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THE CONSPIRACY ARGUMENT AS RHETORICAL GENRE

EARL GEORGE CREPS, III

Conspiracy allegations are omnipresent in American
higzgff;-_éﬂlé.dissertation is a study of the generic
aspects of the conspiratorial argument. The inquiry
operates from two basic premises: (1) conspiracy discourse
is an identifiable rhetorical genre, and; (2) an analysis
of this genre will provide insight into the ways in which
discourse operates to resolve the rhetorical problem pbsed
by evil. <Chapter I opens with a brief outline of the study
" and presents a justification for such an approach to con-
spiracy. Moreover, the concept of rhetorical "genre" to
be used in the study is defined, after Campbell and
Jamieson, as being composed of substantive, stylistic, and
situational forms bound together by an "internal dynamic.”

Chapter II argues that the rhetorical problem posed
by evil is the "dynamic" that motivates and sustains the
genre, that is: each form making up the genus functions
to resolve (or "make sense” out of) this problem by
explaining the cause of evil (the Plot) and thereby shifting

blame and guilt away from the community. Chapter III is a

iv



review of the primary and secondary literature on conspiracy.
Secondary sources examined are from rhetorical, socio-
political, and psychological research., This survey culminates
in the formulation of tentative hypotheses designed to "map"
the basic features of the genus.

Chapter IV tests the hypotheses against a sample of
discourse dfawn from the Red Scare era (A. Mitchell Palmer's
1920 article, "The Case Against the ‘'Reds'")-- -Chapter V
tests the hypotheses against an exemplar drawn from the con-

spiracy interpretations of the John F. Kennedy assassina-

tion (Mark Lane's 1966 bestseller, Rush to Judgment).
The propositional and strategic forms of the exemplars are
reconstructed in detail and the information obtained is
used to assess the validity of the definitional hypotheses.
Chapter VI presents the study's conclusions. Aithough
certain modifications were necessary, the generic "map"
of conspiracy argument remained centered on three basic
forms: a deductive/causal propositional substance, a
dramatic/massively documented style, and a situation of
perceived social stress. Finally, tﬂe study closes with
suggestions for further research on the ethos of the con-
spiracy advocate and the question of sub-categories (e.g.,

extremist vs. mainstream) within the conspiracy genre.
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The central theme of the American

paranoid style [is] that just when

you think you're making out, you're
really being had!

--David Brion Davis

Just because he was paranoid does
not mean that nobody was after him.

~-Mark Lane on Rev. Jim Jones
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION:

THE GENERIC STUDY OF CONSPIRACY ARGUMENT

Conspiracy is as natural as breathing.
And since the struggles for advantage
nearly always have a rhetorical strain,
we believe that systematic contemplation
of them forces itself upon the student
of rhetoric.

-- Kenneth Burke

Conspiracy allegations are omnipresent in American
history. Some segments of our nation, it seems, have
always been willing to accept the charge of conspiracy as
an explanation for events. The rhetoric of the American
revolution, for example, was grounded in a conspiratorial
interpretation of British colonial policy. Similarly,
later conflicts between the Federalists and the Republicans
and the North and South were dominated by charges of plots
and plotters. The tradition was sustained by groups such
as the Know-Nothings and the Anti-Masonic Party who rallied
national organizations around the need to counter "sub-
versive" elements.l This list could be amended with more

recent examples such as the assassinations of the 1960's,
1
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our entry into the war in Viet Nam, and the Karen Silkwood
case. If one adds to this.collection of sincerely be-
political or strategic advantage, it is clear that this
theme represents a major component of American discourse.
Indeed, one observer has ventured that there may have been
100 alleged conspiracies for each real plot in our past.2
The 1980's promise to be much the same.3

Richard Hofstadter has attempted to explain the pro-
liferation of conspiracy theories as resulting from the
fact that "anything that partakes of political strategy
may need, for a time at least, an element of secrecy, and
is thus vulnerable to being dubbed conspiratorial."4
Kenneth Burke is even more succinct when he opines that
"sovereignty itself is conspiracy."5 Hence, civic life
per se seems to promote allegations of collusive intrigue.

Some observers trace the historical origins of cab-
alist thought to Medieval demonology:6 however, it is
surely much older. Perhaps it is more than simply ironic
that the first sin recorded in Genesis is a plot by Adam,
Eve, and the Serpent to disregard their Creator's wishes.
For the "conspiratorialist,"? the malevolent collusion that
led to Adam's fall was a foreshadowing of all subsequent
clashes between evil and good. From scurces as old as

recorded history, then, the conspiracy theme runs like an



underground river through the bedrock of our culture.
Americans have never been reluctant to accuse
foreigners or their fellow citizens of the most heinous
intrigues. The role of such accusations in igniting the
American Revolution was prophetic of the conspiracy argu-
ment's continuing importance in national life. Wherever
one finds significant events or eras, one is likely to.

encounter charges (and countercharges) of conspiracy.8

John Bunzel has divided the history of such allegations
into five general, and roughly c¢hronological, categories:

(1) a fear of takeover of the government
by "the people"—--the uneducated, the
unwashed, and the unprincipled: (2) fear
of the West's becoming an all-powerful
force for an un-Christian democracy; (3}
fear of a Catholic coup; (4) fear of an
immigrant (alsc Jewish, Negro) coup; (5)
fear of a Communist revolution. Each
succeeding phase, it appears, adopts most
of the last and adds a new point of its
own, which then becomes its concentrated
focus.9

These categories crystallize many conspiracy theories into
a deceptively simple set of historical phases. However,
Buzel's scheme is sufficient to provide the broad outlines
of the development of "cabalist" thinking.10
In addition to the frequency of "cabalism," one is
struck by the sheer staying power of some conspiracy
theories. The dread of the Bavarian Illuminati, for ex-

ample, was first popularized in America near the end of

the 18th century and is still being nurtured today by the



John Birch Society and various concerned individuals.ll

For the "conspiratorialist," then, the more things change,
the more they confirm his or her view of the truth. Many
will live through the 1980's haunted by the looming menace
of "trojan horses" and "thin entering wedges."™ At the
heart of this vision is the nightmare of a two-level
reality in which all that is obvious or simple is merely
a facade, a barely opagque veneer concealing the machin-
ations of a darkly powerful underworld.12
Perhaps one reason for the longevity and frequency of
cabalist allegations is that the conspiracy theorist
assumes minimal argumentative burdens. While the claim
of evil intrigue may be oppressive for the accused, the
rhetor who launches the indictment can do so easily. All
one need do is take notice of a problem, select an enemy
for the attribution of guilt, define a few links between
The Plot and the nation's long slide into depravity, and
make the charge publicly.13 This is not to say that any
allegation of a plot is automatically believed but that
the threshold level of plausibility for conspiracy theories
is quite low. Certainly, this factor has contributed sig-
nificantly to the prevalence of the conspiracy theme in our

history.l4

The historical and contemporary prominence of
the conspiracy argument make it a worthy object for critical

study.



Procedure for fhe Study

The central contention of the present study is two-
fold: First, that the conspiracy argument constitutes an
identifiable rhetorical genre, and; second, that an anal-
ysis of this genre will provide insight into the ways in
which discourse operates to resolve the rhetorical problem
posed by evil. The genre will be studied from the per-

i5

spective of informal functionalism. This method focuses

on how conspiracy discourse works in a variety of contexts.
Two functions of the theme will be analyzed: (1) External
function--how does the discourse operate to resoclve the
problem of evil for the community? The assumption here is
that different forms of evil may produce somewhat different
types of conspiracy discourse, and that a comparison of
several of these responses could provide useful conclusions

about the nature of the genre. (2) Internal function--how

do the elements of the discourse relate to each other in
order to create a coherent rhetorical type? This per-
spective on the genre is formal and strategic rather than
sociological or psychological. The procedure for inguiring
into these two functions will be a comparison of the generic
definition developed in Chapter III with the exemplars dis-
cussed in Chapters IV and V. The "fit" of the definition

to the real-world discourse should provide insight into

both the formal and social characteristics of the genre



6

Before proceeding, it is important to understand what
this method does and doesn't do. First, functionalism as
used here attempts only to assess how a genre operates
rather than to determine why events (and discourse) hap-
pened as they did. One could make a case for the causal
influence of conspiracy beliefs in numerous historical
situations. However, such a task is not relevant to this
study and would impose onerous burdens of proof. The
present analysis seeks only to explicate the ways in which
the conspiracy theme helps rhetors and audiences deal with
their world. Causal impacts on events and eras may provide
interesting tangential questions but will not be discussed
in great depth. As a result, the conclusions drawn from
the study will be judged according to fitness to fact,
soundness of warrant, ability to withstand the challenge
of competing explanations, and the degree of critical in-
sight afforded. There will be no attempt to use function-
alism in the form of the quasi-scientific, biological,
{homeostatic) metaphor portrayed in its more rigorous
versions.

Secondly, the notion that conspiracy discourse is a
response to rhetorical problems should not be interpreted
as meaning that the utterance solves the problem in any
concrete way. That is, the use of the genre probably

does not eliminate social evils. Rather, the conspiracy



theme provides a way of "making sense" out of the malady,
i.e., a way of understanding and coping with some dis-
ruption of social expectations. The perspective adopted

in the study will center on this concept of "function", as
opposed to a more mechanistic, problem-solution formulation.

Following an explanation in the present chapter of the
generic procedure to be used, Chapter II will develop the
notion of evil as a rhetorical problem. A survey of socio-
logical, theological, and philosophical treatments of evil
will open the inguiry. A rhetorical view of the problem
of evil will then be posited. The argument will be that
communities use discourse to cope with violations of their
norms. Conspiracy will be discussed as a significant
rhetorical strategy elicited by communal maladies, and evil
will be characterized as the central principle which binds
the "cabalist" genus together.

Chapter III will provide a review of the primary and
secondary literature on conspiracy. The secondary research
will be subdivided into the categories of rhetorical studies,
socio-political studies, and psychological studies. Each
category represents a major field of inguiry into the
sources and background of "cabalist"thought. The review
will take the form of a summary of the arguments and
findings of major works followed by a discussion of their

uses and limitations. The final step in the review will be
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a synthesis of hypotheses from the research on the defining
attributes of the conspiracy theme. The historical,
political, and critical aspects of this literature have
sufficient commonalities to allow generalizations to be
made. These working hypotheses will be examined in some
detail and will be illustrated with examples from primary
and secondary sources.

The descriptive statements advanced will not be final
or comprehensive conclusions. Rather, they will be treated
as tentative working hypotheses. The purpose of these
statements is to provide a cohesive conceptual framework
from which an examination of case studies in later chapters
can culminate in a more definitive mapping of the con-
spiracy genre. As the analysis proceeds, the propositions
will be subject to constant scrutiny and refinement, ulti-
mately, the working hypotheses will be reformulated (as
necessary) in light of the two exemplars critiqued in the
study. A comparison of these hypotheses with the infor-
mation gleaned from the case studies will allow the for-
mation of more rigorous propositions in which a greater
degree of confidence can be expressed. Should this
process require the introduction of new hypotheses or the
testing of conflicting explanations, such procedures will
be introduced at the point in the study where it becomes

apparent that modifications would advance the analysis.



Chapters IV and V will take up two samples of
conspiracy argument: A Mitchell Palmer's 1920 defense
of the "Palmer Raids" and Mark Lane's 1966 critique of the
Warren Commission.16 These exemplars were selected on the
basis of their political wvariety and their historical
importance. The focus of the critique will be upon a
detailed reconstruction of the rhetorical problem (evil)
confronting the rhetor, the audience implied in the dis-~
course, and the thematic and strategic forms used to accom-
plish the rhetor's ends. The material obtained in this
analysis will then be compared with the hypotheses pro-
duced in Chapter III to judge whether or not the exemplars
afford confirmation of these tentative definitional state-
ments.

The final chapter will correlate these findings in
order to determine the uses, limitations and modifications
necessary for each hypothesis. Ultimately, the hypotheses
will be assembled into a coherent "map" of the conspiracy
~genre. The study will conclude with a summary of major
arguments followed by several suggestions for further

research.

Scope of the Study

While the propositions and questions used in this work
will be rather general, the study is limited in several ways

First, the chapters dealing with actuzl discourse will focus
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exclusively on specific rhetorical acts. No effort will be
made to provide detailed discussion of all primary and
secondary source materials available in the instances
considered. Second, there will be no effort to determine
if a conspiracy really did exist in the case studies or if
the motives of the rhetors were above reproach. The
conspiracy theme will be taken at face value. Also, the
role of those who attempt to refute the conspiracy theo-
rists will not be analyzed in depth. The analysis will be
confined to the formal and strategic aspects of the con-
spiracy rhetoric used to resolve specific social evils in

two historical instances.

Justification for the Study

The conduct of the present study is justified by the
historical importance of the conspiracy argument. More-
over, the functional approach to genre critickm offers a
dual benefit: PFirst, it allows the conduct of a detailed
investigation of the arguments and evidence contained in
rhetorical artifacts. At the same time one is able to
pursue more general critical issues, such as the ways in
which rhetoric "works" to resolve the problem of evil.
Thus, one can enjoy the fruits of an exacting structural
and argumentative analysis without having the results tri-

vialized by a critical "cookie-cutter". Second, a func-
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tional perspecitve fosters a definition of the conspiracy
theme that locates the genre squarely in the province of
rhetoric, Perhaps the most significant feature of this
theme is that it does something--it functions. Conspiracy
discourse has moved audiences, shaped their reality, and de-
fined their heroes and villains in the social drama.
However, most of the extant literature treats conspiracy
simply as an historical event, an artifact of radical ideo-
logy, or the cultural analogue of clinical paranoia.l7
"Cabalism" may be all of these things. Given its functional
properites, however, the genre needs to be understood as
rhetoric. The method employed in the present study grounds
the genre in the essentially rhetorical act of responding
to the world's ills through discourse. The conspiracy theme
is embodied in rhetoric and draws on rhetoric's unigue
capacity for attributing meaning to events and facts. The
functional perspective, then, should be well suited to
mapping the genre so as to fix its position in the universe
of discourse.

A second justification for this project is its poten-
tial contribution to rhetorical history. The conspiracy
theme is a recurrent and important aspect of the American
saga. The appeal is located in public discourse--the
domain of the rhetorical historian. The present inquiry

will contribute to rhetorical history by providing a generic
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analysis of the way in which conspiracy arguments have
been used in examples of American rhetoric. This func-
tional notion of the genre will provide the historian with
a perspective that could be used to understand other
samples of discourse and to assess the importance of the
conspiracy theme in various historical eras. Moreover,
an understanding of "cabalist" rhetoric would enhance the
histroian's comprehension of ideclogical factions, such as
the Know-Nothings, whose entire system of thought is
~grounded in a theory of plots and plotters. Thus, the
present analysis could contribute to rhetorical history in
a meaningful way; and future historical studies could con-
tribute to further refinement of the generic definition
offered in the course of this project.

A critique of conspiracy rhetoric is also justified by
its potential contribution to rhetorical criticism. Con-
spiracy will be conceived as a response to the problem of
evil. With the exception of George I. Mavrode's "The
Problem of BEvil as a Rhetorical Problem,"18 little has been
written on the ways in which various types of evil can
elicit rhetorical responses. Since resolving evil is a
major function of rhetoric in any society, it seems that
developing even a partial typology of the problems and
strategies associated with social maladies would be helpful

to rhetorical critics. "Cabalist" discourse, then, could
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be a case study or rhetors attempting to resolve a dis-
ruption of social norms through discursive artifice. Thus,
a study of the conspiracy genre could provide useful in-
sights into one of the most basic functions of the rhetor-
ical arts, and into the ways in which rhetorical genres are

constituted.

Conspiracy: A Presumptive Genre

If one conceives of "genre" as a class of things}9

there is ample presumptive reason for regarding conspiracy
argument as a rhetorical genus. The thematic consistency
of "cabalist" discourse is obvious. One would not even
refer to a rhetorical act as "conspiratorial" if it did

not contain the claim, "There is a plot to do X." The
existence of anthologies of such rhetoric and dictionary
definitions of "conspiracy theory" both speak to a per-
ception of uniformity on the part of at least some ob-
servers.20 This anecdotal evidence is compatible with the
observations of numerous social scientists.21 Moreover, b
there tends to be a remarkable degree of consistency in the
findings of most studies of conspiratorial thought and
utterance.22 It appears, then, that the available evidence
would favor granting conspiracy rhetoric a priori generic
status. Indeed, one would be hard pressed not to treat

such discourse as a distinct category.
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Unfortunately, it is easy to identify a genre; it is
harder to show that the identification is not trivial.

The definition of conspiracy rhetoric that can be discerned
from the presumptive sources discussed here is not very
valuable. It represents little more than what one could
obtain from common sense or an informal "eye-balling" of a
few samples of the genus.

Criticism that is to go beyond such simple typology
requires a definition of "genre" that is broad enough to be
flexible in its applications while being narrow enough to
provide conceptual rigor and heuristic value. The present
study will work toward such a conceptualization of "genre"
by presenting a specific definition of this term and then
demonstrating that this notion of "genre" can be operation-
alized as a critical procedure. The definition will be de-
fended as meeting the criteria of rigor and heuristic wvalue.
The guestion to be addressed in the present study is not
whether conspiracy rhetoric is an identifiable genus (for
this is assumed), but what can be learned about cabalist
discourse by thinking of it as a genre? Thus a massive
review of the many controversial aspects of generic theory
and practice is not essential to the conduct of the present
inquiry.23

The genre scholar must take great care to develop a
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critical posture oriented toward illuminating the intrinsic
features of discourse rather than superimposing categorical
schemata on rhetorical acts. Campbell and Jamieson argue
in this connection that there are "certain noteworthy con-
straints" which should apply to all genre inquiry:

1) Classification is justified only by
the critical illumination it produces
not by the neatness of a classificatory
schema; 2) Generic criticism is taken
as a means toward a systematic, close
textual analysis; 3) A genre is a com-
plex, an amalgam, a constellation of
substantive, situational, and stylistic
elements; 4) Generic analysis reveals
both the conventions and affinities
that a work shares with others; it
uncovers the unique elements in the
rhetorical act, the particular means

by which a genre is individuated in a
given case.24

Given these "constraints," classificatory investigations
should operate from a definition of "genre" which is broad
enough to exclude the "pigeon hole" approach but narrow
enough to provide the conceptual focus necessary to en-

lightening criticism.

