clinton, and that these agents had been
shot “execution style” during the “cover” provided
by the raid in order to stop them from revealing
what they knew about his activities (Stern, 63).
Another conspiratorial explanation for the failure
of the initial raid on the Branch Davidians has been
posited by the Waco Holocaust Electronic
Museum. It regards the deaths of the four BATF
agents as a pretext to justify the subsequent siege
of the religious sect so that a national response plan
for a future military and police occupation of U.S.
society could be tested.

A Treasury Department report into the events at
Waco was highly critical of the BATF’s mishandling
of the initial raid and of misleading post-raid state-
ments made by some of the bureau’s supervisors.
An investigation by Special Counsel John C. Dan-
forth issued in November 2000 concluded that

government agents did not engage in a massive
conspiracy and cover-up at Waco.

One of the reasons why Timothy McVeigh chose
to bomb the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in
Oklahoma City was his hatred of the BATF, a hatred
that stemmed both from the agency’s role in enforc-
ing America’s firearms laws and its specific involve-
ment with events at Ruby Ridge and Waco.
McVeigh’s criteria for a potential “attack site” (Her-
beck and Michel, 167) required that it be a govern-
ment building housing at least two of three federal
law enforcement agencies from the BATF, FBI, and
the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA). The
Murrah Building contained the regional offices of
the BATF, the DEA, and—a “bonus” in McVeigh'’s
view—the Secret Service (Herbeck and Michel,
167).

The BATF was one of the agencies responsible
for investigating the Oklahoma City bombing and
for securing the conviction of McVeigh and his
coconspirator Terry Nichols. Yet for many mem-
bers of the Patriot movement and other conspir-
acists the BATF is itself implicated in the bombing.
Conspiracy theories expressed by many Patriot
groups contend that the BATF had prior warning
of the bombing, but chose not to do anything about
it, other than make sure that its own agents weren't
in their offices at the time when the bomb (or
bombs) went off; that the bombing was a sting
operation that went wrong and which has been
subsequently covered up; and that McVeigh was a
BATF “patsy” being used as part of a larger plan to
use the bombing to oppress gun-owners, militia
members, and other Patriots.

D. J. Mulloy

See also: Federal Emergency Management Agency;
Oklahoma City Bombing; Ruby Ridge; Waco.
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Burr, Aaron
Since many of the conspirators burned much of the
evidence before the Aaron Burr treason trial in
1807, the Burr conspiracy has remained shrouded
in mystery. Although it may never be known exactly
what Burr was planning, or conspiring, in the West
in the early 1800s, sufficient evidence still remains
that supports the view that Burr, upset at the cur-
rent demise of his political career, sought to insti-
gate a rebellion in the newly acquired Louisiana
Territory with the aim of setting up a new empire
in which he could assume a leadership role.

Burr had a notable family history. His grandfather
was Colonial America’s noted Great Awakening

preacher, Jonathan Edwards. Burr’s father, Jonathan
Edwards the younger, was president of Princeton
University. Besides having an impressive lineage,
Burr was intelligent, talented, and ambitious. Dur-
ing the American Revolution, he served in the Con-
tinental Army. After the war, he studied law and
then later practiced in New York. Entering politics
in New York in 1789, he served in a variety of offices,
including state assemblyman, state attorney general,
and U.S. senator. Having assumed a position of
political prominence, he threw his hat in the ring in
the presidential election of 1800. The election
resulted in a tie, with Burr and Thomas Jefferson
winning seventy-three electoral votes each. At that
time, the United States Constitution stated that
whoever won the election would become president
and the candidate who came in second would be-
come vice-president. After the election was deferred
to the House of Representatives, Burr was ex-
tremely disappointed, because Thomas Jefferson
won the race after Federalist Alexander Hamilton,
who felt that Jefferson was the least of the two
Republican evils, threw his support behind Jeffer-
son. Vice-President Burr, well aware that Hamilton’s
political bargaining had been the deciding factor in
his failed bid for the presidency, developed a deep
resentment of Hamilton. In 1804, as Jefferson’s sec-
ond presidential election was looming, Jefferson
rejected Burr as a running mate. Burr, still hoping to
stay in the political arena, ran for the governorship
of New York. However, after it became painfully
apparent that Hamilton had once again foiled Burr’s
political ambitions, Burr challenged Hamilton to a
duel. Most accounts say that Hamilton fired into the
air while Burr fired directly at his target, fatally
wounding Hamilton. Hamilton’s death signaled the
end of Burr’s political career, and it also led to indict-
ments for murder in New York and New Jersey.

To Burr, in great debt and wishing to put himself
beyond the reach of the authorities, the recently
acquired Louisiana Territory seemed like the logical
place to run to. Burr was aware that many Federal-
ists held the opinion that the Louisiana Territory had
been an illegal purchase by the United States,
because Napoleon Bonaparte, who had sold it, had
no power to do so. At the time of the transaction, the
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Aaron Burr. (Library of Congress)

territory was occupied by Spanish troops. It was not
until months after the sale that French troops briefly
took possession of the land. What is more, Napoleon
had acquired the land from Spain under an agree-
ment that stated that, in return, he would give Tus-
cany to the son-in-law of Charles IV. Napoleon had,
in fact, never fulfilled his side of the bargain. Fur-
thermore, Charles IV had secured a signed pledge
from Napoleon that the territory would never be
peacefully handed over to a third nation. Not only
was the purchase on shaky ground according to
many, but many Federalists also opposed it, because
they feared that the new territory would add south-
west agricultural states to the union, which could
upset the political balance by diminishing political
power in the northeast industrial and commercial
states. Consequently, Burr felt that he could secure
sufficient support in the United States to support a

rebellion and ultimate separation of the Louisiana
Territory from the Union.

Upon reaching the West, Burr shared his vision
with an old friend, U.S. military commander Gen-
eral James Wilkinson. The meeting spurred Burr
on, and he secured a loan from a trusting wealthy
Irishman named Harman Blennerhassett, which
he used to purchase the Bastrop grant on the Oua-
chita River in Louisiana, which he intended to use
as a base of operations. Once physical preparations
had begun, Burr sought military support for his
plan as well. He began by appealing to British
agents to send the British Navy to help him block-
ade the port of New Orleans, but the British were
not interested in supporting Burr’s plan. In the
meantime, Burr was able to rally together a very
well equipped local army of about sixty men. Fur-
thermore, in 1806, Burr traveled through Lexing-
ton, Kentucky, recruiting even more soldiers for his
army. Having secured a base and a small army,
Burr attempted to gain political support in the
United States. As it turned out, Burr’s political con-
nections paid off, and General Wilkinson was
appointed governor of the Louisiana Territory.
Encouraged by recent events, Burr intensified his
appeals for support from Federalists and Republi-
cans. Although many Federalists despised Jeffer-
son’s administration and many Republicans regret-
ted the Louisiana Purchase for political reasons,
very few of them felt that treason was justified. As
word of Burr’s requests spread, therefore, some cit-
izens sent letters to Jefferson accusing Burr of trea-
son, but none of these letters caught Jefferson’s
attention as much as the one sent by Governor
Wilkinson. Wilkinson, a secret agent for Spain, it
seems, had realized that Burr’s scheme was
doomed, because it lacked enough popular sup-
port, and he attempted to turn Burr in as a way of
separating himself from the conspiracy. Jefferson
wasted no time and ordered Burr’s arrest.

After getting word that Wilkinson had double-
crossed him, Burr began to dabble with the idea of
invading Mexico and creating a new republic, which
he could rule over as emperor. But Burr was
arrested as he attempted to flee to Florida. He was

promptly charged with treason by the grand jury,
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and tried in Richmond, Virginia. Chief Justice John
Marshall, who was decidedly biased in Burr’s favor,
served as the presiding judge in the trial. Marshall’s
allegiance to Burr was made apparent when he
attended a dinner given by the chief defense team at
which Burr was present. On the other hand, Jeffer-
son, who was adamantly in favor of Burrs convic-
tion, promised pardons to coconspirators willing to
testify against Burr. Marshall, in turn, made the con-
viction difficult by adopting a very rigid interpreta-
tion of treason, which required the testimony of two
credible first-hand witnesses of Burr’s treasonous
activities. In the end, Burr was acquitted of treason,
because the prosecution was unable to supply two
witnesses to the crime. After the trial, still being
sought for Hamilton’s murder, Burr borrowed some
money from friends and sailed to Europe. During
the next four years, he traveled through England,
Sweden, Denmark, Germany, and France seeking
support for his new plan to conquer Florida. Unable
to find willing partners or investors, Burr returned
to New York in 1812 to practice law and remained a
private citizen for the rest of his life.

Rolando Avila

See also: Hamilton, Alexander; Jefferson, Thomas.
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Burroughs, William S.

Throughout the body of his work, the experimental
writer Burroughs presented conspiracies and con-
spiracy theories whose agents comprise right-wing
governments, fascist police, repressive medical and

psychiatric institutions, corporations and media con-
glomerates, parasitic mutants and aliens, and, per-
haps most pervasive of all, language itself. Born in
St. Louis, Missouri, in 1914, Burroughs graduated
from Harvard University in 1936, and briefly
attended medical school in Vienna, Austria, and
later the Harvard graduate school of anthropology.
After a short service in the U.S. Army, Burroughs
moved to New York City where he became friends
with Allen Ginsberg and Jack Kerouac. Along with
other figures such as Gregory Corso and Lawrence
Ferlinghetti, this group would later be recognized—
despite their divergent writing styles—as the core of
the Beat literary movement. It was also in New York
that Burroughs met his wife Joan Vollmer Adams,
whom Burroughs later killed in an accidental shoot-
ing. It was this event, Burroughs would later say, that
motivated him to become a writer.

Burroughs was the grandson of W. S. Burroughs,
inventor of the Burroughs Adding Machine and
founder of what became the Burroughs Corpora-
tion. The Burroughs fortune provided the author
with a small stipend that allowed him, from 1948 on,
to live in Mexico City, Tangier, Paris, and London. As
much as Burroughs’s famous lifelong heroin use, this
extensive travel provided the subject matter and
inspiration for his work, which is characterized by a
frenetic, fantastical, and picaresque style of diverse
locations and time periods, along with science
fiction—influenced reimaginings of the past and the
present. Burroughs’s first novel, Junky (1953), was
published in his mid-thirties under the name of
William Lee. It is a first-person reportorial account
of his life as a junkie in New York, and displays little
of the stylistic experimentation that Burroughs
became famous for in Naked Lunch (1959). It does,
however, inaugurate his lifelong fascination with the
criminal underworld and his often “hardboiled” writ-
ing style. Published by the notorious Olympia Press,
Naked Lunch crystallized many of Burroughs’s sur-
real and sexually violent obsessions, such as young
boys ejaculating while being hanged, secret agents
and otherworldly organizations, and real and imag-
ined drugs such as aquatic centipede meat and Mug-
wump jism. It also introduced Burroughs’s use of
“routines,” which were short, seemingly improvised
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stories of a satirical, often grotesque nature. The
1962 publication of Naked Lunch in the United
States led to its being banned in Boston, Massachu-
setts, and a trial in which the novel was deemed
obscene, a decision that was later repealed.