Genre as Dynamic Fusion

The definition of "genre" used here is adapted from

Campbell and Jamieson's discussion of the term in Form

and Genre: Shaping Rhetorical Action. In sum, a rhetor-

ical genus is made up of substantive, stylistic, and sit-
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unaticnal forms united by an "internal dynamic" into a

25 This fermulation

"constellation of fused elements."”
mixes theoretical constructs with metaphor (e.g.,'constel-
lation™). Consequently, an effort to disassemble and ana-
lyze its conceptual components is necessary.

The first phase of this inquiry concerns the relation-
ship between the terms "genre" and "form." The importance
of form to the art of criticism per se was pointed cut by
Campbell and Jamieson: "forms are central to all types of
criticism because they are the means through which we
come to understand how an act works to achieve its end."zs
This notion gains even more significance in the area of
genre criticism because genre, by its nature, must be
rooted in patterns of practice and thus in some sort of
discursive form. Therefore, when the genre critic detects
regularities that distinguish a unique category of dis-
course, he or she is identifying the operative forms within
the rhetoric, that is, those elements of the discourse that
function in a specific way to give the rhetoric its effect.
Form, then, is instrumental and thus is central to the
notion of rhetorical genres as types of discourse designed
to accomplish something. The centrality of this relation-
ship between form and genre has long been accepted in liter-
ature and art.27 However, rhetorical critics have been

slow to appreciate its importance.28
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Those who consider the implications of the connect-
ion between form and genre realize that the maximization
of genre criticism's potential contribution requires an
understanding of formal issues. Edwin Black states the re-
lationship in these terms:

You will recall that in Plato, dialect-
ical inquiry concerning the nature of
Form led, when it was successful, to a
definition composed of a Collection and
Division. The terms ''genre' and "form"
have the same relationship to one another
as do the Collection and Division of
Platonic dialectic. That is, the genre
of a thing is its class--a statement of
its relationship to all other commen-
surable things. The form of that thing
is its inherent structure--a statement
of its constituents and their relation-
ships to one another. Genre refers to
the place of the thing in the universe
and to its generation as an adaptive
and relational entity. Form refers to
the constitution and individuality of
the thing and to its formation as an
entity sufficiently autonomous to be
identifiable, Taken together, the words
"genre" and "form' are complementary in
that ''genre' refers to external relation-
ships and "form' refers to internal re-
lationships.29

Thus, the rhetorical forms referred to im Campbell and
Jamieson's definition represent intrinsic elements of a dis-
cursive act (e.g., themes, logic, audience) that, when
united by an "internal dynamic' combine to constitute a
genre, In sum, then, intrinsic formal characteristics co-
here into extrinsic generic classification, Thus, Black's
argument provides a workable notion of rhetorical forms

as being the components of a rhetorical genus,

The second important aspect of the present definition



18

is the nature of "substance," "style,”" and "situation."

The possibility of complicating and mystifying the defin-
ition of these terms is ominously present.30 However, the
conduct of a specific and rigorous genre study requires
that concrete definitions be in hand. Thus, the "substance"
of discourse will be defined as its propositional, thematic,
logical, and evidential content; the "style™ of discourse
will be defined as the manner or mode in which its sub-
stantive elements are presented, and the 'situation" in
which discourse occurs will be defined as the motives and
constraints imposed on the rhetor by events, audience, and
precedent. These definitions are not intended to be break-
throughs in rhetorical theory. Rather, they are clearly
rooted in conventional, contempcorary concepts.

A third step in unpacking the extant notion of "genre“h
centers on understanding Campbell and Jamieson's notion of
the "internal dynamic" that binds discursive forms together
into a coherent mass. The difficulty here is that the idea
of an "internal dynamic" seems somewhat mystical. How is
one to define an invisible dynamis that somehow melds forms
together into a genus?

One useful way of resolving this probelm is to define
"internal dynamic" in the same way that the physicist de-

31

fines gravity--by its effects. The first move in this

process is to observe any relationship between the rhetor-
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ical forms in a type of discourse (much as the physicist
would record the relationship between galactic beodies).

For instance, the investigator might identify key images
of America in a Fourth of July oration which serve as
premises for arguments on the nature of democracy and the
responsibilities of citizenship. Second, the critic must
assess the necessity of these relationships. Campbell and
Jamieson argue persuasively that sufficient evidence of a
generic "internal dynamic" has been amassed when the critic
determines that removal of any element of the "dynamic
fusion" would necessarily and fundamentally alter the genus.
In a discussion of the papal encyclical genre, they illus-
trate this view:

One cannot abandon elements of a genre

which are dynamically fused without

undermining the genre itself. For

example, classical Latin with its

rigorous controlling verbs comple-

ments the deductive structure of the

papal encyclical, and that structure

is dictated by and consonant with the

concept of papal authority on matters

of dogma. 32
Hence, those portions or categories of a rhetorical act
which bear on the existence of such an "internal dynamic"
are regarded as "evidence" of a unigue category of dis-
course. The next chapter explains that the problem of evil

is the "internal dynamic" of the conspiracy genre.

This definition of "genre" meets the criteria of rigor
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and heuristic value suggested previously. The "necessity™
test applied to the relationships between discursive forms
would certainly exclude what earlier were termed "presump-
tive genres," i.e., classifications based solely on a
cursory observation of similarities. Using this standard,
one would deny generic status to utterances that share
nothing more than a few apparent commonalities, e.g., one
would deny that the existence of a black rhetor and
audience is sufficient to define "Black Rhetoric." The
tightening of standards for generic definition in this way
should add to the rigor of the method and thus assist in
its maturation from basic classification to more useful
insights.

The notion of genre as "dynamic fusion" also meets the
aforementioned criteria of heuristic value. This argument
is premised on the belief that categorization for its own
sake is both useless and potentially detrimental to real
criticism. The only rationale for classification is clar-
ification.33 Through the analysis of classifying qualities,
rhetorical "typed'are located, the speaker's resources are
analyzed, the constraints and expectations of audiences are
clarified, and discourse can be appreciated or judged by
comparison with other members of the genre.34 As a result
of this fusion of characteristics into a "synthetic core",

critics have what Campbell and Jamieson call "an angle of
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vision, a window that reveals the tension among these ele-
ments, the dynamic within the rhetorical acts ¢of human
beings, in different times and places, responding in sim-
ilar ways as they attempt to encompass certain rhetorical
problems . . .35 Clearly, this perspective maximizes the
critic’'s opportunities to illuminate both the regularities

of discourse and forces that make those regularities im-

portant.

Conclusion

The conspiracy argument has appeared in American
history with amazing regularity. The present study assumes
that this argument constitutes a rhetorical genre and seeks
to illuminate it by analyzing its formal generic attributes.
The substantive, stylistic, and situational categories
described will be used to formulate a "map" of the genre
which can be tested against two exemplars. This procedure
should provide substantial insight into the ways in which
the conspiracy argument functions to rescolve the rhetorical

problem of evil.



CHAPTER II

RHETORIC, COMMUNITY, AND EVIL

The harvest is past, the summer
is ended, and we are not saved.

-~Jeremiah 8:20

The burden of this chapter will be an investigation of
the "internal dynamic" that binds the forms constituting
the conspiracy argument into a coherent genus. The central
contention here is that this "dynamic fusion" revolves
around the necessity of dealing with the problem of evil.
Initially, the study will review major formulations of the
problem of evil in the fields of theology, philosophy, and
social science, and will discuss the limitations of these
treatments, The analysis then proceeds to an explanation
of the dramatic form in which the problem tends to be ex-
pressed and the necessity for moral communities to parti-
cipate in the drama through rhetoric. Finally, the nature
of the conspiracy argument as a strategy for dealing with

evil is analyzed.

22
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Evil as a Philosophical Problem

The problem of evil has been dealt with by many
thinkers in the fields of theology, philosophy, and soc¢ial
sc:ienc:e.l In its most basic form, this problem is a theo-
logical dilemma concerning what John Hick calls "the contra-
diction between the reality of evil on the one hand, and
religious beliefs in the goodness and power of God or the
Ultimate on the other.“2 The religions of the world have
developed many solutions to this most fundamental quandary.
These solutions range from the Hindu monistic belief that
the phenomenal world (including evil) is merely illusion,
through the dual deity theory of Zoroastrianism, to the
Christian combination of ethical dualism within a meta-
physicél monism. All of these attempts to reconcile the
deity's unlimited power and goodness with the fact of evil

3

are termed "theodicies." Hick has described four basic

types of evil "distinguished in the literature of theodicy":

(1) the evil originated by human beings
(and angels), that is, moral evil or

sin; (2) the physical sensation of pain
and the mental anguish of suffering, which
may be caused either by =in or by (3)
natural evil, that is disease, tornado,
earthquake, and so forth; and (4) the
finitude, contingency, and hence imper-
fection of all created things which some
have called metaphysical evil.4

Each of these forms of evil poses the same difficult dilemma

for the theologian.
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The problem of developing a tenable theodicy has
occupied the theological mind since the earliest days of
organized religion. Scholars such as St. Augustine and
Thomas Aquinas have wrestled with this quandary and have
proposed a number of answers. The Augustinian tradition
characterized evil as the perversion of something good,
hence, man's evil was the result of his perverse fall from
grace.5 This aspect of Christian theodicy was the most
influential for many centuries; however, the proliferation
of critique of this concept attested to its inability to
satisfy all investigators. Perhaps the clearest signal of
religion's declining influence in this realm is the erosion
of the currency of "sin" as a salient social concept.
Lyman observes that " sin is a rare word these days alto-
gether if we except the thundering warnings of religion.
It is not that there are no transgressions for which we
might atone, or repent, but rather that the atomization of
society, the alienation characteristic of social relation-
ships, the collectivization of guilt and pride make the
designation of sinners all too difficult."®

Paralleling the theological interest in the notion of
evil, philcosophers have engaged in much speculation on the
subject. A large portion of this thought has focused on the
theological dilemma stated above and has been harshly crit-

ical of religion. Rather than confine their inguiry to the
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nature of the deity, however, philosophers have also
sought clues to the nature of the world itself. This tra-
dition has produced two schools of thought: optimism and
pessimism.7 Optimistic philosophy includes thinkers such
as Shaftesbury and Leibniz whose speculations led them
to conclude that man inhabited "the best of all possible
worlds't in which evil (for Shaftesbury) serves to high-
light God's goodness, or (for Leibniz} is simply a mani-
festation of the inherent limits of any created being.8
Alternatively, pessimist philosophers--generally hostile
to religion--painted a much grimmer picture of human exis-
tence. Writers such as Schopenhauer, von Hartmann, and
Bahnsen portray the world from a generally irrationalist
and skeptical viewpoint, closely associated with the exis-
tentialism of Kierkegaard and Sartre. While the optimists'
view 1s embodied in the hopefulness of the rational, util-
itarian ethic, the pessimists see such constructs as piti-
fully impotent defenses against the overwhelming force of a
cosmos out of control.9

Each school of thought possesses its own standards of
ethical conduct and its own perspective on the feasibility
of human progress. The utilitarian optimist sees humanity
transcending evil with the aid of advanced technology to
create a new, Edenic existence. The pessimist, however,

prophesies a technological Armageddon--a second fall for
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Adam--brought about by our race's inability to overcome its

own limits.l0

As in the theological treatments, however,
the wide divergence in philosophical thinking about evil
makes it clear that our intellectual leaders have not pro-
duced a well-defined consensus on the nature of the world
we live in or on the ethical system most appropriate to
that world. 1In recent years, then, the study of the "real-
world" implications of human conduct has been taken up by
a third branch of the academy.

Modern sociology began with a near-utopian sense of
mission. Founding figures such as Auguste Comte saw the
"science of society" as having the potential to reform
culture, to minimize evil, and to maximize all that is
good about humanity. Fueled by the Social Darwinist wvision
of Man-as-successful-competitor, early sociologists held
hopes that the product of their work would be radically
improved conditions for society. However, thé dark spec-
tacle of the First World War gquickly disabused the field
of its utopian sentiments. The sight of perfectable men
massacring each other by the legion was too much for the
optimism of the scciological mind to bear. As a result,
much of social science retreated into the non-ethical
realm of scientific objectivism, a course which it has
only recently started to reverse.ll The treatment of evil

was dismissed from the field's literature. As Lyman ob-
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serves, "evil is a term that is rarely found in a modern
sociology text. The 'science of society' seems to go

about its task without the gnawing encumbrance of ethics.
That subject is abandoned to a branch of moral philosophy
where it also languishes, unstudied, unread. Evil seems to
be too great, too impersonal, and too absurd to be a ser-
ious topic for sociological concern. . . . To the extent
that sociological thought embraces the study of evil today,
it does so under the embarassing, neutered morality of

'deviance.‘"12

This is not to say that scholars no longer
make moral judgments. Rather, the connection between aca-
demic speculation about evil and the formulation of social
morality is becoming increasingly tenuous. Thus, religion,
philosophy, and social science seem to offer few certain
answers to individuals or communities forced to deal with
the experience of evil.

The absence of any system of universally acceptable
ethics makes it incumbent upon individuals and communities
to choose and perpetuate those values which they feel to be
appropriate., Without such standards of thought and conduct
the individual lacks guidance for personal behavior and the
community lacks a cohesive core around which its members can
congregate. For ordinary folk, the "problem of evil"” has a

meaning fundamentally different from that which it has for

those writing in the professional philosophical and theolog-
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ical literature. Rather than being an abstruse intellect-
uwal speculation, evil is an everyday reality for the social
actor. While the clash between the "is" and the "ought"
may be the basis for the analysis of theodicy among the
intelligensia, for the community at large it poses the more
pressing problem of confronting a world that may appear
extremely hostile. For ordinary folk, then, evil is no
arcane, academic matter; it is very real moral and physical
hazards which must be overcome (or at least endured) if

life in the community is to be viable.

Evil as a Rhetorical Problem

Evil is omnipresent in our world. Disease, death,
famine, natural catastrophe, crime, and a host of other
maladies have always plagued humanity. While the philo-
sopher or the social scientist may be able to contemplate
these events simply as data in the cosmic puzzle, average
people, according to Lyman, "are not in a similarly pri-
vileged situation. They must find or make meaning--moral
as well as existential--in the events and happenings of
their lived'l3 Indeed, as George I. Mavrodes appropriately
observed, "it is one thing to speak of evil while sitting
on an ash-heap, and quite another to discuss it in a com-
fortable seminar room'.'14 If life is to have meaning, then,
evil must have meaning. For it is in the interpretation

of evil that one comes to grips with one's notions of the
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good and the nature of the world. Therefore, for the in-
dividual, the problem of evil must be understood in some
meaningful way. Those difficulties which occur in each
person's life must be integrated into a belief system that
explains the evil and gives the individual the cognitive
resources to cope with it. While personal experiences
with evil--such as the loss of a child--may be dealt with
through interpersonal communication, solitary contemplation,
or prayer (all of which may seek refuge in the values of
philosophy or religion), many evil incidents will transcend
the individual.

As a member of a community, the social actor shares
with others many encounters with malevolent forces, nations,

persons, etc. In the community the individual need to

"make sense™ out of evil becomes a collective need to

reconcile the privation with the group's value system. As
the source of moral standards,15 the social group has a
built-in incentive to deal with the reality of evil be-
cause every problem has the potential to be a challenge to
the community's moral authority and perhaps even a chal-
lenge to its physical survival.16 Failure to respond to
evil would be to abdicate the community's legitimacy as
moral arbiter and political entity. Since a culture's

rhetoric will reflect that community's notion of ethics

and morality,17 one would expect that rhetorical discourse
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would play a dominant role in "making sense" out of
troubled times,.

This view of the function of rhetoric finds support
18

in Paul Ricoeur's phenomenology. In his work, The

Symbolism of Evil, Ricoeur explains that "defilement,"

"sin," and "guilt" are the "primary" symbols of evil which
we experience. However, he goes on to point out that these
concepts require discursive expression:

What is experienced as defilement, as sin,

as guilt, requires the mediation of a

specific language, the language of symbols.

Without the help of that language, the

experience would remain mute, obscure, and

shut up in its implicit contradictions

(thus defilement is expressed as something

that infects from without, and sin as a

ruptured relation and as power, etc.).l9
Ricoeur argues that this primary symbolism is expressed in
a typology of primordial myths. He concludes from his dis-
cussion of these mythic forms that "the narrative form is
neither secondary nor accidental, but primitive and essen-
tial. The myth performs its symbolic function by specific
means of narration because what it wants to express is al-
ready a drama. It is this primordial drama that opens up
and discloses the hidden meaning of human experience; and
so the myth that recounts it assumes the irreplaceable
function of narration'.'20 If one can place a rhetorical

perspective on Ricoeur's hermeneutic without doing too much

violence to it, it appears that humanity's encounter with
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evil naturally tends toward expression in a symbolic nar-
rative~~the drama.

This characterization of evil in dramatic terms is
consistent with much of contemporary social criticism.21
The role of rhetoric in the drama of good and evil is to be
the purveyor of significant symbols which characterize evil

in such a way that audiences can come to grips with it. 1In

short, rhetoric is used to construct a secular theodicy--

a way of reconciling the fact of evil with the supposed
moral and physical security that a community should afford
its members. Rhetors use discourse to name villains and
heroes, describe the setting of the drama, and urge aud-
iences to action in order to reaffirm the moral hierarchy
expressed in the community's significant symbols. Hugh
Duncan, after Burke, explains this symbolic drama:

Symbols reach their highest state of
power in struggles between good and bad
principles of social order as person-
ified in heroes and villains, Gods and
devils, allies and enemies, and the like.
As we say in vulgar American, the "good
guys" and the "bad guys" must "shoot it
out." The "bad guy" is called wvarious
things. 1In art he is the villain, in
government, the enemy (within as well as
without}; in religion, the devil; in
democratic debate, the "loyal opposition."
But in the most profound and moving
dramas of social life the "bad guy" is
transformed into a victim whose suffer-
ing and death purges the social order.

In art this is called "catharsis," in
religion "purification." . . . In

social dramas, as in art drama, we
depict villains (the "bad guys") who,
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like the devil among the devout,
embody the evil principles we must
fight.22
Through the manipulation of symbols, then, rhetoric "makes
sense” out of the evil experienced by the community.

When operating in the conspiracy mode, discourse
accomplishes this goal by personifying the causes of
events (the villainous plot), urging action in defense of
the polis' values, and providing a clear-cut enemy against
whom the community can direct its ire. Events assume a
specific meaning if they can be interpreted as part of a
pattern, especially if the pattern is traceable to the
machinations of some force believed to be both powerful
and malevolent (e.g., Communism, Catholicism, the CIA,
the oil industry, etc.). The social function of the con-
spiracy theme, then, is to attribute blame for evil exper-
ienced by the community. Such discourse locates the causes
of evil and defines its nature. Audiences, therefore, are
equipped with the symbolic resources necessary to name the
agents of the malady and thus understand that the roots of

their suffering lay outside the true community in the domain

of subversive forces who do not share the values of the
social group. Thus, conspiracy rhetoric operates to resolve
the rhetorical problem of evil. This central principle is
the "internal dynamic" that unites the forms constituting

the conspiracy genus.
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Evil and the Conspiracy Genre

Kenneth Burke has written that "men build their cul-

tures by huddling together, nervously loquacious, at the

23

edge of an abyss. The image of the abyss is a provoca-

tive one in that it seems to embody what Lyman has called
the "immensity, impersonality, and ambiguity" that are

the "three moods or 1eitmotivs[}ha§]dominate the modern

dramas of sin and evil . . ."24 Confronted with a world

that frequently appears confusing and malevolent, a rhet-
orical community faces the problem of responding to it.
Americans have often responded with conspiracy charges.
Richard Hofstadter explains that:

At the so-called grass roots of
American politics there is a wide

and pervasive tendency to believe--

I hasten to add that a majority of
Americans do not habitually succumb
to this tendency—--that there is some
great but essentially very simple
struggle going on, at the heart of
which lies some single conspiratorial
force, whether it be the force repre-
sented by the 'geold bugs,' the
Catholic Church, big business, corrupt
politicians, the ligquor interests and
the saloons, or the Communist Party,
and that this evil is something that
must not be merely limited, checked,
and controlled but rather extirpated
root and branch at the earliest po-
sible moment. It is widely assumed
that some technique can be found that
will really do this; though there is
always likely to be a good deal of
argument as to what that technique is. 25

Given the power of this appeal, conspiracy rhetoric finds
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prevalent use in communities attempting to define the
nature, causes, scope, and impact of evil. This rhetoric
imposes a dramatic order on events (through causal ex-
planation) and provides a scheme which explains all future
evils in terms of conspiracy.

This is the "internal dynamic" of conspiracy dis-
course: the imposition of dramatic order on an otherwise
ambiguous evil in such a way that it becomes understand-
able to the audience. Robert Lane illustrates the impor-
tance of the conspiracy argument's explanatory function
when he notes:

Few men, except as they are consumed

by destructive impulses, can sustain

a belief in anarchy. If they destroy

in their imaginative interpretation

of the world some one principle of

social order, they will be forced to

discover another, perhaps based upon

a backstairs view of life that they

do not admit into the parlor of their

minds.26
When the community's ability to order its affairs seems
to be breaking down (e.g., during times of social upheaval)
the citizenry may turn to the conspiracy argument so that
they can have at least some notion of why things are as
they are.

The idea of an omhipresent plot can incorporate facts
into a "theoretical construct" in which "hard grains of

truth /are/ connected with a mucilage of exaggeration and

fantasy.z7 wWhen confronted with soéial ills that seem over-
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whelming--assassinations, depressions, riots--the average
person may not be able to assimilate all of the conflicting
data available into a coherent explanation of the events.
Rather than live with fear and suspicion, the citizen turns
to the conspiracy hypothesis to distill random events into
a form that he or she can grasp.28 As Levin notes,

"viewed through panic and conspiratorial eyes, isolated and
disconnected minor and obscure acts can be perceived as
laden with meaning and as part of a larger and planned
conspiratorial whole"?? For example, Father Coughlin was
able to acquire a weekly radio audience of thirty to forty-
five million in the early 1930's by explaining the Depres-
sion to his listeners in extremely simple terms and by
naming specific villains who were responsible for the
nation's plight.30 Thus, the conspiracy argument deals
with the problem of evil by providing an explanation of the
perfidy's cause (the plot) which makes the evil understand-
able to the audience.

Moreover, the conspiracy argument characterizes the
evil so as to imply the essential moral goodness of the
community and hint at the eventual triumph of the polis.

By blaming the evil on a cabal, the conspiracy advocate
shifts gquilt away from the community. The plot becomes a
scapegoat3l for the polis' plight as the community is

cleansed of guilt. This function of the conspiracy argument
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implies that the community could attain a utopian future
or reclaim an idyllic past if only it could rid itself of
the influence of the cabal. The conspiracy argument then,
accomplishes three things: First, it explains evil by
locating the malady's cause in a sinister plot; second,
it uses this explanation to purify the community by
shifting blame from the polis to the plot and; third, it
implies that, in the absence of the plot, the community

would be free from evil and thus be able to pursue its

noble destiny.

Conclusion

Evil is much more than a philosophical or theological

paradox: it is a rhetorical problem., The existence of

social ills motivates discourse that attempts to resolve
the perfidies in some way. Conspiracy argumentation func-

tions to create a secular theodicy which can reconcile the

existence of evil with the moral claims of the community.
The problem of evil, therefore, is central to the conspir-
acy genre. If this principle is indeed the "internal
dvnamic" of the genus, one would expect to find that the
forms making up the genus would all be somehow related to
the notion of evil, as well as being related to each other.
The next chapter describes these forms by constructing
hypotheses which define the major features of the con-

spiracy argument. An assessment of the functional inter-



37

dependence of these forms should help to clarify the notion
of evil as "internal dynamic" of the conspiracy agrument

and to construct a tentative "map" of the genre.



CHAPTER III

MAPPING THE CONSPIRACY GENRE

the Great Conspiracy literature
is relatively uniform in its
approach to its problem.

-=Hans Toch

The literature on conspiracy is vast and growing. It
seems that there is no group, person, or topic that is
immune from cabalist interpretation. The magnitude and
frequency of conspiratorial thought has led academic ob-
servers into numerous attempts to understand the nature of
the phenomena that surround it. This chapter begins with
a review of primary sources of conspiracy theory and then
proceeds to a discussion of the secondary literature. The
secondary sources reviewed are subdivided into rhetorical,

socio-political, and psychological studies. The major themes

of the material will be summarized and its limitations noted.

Hypotheses on the nature of the conspiracy argument will

then be distilled from both primary and secondary literature.

Finally, the relationships among the hypotheses will be

described in order to assess the validity of the claim that

38
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evil is the "internal dynamic" of the conspiracy genre.

Primary Sources

The amount of primary source material employving the
conspiracy theme is virtually unlimited. The Ancients'
use of the appeal is exemplified by Cicero's "First Oration
Against Cataline" in which he fulminates over the Catalin-
arian conspiracy against the Roman Empire.l More recent
examples of this theme include the use of the cabal theory
in the pamphlets and speeches that helped to incite the
American Revolution,2 the multitude of right-wing books and
periodicals outlining a global plot by the Communists or
Illuminati to control America's destiny,3 and the frequent
writings contending that Lee Harvey Oswald did not act alone
in killing President Kennedy.4 Each of these and the hun-
dreds of other conspiracy theories in ocur history has been
accompanied by spoken and printed discourse, often in very
large guantities. An excellent, and vitually unigque, col-
lection of primary sources on the topic is David Brion

Davis' The Fear of Conspiracy: Images of Un-American Sub-

"~ version from the Revolution to the Present.’ Many of the

samples used for illustrative purposes in the present study
are drawn from this source.

To attempt anything like a comprehensive review of this
literature would be hopeless. It is sufficient to say that

there will never be a shortage of primary sources upon which
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scholars can draw to investigate the conspiracy theme. This
study will focus on two specific examples of discourse in
order to limit the scope of the inquiry. However, there are
several conclusions that can be drawn from the survey of
dozens of conspiracy arguments undertaken as background for
the present inquiry.

(1} The conspiracy argument claims that the community
ig being threatened by a secret organization.6 The key
feature of the claim is that it integrates description and
evaluation; the two become isomorphic. Richard Pratte
explains that "'conspiracy' is commonly a mixed word; it
serves to describe a situation involving at least two
people who have come to an agreement regarding a course of
action, and it may serve to evaluate that situation. 1In
most cases the evaluation is one of disapprobation rather
than approval!ﬂ Those who plot must conspire against some-
thing. Thus, by definition, plotters are vioclators of the
norms .of any community that adheres to consensus decision-
making. The conspiracy argument draws on this logic to
collapse evaluation into description, therefore, making the

argument rhetorically efficient. Its minimal descriptive

claims are the vehicles for powerful, and often unspoken,
value orientations. In this sense, the conspiracy argu-
ment evinces an essentially enthymematic nature.8

The source of the values implied by cabalist rhetoric
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generally is a religious/political community. The polis is
portrayed as under vicious attack by a covert assemblage of
villaing who desire nothing less than the total annihilation
of every aspect of the community's life. The plot is the
antithesis of the polis. While the community's citizens
have joined together to obtain order, security, and welfare,
the plotters have organized under an anti-social contract
to foster chaos, bloodshed, and corruption. Fisher Ames
illustrated this perception of conspiracy in a polemic on
the consequences of the Jacobin plot against order and
liberty in the nineteenth century:

It is not doing justice to licentiousness
to compare it to a wind which ravages the
surface of the earth; it is an earthquake
that loosens its foundations, burying in
an hour the accumulated wealth and wisdom
of ages. Those who, after the calamity,
would reconstruct the edifice of the
public liberty, will be scarcely able to
find the model of the artificers or even
the ruins . . . . This is not exaggerated
description. Behold France, that open
hell, still ringing with agonies and
blasphemies, still smoking with sufferings
and crimes, in which we see their state
of torment, and perhaps our future state.
There we see the wretchedness and degrad-
ation of a people, who once had the offer
of liberty, but have trifled it away; and
there we have seen crimes so monstrous,
that, even after we know they have been
perpetrated, they still seem incredible.9

Thus, the conspiracy claim draws a very clear contrast be-
tween the polis and the plot, the former being the compla-

cent victim and the latter the amoral transgressor.
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{2) The conspiracy argument makes a causal claim. In
every case, the rhetor uses a charge of cabalism to explain
why events have transpired in a certain way. This view of
causation is deterministic in the extreme. Virtually any
fact or event can be attributed to the secret machinations
of some evil force, There is little room for ambiguity or
chance in this formulation, as rightist William G. Carr
illustrated in his 1956 work on the internationalist plot,

- Pawns in the Game:

The purpose of this book is to record

the events in history which provided

the "Causes" which produced the "Effects"
we experience to-day. We are not concerned
with the "Rights or "Wrongs" of the decis-
ions made by individuals, except to judge
for ourselves whether the decisions furthered
the Devil's plan or were in accordance

with the Plan of God. The only value of
historical research is to obtain knowledge
of how, and why, mistakes were made in the
past, so we can try to avoid similar mis-
takes in the future.l0

Carr's c¢laim is a simple one: today's evils were directly
caused by the conspiracy's ability to manipulate history.
This style of argument embodies what Black terms a "telic
cast of mind": the urge to locate ultimate causes behind
events.ll This mind-set is combined with the certain know-
ledge that the plotters (by definition) plan their actions
in advance and are aware of the consequences. Thus, thé
subversives can be held morally responsible for any perfides

attributable to them, just as society deems a premeditated
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offense to be more heinous than an uncalculated crime.
The causal nature of the conspiracy argument, then, rein-
forces the moral claims of the appeal.

(3) The evidence for the conspiracy argument is pre-
sented en masse. At times, the counter-subversive's case
resembles an evidential mosaié. The rhetor fits the pieces
of evidence together into a pattern that will "make sensel
At other times, a huge quantity of data is assembled simply
to give the impression of "overwhelming" proof for a
specific contention. The underlying assumption here is
that individual bits of proof may not amount to much for
the uninitiated, but that a carefully constructed combin-
ation of facts can enlighten even the most naive auditor.
Perhaps the epitome of this technique is Abraham Lincoln's
1858 speech on the Slave Power:

It will throw additional light . . .

to go back and run the mind over the
string of historical facts already
stated. Several things will now appear
less dark and mysterious than they did
when they were transpiring. The people
/in the territories, according to the
Kansas-Nebraska Bill/ were to be left
"perfectly free," "subject only to the
Constitution." What the Constitution
had to do with it outsiders could not
then see. Plainly enough now, it was

an exactly fitted niche for the Dred
Scott decision to afterward come in,

and declare the perfect freedom of the
people to be just no freedom at all. . .
We cannot absolutely know that all these
exact adaptations are the result of pre-
concert. But when we see a lot of framed
timbers, different portions of which we
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know have been gotten out at dif-

ferent times and places and by

different workmen,--Stephen,

Franklin, Roger, and James, for
instance,-—-and we see these timbers

joined together, and see they exactly

make the frame of a house or a mill,

all the tepons and mortises exactly
fitting, and all the lengths and pro-
portions of the different pieces exactly
adapted to their respective places, and
not a piece too many or too few, not
omitting even scaffolding--or, if a single
piece be lacking, we see the place in the
frame exactly fitted and prepared yet to
bring such piece in-in such a case we find
it impossible not to believe that Stephen
and Franklin and Roger and James all under-
stood one another from the beginning, and
all worked upon a common plan or draft
drawn up before the first blow was struct.l13

Lincoln thus assembles a model of the conspiratorial case.
Fach individual fact may be less than dispositive, but the
totality of all of the evidence provides both a huge mass
of probative material and a seemingly unassailable pattern
of explanation.

In contemporary cabalist discourse, the footnote refer-
ence provides the source of most of the probative matter

for the mosaic. American Opinion's December, 1979 issue,

for example, advertises the Reverend Clarence Kelley's

Conspiracy Against God and Man with this description:

"Written with the compelling grace of a great detective
story, this book is nonetheless carefully documented with
some 800 footnotes that make the conspiracy case all but

unassailablefl4 Hofstadter generalizes this example when
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he notes that "the entire right-wing movement of our time
is a parade of experts, study groups, monographs, footnotes

15 The sense of this argqument is that

and bibliographies."
the persuasive force of the conspiracy case is produced not
by a single portion of testimony, but by the simultaneous
consideration of hundreds of pieces of evidence--much as
one can be moved by the overwhelming intricacy of a great
work of art.16

The irony here is that, while conspiracy offers simple
causal explanations, the style of these arguments can be-
come enormously complex. Conspiracy theory seems to moti-
vate the rhetor to attempt to explain every fact and event.
Hofstadter has noted the extraordinary pedantry of paranoid
literature--the great energies expended trying to provide
elaborate documentation of the links between The Plot and
most of the history of civilization.17 The counter-sub-
versive is often so intent on constructing an impregnable,
monolithic claim that the result is a veritable jungle of
interlocking evidence and assertion. Thus, conspiracy
theory provides simple arguments regarding motive and
cause, defended by a mind-boggling assortment of "evidence."

(4) The logic of the conspiracy argument is deductive.

While the assemblage of evidence into a massive,

mosaic-like case gives the impression of an inductive
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survey of the facts, the central aspects of the reasoning
are deductive.18 Hofstadter notes that the review of a
vast corpus of evidence is only "careful preparation for
the big leap from the undeniable to the U:nbelievable.“l9
Ironically, this leap of faith is cloaked in the most
rigorous form of syllogistic reasoning. For the believer,
the self-evident nature of the evil being addressed seems
to be immediately translated into the idea that the facts
of one's case are also self-evident. The argument moves
with the brute force of the classical syllogism.

Remington, for example, relates the style of reasoning he
finds in the anti-semitic version of conspiracy theory:
"The Rothschilds are Jews; Rothschilds own the Bank of
England; The Bank of England controls International Finance;
International Financiers set up the Federal Reserve System;
The Federal Reserve System controls the money in America;
The only possible conclusion is that International Jews
control America.“20
Conspiracy discourse is replete with references to

"clear" facts, "unassailable" logie, and "inevitable" con-
clusions. These are not the lessons of induction. William
Goodell, one of the originators of the Slave Power thesis,
provided an apt illustration in 1839:

Let it be borne in mind that southern

statesmen {(as shown in our last Lecture)

have uniformly borne testimony that the
continuance of the slave system must of
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necessity involve the loss of liberty

to the free, and result in the ulti-

mate enslavement of the laboring white
population. Connect this fact with the
fact just ascertained, viz. that

southern statesmen are successfully
wielding the national government as the
instrument of perpetuating the slave system,
and what do we have? Is not the statement
of the two documentary facts, a statement
in other words that the slave power is
successfully wielding the national gov-
ernment for the enslavement of northern
freemen? What less can we make out of

the known facts of the case? We speak

not now of latent tendencies: We inquire
after the objects and the actual operation
of the slaveholding statesmen. They tell
us in plain words, that continued slavery
will destroy our liberties. But yet we
find them at the same time wielding the
vast power of the national government for
the security and the extension of slavery!
A child can put two facts together and
understand their import.21

Goodell's reasoning is clear. Slavery must displace free-

dom; slaveholders control national policy; hence, slavery

is being expanded "for the enslavement of northern freemen."

The implication of this argument is that, for those possess-

ing the requisite "inside information" on the plot, con-

clusions are logically necessary.

the "facts" that the conspiratorialist intuits as correct

are fed through a rigorous deductive process that provides

conclusions so inevitable as to be almost intuitive.

Welch provided a contemporary exemplar in his 1964 Chicago

speech, "More Stately Mansions:"

it is worthwhile for us to take a

We come full circle here:

Robert
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few paragraphs to examine some of

the clearly established facts about

this particular sect of Illuminati.

For a mere recital of these facts

will show, among other things, how

inevitable is the conclusion that

the present worldwide Communist

conspiracy has evolved out of some such

earlier organization . . .22
This is deductive reasoning reduced to its deterministic
essence.23 An inevitable logic gives the conspiracy
rhetor the ability to subsume any fact, person, or event
under the rubric of The Plot.