After Naked Lunch, Burroughs began composing
novels using the cut-up method (also known as the
cut-up and fold-in method). Similar to a technique
proposed by the dadaist Tristan Tzara when he sug-
gested he would write a poem by pulling words
from a hat, and later by Burroughs’s friend Brion
Gysin, the cut-up method involved splicing his own
writing as well as that of others into fragments, and
recombining the pieces to create a new text. Bur-
roughs constructed a trilogy of novels using this
method, namely The Soft Machine (1961), The
Ticket that Exploded (1962), and Nova Express
(1964). Through the use of the cut-up method, the
regular intermixing of generic styles and disloca-
tions of time, space, and subject, and the satirical
use of “routines,” Burroughs’s work was increasingly
concerned with overcoming and sometimes rede-
ploying various modes of power and control. The
cut-up method served not only to make random
associations but to reveal hidden connections. Thus
it was not so much an effort toward schizophrenic
fragmentation but a surrealist and perhaps “para-
noid” attempt to unmask the hidden meanings in
language. Critics have often read Burroughs’s work
as an attempt to escape a language that had been
taken over by corporate, governmental, and inter-
galactic forces. Drug addiction was reimagined as
“the junk virus” and Burroughs began to explore the
nature of addiction not merely to drugs, but to
images, causality, language, and power.

Questions of agency are frequently refigured as
narratives about “secret agents” in which charac-
ters are represented as agents of a particular organ-
ization or group, or simply as agents of the belief
system that has imprinted itself on them. These
agents infiltrate each other’s organizations, take on
disguises and then forget their original identities,
work as double or triple agents, and become
involved in conspiracies so obtuse that they are
often unsure for whom they are working. Bur-
roughs’s representation of conspiracy regularly

extends to the phantasmagoric, in which the agents
of conspiracy are presented in biological terms, as
parasitic, viral, and insectile. The effect of such
conspiracies often involves the transformation of
humans into mutated organisms defined by their
particular addiction or group. The conflict between
various “controllers” and those who would be con-
trolled recurs throughout Burroughs’s novels, such
as the alien conspiracy known as the Nova Mob,
and the Nova Police who struggle against them.

In the 1980s, Burroughs published an apocalyp-
tic trilogy, made up of Cities of the Red Night
(1981), Place of Dead Roads (1984), and The West-
ern Lands (1987). These utopian/dystopian fictions
thread together various story lines of gay pirate
utopias, Westerns, and Egyptian mythology. In
1991, The Naked Lunch was made into a film by
David Cronenberg, but as had become customary
by this time, the film dealt as much with the biog-
raphy and mythology of Burroughs’s life as it did
the contents of his best-known novel. In a similar
fashion, Gus Van Sant had used the mythology of
Burroughs’s life in his film Drugstore Cowboy
(1989), in which Burroughs played a defrocked
junkie priest with a paternal relationship to the
lead protagonist.

Burroughs’s influence on the worlds of punk and
underground music was apparent from the 1970s
onward, with The Velvet Underground, David
Bowie, and Patti Smith, among others, citing him
as an important influence, and other bands taking
on names inspired by his books such as Steely Dan
and The Nova Conspiracy. Even the genre of
Heavy Metal was inspired by Burroughs’s literary
appropriation of the scientific category. In the
1990s, numerous musical collaborations were
released, further cementing his status as an under-
ground icon and elder statesman of the counter-
culture. These releases included Dead City Radio
(1990), with collaborative tracks by John Cale and
Sonic Youth, a collaborative album with the Dis-
posable Heroes of Hiphoprisy called Spare Ass
Annie and Other Tales (1993), and another with
Kurt Cobain, entitled The “Priest” They Called
Him (1992). In his final years, Burroughs wrote lit-
tle, publishing My Education: A Book of Dreams
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and Ghost of Chance in 1995, but he continued to
shotgun paint, exhibiting his works in the United
States and across Europe.

Tony Elias

See also: Corporations; Cronenberg, David; Drugs;
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Bush, George

George Herbert Walker Bush served as the forty-
first president of the United States from 1989 to
1993. Bush’s connections to groups ranging from the
Skull and Bones Society to the CIA have made him
a suspicious figure in the eyes of many conspiracy
theorists, but it was his declaration of an imminent
New World Order at the outset of the Gulf War that
gave him a central position in quasi-apocalyptic the-
ories of the coming one-world government.

At the forefront of anti-Bush literature is the
Lyndon LaRouche group. LaRouche himself
strongly attacked Bush during the 1980 presiden-
tial campaign (and thereafter), and two of
LaRouche’s associates, Webster Tarpley and Anton
Chaitkin, have written an unauthorized version of
George Bush’s life that questions every aspect of
the former president’s official biography—includ-
ing his supposed status as a war hero (Tarpley and
Chaitkin, 108ff). They suggest that any biographi-
cal sketch of Bush that mentions his arriving in
Texas in a red Studebaker—another story they
deem apocryphal—is merely a regurgitation of the
few authorized “facts” the Bush family has offered
the public. For the LaRouche group, Bush’s true
story involves connections to Nazi bankers, inter-
national cabals, the East Coast elite, and, generally,
“insiders” of all varieties.

Bush’s connections to the networks of power in
the United States are indeed stunning. He served
as U.S. permanent representative to the United
Nations from 1971 to 1973, as the first chief of the
U.S. Liaison Office in China from 1974 to 1975,
and as director of the CIA from 1975 to 1976. By
1979, Bush had become a member of the board of
the Council on Foreign Relations and a member of
the Trilateral Commission, in both groups (as well
as in his diplomatic capacity in China) dealing
closely with Henry Kissinger, a black mark indeed
as far as Bush’s so-called extremist critics are con-
cerned. To this list one could add two more con-
nections that raise red flags for conspiracy theo-
rists: Bush’s membership in the Skull and Bones
Society while at Yale in the 1940s, and his mem-
bership (again along with Kissinger) in the
Bohemian Grove group that meets annually to per-
form “pagan rituals” in the forest north of San
Francisco.

In Bush’s first year as vice-president, John
Hinckley Jr. shot Ronald Reagan, and, as far as
some Bush critics are concerned, the peculiar cir-
cumstances surrounding the assassination attempt
seem to implicate Bush. In spite of the fact that
Hinckley had not yet been properly questioned,
officials almost immediately came to the conclu-
sion that he had acted alone. Furthermore, no one
had yet investigated the fact that George Bush’s
son Neil was planning to have dinner with John
Hinckley Jr.s brother Scott on the night following
the assassination attempt. This fact was not so
much covered up as it was completely ignored.
Also ignored, according to the LaRouche group, is
the fact that the Hinckley family were major con-
tributors to George Bush’s presidential campaign.
These facts together are taken as evidence that
Hinckley may well have been a Manchurian Can-
didate, a product of the MK-ULTRA program that
was supposedly terminated by 1973, two years
before Bush became CIA director (Tarpley and
Chaitkin, 375ff). Hinckley’s parents recall notes
their son wrote while in prison that describe an
“imaginary conspiracy” to assassinate the presi-
dent, but again the LaRouche group charges that
these notes have been wrongly suppressed.
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George Bush, Sr., in 1990. (Downing Larry/Corbis Sygma)

While Reagan was recovering in the hospital—
and while Bush was in charge of the government—
an attempt was made on Pope John Paul IT’s life.
Tarpley and Chaitkin imply that Bush may well
have had something to do with this, or at least with
a subsequent cover-up, writing: “It was as if a new
and malignant evil had erupted onto the world
stage, and was asserting its presence with an
unprecedented violence and terror” (380).

Bush was elected president in 1988, and soon
thereafter spoke the words that have made him the
béte noire of all those who suspect the “insiders” of
preparing to subject U.S. citizens to an evil one-

world government. On 11 September 1990, George
Bush addressed Congress and announced the com-
ing of “a New World Order” that would guarantee
unprecedented peace and prosperity through inter-
national cooperation. The LaRouche group and
others see this New World Order as nothing less
than universal slavery—the complete subjugation
of the rights of the individual (and of the individual
nation) in the face of a totalitarian international gov-
ernment (the UN as presently constituted is merely
the first step in this progression). More mainstream
journalists, of course, would see this New World
Order as a function of impersonal forces of global-
ization, rather than as the product of a conscious
Masonic world-conspiracy.

Even after leaving office, Bush has not ceased to
be the object of critique and speculation. Those
who depict Bush as having political power that is all
but supernatural in scope were offered another
spectacle that seemed to prove their theories in the
2000 presidential election. Bush’s son, George W.
Bush, became the forty-third president (they now
refer to each other in private as forty-one and forty-
three) in spite of a noticeable lack of political savvy
and a complete lack of the foreign policy knowl-
edge that marked his father’s political career. Even
mainstream journalists began to wonder whether
or not a vast right-wing conspiracy involving the
Supreme Court was behind the final result.

Marlon Kuzmick

See also: Central Intelligence Agency; Iran-Contra;
Kissinger, Henry; Larouche, Lyndon; mk-ultra; New
World Order; Skull and Bones Society; Trilateral
Commission.
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Cambodia, Secret Bombing of

At the height of the Vietnam War U.S. bombers
were secretly ordered to bomb what were believed
to be strategic targets in neutral Cambodia. The
existence and extent of those missions were offi-
cially denied and covered up at the highest levels
for several years.

Cambodia emerged from French colonial rule in
1953 under the leadership of Prince—turned—Chief
of State Norodom Sihanouk. After cultivating an
alliance with the United States, Sihanouk broke off
formal relations. after ascertaining that the neigh-
boring Republic of Vietham (RVN) would eventu-
ally fall to Communists from North Vietnam and
insurgents within the nation itself. As a result, he
also turned a blind eye to Vietnamese Communists
who set up bases on Cambodian territory in order to
evade U.S. forces. For these concessions, Sihanouk
did not have to worry about Vietnamese forces aid-
ing the small Communist Khmer Rouge insurgency
that was opposing his regime. In response to
Sihanouk’ lax border policy, beginning in 1966, U.S.
Special Forces and South Vietnamese Civilian Irreg-
ular Defense Group (CIDG) troops began engaging
in classified ground missions into Cambodia known
as Operation Daniel Boone.