(5) The conspiracy argument is capable of coopting or
refuting criticism, Since it is impossible to prove that
one isn't a member of a clandestine agency, the charge of
conspiracy is most difficult to refute in a definitive way.24
While the counter-subversive may enlist mountains of facts,
the accused lacks any dispositive evidence sufficient for
a winning defense. For example, if Pravda charges that
President Carter is in league with capitalist munitions-
makers to start a profitable war in the Persion Gulf, even
the cleverest Press Secretary would have difficulty proving
that this was not the case (since the Federal Government
does indeed award substantial munitions contracts and has
identified significant military and strategic interests in
the Persian Gulf). More generally, it is well accepted that

one cannot prove a negative. In most instances, the accused

must await vindication from what Cohen terms the public's
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"conclusions from the sound and style of the debate and its
brute sense of the plausible."25 It would be difficult,
for example, to argue the Carter-munitions conspiracy con-
vincingly if the United States discovered an alternative
energy source that made our strategic interests in the Per-
sian Gulf moot. If such vindication is not forthcoming,
however, the situation for the accused may become grim
indeed. For an onerous burden of proof has been placed upon
the victim of the allegations: he or she must now conclu-
sively demonstrate the purity of his or her own motives.
Moreover, the conspiracy rhetor can coopt any attempted
rebuttal in two ways. First, any argument that undercuts

the facts of the case can be interpreted as proving the

power and cunning of the cabal. The Dearborn Independent

provided an example in its 1920 series on the danger of
"The International Jew":

A recent writer in a prominent magazine
has pointed out what he calls the im-
possibility of the Jewish ruling group
being allied in one common World Pro-
gram because, as he showed, there were
Jews acting as the leading minds in all
the divisions of present-day opinion,
There were Jews at the head of the cap-
italists, Jews at the head of the labor
unions and Jews at the head of those

more radical organizations which find even
the labor unions too tame. There is a
Jew at the head of the judiciary of
England andsyJew at the head of Sovietism
in Russia. How can you say, he asked,
that they are united, when they represent
s0 many points of view? The common unity,
the possible common purpese of it all, is
that expressed in the Ninth Protocol /of
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the Learned Elders of Zion/:
"People of all opinions and of all
doctrines are at our service, re-
storers of monarchy, demagogues,
Socialists, communists and other
Utopians. We have put them all to
work. Every one of them from his
point of view is undermining the
last remnant of authority, is trying
to overthrow all existing order.
All the governments have been tor-
mented by these actions. But we
will not give them peace until they
recognize our super-government."26

Given such reasoning (especially with the aid of forged
documentation), one is hard-pressed to name an argument
that wouldn't support the conspiracy theory if given the
"proper" interpretation.

A second cooptation strategy charges that denial of

the plot by one accused of participation is clear proof of

guilt. After all, wouldn't one expect the skilled sub-
versive to be the most strident in his or her own defense?
For, as Bailyn observes,"what conspirators profess is not

what they believe: the ostensible is not the real; and the

27

real 1s deliberately malign." A sampling of this tech-

nique is found in Representative George A. Dondero's 1949
vilification of Red-inspired "modern art":

This glib disavowal of any relationship
between communism and so-called modern

art is so pat and so spontaneous a reply

by advocates of the "isms" in art, from
deep, Red Stalinist to pale pink publicist,
as to identify it readily to the observant
as the same o0ld party-line practice. It is
the party line of the left wingers, who are
now in the big money, and who want above all
to remain in the big money, voiced to
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confuse the legitimate artist, to
disarm the arcusing academician,
and to fool the public.28

For the conspiratorialist, then, criticism of virtually
any sort can be easily refuted or transformed into a
"smoking pistol." When these two factors are considered
together, the power of the conspiracy appeal and the monu-
mental burdens it imposes upon its targets become apparent.

{6) The conspiracy argument is flexible enough to be
easily extrapolated or quickly shifted from one subiject or
enemy to another. One tendency that appeared in the primary
sources was the seemingly infinite potential for expanding
The Plot to cover everything and anything. This ability
was demonstrated in the 1830's by Frederick Robinson's
lurid portrayal of the "hydra" monster of aristocratic
Plotters:

Of all the contrivances of the aristoc-
racy, next to the usurpation of the
judiciary, and thus turning the most
potent engine of the people's govern-
ment against themselves, their unions

in the shape of incorporate monopolies
are the most subtle and the best cal-
culated to promote the ends of the few,
the ignorance, degradation, and slavery
of the many. This hydra of the adver-
sary has within a few years grown up
around us, until the monster covers the
wheole land, branching out annually into
new heads of different shape, each de-
vouring the substance and destroying the
rights of the people. But the most
potent and deadly is the bank, a monopoly
which takes everything from the people
and gives them nothing in return . . . 29
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Robinson takes advantage of the fact that the Aristocracy's
very structure makes it a de facto conspiracy--what is a
plot if not a small, secretive, powerful, self-serving,
unchecked fragment of the community? The unrestrained
logic of cabalism seems to gravitate naturally toward ab-
sorbing every aspect of national life.. Robinson draws on

this capacity as he extrapeclates his fear of aristocratic

domination to link up things as seemingly distinct as the
National Bank and the "peculiar institution"; all are
products of a wicked, plutocratic brotherhood.

Extrapolation is accompanied by an ability to shift
rapidly from one point of attack to another. If critics of
the Warren Commission, for instance, have one of their
statements factually refuted (e.g., it is rebutted by a re-
cently declassified document), they can switch, almost in
mid-sentence, to another indictment.30 Stephen Earl Bennett
has confirmed the significance of this technique in his
study of the John Birch Society. He found that the Society's
claim of total Communist domination of the American govern-
ment was suddenly confronted by the Johnson administration's
decision to increase American military intervention against
the Communists in Viet Nam. In November, 1966, Robert Welch
formally resolved this "belief dilemma" by propounding an
elaborate meta-conspiracy composed of the "Insiders" (aka

Il1luminati). This group was so powerful that it could man-
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ipulate both Communist and Capitalist governments for its
own ends.31 The ﬁInsider“ conspiracy theory, then, could
successfully reconcile American military action with con-
spiratorial control of policy.

Bennett's analysis also tends to confirm the key role
of a "brute sense of the plausible"” in restraining con-
spiracy theories. In this instance, the Birchers' theories
were altered rather than vanquished. However, a shift of
this magnitude in the thought of such a doctrinaire group
does speak tqfhepower of a public notion of "plausibility."
Perhaps, it is the public's intuitive grasp of the "real"
that produces this strategic combination of extrapolation
and flexibility. For as the conspiracy theory is progres-
sively expanded to encompass more and more reality, the
chances increase of encountering harsh, countervailing
facts. When a collision appears imminent, the theorist can
simply rearrange the facts of the case, adjust the angle of
attack, or initiate a new and grander synthesis of his or
her previous positions. However, should these modifications
become too extreme, as in the case of the Birchers, a loss
of credibility can occur.32

The hypotheses advanced here are not intended to be
comprehensive or definitive. Rather, they embody major
features of the conspiracy genre derived from a review of

numerous primary sources. These working-hypotheses will
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eventually be integrated with statements sythesized from

the secondary literature on the topic.

Secondary Sources

For the purposes of this project, there are three cat-
egories of secondary literature: rhetorical studies, socio-
political studies, and psychological studies. This re-
search is broad in scope but often narrow in conception.
However, the fact that so many observers have reached paral-
lel conclusions does afford a level of confidence suf-
ficient to synthesize tentative statements from their efforts.
Hopefully, the present study will contribute to this liter-
ature by providing a useful rhetorical perspective and by
offering a unique synthesis of a large body of research.

Rhetorical Studies. Rhetorical scholars have produced

many studies on conspiracy-related topics but remarkably
little on the nature of the argument itself. The majority

of this material consists of historical case studies of var-
ious persons and groups who have used cabalist themes. These
studies can be categorized as follows: (1) Analyses of the
rhetoric of individual speakers, such as McCarthy, Julius
Streicher, and Father Coughlin, who have used the conspiracy
argument:33 (2) Studies of political groups and social
forces that rely on cabalist theory (e.g., the Anti-Masonic

4

Party),3 (3) Rhetorical inquiries into types of rhetors

(as opposed to discourse per se), such as "fanatics," who
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are prone to find plots everywhere;35 (4) Historical
investigations into eras, such as the Cold War, in which
conspiracy appeals enjoyed wide Currency;36 {5) Studies
of basic themes in political rhetoric that tend to be
cabalist (e.g., Anti—Communism);3? (6) Inguiries into the
rhetoric of the radical right. The work an this last topic
is fairly extensive. Most of it focuses on four features
of the extreme right: its sources and background,38 the
propositional nature of its argum.e.nts,39 the integrity of
its evidence,40 and the role of its imagery.41 Clearly,
then, most of the rhetorical scholarship related to con-
spiracy is indirect in its approach.

Of the few works which explicitly treat the conspiracy
theme, several are studies of extremism. In his analysis
of the John Birch Society, Thomas A. Hollihan identifies
the conspiracy drama as central to the Society's cohesion
and, ironically, to its inability to attract a following
amonyg those of non-extremist ilk.42 Also, Marilyn Young
has investigated writings of both the John Birch Society
and the Students for a Democratic Society and found that a
conspiracy theory of history is "a defining characteristic.. ..
of extremism in general . . . . falong with/ a decided
antipathy toward the democratic political process of this

country."43 However, there are two studies that use more

"mainstream” varieties of political rhetoric for exemplars.
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John Cragan's dramatisitc perspective on conspiracy
as rhetorical strategy is perhaps the closest to the be-
ginnings of a generic inquiry.44 Grounding his work in
earlier theorizing by Bormann,45 Cragan argues that con-
spiracy rhetoric can be understood as a "fantasy theme”
that is shared by members of a social group. He identi-
fies several elements of the conspiratoral vision, including
a "superhero . . . of such moral stature that he can defeat
the conspiracy; . . . three predictable action lines or
motives for the superhero: (1) peicing together the con-
spiracy; (2) uncovering the secret plans or the secret
hideocuts of the villain; and (3) punishing the conspirator
. « »+One of the most exciting aspects of the conspiracy

46 These

drama is the revealing of the secret documents.”
themes are exemplified in his case study of the American
Indian seizure of the Bureau of Indian Affairs building in
the Fall of 1972. The notion of conspiracy provided the
dissidents with a shared picture--a fantasy or vision-- in
which their reality is defined and made comprehensible.

An alternative treatment of conspiracy is found in
Thomas Farrell's argument that the theme may be under-

nd7 Having

stood as a Burkeian "syllogistic progression.
the form of a mystery story, he argues, the conspiracy theory
is rooted in a "drama of discovery" that creates a

Roshoman-fascination™ with uncovering a plot that always
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seems to elude definitive exposure.48 Using the example of
the John F. Kennedy assassination, Farrell outlines the
basic strategic burden of the conspiracy theory as the pro-
blem of "formal re-individuation"--how to perpetuate itself?9
This burden is met with a "re—doubled ¢laim™ (arguing that
full complicity cannot be proven now, e.g., because the
Warren Commission has classified many key documents) and
"casuistic stretching” {(in which "analytic radiations" and
"bridging devices" are used to widen the scope of the Plot)?0
Finally, the important features of the cabalist's style are
identified as irony and the grotesgue.5l

Although Cragan and Farrell are virtually alone in
their treatments of the cabal theme, they do offer important
insight. When combined with the material provided by more
indirect studies, this research lends itself to several ten-
tative hypotheses. However, the propositions must be
viewed in the light of the limitations of the literature
from which they are derived. First, this literature tends
to be as limited in perspective as it is broad in scope.
Most of it is single case studies or movement analyses in
which the conspiracy theme is just one of many arguments
examined. Little speculation is advanced on the general-
izations one could make about the nature of conspiracy

rhetoric per se. As a result, there has been little effort

to synthesize the research into more powerful explanatory
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statements. Diffusion and fragmentation are its hallmarks.
Second, much of the extant writing focuses only on polit-
icaly extreme persons and groups, especially on the dis-
course of American right-wing agitators. Little work has
been done on the currency of the cabal theories appro-
priated by the "average person.'

The conspiracy theme is not the exclusive preserve of
the "lunatic fringe." While most often studied as an attri-
bute of extremism, cabalistic rhetoric does not always fit
conveniently under the rubric of "fanaticism." Much con-
spiracy discourse has been produced by individuals and
groups in the mainstream of American politics. Curry and
Brown assert that "sociologicél and psychological inter-
pretations are open to the objection that they make fears of
conspiracy solely the work of an extremist, usually right-.
wing, fringe of society. It is extremely important to note
that fears of conspiracy are not confined to charlatans,

52 Davis amplifies the

crackpots, and the disaffected.”
peint with his observation that "in times of great internal
conflict and uncertainty, such as the Civil War era or the
1960's, the line narrows between respectable ideoclogy and
what might normally be dismissed as the ravings of screw-

53 The fear of secret, diabolical covenants,

balls and nuts."
then, can attend a centrist political stance (e.g., Water-

gate or the John F. Kennedy assassination) as well as an
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extreme one.54 Moreover, the fear of enemy plotting has
been expressed by speakers on every rung of the political
and social ladder, from Presidents to shopkeepers. It is
most certainly fallacious, then, to view cabalist discourse
as the sole property of political splinter-groups.

The present study will offer a new dimension to the
current literature by analyzing the intrinsic features
of the conspiracy argument as discourse, and by con-
structing a generic "map" of its use in mainstream politics?5
This map will incorporate several hypotheses drawn from the
rhetorical scholarship summarized above. These hypotheses
include:

(7) The conspiracy argument is dramatic in form. The
format of a drama suggested by both Cragan and Farrell seems
to be borne out by the historical studies of conspiracy-
related communication. Investigations of extremist move-
ments and individual demagogues have both found a distinct
view of social problems as being produced by a clash be-
tween.absolute good and absolute evil. This is very sug-
gestive of the dramatic tensions generated by conflict be-
tween a hero and a villain.56 Speaking to this ussue,
William C. Baum notes that "equally clear in the mind of the
conspiracy theorist is the notion that the world is a stage
and that everyone is acting in a gigantic morality play.

In this play the forces fo good are being opposed by the
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forces of evil. The underlying premise of the play clearly
indicates that evil and goodness cannot mutually co-exist.
The significance of this play cannot be overemphasized
since, in the mind of the conspiracy theorist, this play con-
stitutes reality. Every action, every thought--everything |
that we do lends support to either good or evil., . . !5?

{8) The conspiracy argument is characterized by exag-
geration and lurid imagery. Farrell has pointed to the
presence of the grotesque in the counter-subversive argqu-
ment.58 Edwin Black confirms this insight in his study of
the "Second Persona" of radical right discourse. He finds
that cancer is a recurrent metaphor for Communism in rightist
rhetoric.59 This ubiquitous and drastic image, he argues,
speaks to a rhetorical style seething with fear, guilt, and
self-doubt. Regardless of the accuracy of Black's psycho-
analysis, his description of the cancer metaphor does point
to a predisposition towards dramatic, exaggerated imagery in
cabalistic argument. Murray Levin confirms this observation
when he writes, "The analogy of disease, epidemic, and germ
is used freguently to define the conspirator. The conspirator
is an infection and deadly germ. The conspirator is an
insect. The conspiracy is a plague which will cause untold
suffering. The micro-organism combines in extreme form al-
most all the vicious and deadly gualities of the conspirator.
. « - The danger of infection is so great that immediate

. "60
counter-measures are required.
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Primary sources clearly demonstrate the feverish tone of

the counter-subversive. For instance, the New England

Weekly Review stated in 1830: "all are aware that the

slavery which exists in these states is a deadly and can-
cerous sore upon the vitals of the commonwealth--that it
must be eradicated--or the nation dies!“61 Again, from a
1935 radio address by Father Coughlin: "Communism is a
social disease which is bred in the lurid ulcers of unjust
poverty . . . . fellow countrymen, I am opposed to commun-
ism as much as I am opposed to a plague. But, thanks to
God, I have sufficient sagacity to realize that if I suffer
stinking carcasses to rot on my doorstep I can rant and

rail in vain against the plague until doomsday."62 Finally,
Samuiel F. B. Morse asks: "Shall we watch only on the outer
walls, while the sappers and miners of foreign despots are
at work under our feet, and steadily advancing beneath the
very citadel? . . . We may sleep, but the enemy is awake; he
is straining every nerve to possess himself of our fair land.
We must awake, or we are lost. Foundations are attacked,
fundamental principles are threatened, interests are put in
jeopardy, which throw all the questions which now agitate
the councils of the country into the shade. It is Liberty
itself that is in danger, not the liberty of a single state,
no, nor of the United States, but the liberty of the world?63

For the conspiracy theorist, then, the important issues of
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the day involve ultimate consequences and total conviction.
Restraint and dignity may be the first casualties of this
rhetoric,

Socio-political Studies. The fields of history, socio-

logy, and political science have long been intrigued by the
conspiracy appeal. Several major works have been devoted
to chronicling the actual or perceived plots in history.64
These studies are supplemented by a variety of analyses of
political phenomena related to cabalist thought. Secondary
works of this sort can be categorized much as were the
rhetorical studies summarized earlier: (1) Investigations

of the power and policies of political actors employing the
conspiracy appeal (e.g., Billy James Hargis of the Christian
Anti-Communist Crusade);65 (2} Inquiries into the membership
structure, and activities of cabal-oriented political groups,
such as the Ku Klux Klan or the John Birch Society;66 (3)
Studies of the composition and influence of social forces,
such as Anti-Communism and Anti-Catholicism, that make use

of conspiracy arguments;67 (4) Historical inquiries into
events or eras marked by the presence of allegations of evil

68

plotting {(e.g., the Cold War); (5) Examinations of specific

political issues, such as water fluoridation, which have been

69 (6) Social histories of

debated in conspiratorial terms;
the key documents which have purported to expose world wide

conspiracies {(e.g., The Protocols of the Learned Elders of
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Zion);70 and (7} Studies of the causes and effects of poli-

tical extremism. Scholars have devoted considerable effort
to analyzing the nature of extremism's most ominous off-

spring——fascism.7l

Also, more specific research has focused
on the teachniques used by extremist agitators to transform
public fears into support for their personal and organizat-
ional power.72 Most of these studies, however, focus on the

73 The method-

characteristics of the American right-wing.
ologies used in this research range from multi-variate anal-
ysis of survey data to participant-observation and ideolog-
ical critique. The quality of the literature varies from
authoritative scholarship to second-rate journalism. More
importantly, though, the conspiracy theme is treated only as
a "symptom" of extremism or as evidence of anti-democratic
tendencies (a sort of signature characteristic of the rad-
ical right), rather than as a worthy object of study in it-
self,