On 9 February 1969, less than one month after
the inauguration of President Richard Nixon, Gen-
eral Creighton Abrams, commander of U.S. forces
in South Vietnam, related that the headquarters of
enemy forces operating in South Vietnam had been
located in the jungles of Cambodia. Abrams stated

that a U.S. attack on Central Office for South Viet-
nam base camps (COSVN HQ) would have a crip-
pling effect on future Vietcong and North Viet-
namese Army hostile actions in South Vietnam.
Abrams’s report, which came at a time when the
administration was already hinting to South Viet-
nam of a withdrawal of U.S. troops, seemed to pro-
vide a long-term military solution without addi-
tional ground troop involvement. Soon, Abrams
received word that his proposal was garnering seri-
ous consideration by the Joint Chiefs of Staff and
that his message had been seen by President Nixon
himself. After five weeks of discussion and debate
in Washington, a plan was approved that called for
forty-eight sorties against COSVN HQ as well as
twelve strikes against targets within South Vietnam
that were nowhere near the true objective. The
actual target of the operation, code-named Break-
fast, was to be concealed and treated as if it were
simply a standard bombing attack on enemy targets
in South Vietnam. Published information would
indicate that the bombing took place within the
RVN and, if questioned by the press about air
strikes in Cambodia, a U.S. spokesman would state
that sorties adjacent to the Cambodian border did
take place, that he had no other information on the
subject, and that he would look into the question.
Just before takeoff, the pilots and navigators of
the Strategic Air Command’s B-52 bombers execut-
ing Breakfast were told by their commanding offi-
cers that they would be bombing Cambodia, not
South Vietnam. During the night raid, the B-52s
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dropped their payloads into forty-eight separate
areas in the neutral nation of Cambodia. Daniel
Boone teams dispatched immediately following the
bombing, in order to capture supposedly dazed
enemy troops, found themselves under heavy fire,
providing the justification for future attacks on Cam-
bodia. Over the next fourteen months, the Nixon
administration secretly authorized 3,630 raids, col-
lectively known as Operation Menu, on fourteen
suspected North Vietnamese Army and Vietcong
bases inside the Cambodian border. Beginning in
May 1970, the U.S. Army and the Army of the
Republic of Vietham (ARVN) launched a formal
ground invasion into the officially neutral nation of
Cambodia.

In 1973, the covert bombing raids were fully dis-
closed; however, both Nixon and Henry Kissinger
(who at the time of the bombing had been serving
as a National Security Affairs adviser) maintained
that the sorties were undertaken with the encour-
agement of President Sihanouk. They further
argued that the bombed areas were not inhabited
by Cambodians and were legitimate military tar-
gets. Now serving as secretary of state, Kissinger
stated the attacks were not a bombing of Cambodia
or its people per se, but of enemy troops located
within Cambodia. Yet, as early as April 1969, the
Joint Chiefs of Staff had informed the Nixon admin-
istration of considerable numbers of Cambodians
living within the COSVN HQ sanctuary areas.

As early as one week after the Breakfast mission,
the New York Times reported that Abrams had
requested air strikes against areas in Cambodia. On
9 May 1969, Pentagon correspondent William
Beecher stated that U.S. air raids against ammo
dumps and base camps in Cambodia had definitely
taken place. While the report sparked little appre-
ciable public interest and no federal inquiries at the
time, the same account, four years later, generated
limited calls for impeachment. Further, Beecher’s
pronouncement prompted the Nixon administra-
tion to ask FBI Director |. Edger Hoover to ascer-
tain how word of the bombing was leaked. The ille-
gal FBI wiretaps placed on Kissinger’s assistant for
planning, Morton Halperin (the man suspected of
passing on the information), became the first of

Nixon’s abuses of power that came to be known col-
lectively as the Watergate scandal.
Nicholas Turse

See also: Federal Bureau of Investigation; Hoover,
J. Edgar; Kissinger, Henry; Nixon, Richard;
Watergate.
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Castro, Fidel

After seizing power in Cuba on 1 January 1959,
Fidel Castro quickly became America’s closest
enemy. He gradually introduced a Communist sys-
tem on the island, just ninety miles from the United
States, nationalizing business and heavily repressing
opposition. Thousands fled to Florida and these
anti-Castro Cubans became the main source of
opposition to his rule within the United States.
Right-wingers, including businessmen who had had
property nationalized, also became vocal opponents
as Cuba increasingly became friendly with the
Soviet Union, culminating in the decision to put
nuclear missiles on the island.

The U.S. government pursued a number of plans
to unseat Castro, most notably the Bay of Pigs inva-
sion on 17 April 1961. The plan was initiated by the
CIA under President Eisenhower, but it was his suc-
cessor, John F. Kennedy, who approved it. A group
of 1,500 exiles landed on Cuba, but the Cuban army
quickly defeated them—Kennedy had refused to
authorize U.S. air support and the Cubans were
expecting the invasion as the exiles’ training had
been widely reported in the press. The failed inva-

152



Cattle Mutilations

Cuban Premier Fidel Castro gestures with his finger
while addressing U.N. General Assembly during his first
visit to the United States in nineteen years, 12 October
1979. (Bettmann/Corbis)

sion led to criticism of Kennedy from conservatives
and renewed pressure within the administration to
get rid of Castro. The presidents brother, Attorney
General Robert Kennedy, took charge of a new cam-
paign to destabilize and/or assassinate the Cuban
leader. Operation Mongoose was launched in late
1961 and was a CIA-run plan to destabilize the
Cuban economy through acts of sabotage. There
were also attempts at assassinating Castro and sug-
gestions of bizarre schemes such as poisoning Castro
to make his famous beard fall out.

In 1962, the pressure against Cuba came to a
head with the Cuban Missile Crisis. The nuclear
standoff between the United States and the Soviet
Union over Cuba led to a U.S. pledge of non-
invasion that ultimately strengthened Castro’s posi-
tion. However, the director of the CIA, Richard
Helms, later told the Church Commission in 1975
that the CIA had continued to plot against Castro
until 1965. It was unclear whether or not Kennedy

or Lyndon Johnson, his successor, knew about
these plans as Helms stated that he had acted on
presidential hints and felt no need to go into detail
with them.

The CIA and other parts of the intelligence com-
munity have also been accused of involvement in
the assassination of President Kennedy, partly
because of his perceived failings over Cuba. The
lack of air support for the Bay of Pigs invasion and
the non-invasion pledge following the Cuban Mis-
sile Crisis were seen as having provoked them into
orchestrating the assassination. Similarly, anti-Cas-
tro Cubans, including some then under training for
a future invasion, provided a possible source of
manpower to carry out any plan. This, however,
largely remains a source of speculation and,
indeed, Castro himself was widely seen as a proba-
ble sponsor of the assassination in the years imme-
diately after it. The idea has lost credence, though,
as Castro was seemingly on the path to better rela-
tions with Kennedy and it is unlikely that he would
have preferred the more stringently anticommu-
nist Johnson as president.

Neil Denslow

See also: Anticommunism; Bay of Pigs Invasion;
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B.; Kennedy, John F., Assassination of.
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Cattle Mutilations

When large numbers of cattle were found dead on
the Great Plains during the 1970s, many ranchers
and law enforcement officials refused to believe that
the deaths had come from natural causes. Alleging
that the animals had been weirdly mutilated—their
bodies drained of blood, and their sex organs
removed with so-called surgical precision—conspir-
acy theorists attributed the actions to one of three
outside forces. Satanic cults were suspected of
killing the cattle to obtain animal organs and blood
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for their devil-worship ceremonies; extraterrestrial
aliens were suspected of killing the cattle to further
their understanding of terrestrial mammals; and
clandestine federal agencies were suspected of
killing the cattle as part of top-secret experiments in
chemical and/or biological warfare. Although nearly
every scientific report on this phenomenon has con-
cluded that the deaths were perfectly natural, and
that the animals’ postmortem condition could be
attributed to the usual scavengers (e.g., coyotes,
badgers, vultures, crows, and blowflies), conspiracy
theorists have regarded these mundane explanations
as clumsy attempts to cover up the much more omi-
nous sources of the cattle mutilations.

Interestingly, one of the first such mutilations was
not of a cow, but rather a horse named Lady (also
known as Snippy), a three-year-old Appaloosa that
was found dead on 9 September 1967 in southern
Colorado. Its heart and other internal organs were
missing, and its skin was stripped from the neck up;
but no blood could be detected on the ground
nearby, and neither footprints nor animal tracks
were found near the body. Local ranchers asked how
the heart could be removed without leaving at least
some trace of blood on the ground. If the culprits
were predators, why were there no teeth marks or
wounds with jagged edges? Just a few months ear-
lier, there had been reports of strange lights in the
night sky, leading Lady’s owners to suspect that
aliens had been at work.

Over the next decade, reports of similar mutila-
tions spread widely across the Great Plains, partic-
ularly in the states of Arkansas, Colorado, Kansas,
Montana, Nebraska, New Mexico, and Oklahoma.
The total number of mutilations nationwide is
unknown, though estimates have ranged from sev-
eral hundred to ten thousand. As a result, several
states began their own investigations, and the U.S.
Department of Justice provided funding for the
most exhaustive report, Operation Animal Mutila-
tion, conducted in 1979-1980 for the state of New
Mexico by Kenneth Rommel, a retired agent from
the Federal Bureau of Investigation.

Uncovering no evidence that satanists, aliens, or
covert federal agencies were at work, Rommel
found only natural explanations. The cows had died

from common viruses or other bovine diseases,
from eating poisonous plants, or perhaps even
from lightning. Because the dead animal might not
be found for a day or two, gas would build up in
their carcasses, causing not only the stretching of
tissue, but also the explosion of soft internal organs.
The animals” blood would coagulate at the bottom
of the carcass, making it appear as if the blood had
been entirely drained. And as natural scavengers
from both air and land conducted their post-
mortem feasts, the surfaces left behind were sur-
prisingly smooth, making it appear as if the work
had been done with surgical precision.

Needless to say, many conspiracy theorists have
refused to accept Rommel’s conclusions. The early
1970s were the years when allegations of satanic
cults became more widespread in the United States,
particularly in the wake of the murders committed
by Charles Manson and the Sons of Satan. It seemed
logical to connect the two phenomena. Satanists
were supposedly killing the animals so they could
continue to practice their ritual sacrifices. The blood
was drained so they could drink it, perhaps mixing it
with drugs to induce hallucinations. The sexual
organs were removed so they could use them for
copulation and other fertility rituals.

Speculation shifted from satanists to aliens in the
mid-1970s when crop circles were discovered in
fields not far from some of the mutilated cattle.
Again it seemed logical to connect the two phe-
nomena, since the aliens’ use of UFOs would
explain why there were never any tracks left near
the scene, and the aliens” advanced medical tech-
nology would explain why the mutilations appeared
to be performed with surgical precision. The alien
theory was given a significant boost by Linda Moul-
ton Howe, a television journalist and former Miss
America contestant, who produced A Strange Har-
vest for national broadcast in 1980. In books and
subsequent television programs, Howe has contin-
ued to suggest that the aliens who are supposedly
abducting human beings and performing medical
probes on them are the same fiends who are muti-
lating cattle for similar experimentation.

Conspiracy theorists who favor the satanists have
one thing in common with those who favor the
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aliens: a belief that the federal government knows
the truth—and has even been closely monitoring
these activities—but is covering it up. Explanations
for the government cover-up vary, but other con-
spiracy theorists have attributed the cattle mutila-
tions to the federal government itself. Troops and
military equipment were shifted following the
withdrawal of U.S. forces from Vietnam in 1973 to
remote locations in the Great Plains and other
areas of the American West. The use of sophisti-
cated military equipment, including the federal
government’s infamous black helicopters, would
explain how the cattle were mutilated without leav-
ing any evidence behind. The U.S. government’s
campaign to develop biological and/or chemical
warfare would require testing these weapons
against the cattle found on nearby ranches. Why
the government would not simply purchase its own
cattle to conduct these top-secret experiments
remains a mystery.

James 1. Deutsch

See also: Manson, Charles; Satanic Ritual Abuse;

UFOs.
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Central Intelligence Agency

The Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) occupies a
central place in U.S. conspiracy theory. In its efforts
to acquire intelligence relevant to U.S strategic
interests, the CIA has created a vast web of infor-

mation sources, from foreign double agents to the
most prestigious of U.S. universities, and this
expansive network offers the innumerable connec-
tions, coincidences, and causal links upon which
conspiracy theory thrives. Furthermore, the CIA’s
work has historically extended beyond mere intelli-
gence gathering. In addition to espionage and coun-
terespionage, the Agency undertook numerous
covert actions around the world, researched drugs
and behavioral modification (or “mind control”),
and even planned (and perhaps executed) the assas-
sinations of foreign operatives and heads of state. As
the government agency charged with the duty of
secretly conspiring, the CIA has been involved in
numerous well-publicized conspiracies, and, conse-
quently, has opened the door for ever greater flights
of fancy on the part of conspiracy theorists who see
CIA involvement everywhere. For along with the
many conspiracies with which the CIA has been
incontrovertibly linked, there are many more such
theories that are either fantasized or “not yet
proven,” depending on one’s point of view.

To be sure, the CIA has not been merely the pas-
sive target of conspiracy theory. As an organization,
the CIA seems to be constitutively structured by
paranoia—one cannot be a good spy without being
a little bit suspicious, after all. The cold war, in par-
ticular, produced a type of paranoia that seems dif-
ferent only in degree, rather than in kind, from that
of the anti-CIA conspiracy theorists that the Agency
routinely dismisses as crackpot extremists. The cru-
cial difference between the CIA and the average
conspiracy buff, however, is that the former has the
power and the will to act on its theories.

The Beginning of the CIA

and Cold War Paranoia

The CIA was established by the National Security
Act of 1947. Very much a postwar operation, its
creation and structure bear the traces of U.S. reac-
tion to World War II and the new political realities
generated by the war’s conclusion. Politicians were
especially wary of creating a secret police force;
with memories of the German Gestapo in mind,
the division between foreign intelligence (the CIA)
and domestic policing and investigation (the FBI)
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was believed to be crucial. Furthermore, there
were questions as to whether the CIA, a peacetime
organization, should be granted the same authority
as its wartime predecessor, the Office of Strategic
Services (OSS), when it came to subversive opera-
tions against foreign powers. The ability to execute
covert operations was effectively granted, however,
in the Central Intelligence Act of 1949, which gave
the director of Central Intelligence authority to
finance operations he deemed necessary, without
giving an account to Congress. In the end, of
course, the CIA’s involvement in botched covert
action abroad and surveillance at home was to
cause it great grief, particularly in the 1970s.

It soon became evident that the CIAs major
antagonist was the Soviet Union, and the vast
majority of the Agency’s activities during the cold
war were linked to the Soviet threat in one way or
another. The CIA had become a major player in
America’s overall strategic posture during the cold
war. Since the United States could not compete
with the Soviet Union when it came to conven-
tional warfare—the Soviets’ advantage when it
came to sheer manpower was insurmountable—
U.S. defense strategy involved nuclear deterrence
combined with covert action by the CIA. The CIA
thus became a major player in global politics, and
both the CIA and the KGB tended to see their
adversary’s conspiring hands behind every event.
Sometimes, this was indeed the case, as when in
elections such as Italy’s in 1948 the CIA and the
Communists financed opposing candidates. The
structure of this type of secret warfare lends itself
to paranoia, and the CIA’s responses to the Soviet
threat often seem to have been as infected with
delusional paranoia as any of the conspiracy theo-
ries the CIA routinely dismisses as irrational or
extremist.

Covert Operations

No doubt one of the reasons for the CIAs promi-
nence in so many conspiracy theories is the fact
that conspiracy is one of the CIAs key jobs—
“covert action” is the term for this particular job,
and, at times, the CIA has done it rather well.
Though the Agency always ensures that it main-

tains “plausible deniability,” its actions are often
discovered after the fact.

In August 1953, for example, the Iranian gov-
ernment of Prime Minister Mohammed Mosaddeq
was overthrown and an imperial government, led
by the Shah, was set up. Former CIA agents claim
that the coup was engineered by the small force of
five Agency officers secretly ensconced in a Tehran
basement with $1 million in funds as their sole
weapon (used to organize paid street mobs among
other things). This particular CIA conspiracy man-
aged to keep the vast oil resources of Iran from
being nationalized, securing the strategically
important energy for the West, and gaining U.S. oil
companies (Gulf, Standard, Texaco, and Mobil) a
healthy share of Iranian oil rights.

This pattern was to repeat itself elsewhere. In
Guatemala in 1954, the CIA helped to overthrow a
democratically elected president, Jacobo Arbenz
Guzman, replacing him with a dictator, Colonel
Carlos Castillo Armas. The CIA’s involvement in
the coup helped the United Fruit Company im-
mensely, as that company feared that the new gov-
ernment might cut down on their Guatemalan
profits. In 1970, the democratically elected leader
of Cambodia, Prince Norodom Sihanouk, was
deposed and replaced with the pro-American Mar-
shal Lon Nol. In September 1973, revolutionary
forces assisted by the CIA overthrew the socialist
government of Chile and killed the country’s dem-
ocratically elected leader, Salvador Allende.

Of course, not all attempted covert operations
were successful. Attempted coups in Indonesia in
1958 and North Vietnam in 1954 did not proceed as
planned, and the Bay of Pigs invasion in April 1961
was an utter failure. Most disastrously for the CIA,
the Bay of Pigs fiasco gained much more press than
any of the Agency’s successes (for obvious reasons).
This negative publicity led to an increase in CIA-
related conspiracy theories and an overall deprecia-
tion in the Agency’s international prestige. Also
diminishing the CIA’ international reputation were
rumors of numerous assassination plots the Agency
had hatched, if not actually executed, throughout
the years. Allegations that the CIA had a hand in
Che Guevara’s death have never been proven
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beyond doubt, but the CIA’s explorations of plans to
assassinate Cuban leader Fidel Castro, Dominican
Republic dictator Rafael Leonidas Trujillo, and
Patrice Lumumba of the Congo are now well known
(Jeffreys-Jones, 96fY).

In time, critics began to charge that the CIA was
expending too much of its resources on covert
action at the expense of intelligence, which was,
after all, its primary purpose. Furthermore, public
distaste for the sorts of regimes the CIA tended to
support created great controversy. Ultimately,
President Gerald Ford claimed that the CIA
should use covert action only to support well-
established democracies and banned assassination
completely.

Behavior Modification

One could argue that the CIAs own “paranoia” lay
behind the Agency’s extensive research into behav-
ioral modification. Faced with phenomena such as
the Communist show trials and the confessions
signed by U.S. prisoners of war in Korea (in both
cases individuals seemed brainwashed into con-
fessing to crimes they did not commit), the CIA
became convinced that the Soviets had developed
mind-control techniques, and thus that the United
States had better develop these same techniques as
a matter of national security.

In Projects Artichoke, MK-ULTRA, and MK-
SEARCH, the latter two under the leadership of the
now infamous Sidney Gottlieb, the CIA investi-
gated the operational potential of marijuana, LSD,
hypnosis, sensory deprivation, electroshock therapy,
and even, more surprisingly, parapsychological pos-
sibilities such as telekinesis, precognition, and
telepathy. In one experiment, Project Artichoke
head Morse Allen hypnotized two of his secretaries
and commanded one to shoot the other with a
nearby pistol. The secretary took the unloaded gun
and pulled the trigger. These experiments within
the Agency were quite common, with MK-ULTRA
agents at one point agreeing to slip each other LSD
at any time to observe its effects when administered
by surprise. Ultimately, however, it was obviously
more desirable to get test-subjects from the outside
world, particularly for those experiments that the

CIA agents wouldn't dare perform on themselves.
On one front, the CIA began to fund research in
universities and drug treatment programs. In some
such programs mental patients were kept on daily
doses of LSD for up to seventy-seven consecutive
days. On another front, the CIA continued itself to
perform experiments on unwitting subjects, now
luring prostitutes and small-time criminals back to
apartments in which they would be slipped the drug
and observed. Ultimately, in Operation Midnight
Climax, the prostitutes were recruited and offered
cash to lure clients back to the apartments, where
the CIA could perform drug experiments and also
collect information on “perverse” sexual practices
that might later have operational value.

The CIA was clearly exceeding its authority in
performing these operations on domestic soil, and,
as the facts of these experiments slowly leaked out,
those who believed the CIA to be nothing but an
insidious, control-oriented conspiracy of sorts were
provided with ample proof of their theories.

From JFK to the Senate Inquiry—

the Rising Tide of Public Suspicion

In 1967 Jim Garrison, the New Orleans district
attorney, launched his own investigation into the
assassination of President John F. Kennedy. Not
satisfied with the Warren Commission’s inquiry
two years earlier, Garrison was convinced that the
assassination had been a conspiracy, that Oswald
was not the lone gunman. Garrison charged New
Orleans businessman Clay Shaw with mastermind-
ing the plot, but as the investigation wore on, it
became clear that Garrison believed more power-
ful forces lay behind the tragic series of events—
specifically, the CIA and the “military-industrial
complex.” Answering conspiracy theory with con-
spiracy theory, the CIA began to entertain the pos-
sibility that Garrison was in league with the KGB.
And even today, according to an extensive article
published in its own intelligence journal, the
Agency suspects that the supposed link between
the CIA and the JFK assassination was itself the
result of an extensive Communist disinformation
operation involving socialist-leaning newspapers
from Rome to Canada (see Holland).