Some members of the academy have attempted to add a
different dimension to the political studies of the con-
spiracy appeal. These critics are concerned with the social
consequences of cabalist politics. John Bunzel and Erich
Fromm, for example, have both warned that political parancia
is very threatening to healthy democracies because it tends
toward totalitarianism.74 A second variety of this theme is

exemplified by Murray Levin's Political Hysteria in America.
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He contends that conspiracy theory is one of the tactics
"utilized by political leaders since antiquity . . . to
arouse mass anxiety and cause people to rally behind the
1eader."?5 In short, the conspiracy argument is used by
elites to manipulate the emotions of the masses. Other
observers have critigued the counter-subversives because they
tend to advance positions that inherently involve racism and

intolerance.76 Less sensitive works, such as Sidney Hook's

Heresy, Yes—--Conspiracy, No, argue that society has the right

to defend itself against secret groups {(e.g., Communists)
that operate outside moral and social norms.?7 Finally,
several authors offer an evaluation of the social impli-

cations of secrecy: Edward Shils' The Torment of Secrecy and

John Cawelti's "The Cycle of Clandestinity"” both aim at
assessing the costs of dealing with the covert in our poli-
tical and psyéhic lives.78 All of these works try, in one
way or another, to make the reader realize that conspiracy-
oriented groups and ideas have very real (and often danger-
ous} social conseguences

There are a few socio-political studies that deal
directly with the conspiracy theme. The conceptual heart
of this literature is Richard Hofstadter's essay, "The

Paranoid Style in American Politics."79

His argument is
that "a distorted style is . . . a possible signal that may

alert us to a distorted judgment just as in arxt an ugly
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style is a cue to fundamental defects of taste, What int-

erests me here is the possibility of using political

80

rhetoric to get at political pathology.™ While this

approach smacks of the "symptom" view of conspiracy es-
poused in other studies, Hofstadter's inguiry is uniquely
useful to the present work because of the primacy given to
rhetorical factors in political life. Based on this assump-
tion, he surveys the primary works of paranoid scholarship
to "abstract the basic elements of the paranoid style."81
These "basic elements: include the following: (1) The
"central image" of a conspiracy intent on destroying our

82

"way of life"; (2) This conspiracy is viewed as the

"motive force" in history;83 {3} "The paranocid spokesman

sees the fate of this conspiracy in apocalyptic terms--he
traffiks in the birth and death of whole worlds, whole

84 (4) A

political orders, whole systems of human values";
total unwillingness to compromise or negotiate "since what
is at stake is a conflict between absolute good and ab-

w_ 85

solute evil. . . (5) The enemy "is a perfect model of

malice, a kind of amoral superman: sinister, ubiquitous,

II;86 (6) "A

powerful, cruel, sensual, luxury loving . . .
fundamental paradox of the paranoid style is the imitation
of the enemy"” for example, the political paranoid may es-

tablish a secret organization to oppose secret organizat-

ions;87 {7} Special significance is attached to "the
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renegade from the enemy cause . . ./because/ He brings with
him the promise of redemption and victory . . . /as well as/
the final verfication of suspicions which might otherwise

88

have been doubted by a skeptical world"; (8) The political

paranoid has an "obsession with secrecy,"89 and; (9) Para-
noid literature displays an "elaborate concern with demon-
stration . . . . It is nothing if not scholarly in technique
. + « .What distinguished the paranoid style is not, then,
the absence of verifiable facts . . . but rather the curious
leap in imagination that is always made at some critical
point in the recital of events . . ."90 This synthesis of
paranoid characteristics is consistent with many of the
hypotheses already advanced: the value orientation, causal
format, massive evidence presentation, deductive logic,
flexibility, dramatic nature, exaggeration, and the basic
structure of the argument all seem to be confirmed by
Hofstadter's notion of the "paranoid style."

Other scholars have applied Hofstadter's ideas to

various historical events.gl Foremost among these analyses

is David Brion Davis' The Slave Power Conspiracy and the
92

Paranoid Style. Davis argues that the mutual conspiracy

allegations of the antebellum North and South can be

understood as expressions of deep-rooted social'paranoia."
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Some analysts contend that, unlike Hofstadter, Davis tends
to be more concerned with psychological rather than peli-
tical pathology.93 However, it would be more accurate to
say that, while Davis uses terminology that is at times
more "psychological™ than Hofstadter's, he is careful to
point out that political " parancoia" may be a function of
very real personal or social conflicts.94 He also makes
no attempt to use the term "paranoia" in its fully clinical
sense or to reduce cabalist discourse to a mere symptom of
disturbances in the human psyche. Thus, Hofstadter and
Davis offer a varied buy persuasive socio-political
explanation for conspiratorial rhetoric. The essential
elements of these ideas have been confirmed again and
again in the "paranoid" literature surveyed for this study.
Several other important works have a bearing on the
conspiracy genre. In "Some Themes of Counter-Subversion:
An Analysis of Anti-Mason, Anti-Catholic, and Anti-Mormon
Literature,® Davis finds thematic similarities which lay
much of the groundwork for the "paranoid" interpretation of
such 1iterature.95 His argument is that a striking uni-
formity exists in the various nativist portrayals of the
evil, licentious Mason, Catholic, or Mormon enemy. He
concludes that "in a rootless environment shaken by bewil-
dering social change the nativist found unity and meaning by

conspiring against imaginary conspiracies.96 A complemen-
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tary study of several outbursts of xenophobic conspiracy
theory provides an additional historical perspec’tive.g7
Dwight C. Smith contends that his survey of four instances
of "alien conspiracy" theory demonstrates three essential
pre~conditions for such outbursts: First, a sufficiently
widespread "feeling of unease over the prospect that forces
beyond our borders do, or might, exercise undue influence
over the scope and direction of domestic social change. . .
Second, a moral entrepreneur, in Howard Becker's words,

has to take the stage to focus public attention on the
condition, or values of American life that are at stake.
Third, it must be possible to construct a set of facts, or
assumptions of fact, that can be used by the entrepreneur
as evidence supporting a conspiratorial explanation of

potential changes for the worse.“98

Finally, several
studies have offered historical surveys of the role of
conspiracy in our nation's political and intellectual life.
Roger Allen Remington's "The Function of Conspiracy Theory
in American Intellectual History" is the most wide-ranging
of these works. His goal is to assess the relationship
among nationalism, extremism, and conspiracy theory.99 In
pursuit of this objective, he identifies the two basic
themes of nationalistic cabal theory as a fear of inter-
nationalism and a simple, dichotomous moral theory of good

versus evil "against which all history may be measured."l00
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Remington analyzes the function of these themes by exam-
ining case studies of cabalist thought involving Catholics,
Jews, financiers, Illuminati, and immigrants. From a
survey of numerous, extended quotations from primary sources,
he concludes that conspiracy theory correlates with extremism
fairly consistently, and somewhat less consistently with
nationalism. The theory serves the purpose of providing a
bewildered public with simple, concrete answers to difficult
questions of social causation.lOI
Related studies of interest include William Chandler
Baum's "The Conspiracy Theory of Politics of the Radical
Right in the United States"102 Baum examines large gquanti-
ties of obsecure rightist literature in order to crystallize
its essential characteristics. He finds several basic themes
to be important: (1) "personification of history"--all evil
is caused by deliberate acts of the plotters; (2) "The
enemy is relentlessly becoming more bestial, cunning, and
persecutory, /they are/ super-human demons"; (3} The agitator
has "inside information" on the plot: (4) The evil of the
cabal is measured against "the glorious past or Golden Age";
(5) A "dichotomized state of the world" is portrayed; (6)
Great emphasis is placed on "the will" as the key to re-
sisting the plot, and; (7) There is "the contradictory be-

103

lief that both Satan and God are omnipotent.' In add-

ition, Richard 0. Curry and Thomas M. Brown have collected
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a number of essays related to conspiracy in their volume,
104

These studies vary from the socio-psycholeogical to the pop-
ular. They provide a broad outline of the role of con-
spiracy theory in our history (generally conforming to the
categories of research specified above) and have provided
much useful background for the present study.

One additional area of interest in the socio-politi-
cal literature has centered on the question of the moti-
" vation for conspiracy=-oriented beliefs. Many observers
have contended that conventional notions of "rational"
politics simply are not applicable when one is dealing with

cabalists.105

This interest in uncovering the sources of
extreme beliefs and actions launched a variety of socio-
logical studies of the persons and groups that held cabal-

ist theories.106

One can summarize the views emerging from
this research as supporting what Davis terms either an
"ideological approach," in which conspiracy fears are seen

as a function of the irrational stereotypes, fears, and
prejudices inherent in the "spirit" of an era, or, a "socio-
logical approach" in which "concrete ethnic tensions, status
rivalries, and face-to-face conflicts" /serve/ as the |
source of cabalist themes.107 However, one need not assume

that absolute dissensus reigns among the socio-political

interpretations of conspiracy. For even the sociological
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and the ideological explanations can be "mutually sup-
portive."108

The socio-political literature is very useful. 1In the
main, it tends to confirm the working hypotheses gleaned
from the primary sources and rhetorical studies. How-
ever, it does have several limitations. First, its focus
is predominantly (but not exclusively) on right-wing ex-
tremism. Left-wing agitators and the prevalence of cabal-
ism in mainstream thought have received relatively little
attention. Second, most studies tend to regard conspiracy
as a historical artifact useful for guiding inguiry into
other, "deeper" questions. There is seldom any hint that
the cabalist theme could be a significant aspect of history
in and of itself. Both of these limita£ions are similar
to the difficulties found in rhetorical scholarship in this
area. Nonetheless a number of tentative hypotheses can be
drawn from this vast array of research:

(9) The conspiracy argument occurs in times of social
stress. Logically, if all were well, no one would have a
rational motive to voice claims about malevolent schemes or
to believe such claims if they were heard. However, when
some evil intrudes upon the community's life, attributions
of conspiracy often begin. John Bunzel observes that "there
is a strong tendency, particularly in times of crisis, to

associate every crime, misfortune, or danger in the world
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with groups or organizations that hold positions of public
trust. Plots of one kind or another are continually un-
covered because the charge of conspiracy is apt to stir up

public opinion.“109

Stanley Coben buttresses this claim
when he concludes that "substantial evidence, then,_suggests
that millions of Americans are both extraordinarily fearful
of social change and prejudiced against those minority
~groups which they perceive as 'threatening intruders.' Soc-
ietal disruption, especially if it can easily be connected
with the ’intruders,' not only will intensify the hostility
of highly prejudiced individuals, but also will provoke
many others, whose antagonisms in more stable times had been
mild or incipient, into the extreme group.“ll0
The notion of "stress" used here is somewhat vague.
Each theorist tends to interpret the term according to his
or her own predispositions. For Remington, only the economic
stress of the Depression gave life to unsuccessful Anti-
Semitic arguments that had been made in the 1920'5.lll For
Higham, nativist outbursts correlate with eras in which, for
social, political, or economic reasons, "confidence in the
homogeneity of American culture broke down /and/ in desperate
efforts to rebuild national unity men rallied against symbols
of foreigners that were appropriate to their predicament."ll2

For Lipset and Raab, "such social strains have usually been

associated with some sense of status displacement by a mass



73

of Americans, occurring most dramatically during the emer-
gence of some new ethnic or other population group. The
result has been 'backlash,' the fodder for extremist move-

ments and their conspiracy theories."113

These multiple
(and non-exclusive)thecries may take any number of forms
but they all point to the importance of some notion of
social "stress!

{10) The conspiracy argument personifies evil. When a
social ill is attributed to a shadowy pact, there is little
ground for assuming that the misfortune is the result of
accident, misjudgment, or simple "bad 1uck."114 The con-
spiratorialist concretizes evil in the form of the wicked
plotters, "the enemy." Hans Toch provides a historical
illustration:

. . . when the bubonic plague swept

over Europe in the fourteenth century

(costing twenty-five million lives),

popular indignation exploded against

the Jews, who were accused of poisoning

wells to spread the disease. Although

nothing constructive was done to curb

the epidemic, the persecution of Jews

furnished an illusion of remedy, as well

as some emotional relief.l1l5
Whether the enemy be the CIA, the Kremlin, or the Masons,
conspiracy arguments assign guilt to the villain in personal
terms. Conspiracy seems to entail a "devil theory" of
morals.116 The offenders are not just associated with the

evil--they have deliberately caused it to further their own

satanic ends. In short, they are the evil.
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Some observers have linked this persconification of
evil, especially by the right-wing, to the influence of
fundamentalist Christianity.ll? OCther analysts go so far as
to argue that the conspiracy theory per se is the result of
the "secularization of a religious superstition."ll8 In this
connection, socio-political studies have noted that con-
spiracy theories often contain religious or quasi-religious
elements such as apocalypticism, millenarianism, and/or
manicheanism.l19 However, this research establishes a
direct connection to fundamentalism in only a few cases--
most notably that of the radical right. A religious con-
ception of conspiracy, while providing proveocative thematic
analogies, does not account for all cabalistic thought--
most notably not for conspiracy allegations by persons and
~groups that are avowedly atheistic. The point here is that
the theological aspects of conspiracy theory are useful
because they provide metaphors (e.g., "devil theory") that
afford much insight into this rhetorical form. Perhaps the
most significant of these guasi-religious elements is the
personification of the enemy. The rhetor can use this
strateqgy to focus attention on a palpable target toward
which the audience can direct its anger and fear.

{11) The conspiracy argument evinces a strictly dich-
otomous view of moraiity, The malevolent plot is the evil

counterpoint to the idyllic virtues of the community's
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present state or utopian future. Perhaps there is no
finer expression of this Manichean morality than Charles
Sumner's 1855 interrogation of his audience in Faneuil

Hall: "Are you for Freedom . . . or are you for Slavery? .

120

. . Are you for God, or are you for the Devil?" This

notion of morality gives one few choices. The world is
divided into two hostile camps; there is no neutral ground,
no safe harbor for those of uncertain convictions. The
uncommitted will be the first victims and the willing dupes
of the legions of darkness. Paul M. Winter of the Ku XKlux
Klan exemplified this view in 1928:

Arrayed against each other, each clan
facing clan; neighbor facing neighbor;
church facing church, and the air filled
with the acrimonious verbiage of mighty
forces shifting for strategic pesitions,
America is threatened with the greatest
political conflict she has ever been forced
to encounter. It is the inevitable con-
flict between the forces of traditional
Americanism and the thoroughly organized
legions of modernism and alienism. The
ultimate climax will mean the sacrifice of
liberty and fundamental Americanism for the
devastating institutions of medieval auto-
cracy and religious dogma, or a greater,
more spiritual nation.l21

Winter's perspective is completely polar: good versus evil,
right versus wrong, Americanism versus alienism, tradition
versus modernism, liberty versus autocracy, and spirituality
versus dogma. This dichotomous moral theory has been found
in most of the conspiracy literature examined by socio-

political analysts.122 The clash between the sacred virtues
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of the community and the profane villainies of the con-
spiracy provides the moral dynamis of the cabalist genre.

{12) The conspiracy argument evinces an abiding concern
with secrecy. On one level, the secretive nature of a
group is presumptive reason for believing that they are up
to no good. Why would honest people conduct themselves
covertly? Indeed, this idea became one of the tests where-
by Masons, Catholics, and Mormons were deemed conspirators
in the nineteenth century.123 The House Committee on Un-
American Activities extended this theme into our century
with their 1939 proclamation that: "It is not the open
and undisgquised activity of the Communists that we need fear.
It is not their direct inflvuence which should occasion alarm.
It is rather the subversivéx¥$sidious way in which they go
about their destructive work . . . If the Communists worked
in the open there would be nothing to fear, but when through
policies of deception and tactics that are cleverly con-
cealed they pursue their destructive plans, it becomes
important to reckon with them as menacing factors in our

124 This argument implies that secret acts,

national life.
almost by definition, are wicked acts. And, given a dichoto-
mous view of morality, there is no reason to believe other-
wise, since a loyal citizen would not hesitate to have his

or her life open to public scrutiny. Hence, focusing on

secrecy is an effective strategic complement to the polar
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moral theory of conspiracy rhetoric.

A second function of secrecy is to explain away any
~gaps in the conspiracy theorist's evidence. The covert
nature of the plot's machinery makes it possible, for
example, to reconcile vast causal claims with the fact that
only a few "Communists" or "Illuminati" or 'CIA agents" can
be identified. The handful of known malefactors is only
the "tip of the iceberg." In fact, the paucity of plotters
is used as evidence of their enormous personal powers. How
could such a small group control entire eras if they
weren't virtually omnipotent? Secrecy is the impenetrable
barrier that prevents the public from comprehending the
true dimensions of the cabal's influence and thus forces
audiences to rely on the conspiracy theorist's amazing
faculties for "inside information" on the plot. Samuel
F. B. Morse illustrated the role of secrecy in the con-
spiracy argument in 1835: "The very nature of a conspiracy
of this kind/ i.e., Papal/ precludes the possibility of
much direct evidence of political design; for Jesuit cunning
and Austrian duplicity would be sure to tread with unusual

. . 1
caution on American ground." 25

George W. Julian ampli-
fied the "tip of the iceberg" theme in his 1852 treatment
of the Slave Power: "The Slaveholders, as we have seen,

numbering only one twenty-fifth of their white brethren of

the South, and one fortieth of the entire population of the
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South, and one hundredth part of that of the Union, are
yet the real sovereigns in this Republic. The powers of
the government are in their keeping, and they determine all
things according to the counsels of their own will. They
say to the politician of the North 'Go,' and he goeth; to
the Northern priest, 'Do this,' and he doeth it. They lay
their mesmeric hands upon the moral pulse of the nation, and
it ceases to beat. Nothing that is earthly can stand before
the dread authority of these men. They are the reigning

126 These

lords and masters of the people, white and black.™
samples of discourse illustrate three things: First, that
the secrecy of the plot can account for any evidential lapse
since the plotters "tread with unusual caution;" second,
that the dearth of known plotters implicitly magnifies their
power {(e.g., "one hundredth part" of the Union can extinguish
an entire nation's "moral pulse"), and third, the rhetor
seems to be in possession of a singular ability to discern
the structure and intentions of the cabal. As a result, the
community must rely on the instincts of the conspiracy theo-
rist if it is to survive; otherwise The Plot's skulduggery
will be the polis' undoing.

A paradox is exposed in these arguments. How can the
plot be so secret yet so fully known to the conspiracy

theorist? The essence of this paradox is embodied in the

John Birch Society's annual "Scoreboard" in which the organ-
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ization lists, on a country-by-country basis, the

127 There

percentage of control exercised the The Plot.
are two ways of accounting for this tension between the
known and the unknowable. First, the conspiracy theorist
may claim (or imply) that he or she has access to special,
"inside information" that provides a unique insight into

the workings of the cabal.128

Or, the conspiratorialist
may wish to give the impression that full disclosure, while
not immediately available, is only one declassified docu-

129 Both

ment, one ballistics test, or one confession away.
of these strategies provide support for the notion that
conspiracy theory is heavily dependent on secrecy for per-
suasive force.

Although it has its limitations, the sccio-political
literature affords many important insights into the con-
spiracy genre. The major competition for these explanations
has come from modern psychiatry and psychology.

Psychological Studies. The traditional view of politics

asked "Who gets what, when, how?"l30 Political observers in

this century, however, have realized that this definition

does not account for seemingly irrational political behavior,

such as conspiracy fears. The new perspective advanced to

explain the sub-rational asks, "Who perceives what public
131

issues, in what way, and why?" This notion of peolitics

is grounded in human motivation and thus has tended to
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absorb a great deal of psychological theory and research.
Remington illustrated this trend when he lamented that "for
those persons attracted to the /conspiracy/ theory, the
ultimate answers to the 'Why' questions must be sought in

132 Several varieties

Psychology rather than in History."
of psychological research have influenced the study of
cabalism.

One branch of psychological inquiry seeks to uncover
the roots of "irrational" phenomena, such as mass hysteria,
mob psychology, and affective political styles.133 A
second type of investigation focuses on the psychodynamics
of specific attitudes, such as Anti-Semitism or Anti-Com-

munism.134 Other studies have assessed the specific role

of individual psychology in shaping political events.l35
Complementary inquiries have analyzed the impact of these
motives on the group and movement level.136 However, per-
haps the most well-known and widely used research is the
literature outlining the nature of various cabal-oriented

137 The major

personality types, e.g., the Authoritarian.

influence of psychology on the study of conspiracy has

been from these theories of persconality types, related

Freudian psychoanalytic thought, and the clinical study of

._ 138

paranoia.
Personality types, such as the Authoritarian, have

been used to explain the mental motivations (developed in
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childhood) behind outbursts of conspiratorial fear.l39

Freudian theory has been offered in these and other investi-
~gations as an explanation of the mechanism whereby subjective
fears and suspicions are transformed into cabalist behavior
and attitudes. The basic concept is that internal (some-
times unconscious) hostilities, fears, and doubts are dis-
placed by projecting them onto some enemy or devil figure.
Levin illustrates this school of thought with his claim that
"stripped of the convoluted language that often character-
izes psychological analyses of politics, almost all observers
agree that extreme passion in political responses often con-
sists of the displacement of private affect upon public ob-
jects rationalized in terms of public interest."140 He
provides the example of the "superpatriot": "To the infant,
the world often is an awesome and foreboding place. Poten-—
tial catastrophes are everywhere. The superpatriot re-
creates this childhood world of imminent doom and reduces
the man to the child--helpless in the face of gigantic and
evil forces that threaten his very existence."l41
This overtly Freudian perspective characterizes some
scholarly research.142 However, many other commentators
speak in Freudian terms with little explicit reference to
his theories and their limitations for social criticism.143
Hofstadter, for example, refers to the conspiratorial enemy

as being "on many counts a projection of the self: both

the ideal and the unacceptable aspects of the self are
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attributed to him. A fundamental paradox of the paranoid

style is the imitation of the enemyll44

Davis, being even
more specific, contends that, "nativists expressed horror
over this freedom from conscience and conventional morality
/attributed to Mormons, Catholics, and Masons/, but they
could not conceal a throbbing note of envy. What was it
like to be a member of a cohesive brotherhood that casually
abrogated the laws of God and man, enforcing unity and
obedience with dark and mysterious powers? As nativists
speculated on this question, they projected their own fears
and desires into a fantasy of licentious orgies and fearful
punishments. Such projection of forbidden desires can be
seen in the exaggeration of the stereotyped enemy's powers,
which make him appear at times as a virtual superman.“145
Reading statements such as these, one suspects that many
political analysts have adopted one of the prime traits of
the cabalist groups they study: the rapid acceptance of
simple, coherent explanations for complex phenomena. Per-
haps this tendency toward "bootleg" pscyhoanalysis accounts
for much of the criticism that such studies have received
both from psychologists and from those who disdain theories
of the irrational.

The third aspect of psychological theory--parancia--
has also had substantial effect on studies of conspiracy-

related events and groups. Of course, the most obvious



83

influence has been on the notion of the "paranocid style."
Hofstadter, however, distinguishes the political paranoid
from the clinical paranoid by arguing that the clini-

cal case involves feelings that a plot is directed at
harming the individual personally, while the political
paranoid sees the plot as directed against social or polit-
ical principles.146 Other authors do not draw such a clear
distinction.

Hans Toch, for example, argues that the "conspiracy
'consumer' suffers from a condition analogous to the pre-
paranoid state--anxiety, foreboding, a sense of danger, and
a deep suspicion of foul play--he is usually unable to
supply the documentation and logic for a full-blodded Plot.
His membership affiliations represent a source of ready-
made conspiracies complete with authoritative references

and eye-witness reports."147

Toch's assumption, based on
Freud's notion that paranoia occurs as a substitute for
panic, is that examining the exaggerated conspiracy theories
of clinical paranoids may provide insight into the use of
such ideas by "normal" social groups.l48 He is certainly
not alone in his conceptualization of rightist thought as
quasi-paranoid.149
The result of this viewpoint has been, in Bennett's
words, the popular perception of the radical right as

"Wlaxtremists,' 'kooks,' ‘nuts,' 'little old ladies in tennis

shoes,' etc., similar, if somewhat less colorful, locutions
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150 Ironically, while many

can be found in scholarly works."
studies have focused on a quasi-paranoiac interpretation of
political extremism, there is virtually no clinical evidence
to support the notion that the radical right is riddled with

51

the mentally i11.1°! Thus, while a clinical paranoid may be

a political paranoid, the reverse is hardly inevitable.152
At best, then, the notion of paranocia provides an interesting
psychological metaphor to aid our understanding of the con-
spiracy genre.

A final effect of psychological research has come from
those who do not believe that either psychoanalytic or
status anxiety theories adegquately explain "irrational™

153 Rogin illustrates this view with

political behavior.
his injunction that "status anxieties may find an outlet in
political moderation. One must not too readily identify

personal anxieties or status politics with political extrem-
ism. No particular political consequences follow from non-
political attitudes such as status anxieties. The inter-

vening political and organizational structures and attitudes

are crucial."154

The argument here is not that personal
anxieties or fear of status loss have no impact, but that
their presence is not itself sufficient to explain all
conspiracy-oriented peolitical thought. Other, intervening

variables are necessary to connect the subjective world

of the mind with the external world of the political arena.
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For most of the investigators who object to a strict
Freudian or "statug" interpretation, the major intervening
variable iS'attitude.155

Daniel Katz has outlined the four functions of attitudes
as follows: (1) The Adjustive Function: attitudes acquired
to achieve a goal or aveid a penalty; (2) The Ego-Defensive
Function: attitudes acquired to protect one from awareness
of his or her own "unacceptable impulses" or from threats
in the environment; (3) The Value-Expressive Function:
attitudes which allow expression of basic values and self-
concept, and; (4) The Knowledge Function: attitudes that
work to provide "meaning and structure to what would other-

wise be a chaotic world."156 Bennett goes on to argue that

the conspiracy theory may be functional for the individual

because it works toward each of these attitudinal goals:

The Adjustive Function is served when cabalist notions allow
one to enjoy the personal benefits of participation in
groups that hold similar ideas. The Ego-Defensive Function
is met, in Freudian terms, if one conceives of conspiracy
theory as a mechanism for projecting and displacing internal
tensions onto an external enemy. Similarly, if one adopts

a "status" perspective, cabalism serves the Value-Expressive
Function by allowing the counter-subversive to view him or
herself as a valiant crusader against the evil forces that

threaten the polis--a role of substantially more status than
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that of mere "citizen". Finally, conspiracy theory can
serve the Knowledge Function by accounting for social up-
heavals in a relatively simple way.ls7

It is apparent, of course, that this formulation
evinces the preoccupation with rightist extremism and
psychoanalysis that characterizes other political studies.
However, the functional approach to attitudes offers the
advantage of subsuming both psychiatric and status theories
under a format that provides workable ways of understanding
without requiring a definitive verification of either theory
of motives. The functional approach, then, is sufficient
for a rhetorical study of the conspiracy genre because it
acknowledges the undeniable importance of psychology to
discourse without reducing utterance to a mere verbal
symptom of subconscious states. Thus, regardless of the
subjective motivations of the individual, insight can be
~gained into the nature of conspiracy rhetoric by treating
the artifact as an operative factor in the lives of both

rhetor and audience.158

This concept is central to the
functional perspective of the present study.

Much of the foregoing discussion implies seriocus limi-
tations in the psycheological research on cabalist thought
and expression. Each of the theories assessed attempts to

define the causes of certain styles of human behavior. As

such, these explanations often suffer from defects common
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159 For psychology, this problem

to causal analysis.
is fundamental because, as Robert Lifton observes,"the
social theory necessary to bridge the gap between the
individual and collectivity remains fragmented, implicit,

unclear, or nonexistent!lGo

A psychological approach, then,
must not only provide interesting theories of human

psychic life, but must be able to link individual moti-
vations with the mass events of the body politic. Attempts
to formulate mentalistic explanations for political be-
havior have encountered a number of difficulties. Bunzel
and Strout have discussed many of these problems in the
following terms:161 First, psychological investigators

often lack sufficient evidence for their claims or have

little notion of what constitutes appropriate evidence.

Preparing a psychohistory of Richard Nixon, for instance,

is gquite difficult when the only records of his childhood
vears are contained in his autobiography.162 Second, psycho-
logical explanations can easily be used for adversary pur-
poses. While this problem is certainly not unique to
psychiatry-at-a-distance, such studies have been character-
ized by the attribution of irrationality to groups of whom
the investigator disapproves and by the attribution of rat-

ionality to groups viewed with more favor. As Elms notes,

"it is doubtless comforting for leftists and liberals,
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perhaps moderate conservatives too, to see all radical
rightists in this way: twisted, lﬁnatic, even . . . &
different species altogether from the good people of this
land.“163 Perhaps a more substantial problem, in this
connection, is the lack of criteria for deciding when one
should apply rational versus psychological explanations.
Third, psychological inquiry often falls inteo the
reductive fallacy" of simply slapping Freudian schemata on
any event or idea that 1s under study. In Strout's terms,
"conflicting social groups then become stand-ins for
Freud's three entities--a bloodless ballet of the cate-
_gories.“l64 Pourth, psychological investigations can be
deterministic in the extreme. Again, this problem is not
unigue to psycho-history. However, it does have the
potential to eliminate all non-psychic influences from con-
sideration and thus is an issue which should be (but often
is not) given careful consideration.165 Finally, psycho-
logical notions of motive are difficult to test. Bunzel
points out that "the difficulty with this kind of explanation
/of membership in the John Birch Society/is that there is
really no reliable way for most of us to know if it is, in
fact, the explanation. It corresponds, of course, to the

stereotype of the political authoritarian, and thus it is

easy enough to fit the individual into the mold. But this
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166 If the subject fits

can hardly be equated with evidence."
the category, then, how is one to prove or disprove that his
or her political activities are the result of repressed
sexual fantasies, sublimated guilt, etc.? These limitations
are not a case for discontinuing psycho-historical studies.
Rather, they represent the realization that such studies

face many of the same problems that have baffled traditional
historians. Psychology is no panacea for the rhetorical
critic.

Fortunately, the present study does not have to make
final determinations on the psychology of conspiracy. Rather,
as Hofstadter has argued, "historians and political scient-
ists have always worked, implicitly or explicitly, with
psychological assumptions; . . . these ought to be made as
conscious as possible; . . . and they should be sophisti-
cated enough to take ample account of the complexity of

nl67 One suspects that the failure of con-

political action.
ventional historians to clarify (and perhaps confess) their
use of psychological premises may be connected in some way

to the advent of psychohistory and its promise to give us

the "real" explanations that are lurking behind the tradition-
al historian's generalities. Heopefully, the present study
will provide psychological assumptions of sufficient spec-

ificity to make "bootleg" psychoanalysis unnecessary. These

assumptions are embodied in several hypotheses that can be
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synthesized from the psychological literature:

(13) The conspiracy argument possesses an enormous
urgency for the rhetor and the believing audience. If
there is any one conclusion that can be drawn from the
psychological research, it is that those who believe in
conspiracies believe passionately. The level of personal
commitment to such theories, regardless of motivation, is

remarkable. As a result, counter-subversives see no

168

justification for delay in reacting to the plot. Samuel

F. B. Morse exemplified this trait in his fulminations on
the Catholic conspiracy:

Is not the evidence I have exhibited
in my previous numbers sufficiently
strong to prove my countrymen the
existence of a foreign conspiracy
against the liberties of the country?
Does the nature of the case admit of
stronger evidence? or must we wait
for some positive, undisguised acts
of oppression, before we will believe
that we are attacked and in danger?
Must we wait for a formal declaration
of war? The serpent has already com-
menced his coil about our limbs and the
lethargy of his poison is creeping
over us; shall we be more sensible of
the torpor when it has fastened our
vitals? The house 1is on fire; can

we not believe it till the flames
have touched our flesh? 1Is not the
enemy already organized in the land?
+ + «Because no foe is on the sea, no
hostile armies on our plains, may we
sleep securely?le9
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One need not undertake a Freudian analysis of fire imagery
or serpent symbols to see that Morse's plot is only one
step from victory-—a powerful and immediate threat to all
that is good. Perhaps it is this sense of urgency that

helps to produce the counter-subversive's "heated exag-

geration," strident tone, and lurid imagery.l?o

{14) The conspiracy argument evinces a literalminded
view of facts and events. This hypothesis is most clearly

exemplified in the conspiratorialist's interpretation of

documents exposing the enemy's intenticms.l?l The cabal-

ist reads this literature much as a fundamentalist might
read the Bible, in a single-minded, literal fashion. There
is no intellectual hair-splitting here; these documents
mean one thing and one thing only. They expose the perfid-
ious intentions of a diabolical plot. Once again, Morse

provides an exemplar:
"As long as I live," says the Emperor
/Nicholas I of Russia/, "I will oppose
a will of iron to the progress of lib-
eral opinions. The present generation
is lost, but we must labor with zeal and
earnestness to improve the spirit of
that to come. It may require a hundred
years; I am not unreasonable, I give
you a whole age, but you must work
without relaxation."
This is language without ambiguity,
bold, undisguised; it is the clear
and official disclosure of the det-
ermination of the Holy Alliance
against liberty. It proclaims un-
extinguishable hatred, a will of
“iron. There is no compromise with
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liberty; a hundred years of
efforts unrelaxed, if neces-
sary, shall be put forth to
crush it for ever. Its very
name must be blotted from
the earth . . .172

Morse's interpretation admits of no doubts that the Emperor
speaks for the entire Holy Alliance, that he has the re-
sources to carry out his campaign against liberty, and

that America, the bastion of freedom, must of necessity

be his primary target. The psychologist might term this
"low cognitive complexity” or a 'simple cognitive style”
--characteristics often attributed to extremists. For the
purposes of the present study, however, it is important only
to be aware of the monolithic, severe styles of formulating
claims that typify the cabalist's interpretation of the
environment.

For the conspiracy theorist of the right, the Communist
Manifesto, for example, cannot be read simply as an expos-
ition of a certain political theory; it must be seen as a
satanic handbook, a sort of anti-Bible, which is to guide the
strategy and tactics of the Red Plot. Similarly, the Con-
stitution is viewed as if it were God's personal plan for
the political life of loyal Americans. This literalmindedness
bolsters the deductive logic of the conspiracy theorist by
eliminating any uncertainty or vagueness that may creep into

the premises ¢f the arguments. Moreover, since any shred
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of proof can be cast as dispositive if given the appro-
priate connotations, a literalminded reading of "secret™
documents may equip the counter-subversive with a mountain
of "specific" evidence. For instance, if a local news-
paper editorial defends water fluoridation and one is sure
that such a policy is Red-inspired, the editorialist’'s name
can be added confidently to one's list of "known" Communist
sympathizers. Thus, a literal interpretation of something
as simple as a newspaper editorial may equip the cabalist
with clear evidence of a plot that more naive citizens might
overlook. Perhaps this interpretative tendency explains
{(in part) the puzzling coexistence of simplistic causal
claims and multiple, intricate supporting arguments in

many conspiracy theories. The causal statements seem to
serve as magnets, attracting any sort of material that pos-
sibly could be construed as containing the proper probative
elements.

Jedidiah Morse illustrates the apparent specificity of
evidence that can be produced by literalminded "research."
In his 1799 sermon on the Iliuminati conspiracy, he voices
a now-familiar claim:

I have in my possession complete
and indubitable proof that such
societies do exist, and have for
many years existed, in the United

States., I have, my brethren, an
official, authenticated list of



94

the names, ages, places of nativity,
professions, etc. of the officers

of one hundred members, instituted in
Virginia, by the Grand Qrient of France.l73

Assuming Morse did possess such a list, he raises no question
as to whether these societies are similar to their evil
European kin or what the relation of the one hundred
"members” to the society is. For Morse, "member" is a

synonym for "conspirator," "society" is a synonym for “con-
spiracy,"” and "officers" is a code word for "ring leaders."
Illuminati are Illuminati are Illuminati.

Hofstadter contrasts the literalminded style of the
conspiracy theorist with the more flexible perspective-
taking of non-cabalist politics. For the non-conspirator-
ial political actor, "there exists a certain sobriety born
of experience, an understanding that what sounds good on
the banquet circuit may not make feasible policy, that state-
ments, manifestos, and polemics are very far from pragmatic

nl74 o short, those who reject conspiracy

programs . .
theory are able to understand that a Russian leader's pro-
mise to "bury" the United States may be more of a product
of personal anger than a clarion call to world-wide sub-

version. However, no such distinction exists for the cab-

alist: "bury” means "bury!" Thus, the literalmindedness

of the conspiratorialist reinforces his or her deductive
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logic and dichotomous worldview. It may be impossible, then,
for the countersubversive to see that many a Plot is, in
Cohen's words, "like the prankster's fins in the water, not
a shark at all . . "%73

(15) The conspiracy argument "makes sense" out of the

reality of the believer. The psychological literature makes

it clear that conspiratorial thinking does something for

the thinker: it may lower anxiety levels, displace or pro-
ject insidious self-loathing,express basic self-worth, or
simply provide access to the benefits of group membership.
Regardless of which perspective one adopts, it seems appar-
ent that the idea of an omnipotent cabal controlling events
allows one to understand the world in a way that would be
impossible in the absence of conspiratorial thought. This
is not to say that discourse summons reality into being,
but that it provides a c¢lear, systematic attribution of
meaning to the often disorderly facts of one's. life.
Levin, giving a somewhat psychologized view, argues that
"myths of conspiratorial danger can provide a universal,
rather simple, easily understood, and meaningful interpret-
ation of a bewildering world-- particularly when those myths
tap unconscious proclivities and potentiate latent American
perspectives. The conspirators are the cause of the dif-
ficulty. The political world is thus ordered and explain-

ed.“176 Thus, the fulminations of the counter-subversive
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provide a means of giving structure to a world that may

seem incapable of spontaneocusly ordering itself according to
norms and expectations.177 In one sense, then, the con-
spiracy theory stands between the believer and chaos. It
may be the only way of reconciling the citizen's faith in

the community with the seeming inability of the polis to

ward off evil.