157



Central Intelligence Agency

Even if Garrison was merely, in the words of a
pro-CIA historian, “a mendacious district attorney
adept at manipulating the Zeitgeist of the late 60s”
(Holland), it was a sign of things to come for the
CIA. The 1970s saw a wave of stunning revelations
concerning the CIA’ activities at home and abroad
(including the covert operations and behavioral
modification programs mentioned above). A series
of high-profile government inquiries kept the CIA
on the front pages for years: the Commission on
CIA Activities Within the United States in 1975
(“The Rockefeller Commission”); the Select Com-
mittee to Study Governmental Operations with
Respect to Intelligence Activities (“The Church
Commission”); the Senate Select Committee on
Intelligence’s hearings on the MK-ULTRA program in
1977; and the 1979 report of the House Select
Committee on Assassinations. These hearings—the
transcripts of which are publicly available—pro-
vided key information for historians and conspiracy
buffs alike. Furthermore, the sheer strangeness of
many of the stories contributed to the general
belief that the CIA was capable of anything, and,
thus, expanded the possible range of CIA-related
conspiracy theory. The public discovered that the
CIA wanted to cause Castros beard to fall out,
assuming that this would rob him of his powerful
“machismo.” The Agency also considered soaking
one of his cigars in LSD. They dreamed up school-
boy antics like stink bombs and diarrhea stimula-
tion as ways of embarrassing foreign leaders. Even
animals were not safe—CIA-funded scientists per-
formed lobotomies on apes and stuck them in sen-
sory deprivation chambers; they cut the heads off of
monkeys, attempting to surgically attach them to
other monkeys; agents even trained dolphins to
attack enemy divers with large hypodermic needles
armed with compressed air containers. The hyper-
bolic strangeness of these activities seemed to
invite the public to come up with ever wilder con-
spiracy theories.

Proliferating Conspiracy Theories

As CIA activities became more widely publicized, it
became easier and easier for foreign politicians to
accuse the CIA of meddling. CIA involvement in the

deposition of Prince Norodom Sihanouk of Cambo-
dia, for instance, has been disputed, but the book
Sihanouk wrote in exile, My War with the CIA,
found a receptive audience because the CIAs known
activities made the Sihanouk scenario seem quite
likely. To be fair, the CIA has a difficult time defend-
ing itself, since most of its documents are classified;
furthermore, even when it releases documents, large
sections are invariably blacked out, leading to ever
greater suspicion on the part of the reader.

As the keeper of the country’s deepest secrets,
the CIA is inevitably implicated in a whole host of
“unexplained” phenomena and wild suspicions. The
CIA, founded the same year of the supposed alien
landing in Roswell, New Mexico, has been accused
both of covering up the existence of extraterrestrial
life and of having manufactured UFO hysteria as a
“tool for cold war psychological warfare” (Haines).
While MK-ULTRA as a project is in the past, theories
about CIA mind control have reinvented them-
selves for the twenty-first century, with some argu-
ing that the CIA is secretly implanting microchips
inside human bodies (often in the skull) as a way of
tracking and controlling individuals.

Both at home and abroad, the CIA has become
a wonderfully useful subject for conspiracy theo-
rists, capable of connecting what is seemingly
unconnected, of explaining the unexplained (in
Hollywood today its use as such is prevalent to the
point of cliché). And with its increasing budget,
power, and overall significance following the ter-
rorist attacks of 11 September 2001, the prolifera-
tion of CIA-related conspiracy theories shows no
signs of abating.

Marlon Kuzmick

See also: Anticommunism; Bay of Pigs Invasion;
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Chambers, Whittaker

Whittaker Chambers was one of the most impor-
tant and controversial witnesses used by prosecu-
tors in their postwar campaign to root out Commu-
nists and leftists suspected of infiltrating President
Roosevelt’s New Deal government in the 1930s and
1940s. Chambers’s single most significant act was to
testify at length against his former friend, promi-
nent State Department official Alger Hiss. He also
appeared frequently before the House Un-Ameri-
can Activities Committee (HUAC) to corroborate
the accusations of fellow anticommunist witnesses
such as Elizabeth Bentley, Benjamin Gitlow, Louis
Budenz, and Hede Massing.

From Communist to Anticommunist

Chambers was born in Brooklyn in 1901. Cham-
bers’s parents (a commercial artist and cartoonist)
did not enjoy a happy marriage. Not long after his
father’s early death (and his brother’s suicide),
Chambers ran away to Washington, D.C., where he
worked as a laborer on the railways. A gifted but
erratic student, he would eventually enter Colum-
bia University and study under the celebrated
English instructor Mark Van Doren, but it was his
experience during the earlier period, and his read-
ing of Marx and Lenin, that brought Chambers into
contact with several key members of the Commu-
nist Party (CPUSA), including future general secre-
tary William Foster, James Cannon, and Joseph
Freeman. Looking back on his decision to join the
party in 1925 from the perspective of his com-
pelling 1953 autobiography, Witness, Chambers

claimed that he had found in Marxism a “practical
program, a vision, and a faith” with which to answer
the “crises of history” unfolding around him.
Throughout the “red decade” (late 1920s-1930s),
Chambers enjoyed swift progress up the ranks first
of the open party and then the underground Soviet
espionage apparatus that coordinated and directed
its actions. In 1935, he was appointed to the presti-
gious position of chief editor of the CPUSA’s Daily
Worker. Tronically, it was from this privileged per-
spective that Chambers began to discern the cor-
ruption of Communist ideals that would finally lead
to his apostasy from the movement in 1937-1938.
In common with contemporaries and fellow
McCarthyites like Gitlow, Bentley, and Austrian
expatriate Arthur Koestler, Chambers’s faith in the
Left was destroyed as a result of the Stalinist purges
in the USSR, the Nazi—Soviet pact, and the result-
ing internecine warfare among members of the
U.S. Left.

Although the exact date of his disengagement
from the movement remains uncertain, it is clear
that, from the late 1930s, Chambers had begun
secreting microfilms and documents that he would
eventually use to expose the treachery of former
Communist comrades embedded within various
branches of the Roosevelt and Truman administra-
tions. Throughout the 1940s, Chambers, as a for-
mer highly placed member of the Communist
underground, was increasingly called on by the
FBI to corroborate the charges of other defectors.
As a result of this process, he came to believe that
Roosevelts liberal New Deal program (and its suc-
cessor, Truman’s “Fair Deal”) had been thoroughly
compromised by the penetration of Communist
ideas and personnel. Like other proponents of
McCarthyism such as FBI director J. Edgar
Hoover, future president Richard Nixon, Senator
Patrick McCarran, and McCarthy himself, Cham-
bers viewed the New Deal as little more than a
covert socialist revolution led by an elite of leftist
intellectuals masquerading as liberals. Together
with the written and verbal pronouncements of
these and other figures, Chambers’s testimony, in
Witness and before numerous grand juries and
congressional committees, and his many articles
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Whittaker Chambers leaving federal court, 18 November
1949. (Library of Congress)

for magazines like Time, were instrumental in iden-
tifying the formative influence of Communist
thought on the drift of pre-war public policy and
the threat of Communist conspiracy in the cold war
public consciousness.

The Hiss-Chambers Trials

Chambers’s single most crucial act, however, was to
detail Alger Hiss’s activities on behalf of the Soviet
intelligence apparatus during his appointment in the
State Department and his participation at the piv-
otal superpower conference in Yalta at the end of
World War II. From his first appearance before
HUAC in August 1948 when Hiss was accused of
membership in the CPUSA, Chambers maintained
the pressure on his former friend. From 1948-1950,
he doggedly continued the campaign in spite of
Hiss’s denial that he had ever known his accuser, and
the charges of slander Hiss brought against him.
Indeed, it was in his pretrial deposition during the

latter case that Chambers unexpectedly broadened
his allegations, accusing Hiss of stealing State
Department documents and passing them to him
for transmission to Moscow. It was these documents,
stored by Chambers among the produce at his
Maryland farm, which became popularly known as
the “Pumpkin Papers.” Although this first trial
ended in a hung jury, a conviction was finally
secured when professional ex-communist witness
Hede Massing appeared at the retrial the following
year to corroborate Chambers’s claim. Hiss was sen-
tenced to five years in prison.

Coinciding with the 1949 trial of the CPUSA
leadership by HUAC, the Hiss—Chambers case cap-
tivated the public imagination and occupied far
more column inches than any other in the years
before the Rosenberg scandal (1952-1954). This
was undoubtedly due in part to the impressive and
apparently unimpeachable record of the accused
and the entire network of officials whom he seemed
to represent—in the words of one contemporary
commentator, the case effectively put the New
Deal generation on trial. No less important was the
fact that several of the key hearings were televised
nationwide, something unprecedented in the
1950s. For the most part, Chambers appeared tem-
peramentally ill-suited to such widespread expo-
sure, as his retreat to a solitary life on the remote
Maryland farm proved. Nevertheless, after the
furor died down, he continued to work as an editor
and staff writer for Time and Life magazines and the
National Review; examples of his provocative,
always opinionated reflections on cold war politics
were recently anthologized in Ghosts on the Roof
(1996). Chambers died of a heart attack in 1961,
having renewed his pledge to the Quaker faith of
his childhood. As Witness makes clear, it was this
return of the spiritual dimension to his life that
offered a sustaining counterweight to the trauma of
his apostasy from the Communist movement.

Continuing Controversy over

Chambers’s Legacy

By the time of his death Chambers’s life and its
legacy were already the subject of bitter debate.
For the cold war conservative constituency, many of
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whom, like Philip Rahv and Leslie Fiedler, shared
their hero’s leftist past, Chambers represented the
acceptable, literate face of uncompromising anti-
communism, without any of McCarthys dema-
goguery. (It is worth noting that Chambers privately
condemned McCarthy’s bullying courtroom tac-
tics.) Richard Nixon, another powerful conservative
supporter and key prosecutor in the Hiss trials,
would later admit that his close involvement in the
development of Chambers’s case helped secure the
broad base of support for his presidential cam-
paigns against John F. Kennedy in 1960 and Robert
Kennedy in 1968. Indeed, the very principles of the
so-called New Right that began to surface during
the 1950s were premised on the same rejection of
the reformist social agenda advocated by the liberal
establishment under Roosevelt and Truman that
had actuated Chambers’s assault on Hiss. Another
beneficiary of this growing tide of right-wing senti-
ment was Californian Republican Ronald Reagan,
who, as president, awarded Chambers a posthu-
mous Medal of Freedom in 1984, citing him as a
bastion of “virtue and freedom” against the “brood-
ing terrors of [the] age.” Both Reagan and Nixon, as
well as National Review founder William Buckley,
were all at one time members of the so-called
Pumpkin Papers Irregulars, a group formed with
the sole aim of maintaining Chambers’s esteemed
reputation in conservative political and cultural cir-
cles. No less significant in this regard was Allen
Weinstein’s much-lauded (and recently repub-
lished) study of the case, Perjury (1978; 1997), in
which, after a judicious inquiry into all available
sources, and starting from his strong belief in Hiss’s
innocence, the author concluded that the vast
majority of Chambers’s accusations were true. The
support of these prominent figures seemed justified
when, in the late 1990s, Soviet archives were
opened and many files from the Venona Project
were declassified. Suddenly, there was an abun-
dance of evidence apparently proving that Cham-
bers had been correct both in his assertion that Hiss
was a Soviet agent and that a Communist conspir-
acy had successfully penetrated many departments
of the Roosevelt administration and continued
unimpeded during Truman’s presidency.

In the face of this torrent of hostility and accusa-
tion, Hiss continued to maintain his innocence. In
this, he had many powerful supporters among lib-
erals and former government officials who were
not prepared to see the very real political and social
gains made during the Roosevelt era tainted and
compromised by the accusation of Communist
infiltration. In fact, the backlash against Chambers
had already begun during the trials when Hiss and
various sections of the media joined forces to por-
tray Chambers as a psychopath and habitual liar.
Whatever the truth of this diagnosis, for someone
like future Kennedy special advisor Arthur
Schlesinger, Jr., or a liberal commentator like
Granville Hicks, Chambers’s rigid view of the irrec-
oncilable conflict between left and right was far too
absolute, leaving at the center a dangerous breed-
ing ground for intolerance and extremism. For
those further to the left, including the CPUSA and
the Socialist Workers™ Party, the growing conver-
gence of interests among figures like Chambers,
Nixon, and McCarthy began to resemble a neocon-
servative conspiracy whose aim was to discredit the
New Deal establishment and those who came
under the banner of its Popular Front during the
1930s. In their view, Hiss, like the Rosenbergs a
few years later, came to represent a scapegoat used
to legitimize the ascendancy of the New Right. The
validity of this argument seemed finally to have
been borne out when Soviet intelligence archivist
General Dmitri Volkogonov claimed in 1992 that
he had found no evidence in the KGB’s cold war
files to prove Chambers’s allegations against Hiss.
However, more revelations from the archives and
the Venona files have further complicated the issue
and once again tipped the balance in favor of
Chambers’s account. In recent years, The Heritage
Foundation, a Washington-based right-wing think
tank, celebrated the centenary of Chambers’s birth
with a glowing tribute to a “man of courage and
faith,” while the conservative-inclined Regnery
Publishing house has continued its long-term proj-
ect to bring his huge body of political and cultural
journalism to a wider public. What this proves is
that Chambers’s contested legacy continues to
reflect the shifts of public and political estimation
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of the significance of the threat of Communist sub-
version and conspiracy during the cold war.
Dorian Hayes

See also: Anticommunism; Atomic Secrets; Cold
War; Federal Bureau of Investigation; House Un-
American Activities Committee; Hiss, Alger; Venona
Project.
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Chappaquiddick

On the night of 18 July 1969, Mary Jo Kopechne
died when the car in which she was riding plunged
off a low bridge on the Massachusetts island of
Chappaquiddick and landed on its roof in the water
below. Senator Edward M. Kennedy reported to
local police the following morning that he had been
driving the car at the time of the accident. Charged
with leaving the scene of an accident, he pleaded
guilty and was given a suspended sentence. A coro-
ner’s inquest into Kopechne’s death held in January
1970 and a subsequent grand jury investigation held
in March of that year produced no new legal devel-

opments. The last official result of the case was the
revocation of Kennedy’s drivers license in May
1970 after a routine fatal-accident investigation by
the Registry of Motor Vehicles. The hearing exam-
iner, like the judge who had sentenced Kennedy,
concluded that he had been driving too fast.

Kennedy made no public statement until the
week following the accident, when he spoke in a
live television broadcast from his home. He stated
in that broadcast, and has maintained ever since,
that he was driving (but not intoxicated) on the
night of the accident and that after the car went into
the water he made vigorous (but unsuccessful)
efforts to rescue Kopechne. All conspiracy theories
about the accident reject this version of events. The
theories fall into three groups that allege, respec-
tively, a conspiracy to place blame on Kennedy, a
conspiracy to divert blame from Kennedy, and a
conspiracy to cover up an earlier crime by staging
the “accident.”

The Setting and the Accident

The island of Martha’s Vineyard lies seven miles off
the southeastern coast of Massachusetts. It is
divided into six towns, of which Edgartown (at the
far eastern end of the island) is the oldest, largest,
and most visibly prosperous. Chappaquiddick,
where the accident took place, is a political and cul-
tural appendage of Edgartown. Functionally an
island itself, it is separated from Edgartown proper
by a 500-foot-wide channel crossed by a small,
bargelike car ferry. The eastern edge of Chap-
paquiddick is a long, straight ocean beach backed
by a narrow body of water known as Poucha Pond.
Dyke Bridge, the site of the accident, arches over
the pond, connecting Chappaquiddick’s small road
system to the parking lot behind the beach. The
bridge (since demolished and rebuilt) angled 27
degrees to the left of the road leading to it. It had,
in 1969, only 4-inch strips of timber to mark the
edges of its deck.

Kennedy and Kopechne—a former member of
Senator Robert F. Kennedy’s staff—arrived sepa-
rately at a party held at a rented cottage on Chap-
paquiddick on the night of 18 July. Leaving the cot-
tage together shortly before 12:45 A.m., they drove
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north in a black 1967 Oldsmobile 88 toward Chap-
paquiddick’s main intersection. A left turn at the
intersection, following Chappaquiddick’s sole paved
road, would have taken them to the ferry landing—
their intended destination, according to Kennedy.
Instead, upon reaching the intersection, they turned
right onto the gravel road leading to Dyke Bridge
and the beach beyond. Deputy Sheriff Christopher
Look, a Chappaquiddick resident on his way home,
reached the intersection at the same time and wit-
nessed the turn. Moments later, the car carrying
Kennedy and Kopechne reached the bridge and
failed to negotiate it. Traveling at 20-25 miles per
hour, it jumped the low guard rails and ran off the
right side of the bridge, hitting the water on its right
side and rolling inverted as it sank into 8-10 feet of
water. Kennedy, apparently washed out of the car by
the in-rushing water, escaped. Kopechne, trapped as
the car rolled over, drowned.

Conspiracy to Blame Kennedy

Heir to the greatest political dynasty in twentieth-
century U.S. history, Edward Kennedy was consid-
ered a strong contender for the Democratic presi-
dential nomination in 1972. The accident effectively
ended his chances of winning the nomination, and
he announced in 1970 that he would not run. Con-
spiracy theorists of the political Left speculated, as a
result, that the “accident” had been staged by agents
of the Right to achieve precisely that goal. Kennedy,
according to this theory, was kidnapped, drugged,
placed in the car with Kopechne, and pushed off the
bridge—leaving him (if he survived) to explain why
he was headed for a deserted beach at midnight with
a woman who was not his wife. Allegations of right-
wing involvement in the assassinations of President
John F. Kennedy in 1963 and leading presidential
candidate Robert F. Kennedy in 1968 lent a meas-
ure of plausibility to such theories. So, after 1973,
did revelations that the Nixon administration had
employed “dirty tricks,” some of them illegal, against
its political enemies.

Few believers in a right-wing framing of Kennedy
have developed the theory in depth. The principal
exception is R. B. Cutler, 1973 whose self-published
book You, The Jury outlines a complex scenario

involving three separate groups of agents and a
Kennedy look-alike used as a temporary decoy. Cut-
ler's book blames the framing on unspecified indi-
viduals or organizations determined to bar Kennedy
from the presidency. Richard Nixon, his aides, and
his sympathizers are never named as coconspirators,
but readers are left free to infer their involvement.

The limited popularity of frame-up theories
about the accident is due in part to their funda-
mental implausibility. Why, critics reasonably ask,
would Kennedy not protest that he was being
framed? Why would he plead guilty before a local
judge the week after the accident? Why would he
publicly admit guilt in his televised speech later the
same day? Why, in other words, would Kennedy do
the conspirators” work for them by confessing to a
reputation-damaging act that he knew he did not
commit?

Conspiracy to Shield Kennedy
The most widely held conspiracy theories about
the accident propose that Kennedy conspired with
others to cover up the true extent of his guilt. Their
popularity reflects the widespread sentiment that
the wealthy, the powerful, and the well-connected
can easily escape punishment for their crimes. The
Kennedy family possessed wealth, power, and con-
nections in abundance, and their willingness to use
all three to their advantage is well established. The
perceived incongruity of crime and punishment in
the Chappaquiddick case—a two-month sus-
pended sentence for acts resulting in the death of
a young woman—led many to conclude that wealth
and privilege had triumphed again. These percep-
tions ran especially strong among longtime resi-
dents of Martha’s Vineyard, fueled by suspicion of
wealthy, privileged vacationers from the mainland.
One variation of this theory has Kennedy con-
spiring with associates to craft an “official” story
about the accident that would minimize his guilt.
Washington Post columnist Jack Anderson sug-
gested in 1969, for example, that Kennedy asked
Joseph Gargan and Hugh Markham—two long-
time associates who were also at the party—to lie
to police and say that Gargan or Kopechne herself
had been at the wheel of the car. Leo Damore gave
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the theory new life in his 1988 book Senatorial
Privilege. Many residents of Martha’s Vineyard see
evidence of a similar conspiracy in Kennedy’s
claims that he turned toward the bridge without
realizing it, dived on the wreck in an effort to save
Kopechne, and later swam the channel separating
Chappaquiddick from Edgartown. They believe
that the claims are patently absurd—a heroic fic-
tion created by Kennedy and others to cover an
uglier reality in which Kennedy, drunk, fled the
scene of the accident and used his connections to
slip back quietly to his Edgartown hotel without
rousing the ferryman and attracting attention.

A second variation of the theory suggests that the
Kennedy family used their wealth, power, or politi-
cal connections to subvert, divert, or obstruct official
investigations of the accident. Commentators who
believe in such a conspiracy argue that the postacci-
dent investigations were inadequate at best and neg-
ligent at worst—failings best explained not by disin-
terest but by active tampering. Why, they ask, did
the Edgartown police not thoroughly search the
area around the accident scene for telltale physical
evidence? Why did the state police lieutenant who
headed the investigation for the Commonwealth of
Massachusetts fail to question key witnesses and dis-
courage the district attorney from ordering an
autopsy? Why did the judge in charge of the grand
jury investigation set the ground rules in such ways
that virtually guaranteed it would be ineffective?
The slipshod investigation and prosecution were,
they argue, orchestrated by Kennedy and others in a
series of phone calls made in the time between the
accident and the first report of it to the police. The
extent of the family’s power over Massachusetts pol-
itics made it possible for them to quickly and effi-
ciently subvert the criminal justice system.

Theories about conspiracies to conceal the
nature of Kennedy’s offense and deflect the full
force of the law from him are the least spectacular
of the three types. They are also the most plausible:
the investigation was, in retrospect, seriously
flawed. Conspiracy-theory critics such as James
Lange and Katherine DeWitt have noted, however,
that the flaws are not in themselves proof of con-

spiracy. They can be explained equally well by

more mundane causes: incompetence, laziness, the
distraction of more pressing cases, or the biases of
particular individuals.