Conspiracy as Rhetorical Genre

The final tasks of this chapter are to reformulate
the hypotheses according to the formal categories of the
extant definition of "genre," and to judge the necessity
of including each hypothesis in this tentative "map" of
the conspiracy argument. The preliminary hypotheses can

be consolidated and reformulated as follows:

Substance

(1) The conspiracy argument claims that the community
is being threatened by an evil force personified as a
secret plot.

(2) The conspiracy argument makes a deductive, causal
claim,

(3) The conspiracy argument evinces a strictly dich-
otomous view of morality.

(4) The conspiracy argument is capable of coopting or

refuting virtually any criticism.
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Style

(5) The conspiracy argument is dramatic in form.

{6) The conspiracy argument tends toward urgency,
exaggeration, and lurid imagery.

{7) The evidence for the conspiracy argument is pre-
sented en masse.

(8) The conspiracy argument evinces a literalminded
view of facts and events.

{9) The conspiracy argument is flexible enough to be
easily extrapolated or quickly shifted from one subject

or enemy to another.,

(10) The conspiracy argument occurs in times of social
stress.

These hypotheses constitute a preliminary "map" of the
conspiracy genre. However, the real test of the utility of
this definition centers on the "internal dynamic" that binds
these diffuse statements into a cohesive whole. This
dynamic centers on the problem of reconciling the community
to the existence of some moral or physical hazard. The key
to the conspiracy genre is that it accomplishes this feat
by perscnifying the enemy as a secret plot and by casting
the virtuous community as engaged in a titanic struggle with
the forces of darkness. In this way, the evil {(or "social

stress”) can be attributed to the plot while the moral



98
claims of the polis remain intact; for as the plotters are
vilified, the polis is purified. Thus, the "internal
dynamic" of the conspiracy genre is the principle of trans-
forming social maladies into a dramatic confrontation be-
tween community and cabal that enhances and purifies the
social group while transferring blame and guilt to the
conspiracy.

The criterion for determining the validity of this
"dynamic" is whether or not functional dependencies obtain
among the hypotheses so as to render each hypothesis a
necessary premise for several others. Moreover, each
hypothesis must describe a formal property of the genre
which bears on its role of resolving the problem of evil,.
Rather than examine every possible configuration of the
hypotheses, the inquiry will proceed by examining the
changes that would occur in the genre if each hypothesis
{in turn) were deleted from the definition. The purpose
of this procedure is not to map out every connection be-
tween the ten statements, but to describe relationships
sufficiently important to render a verdict on the validity
and uses of the notion of the problem of evil as "internal
dynamic." The test of functional necessity will be two-
fold: are functional relationships revealed, and, would

deletion of a hypothesis fundamentally alter the generic
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definition posited earlier?

Substance. (1) The conspiracy argument claims that the

community is being threatened by an evil force person-

ified as a secret plot. This fundamental proposition serves

as the basis for many aspects of conspiracy rhetoric. The
notion of the "community" versus an "evil force" calls for
a dichotomous morality (H3). Moreover, the personification
of the enemy is a foundation for the logical and moral
forms within the genus. In this connection, Kenneth Burke

provides the example of Mein Kampf:

Once Hitler has thus essentialized
his enemy, all "proof" henceforth

is automatic. If you point out the
enormous amount of evidence to show
that the Jewish worker is at odds
with the "international Jew stock
exchange capitalist,” Hitler replies
with one hundred per cent regularity:
That is one more indication of the
cunning with which the "Jewish Plot"
is being engineered. Or would you
point to "Aryans" who do the same as
his conspiratorial Jews? Very well;
that is proof that the "Aryan" has
been "seduced" by the Jew. 179

Thus, Hitler's personification of the enemy allows him to
deduce conclusions on the nature of the foe (H2), to make
moral claims against the plot (H3) and, simultaneously, to
coopt criticism (H4). Accomplishment of these strateqgic
goals would be much less likely in the absence of a con-
cretized enemy {(e.g., if Hitler had argued that Germany's

woes were simply a product of some impersonal cause such as
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worldwide inflation or historical accident). Finally, the
secrecy of the plot is related to the ability to shift tar-
gets, extrapolate claims, and coopt criticism in that the
lack of knowledge about the cabal enables the rhetor to

"fill in the gaps" anyway he or she chooses. Moreover, the
mystery surrounding the cabal makes it easier for all facts
to be treated as evidence (H8) since the chances of encoun-
tering inconsistent facts are greatly reduced by the admit-
tedly covert nature of the plot. Also, the secrecy of the
conspiracy aids a dichotomous moral view (H3) since only

the evil would have any reason for operating under cover of
darkness. Clearly, omission of these forms would drastically
alter the genre in that its basic propositional content would
be mitigated.

(2) The conspiracy argument makes a deductive, causal

" claim. The deductive logic of this appeal is fed by a liter-
almindedness (H8) and an ability to coopt criticism (H4)

that can transform all data into indisputable "evidence."
Additionally, the causal nature of the argument strengthens
its vilification of the enemy (Hl) and its dualist morality
(H3) in that a deterministic notion of "cause" implies in-
tentional malice on the part of the plotters. Ultimately,
however, this causal/deductive format is essential because

it makes events (evil) understandable for the community

by attributing them to specific, knowable causal agents-—-—
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the conspirators. Without the power of deductive causal
claims, the conspiracy argument would be reduced to simply
describing events rather than defining them as part of a
sinister pattern.

{3} The conspiracy argument evinces a strictly dich-

otomous view of morality. This moral perspective is nec-

essary if the rhetor is to separate the community from the
conspiracy. Such dualism supports the deductive/causal
nature of the argument (H2) in that it establishes moral
premises for the syllogism. In short, it is much easier to
deduce statements about the causes and effects of social
maladies if one holds as a first principle the infinite
malevolence of the plot and the sacred virtue of the polis.
Also, a dualist morality supports a dramatic perspective
{H5) in that it provides a natural context for the naming
of herces and villains and thus for the construction of a
narrative depicitng the causes of evil, their ultimate con-
sequences, and the necessity of community action. Lacking
a dichotomous morality, the genre would be much less able
to identify the enemy plotters and to vilify their activit-
ies. |

(4) The conspiracy argument is capable of coopting or

- refuting virtually any criticism. This capacity is a function

of the latitude granted the rhetor by the plot's secrecy (H1),
the literalminded translation of all facts into "evidence™

(H8), and the ability teo shift targets rapidly (H9). Thus,
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with judicious interpretation of certain data as "conclusive"
evidence and facile substitution of targets and topics the
rhetor can turn virtually any opposing argument into

support for his or her case. O0f course, the ultimate

secrecy of the cabal provides a "last-ditch" defense

should other refutational strategies be negated by some
"brute” countervailing reality. Thus, the refutational
ability of the genre is a composite of several of its
essential formal properties, each depending on the others

to achieve maximum impact.

Style. (5) The conspiracy argument is dramatic in

form. The naming of symbolic heroes and villains is a
natural part of the conspiracy rhetor's argument. Grounded
in a dichotomous moral view (H3), the specification of the
agents of good and evil becomes a necessity if the audience
is fully to comprehend the events in question. Knowable agents
are essential if the counter-subversive is to construct an
explanatory narrative to account for the community's woes.

A dramatic form, then, completes the personification of the
enemy (Hl)} and establishes a confrontation between principles
of good and evil that is conducive to exaggeration and lurid
imagery (H6). Without a dramatic narrative form, the con-
spiracy genre would dissolve into simple discussion of

issues thus voiding most of its emotive and moral content.

(6) The conspiracy argument tends toward urgency, exag-
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geration, and lurid imagery. This aspect of the conspiracy

genre's style reflects the high stakes attached to the argu-
ment by the rhetor. A dualist morality (H3) and dramatic
perspective (H5) combine to create an often feverish tone

in discourse. One who is convinced that he or she is
warning the community of an ultimate evil {(H1l) is not likely
to adopt an understated approach. Rather, the rhetor must
use every available device to the maximum so that the aud-
ience understands the urgency of confronting the secret
enemy. However, this hypothesis is perhaps merely a re-
flection of other forms rather than a unique aspect of the
genre. It is quite possible to use conspiracy arguments
without lurid imagery or exaggeration.180 Further, many
non-conspiracy arguments also use this style. It would
probably be more accurate to conceive of exaggeration, etc.,
as a continuum (ranging from little exaggeration to much)
along which conspiracy arguments may be located. (Perhaps
these distinctions would offer clues to the differences
between various types of conspiracy claims, e.g., extremist
versus mainstream; however, this idea requires further
testing.)

(7) The evidence for the conspiracy argument is pre-

- sented en masse. The totality of evidence in the conspir-

acy arqument reflects the literalmindedness of the rhetors

(H8) in that, since any fact can become evidence, the speaker
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is equipped with vast quantities of testimony to fit into a
coherent pattern. This pattern gives the impression that
the rhetor's deductive claims (H2) are based on a wide-
ranging survey of data. Also, the sometimes fragmentary
appearance of the evidence can be explained away by the
quasi-secrecy of the plot's machinations (Hl}. Omitting
the density or mosaic-like structuring of evidence would
indeed alter the genre. One can conceive of non-conspiracy
arguments that use much evidence or of conspiracy appeals
based on only a few pieces of documentation. However, the
key concept here is not just the amount of evidence, but
the ability to fit a truly massive quantity of documentation
into a pattern that leaves the auditor with only one con-
clusion--conspiracy. Such a pattern is often expressed in
the mosaic style of the conspiracy genre.

{8) The conspiracy argument evinces a literalminded

view of facts and events. As noted previously, literalmind-

edness makes a great deal of evidence available to the
rhetor (H7). Moreover, such an interpretation of the facts
is essential to the deductive/causal claims of the argument
(H42) because it eliminates uncertainty from logical premises
and mitigates the epistemological perplexities of causal
propositions. Without literalmindedness, the evidential
base for the conspiracy rhetor's arguments would be evis-

cerated by the secrecy surrounding the plot. The conspira-
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toralist must be able to attach sinister meaning to even
the slightest shred of evidence to survive in a
world controlled by a plot that is adept at concealing its
maneuvers.

(9) The conspiracy argument is flexible enough to be

enemy to another. The conspiratorialist's penchant for

secrecy (H1l), the literal interpretation of facts {H8) , and
the ease of attaching moral imperatives to any person Or '
event {(H3) makes it relatively simple to alter the scope or
focus of the argument. Since the plot is never fully known,
one can always discover "new" facts that alter the original
argument or include new villains under the rubric of The
Plot (especially since everyone and everything must be
either "good" or "evil"). Thus, argumentative flexibility
reflects central forms in the conspiracy appeal, without
which the genre would be substantially different.

" gituation. (10) The conspiracy argument occurs in

" times of social stress. This statement is the grounding for

the basic claim of the conspiracy argument (H1l) in that there
would be little reason to explain or interpret evil if the
community was experiencing no stress. In the absence of

such stress, the public's "brute sense of the plausible”
presumably would have a restraining influence on cabalist
discourse. Of course, one of the basic functions of con-

spiracy argumentation is to define events as "stressful.”
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While one person might see school integration as a social
good, for example, the conspiratorialist who opposes such a
policy must interpret it as a great wound in the body
politic. (Perhaps one can use this idea to distinguish
between extremist conspiracy discourse that must define
seemingly normal events, e.g., water fluoridation, as evil,
and mainstream conspiracy argument wherein some event,
e.g.,an assassination, is generally held to be evil but must
be attributed to a cause. Again, this conclusion awaits
further study.) In order to accomplish this interpretation
of events the rhetor must enlist a dualist moral perspective
(H3) to define the phenemena as evil and a dramatic
narrative (H5) based on a massive pattern of evidence (H7)
so as to impose an understandable order on disturbing events.
Without perceived social stress, the rhetorical situation
eliciting conspiracy rhetoric would be absent and the genre

would cease to exist.lBl

Conclusion
The literature of psychology reinforces many of the
hypotheses derived from the rhetorical and socio-political
research on conspiracy. In fact, if one compares these pro-
positions to those afforded by the survey of primary sources,
two central conclusions emerge: (1) There is a remarkable
degree of uniformity on the significant characteristics of

conspiracy theories. Aand, many of these key features seem
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to be mutually supportive. (2) There is much less agree-
ment on the individual and group motives for conspiratorial
thought and behavior. The first of these conclusions pro-
vides a presumptive reason for regarding conspiracy dis-
course as an identifiable genre. The second suggests a
gap in the current understanding of conspiracy that can be
readily filled by the notion of evil as the dynamic which
motivates and sustains cabalist discourse.

The foregoing analysis of hypotheses has several other impor-
tant implications. First, significant functional relation-
ships have been discovered among most of these statements.
Second, removal of many of the forms represented in the
hypotheses would fundamentally alter the genre. Thus,
there is sufficient evidence to conclude that some "internal
dynamic" makes these statements cohere into a unique genus.

The essence of this dynamic is the need to construct

a secular theodicy--a reconciliation between the existence

of evil and the supposed virtues of the community. Every
aspect of conspiracy rhetoric, be it deductive logic, dich-
otomous morality, dramatic structure, or extrapolation,
serves the end of somehow casting social maladies into terms
that the polis can comprehend and act upon.

The secular theodicy isolated here is more than a force

that coalesces forms into a genre. In the forthcoming inves-
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tigation of examples, it will be regarded as the rhetorical

problem that elicits discourse. Hofstadter observes in this
connection that, "a great part of both the strength and the
weakness of our national existence lies in the fact that
Americans do not abide very quietly the evils of life. We
are forever restlessly pitting ourselves against them, de-
manding changes, improvements, remedies, but not often with
sufficient sense of limits that the human condition will in

182 The examination of

the end insistently impose upon us."
the rhetoric of the Palmer Raids and the John F. Kennedy
assassination will use this notion of evil-as-motive-for-
discourse as a perspective from which one can understand the
internal workings of the conspiratorial genus.

The conspiracy theme permeates every aspect of American
public life. The fear of cabals has found legal institution-

lization in the criminal offense of “conspiracy."183 Liter-

ature and cinema both echo the rythms of our paranoia. 184
Even the supermarket tabloid promises to reveal the "Untold

Story." The ideas developed in this chapter represent some

of the essentials of America's conspiratorial thought



CHAPTER IV

THE CONSPIRACY ARGUMENT AND THE RED SCARE

"The Fighting Quaker"

Ours is a land of freedom that we're
justly proud to claim,

01d Glory waves above us and none dares
her stripes defame;

Yet Reds uprose against it and we showed
them they were wrong,

The Fighting Quaker did it with a courage
quick and strong,

—=- Palmer Campaign Committee
Palmer for President, 1920

A complete assessment of the hypotheses developed earl-
ier requires that they be applied to exemplars of the con-
spiracy genus so that the uses and limitations of these
statements c¢an be revealed. This chapter'examines the use
of the conspiracy theme by a United States Attorney General
in defense of a government policy. The rhetor in question
is A. Michell Palmer; the discourse to be analyzed is his
article entitled "The Case Against the 'Reds,'" which
appeared in the February, 1920, issue of The Forum: A

Magazine of Constructive Nationalism.l The burden of this

article was to explain and justify the arrest or depor-

tation of several thousand suspected "Reds" during 1919 that

109
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culminated in the "Palmer Raids" initiated on January 2,
1920. Inquiry into this sample of conspiracy rhetoric will
begin with a discussion of the rhetorical problem confront-
ing post-World War I America, and the narrower rhetorical
problem evident in the Attorney General's justification for
his deeds. Subsequently, the rhetoric itself will be recon-
structed by an explication of its themes and strategic
forms. The information produced in this analysis will be
examined to determine whether it confirms, denies, or re-
quires modification of the generic hypotheses. Hopefully,
this procedure will provide an initial "real world" test of
the hypotheses so as to advance the present study toward a

more conclusive definition of the conspiracy genre.

Social Disruption as a Rhetorical Problem

Rhetorical c¢ritics have often explored the notion that
individual speakers may be confronted by a rhetorical problem,
that is, a situation perceived as requiring a discursive
response for its successful resolution.2 While this approach
is a useful one, it is not the only possible application of
the concept. Such situations also can confront entire soc-
ieties. Indeed, Chapter II argues in some detail that evil,
as a social problem, often evokes a rhetorical reaction
(e.g., the conspiracy genus}). A culture's rhetoric, then,

is often shaped by the need to resolve certain problems in
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a way that enhances the social order. This idea suggests

that the perception of a threat to the status gquo may

elicit discourse aimed at eliminating the threat or at least
enabling the social group to cope with it or compensate for
it. Rhetoric of this sort may be produced by elites, media,
political groups, or any other actor with a stake in main-

taining the prevailing cultural arrangement.3 As an essen-

tially conservative response to an endangered status quo,

this type of discourse provides those whose interests are
threatened with the sausory resources necessary for re-
affirmation of social values and denigration of the
disruptive elements. Earlier chapters have made it clear
that conspiracy rhetoric is very effective in this regard.
It was to such rhetoric that a troubled America turned in
the years following World War 1.4
In late 1918 the nation was beset by the problems of
readjusting to a peacetime situation. The signing of the
Armistice forced the United States to realign its entire
economic and political system in order to prepare for the
"normalcy" of the 1920's. The transition was a difficult
one. With the elimination of wartime economic controls
came rampant inflation, high unemployment, labor strife, and
5

~general public uncertainty about what the future held.