Conspiracy to Stage the Incident

The third type of conspiracy theory combines ele-
ments of the first two types. Like the first type of
theory, it proposes that the accident was staged;
like the second, it accuses Kennedy of conspiring
to cover up the true extent of his guilt. Specifically,
the third type of theory suggests that Kennedy and
several close friends engineered the “accident” in
order to cover up other misdeeds.

Kenneth Kappel, in his 1989 book Chappaquid-
dick Revealed, begins with the premise that Kennedy
must have been drunk by the time he and Kopechne
got into the car. He suggests that an alcohol-impaired
Kennedy ran the car off the road (not the bridge),
causing it to roll over, leaving Kennedy hurt and
Kopechne unconscious. Kennedy and several
friends, believing that Kopechne was already dead,
righted the car and pushed it off the bridge into the
pond in order to hide the evidence long enough for
Kennedy to sober up. Kopechne regained conscious-
ness after the car hit the pond and, unable to escape,
drowned. Kappel’s theory thus has Kennedy and his
coconspirators unintentionally committing man-
slaughter in the process of trying to hide the much
less (legally) serious crime of drunken driving.

A second variation of this theory takes it signifi-
cantly further, positing that Kennedy murdered
Kopechne and then drove (or pushed) the car off the
bridge to conceal the fact. Many commentators on
the accident assume that (despite his denials)
Kennedy had or sought sex with Kopechne. Adher-
ents of the murder-cover-up theory frequently
expand that assumption into the speculation that the
couple had a prior sexual encounter that left
Kopechne pregnant. Pregnancy would, the adherents
argue, provide Kennedy with a motive for the alleged
murder and cover-up. Zad Rust’s 1971 book Teddy
Bare strongly implies—but, presumably to avoid a
libel suit, does not explicitly claim—both pregnancy
and murder, covered up by a staged accident.

Neither Kappell, nor Rust, nor any of the less
prominent advocates of such theories can ade-
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quately account for how Kennedy and a few friends
could push the car into the water. The bridge’s
4-inch-high rails—though no barrier to a vehicle
driven at 20 miles per hour—would be a substan-
tial obstacle to a 2-ton vehicle being pushed uphill
by three or four men struggling to find purchase on
a dirt-and-gravel road in casual shoes. Nor can such
theories account for the dark tire marks that law
enforcement officers observed on the bridge deck
the morning after the accident. The marks suggest
a car skidding with locked brakes—an image fully
compatible with an accident, but virtually impossi-
ble to stage on the spur of the moment. Allegations
that Kopechne was strangled to death are equally
difficult to reconcile with the failure of the local
medical examiner to find any marks on her throat
when he examined her body the morning after the
accident. Allegations that she was pregnant by
Kennedy are equally dubious, and equally inconsis-
tent with established facts.

A. Bowdoin Van Riper

See also: Kennedy, John F., Assassination of;
Kennedy, Robert F., Assassination of; Nixon,
Richard.
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Chicago 7

Originally beginning as the Chicago 8, this group of
political dissidents was charged with conspiracy, in
particular for allegedly crossing state lines with
“the intent to incite, organize, promote, encourage,

participate in, and carry on a riot and to commit
acts of violence in furtherance of a riot . . .” during
the 1968 Democratic National Convention (DNC)
in Chicago, Illinois. Charged under a then new
federal antiriot law, the so-called H. Rap Brown
Act, the eight defendants went on trial 24 Septem-
ber 1969 in what became one of the most cele-
brated court cases of the Vietnam era.

The composition of the group suggested the fed-
eral government was attempting to put the entire
“Movement” on trial, as those charged were a virtual
who’s who of U.S. radicalism: Yippie leaders Abbie
Hoffman and Jerry Rubin; Tom Hayden of the Stu-
dents for a Democratic Society (SDS); the cochairs
of the National Mobilization to End the War—Ren-
nie Davis and David Dellinger (who was also the
pacifist editor of Liberation magazine); Black Pan-
ther Party Chairman Bobby Seale; and academic
activists John Froines and Lee Weiner. Seale, who
had played a relatively small role in the events dur-
ing the DNC and was only cited for one violation in
the indictment (a single speech made in Chicago’s
Lincoln Park), eventually saw his case severed from
the other defendants—but not before being physi-
cally restrained in the courtroom, at the order of
Judge Julius Hoffman. While Seale’s participation in
the proceedings was brief, the image of the Black
Panther leader, bound, gagged, and shackled in leg
irons became one of the most enduring symbols of
the trial.

Aside from the spectacle of Seale’s bondage, the
trial proceedings were a raucous affair, with the
defendants trading insults with the judge and
the prosecutors, creating outlandish disturbances,
and attempting to concentrate on the political issues
important to the Movement, namely the Vietnam
War, racism, and government repression, instead of
pertinent legal matters. Yippies Abbie Hoffman and
Jerry Rubin provided the majority of the trials fire-
works with Abbie refusing to be known by “Hoff-
man” (claiming the judge had disgraced the name),
blowing kisses to the jurors, using outrageous props,
often laughing out loud, making disruptive
speeches, dancing around the courtroom, and, along
with Jerry Rubin, even dressing in judicial robes in
mockery of the court.
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The Chicago 7 and their two original trial attorneys pose in the lobby of the Dirksen Federal Building in Chicago during
a break in their trial, 31 October 1973. Left to right: John Froines, attorney William Kuntsler, David Dellinger, Lee
Weiner, Tom Hayden, attorney Leonard Weinglass, Jerry Rubin, Rennie Davis, and Abbie Hoffman, holding his two-
year-old-son, America. (Bettmann/Corbis)

During the five-month legal battle, the defen-
dants succeeded in forcing the court to hear testi-
mony from poet Allen Ginsberg, folksingers Arlo
Guthrie, Phil Ochs, “Country Joe” McDonald, Pete
Seeger, and Judy Collins, author Norman Mailer,
comedian Dick Gregory, and LSD-guru Timothy
Leary among others. Chicago mayor William Daley
also took the stand to testify and even evinced a
smile when Abbie Hoffman suggested the two of
them could settle everything by stepping outside
the courtroom. Courtroom surprises were not
always a result of the defendants actions, however,
as the prosecution succeeded in shocking Jerry
Rubin by introducing his DNC bodyguard as an
undercover informant and prosecution witness.
Yippie and editor of the underground newspaper

the Realist, Paul Krassner, a defense witness, suc-
ceeded in angering members of the Chicago 7, the
prosecution, and the court by testifying while on an
LSD trip.

At the conclusion of the trial, in February 1970,
the jury found all of the defendants not guilty of
charges of conspiracy, but with the exception of
John Froines and Lee Weiner they were found
guilty of intent to riot. Judge Hoffman also ruled
that the defendants and their attorneys, William
Kunstler and Leonard Weinglass, were guilty of a
total of 175 counts of contempt. Kunstler and
Weinglass were sentenced to four- and two-year
prison terms respectively, while their clients each
received five-year sentences and $5,000 fines. In
1972, the Seventh Circuit Court of Appeals over-
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turned the criminal convictions of the Chicago 7
and all but thirteen of the contempt charges were
eventually dismissed. The appellate court based its
decisions on Judge Hoffman’s openly antagonistic
attitude toward the defense and his refusal to allow
for sufficient inquiry into jury biases. Further, the
court determined that Judge Hoffman and the
prosecutors had knowledge of the FBT’s electronic
surveillance of the Chicago 7s defense attorneys,
which it suggested would most likely have allowed
for reversal of the convictions upon appeal.
Nicholas Turse

See also: Yippies.
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Christian Identity

Christian Identity is a loosely organized religious
movement associated with a number of small fun-
damentalist churches and extreme right-wing polit-
ical and religious groups in the United States. By
the last three decades of the twentieth century,
Identity had become the religion of choice for a
number of conspiracy-minded survivalists, millen-
nialists, and neo-Nazi groups, like Aryan Nations,

The Order—responsible for a wave of crime in the
American West in the 1980s, including the murder
of Denver radio host Alan Berg in 1984—and some
factions of the Ku Klux Klan. Because it is not an
organized denomination, there is some variation in
Identity doctrine among its many churches and
groups, but most share its core beliefs: that Anglo-
Saxons are the true descendants of the ten lost
tribes of Israel and hence God’s chosen people; that
Jews are the literal offspring of a sexual liaison
between Satan and Eve in the Garden of Eden; and
that, as a result, Anglo-Saxons are locked in battle
over the redemption of humankind against a global
Jewish conspiracy intent on the eradication of white
Christians and complete worldwide domination.

Christian Identity has its roots in British-
Israelism, a benign religious movement founded in
Victorian England by John Wilson. In his Lectures
on Our Israelitish Origin (1840), Wilson sought to
prove empirically that the lost tribes of Israel
migrated from the East over the Caucasus moun-
tains and eventually settled in northern Europe. In
Wilson’s view, however, Jews were not the enemy.
Rather, they were fellow Israelites, though mem-
bers of a different tribe. British-Israelism made its
way to North America in the late nineteenth cen-
tury and first gained broad appeal in the United
States in the 1920s and 1930s. The spread of
British-Israelism in the United States was due
largely to the efforts of Howard Rand, a former
construction worker turned British-Israelism
organizer, and William J. Cameron, editor of
Henry Ford’s Dearborn Independent, which pub-
lished some of the period’s most explicit antisemitic
writings, including “The International Jew,” the
first widespread U.S. popularization of Protocols of
the Elders of Zion. Thus in the United States,
British-Israelism came increasingly to be linked
with extreme right-wing politics: nativism, racism,
and, especially, antisemitism. From this strand of
the British-Israelist movement in the United
States, Christian Identity emerged.

Drawing on scriptural authority and especially
biblical prophecy, Identity followers view all of
human history as a conspiracy by Jews to subvert
Christianity and establish Satan’s kingdom on earth.
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In the writings of post-World War II Identity lead-
ers such as Gerald L. K. Smith and Wesley Swift,
the international Jewish conspiracy to control the
world begins at creation. Jews are not only distinct
from Saxons, they are the direct descendants of
Cain, the son of Eve’s seduction by Satan. Saxons,
on the other hand, are descended from Adam’s son
Abel and are the true Israelites. The Jews are
merely impostors performing the work of Satan to
eliminate the true Israelites just as Cain, the pro-
genitor of modern Jews, killed Abel. Identity fol-
lowers believe World Jewry is behind the persecu-
tion of Jesus, the ritual killing of Christians at the
Roman Colosseum, the invasion of Western Europe
by Ghengis Khan to destroy Christian civilization,
and Napoleon’s attempt to conquer the world. As
foretold in the Book of Revelation, the final stage of
the Jewish plot begins in the twentieth century with
the Jewish-backed Communist revolution in Russia,
Jewish control over the international banking sys-
tem and especially the Federal Reserve Corpora-
tion, and the establishment of such international
organizations as the United Nations and the Coun-
cil on Foreign Relations. Much of Identity doctrine,
such as the schism in the Nation of Israel in the
tenth century B.C. that separated the southern
tribes from the ten northern tribes, follows schol-
arly orthodoxy. However, scholars reject Identity’s
“two-seeds” theory of Genesis as well as a number
of other spurious practices upon which Identity
doctrine relies: numerology, pyramidology, and a
form of philology based upon similarities in the
sounds of words. Because the movement lacks a
central organization, the number of Identity Chris-
tians is difficult to determine, but it continues to be
the religious orientation of choice for white
supremacist groups in the United States.

Jeffrey Insko

See also: Antisemitism; Aryan Nations; Ford,

Henry; One-World Government; Protocols of the

Elders of Zion; Smith, Gerald L. K.
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Christian Science

A prominent but secretive religious sect founded in
the nineteenth century, Christian Science has often
been at the center of conspiratorial speculation. In
the period after the Civil War the United States was
a breeding ground for new religious movements. Of
these, Christian Science (formally known as The
Church of Christ, Scientist) was one of the most
successful. Since the 1960s the church has become
influential in the United States and beyond through
the publication of its newspaper, the Christian Sci-
ence Monitor, and through some of its members
being in positions of power (e.g., Nixon aides H. R.
Haldeman and John Ehrlichman). After the failed
attempt to establish a cable television channel in
the 1980s, the church was beset by financial diffi-
culties and scandals in the 1990s, including reports
that it had borrowed from its own pension fund.

Known for the belief that only the mind and spirit
exist in reality, and that pain, disease, and even death
are illusions, Christian Scientists practice religious
healing in place of medical intervention, a policy
that recently has been the subject of much contro-
versy after the deaths of several children whose par-
ents allegedly followed these tenets.

The sect was founded in the late nineteenth cen-
tury by Mary Baker Eddy (1821-1910) after she
experienced a spontaneous healing. Eddy had suf-
fered from frequent mental and physical disorders
throughout her first four decades. After undergo-
ing treatment by Phineas Parkhurst Quimby, a
mesmerist and faith healer, Eddy began to find
relief from her ailments. After Quimby’s death, in
1866, Eddy emerged as a teacher and healer.

Eddy’s early attempts to gather a following were
fraught with disappointment, but despite setbacks,
the determined Eddy pushed on. In 1875 she pub-
lished Science and Health and followed it with The
Key to the Scriptures in 1883. These provided the
base for the new religion. From 1881 to 1889, new
practitioners were trained at the Massachusetts
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Metaphysical College. These disciples then
returned home to heal the sick and spread the new
religion. In 1892, she established The Mother
Church to coordinate and centralize authority in
her far-flung sect. The result of Eddy’s reorganiza-
tion coupled with a trained and loyal cadre of fol-
lowers fanning out across the nation led to an
exponential growth of Christian Science in the late
nineteenth century.

As the cult prospered, suspicions about it began
to multiply. Clergy and laymen began to attack the
sect in general and Eddy in particular. Mark Twain
was among the more famous critics of the new
denomination. The seemingly sudden explosion of
Christian Science led Twain to worry that by sheer
force of numbers it would control the U.S. Con-
gress by the 1930s. Churchmen saw not only a dan-
ger of losing members (many lost congregants in
mass exoduses) but the undermining of modern
civilization by such a mystical and pantheistic reli-
gion. Detractors believed that the Christian Sci-
ence denial of the existence of sin and the body
would destroy the moral fabric of society by under-
cutting all morality. Many suspected that Eddy’s
use of the Bible was just a cover to hide the dia-
bolic nature of her teachings.

Adding to the critics” concerns was the sect’s pen-
chant for secrecy. No one outside the ruling elite
even knew how many members belonged to the
denomination. The church’s bylaws prohibited the
release of membership numbers outside the organi-
zation. Financial matters were a closely guarded
secret. Even today, official records of the church are
largely off limits to nonmember researchers.

Many suspicions about Christian Science cen-
tered on the habits of its controversial founder.
During her lifetime Eddy refused to relinquish any
power over the governance of the sect. All high
officials were responsible to her alone. Only her
writings (which many felt had been either plagia-
rized from Quimby or ghostwritten by her disci-
ples), along with select passages from the Bible,
were to be used in worship. Eddy’s authoritarian-
ism and her statements led critics to charge that
she actually saw herself as equal with (if not above)
Jesus and, in effect, a deity. Even if this was not her

Mary Baker Eddy founded the religion of Christian
Science and established the Church of Christ, Scientist,
one of the United States’ fastest-growing religious

institutions of the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. (Library of Congress)

intention, opponents felt that Eddy’s deification
would eventually be the result of her teachings.

For a potential deity and a believer in the nonex-
istence of anything except the mind, Eddy appeared
very materialistic to her critics. She was obsessive
about copyrighting virtually every communiqué she
wrote and amassed a fortune of over two million dol-
lars—though during her lifetime it was suspected of
being much higher. Eddy and her church were
accused of being charlatans and hucksters—bilking
the ignorant and weak out of their money for a cure
that could not be had without the Christian Sci-
ence—trained healer.
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A final concern of the opponents of Christian Sci-
ence was that its mystic cures were a danger to the
health of its “patients.” For obvious reasons, med-
ical professionals were most concerned with these
alleged healing practices. Individual doctors and
the American Medical Association attacked the sect
as a danger, especially to infants as well as to the
community at large, as the inadvertent spreader of
communicative diseases through its hostility to vac-
cinations.

Opponents of Christian Science need not have
worried. Although the sect has survived to the
present day, it has not posed the danger to society
that critics predicted. Its estimated worldwide
membership is 150,000 scattered among 2,600
branch churches. Most nonmembers’ only knowl-
edge of the sect is in the form of the newspaper it
publishes, the Christian Science Monitor, and the
“Reading Rooms” placed in conspicuous locations
by the branch churches—reminders of a more
vibrant and “dangerous” Christian Science.

Enoch Baker
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Church of the SubGenius

The Church of the SubGenius is either an
extremely sinister cult, or (much more likely) an
extremely elaborate practical joke feeding on the
subculture of conspiracy theory. The Church
claims to reveal the truth according to J. R. “Bob”
Dobbs: an alien, known as JHVH-1, had been mas-
querading as G-D but now wanted it revealed that
there was a conspiracy created by normal people to
deplete the “slack” (the opportunity to effortlessly
achieve your goals) of the so-called “abnormal”
people, known as SubGeniuses. To this end a
church was developed, one that gleefully takes

money and teaches through poster and flyer art,
“devival” meetings, and recorded rants (first broad-
cast on community radio stations and through tape
trading, now available on-line). The primary icon of
the SubGenius movement is the trademarked illus-
tration of “Bob’s” head, that of a middle-aged, smil-
ing white man smoking a pipe, who looks as though
he was cut out of a 1950s advertisement.

The SubGenius concept was created by Doug
Smith (now known as the Reverend Ivan Stang)
and Philo Drummond in the early 1980s, and word
was spread through flyers and pamphlets. Thirty
dollars would buy salvation, redemption, and the
opportunity to put “Reverend” before your name.
This fee has subsequently been paid by close to
10,000 people over the years.

In effect the Church has created a satiric com-
mentary on religious observance and domination,
conspiracy theory, and conventional morality. The
“Rapture” of orthodox Christian faith is replaced by
the “Rupture,” revivals are replaced by “devivals,”
and so on. SubGenii gather to rant about the world
and everything in it, as they waited for the coming of
the Aliens on X-Day, 4 July 1998.

In the late 1990s it appeared as though the
Church would have to meet a crisis as X-Day
approached. 4 July 1998 was to be the day that the
aliens returned, and SubGenius “clenches” the
world over would gather and hold parties every
year in anticipation. The parties still continue,
although they are known as X-Day plus the num-
ber of years following 1998, e.g., 2002 is known as
XXXXX-Day. Many excuses have been offered by
loyal SubGenii as to why the aliens did not arrive,
including the suggestion that they had done so, but
that the visit was either not noticed, or erased from
our minds by superior technology. But, according
to the Church, it is quite likely their absence was
the point, because then excuses could be made.
The SubGenii exist as an excuse to have a good
time and thumb their nose at organized religion
and orderly behavior, as well as themselves. Every
SubGenius clench is required to have a member
who does not believe, and the core belief of the
movement is to believe nothing and everything,
preferably at the same time; or, to paraphrase the
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Church itself, the SubGenius are either a joke mas-
querading as a religion, or a religion masquerading
as a joke. Whichever they truly are would not make
much of a difference.

Solomon Davidoff

See also: Scientology.
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Civil Rights Movement

Comprising some of the most momentous and
tumultuous episodes and events in the history of
the United States since abolition, the civil rights
movement, not surprisingly, is associated with
numerous conspiracy theories that issued (and con-
tinue to issue) from a diverse cross-section of polit-
ical, ideological, and social viewpoints. The most
significant conspiracy theories regarding this area
of interest concern the alleged Communist ties of
the civil rights movement; the systemic disenfran-
chisement of African Americans; covert and illegal
operations of the government to countervail the
efforts of civil rights groups; and ambiguities sur-
rounding the assassinations of key civil rights lead-
ers Martin Luther King, Jr., and Malcolm X.

The civil rights movement in the United States
must first and foremost be understood in terms of
the civil, political, and juridical struggles to achieve
racial equality and full citizenship rights for African
Americans. Known also as the “Black Freedom
Movement,” the “Negro Revolution,” and the “Sec-
ond Reconstruction,” the civil rights movement
was, at the outset, a challenge to the legally and
socially sanctioned system of racial segregation.
This was called the Jim Crow system and was intro-
duced at the level of state law by secessionist South-

ern Democrats (“Dixiecrats”) as a means of retard-
ing and reversing the advances made by African
Americans during the Reconstruction era after the
Civil War. The Supreme Court later sanctioned the
legitimacy of Jim Crow practices in the infamous
Plessy v. Ferguson case (1896), which upheld segre-
gation in railroad cars. Beyond its policies and prac-
tices of racial segregation, the Jim Crow system also
engendered and sought to maintain the political
and social disenfranchisement of African Americans
through the systematic denial of voting rights,
access to adequate education, and ownership of real
estate. In response, individuals and organizations
comprising the civil rights movement staged and
otherwise participated in protest marches, boycotts,
and physical violations of segregation laws. Not-
withstanding the continuing debate about both the
actual date of its inception, and whether or not its
objectives have indeed been fully realized, the civil
rights movement is commonly recorded to have
been inaugurated by the Montgomery bus boycott
in 1955 and concluded with the Voting Rights Act
of 1965.

The Civil Rights Movement and Perceived
Threats of Secularism and Communism
The increasing frequency of confrontations trig-
gered by various constituents of the civil rights
movement was accompanied by a growing body of
opinion that a Communis