These turmoils did not leave Americans unaffected. The
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war created a vastly exaggerated nationalism on the domestic
scene.6 When hostilities ceased, this powerful motive force
was left without a coherent object or outlet. Faced with
the need to explain the difficulties that the nation was
experiencing, many citizens diverted their nationalism inte
an explanatory role, i.e., they began to feel that just as
the war had been necessitated by the threat of an alien
enemy, American’'s economic problems must also be the
machinations of some foreign foe operating within our
borders.7 This definition of evil as being a product of
alien enemies fulfilled the need for a nationalistic identity
in a time of crisis. As Murray Levin puts it, this reaction
was “prompted, in part, by the disruption and stress which
followed the First World War. The revitalization of old
American values did serve as a unifying force--a re-affirma-
tion of the national identity-—and, as such, a bulwark

against disintegrating forces. The communitas created

during the war could thus be continued."8 Thus, the notion
of an enemy intruder served to explain the causes of post-
war economic chaos, to provide a comprehensible order to the
threat, and to offer the hope of salvation through "one
hundred percent Americanism." The Red Scare was underway.9

It is important to understand that the problems con-

fronting America in the immediate post-war era were not just
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economic. The nation had also witnessed the much-lamented
triumph of Bolshevism in Russia and the perceived adulter-
ation of the domestic social milieu by the immigration of a
vast horde of aliens, many of whom were seen as being
in league with leftist labor leaders under the direct con-
trol of the Bolshevik government in Moscow. As Dwight Smith
contends, "just over the horizon lay bolshevism, whose
influence could be detected, by observers prone to conspiracy
theories, wherever the accustomed order was under attack."lO
Those who possessed this attitude saw the massive labor
struggles and the rash of bombings that occurred in 1919 as
direct confirmation that our entire social structure was

under attack!'ll

Indeed, many citizens feared that the

nation was nearing a full-scale confrontation between the
alien Reds and the forces of democracy.12 Economic and
political upheaval were paralleled by rapid changes in social
behavior. Fond hopes of returning to the verities of a
simpler age were shattered by the emergence of "modernist"

notions of art, religion, politics, and mores. The hapless

citizen hoping for a status quo ante, instead seemed to con-

front uncertainty and instability everywhere he or she
turned.13 Suddenly, there was the unthinkable possibility
that the struggle to "make the world safe for democracy"

had produced only a pyrrhic victory. Neither the state of
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the world nor that of America matched the images promised
in wartime propaganda.

Perhaps, then, in addition to economic and social
maladies, the nation also fell victim to its own rhetoric.
Having been committed to an idealized self-image in its
war discourse, the nation had difficulty reconciling its
economic and cultural chaos with its notion of America as
bastion of decency and morality, leader of the crusade
against the Huns. Unable t0 create a democratic Utopia with-
in their borders or without, those who supported the war
would have to wonder why their beloved country seemed in-
capable of engineering the new era of peace and freedom that
had been promised in wartime propaganda. This was an
America that no longer knew itself, a country capable of
defeating the German empire but somehow strangely impotent
when confronted with smaller, domestic problems. The cum-
ulative effect of these troubling doubts was what Davis has
called "dissillusion-- ., . . a loss of faith in the corres-
pondence of appearance and reality."14 After all, if a costly
war to save democracy was only a hollow effort at best, what
might the more obvious social maladies of the day be con-
cealing? This strand of thought, what one might call a
"Trojan Horse mentality,"” formed the basis for the con-

spiracy claims of the 1920'5.15 All that was needed was an
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appropriate enemy. Fresh from their triumph in Russia, the
Bolsheviks were ideal candidates.

The initial rhetorical response to the Red Scare was a
nationwide campaign to rekindle "Americanism” and mount a
crusade against the Communist conspiracy. Many private
agencies, media outlets, and individuals joined in the task
of enlightening the national audience to the threat of fes-

tering Bolshevism.16

Speakers engaged in this campaign
often presented a very rigid contrast of the sacred values
of "one hundred percent Americanism" versus the vile pre-
cepts of the conspiratorial Reds.l? As one might expect,
much of this discourse advocated rather harsh policies.

For example, General Leonard Wood proclaimed that his policy
for dealing with Red agitators would be "S$.0.S5. -- ship or
shoot. I believe we should place them all on ships of
stone, with sails of lead and that their first stopping
place should be hell. We must advocate radical laws to deal

with radical pe0ple."18

This type of discourse was oriented
toward resolving a pressing rhetorical problem of the day.

As Stanley Coben explains: "Citizens who joined in the cru-
sade for one hundred percent Americanism sought, primarily,

a unifying force which would halt the apparent disintegration

of their culture. The movement, they felt, would eliminate

those foreign influences which the one hundred percenters
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believed were the major cause of their anxiety.“l9 Thus,

rhetors of 1919-1920 tried to provide a plausible explana-
tion for the evils that afflicted them and to call for
action against the real causes of such difficulties.

It is from this effort to cope with evil that the
conspiracy appeal develops. One Congressman exemplified
this theme in early 1920 when he argued before the House of
Representatives that "the radicals, both native and alien,
are organized as never before. They defend each other. It
makes no diffenence to what particular organizations they
belong, or what they call themselves. Anarchist, communist,
syndicalist--they are all the same. They connive day and
night for the same thing. They know what they want--revol-

ution by force.“20

Appeals of this type were both popular
and effective at the time. Incidents such as the Russian
Revolution and the strikes and bombings of 1919 could be
placed in a coherent explanatory scheme if one assumed them
to be part of a huge plot to take over America. The radi-
cals themselves unwittingly aided conspiracy theorists by
producing extremist rhetoric that drastically overstated
what they could achieve. Stanley Coben observes in this

connection that "domestic radicals encouraged these fears;

they became unduly optimistic about their own chances of
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success and boasted openly of their coming triumph . . .
[The radical] periodicals never tired of assuring readers
in 1919 that 'the United States seems to be on the verge of
a revolutionary crisis.'l“21

The irony of this situation is that, for all the Red
Scare hysteria, the actual number of Communists was ex-
tremely small (less than 1/1000 of the adult population)22

23 Nonetheless,

and their effectiveness was doubtful at best.
the belief in an alien radical conspiracy was so powerful
that thousands of citizens cached weapons and food in pre-
paration for an armed struggle against the revolutionaries;24
several deportation laws were passed and the Department of
Justice established a "Radical" Division (under J. Edgar

Hoover) to battle the Red peril.25 Actual mass arrests and

deportation of aliens began in the winter of 1919.26 These
federal policies were accompanied by complementary public
and private actions on the state and local level. Thus,

' the conspiracy theme was institutionalized in law enforce-
ment policy and in statutes such as the Alien Act of 1918
which set forth the legal principle of guilt by associat-

. 27
ion.

The validity of the conspiracy theme is the major
assumption underlying A. Mitchell Palmer's justification of

his mass arrest policy.

" A, Mitchell Palmer's Rhetorical Problem




118

A. Mitchell Palmer's political career included service
as a Congressman, as the Alien Property Custodian during the
war, and as the Attorney General of the United States.28
Paradoxically, Palmer was quite the liberal immediately
after the war, a time during which he was referred to in
popular literature as the "Fighting Quaker." However,
he was soon infected by the conspiracy fever gripping the
nation. Palmer's appointment to the Attorney General's
post in 1919 gave him the perfect opportunity to exploit the
Red Scare. Having been the intended victim of one of the
1919 bombings, he understandably would place great emphasis
on rooting out the Red conspiracy.29 Most importantly, how-
ever, he enjoyed a unique combination of power, staff, and
funding that allowed him to pursue the nation's enemies with
a vigor that few could match.30

Equipped with such power, Palmer began raiding Red
meeting places on January 2, 1920, in hopes of deporting
large numbers of dangerous aliens quickly with the cooper-
ation of the Department of Labor. The raids resulted in over
6,000 arrests. Wholesale violations of Constituticonal rights

and human dignity were typical of every phase of the pro-

cedure.3l For example, the New York Times of January 3, 1920,

described one raid in New York:

Meetings wide open to the general
public were roughly broken up. All
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persons present--citizens and aliens
without discrimination--were arbi-
trarily taken into custody and searched
as if they had been burglars caught in
the criminal act. Without warrants of
arrest men were carried off to police
stations and other temporary prisons,
subjected there to secret police-office
inquisitions commonly known as the
"third degree," their statements writ-
ten categorically into memeographed
question blanks, and they required to
swear to them regardless of their
accuracy.32

For all of this effort, three handguns were the only weapons

seized and only about 500 persons were actually deported.33
Given the tenor of the times it is no surprise that

the raids were initially seen in the context of conspiracy

theory. The headline of the January 3, 1920, New York

Hearld announced:

2,000 REDS ARRESTED IN 56 CITIES THROUGHQUT
NATION IN GREATEST SIMULTANEQUS FEDERAL

RAIDS OF HISTORY

VAST WORKING PLOT TO OVERTHROW GOVERNMENT FEARED

On the next day the New York Times reported:

REDS PLOTTED COUNTRY-WIDE STRIKE

ARRESTS EXCEED 5,000, 2,635 HELD

THREE TRANSPORTS READY FOR THEM 34
The power of the conspiracy theme, then, would have been an
obvious rhetorical resource available to Palmer. Dwight

Smith explains the Attorney General's affinity for the con-

spiracy appeal when he contends that Palmer became "the
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moral entrepreneur of the day, using the bombing incident
as his justification for mobilizing public opinion against
. a radical, Bolshevik-inspired conspiracy . . . there were
at least five known organizations that might threaten the
country; the May day bomb threats, though not solved, were
obvious conspiratorial signs; the Bolshevik cause was an
indisputable force on the international scene, widely be-
lieved to be fomenting conspiratorial activity; and Palmer

35

was in a position to do more than preach." Indeed, prior

to the raids, Palmer made numerous claims of conspiracy

against immigrant agitators. He attributed the May Day

bombings to the Red plot36 and even went so far as to

prophesy a future revolution growing out of the Bolshevik
conspiracy. The Attorney General confirmed this prediction
before a Congressional committee in June of 1919:

We have received so many notices and
gotten so much information that it has
almost come to be accepted as a fact
that on a certain day in the future,
which we have been advised of, there
will be another serious and probably
much larger effort of the same char-
acter which the wild fellows of this
movement describe as a revolution, a
proposition to rise up and destroy
the government at one fell swoop. 37

It should come as no surprise, then, that Palmer's defense
of his activities against the remonstrations of his critics

should also take the form of a conspiracy appeal.
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The rhetorical problem of justifying the raids and de-
portations developed within days of the arrests. A storm
of protest from all gquarters quickly replaced the initial
public enthusiasm for the anti-radical dragnet. The dis-
regard for constitutional rights displayved during the raids
drew heavy criticism from many citizens. This backlash
was amplified by Labor Department Acting Secretary Louis
Post's dismissal of most of the deportation cases on con-
stitutional grounds. Palmer and his Department immediately
escalated the conflict by trying to have Post impeached.
However, the controversy surrounding the impeachment
hearings did the Attorney General's cause much more harm
than good. Finally, Palmer also lost substantial credibil-
ity when it became apparent that his prophecies of an im-
minent Bolshevik-inspired revolution were simply not going
to come true.38

In addition to a general outrage among the citizenry,
the campaign against Palmer and his policies soon enlisted
prominent individuals such as Jane Addams, S. S. Kresge, and
Elizabeth Gurley Flynn.39 The opponents of dragnet arrests
eventually would include Federal judges, religious leaders,
politicians, and well-known attornies.40 Perhaps the most
powerful indictment of the raids was the 1920 publication

by a twelve-member committee of attornies entitled, To the
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American People: Report Upon the Illegal Practices of the

" United States Department of JustiCe.4l This legal critique

of Palmer's violations of Constitutional rights was accom-
panied by much protest against the raids by the liberal

press. The New Republic expressed its doubts on January

14, 1920, by noting that "even the anonymous suggestions of
a nearby revolution were so utterly silly that even Mr.
Palmer cannot have taken them seriously.“42 Finally, much
official criticism was heaped on Palmer and his Department.
For example, Rep. George Huddleston attacked the raids on
the grounds that "a great many of those arrested did not
know the difference between Bolshevism and rheumatism. They
were illiterate, they were poor, they were friendless,
aliens, many of them, and far from home. They were not
voters, and they had no money; they had no voice, and so

they had no champion."43

The political facet of these at-
tacks took not only the form of Labor Department resistance
to Palmer's policies but, ultimately, an attempt to impeach
him.44 The combination of these pressures forced the
Attorney General into two extended defenses of his policies
before Congressional committees.45
Finding himself at the center of a maelstrom, Palmer
made no attempt to deny responsibility for the raids; he
defended his achievement in ungualified terms, even going so

far as to assume direct responsibility for the actions of
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his local agents. Testifying before the Senate, Palmer

assured the committee that:

I apeologize for nothing that the
Department of Justice has done in

this matter. I glory in it. I

point with pride and enthusiasm to

the results of that work; and if, as

I said before, some of my agents out

in the field, or some of the agents

of the Department of Labor, were a
little rough and unkind, or short and
curt, with these alien agitators whom
they observed seeking to destroy their
homes, their religion and their country,
I think it might well be overlocked in
the general good to the country which
has come from it. That is all I have to
say.47

These are not the words of a man on the defensive. Lacing
his remarks with personal attacks on his critics and re-
lying on the word of his own agents to refute their
allegations, Palmer defended the raids before the Congress
on the grounds of sheer necessity.48 He summarized the
need for wholesale deportations when he testified in 1920:
For I say to you frankly, Mr. Chairman,
that I have looked upon this deportation
statute not as a mere matter of punishing
by sending out of the country a few crim-
inals or mistaken ultra-radicals who preach
dangerous doctrines, but rather a campaign
against--and I have felt that was the pur-
pose of the country--a growing reveolution-
ary movement which sought by force and vio-
lence to undermine and injure, and possibly
destroy, our Government.49
This explanation would form the core of the Attorney General's
justificatory rhetoric.

Before proceeding to a specific analysis of a Palmer
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discourse, a summary of the implications of the foregoing
analysis is in order. First, hypothesis 10 {conspiracy
occurs in times of social stress) seems to be consistent
with the present discussion of the post-war era. The econ-
omic, political, and cultural upheavals of that age

created enormous strains within American society and, as
demonstrated in samples of discourse, were attended by
numerous conspiracy claims aimed at explaining the causes
of such maladies. Second, these "stresses" were perceived
as social evils which had to be reconciled with the nature
of the community. This reconciliation was accomplished by
shifting blame from the "100 percent" American to the Red
menace, thus preserving the moral integrity of the polis.
Perhaps the quintessence of this scapegoating mindset was
Seattle Mayor Ole Hanson's comparison of "Americanism" with
"Bolshevism":

Americanism stands for Liberty;
Bolshevism is premeditated slavery.

Americanism is a synonym for self-government;
Bolshevism believes in a dictatorship of tyrants.

Americanism means equality;
Bolshevism stands for class division and class
rule.

Americanism stands for orderly, continuous, never-
ending progress;

Bolshevism stands for retrograding to barbaric
government. 50

The key point here is that America is more than a geographic
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entity; it is Americanism--an immutable set of values and

a sacred way of life. 1In sum, America deserves its position
in the world because it possesses a moral and political core
that transcends mere material considerations. This per-
spective easily lends itself to viewing social problems in
moral terms (i.e., as evil rather than simply as error or
unfortunate mishap). Moreover, a moral perspective also

can encourage a shifting of blame from the community to some
external agent--a plot. Thus, the rhetoric of the Red Scare
seems consistent with the notion of evil as an "internal
dynamic" or motive for discourse, as well as with the idea
that conspiracy rhetoric evinces a strictly dichotomous

view of morality, e.g., "100 percent Americanism" versus
"Bolshevism" (hypothesis 3). Finally, the history and samples
of discourse examined here offer support for hypothesis 1 on
the propositional content of the conspiracy claim (i.e., that
the community is being threatened by an evil force person-
ified as a secret plot}. Thus, the rhetorical problem con-
fronting Palmer in 1920 affords a degree of confirmation for

several of the definitional hypotheses.

The Case Against the "Reds": Argument and Audience

The Argument. "The Case Against the 'Reds'" appeared

in the February 1920 issue of The Forum: A Magazine of Con-

structive Nationalism at the request of the periodical. The

editors note the justificatory nature of the article when
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they introduce it as an oppeortunity for the Attorney

General to present "herewith his explanation of the Govern-

ment's reason for deporting 'Reds'.“Sl

Palmer's basic argument is a simple one: The Red con-
spiracy posed such a severe danger to our society that drag-
net arrests and deportations are a small price to pay for
rescuing a nation. The Attorney General describes his art-
icle in the opening sentence as a "brief review of the
[anti-Radical] work which the Department of Justice has

undertaken. . ."™ "the entire surface of the work of the

52

Department . . . will be surveyed." He goes on immed-

iately to point out that he intends, not to placate politi-
cal enemies, but to let the public know the accomplishments
of his Department under adverse conditions:

I desire not merely to explain what the real
menace of communism is, but also to tell how
we have been compelled to clean up the
country almost unailded by any virile legis-
lation, Though I have not been embarrassed
by political opposition, I have been mater-
ially delayed because the present sweeping
processes of arrests and deportations of
seditious aliens should have been vigorously
pushed by Congress last spring. The failure
of this is a matter of record in the Con-
gressional files.53

Palmer concludes that the Justice and Labor Departments'
activities "require no defense“54
The Attorney General supported this aggressive posture

with several descriptive and evaluative claims:
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{1) Experience abroad demonstrates that Bolshevism is
a deadly threat to freedom, morality, property, and organ-
ized labor.55

(2) Information available to the government indicated
that the danger of a Bolshevik revolution in America was
particularly acute in 1919.56

(3) It is the responsibility of government to protect
the community from the evils of Bolshevik violence or pro-
paganda.57

(4) Congress had failed to provide adequate financial,
personnel, and legislative resources to the Departments of
Justice and Labor for anti-Bolshevik activities.58

{3) Lacking prosecutorial powers, the Departments of
Justice and Labor collaborated in the deportation of alien
agitators in hopes of forever ridding the community of the
Red menace.59

On first encounter, Palmer's statements, and the evid-
ence brought to bear on them, may seem to give the article
a subdued, "just-the-facts" tone. However, closer inspec-
tion will reveal that the Attorney General was engaged in
much more than a simple "survey" of his Department's poli-
cies. He was constructing and defending an explanation of
the community's ills which, if sufficiently compelling,

provides a powerful argument from necessity to justify his

agency's tactics.
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Clearly, the conspiracy theme is the linchpin of his
entire position. The Attorney General describes the enemy
as being composed of "vast organizations that were plotting

to overthrow the government."60

In their attempt to bring
about revolution, "they have stirred discontent in our
midst, . . . they have caused irritating strikes, and . . .
they have infected our ideas with the disease of their own
minds and their unclean morals . . .61 (a causal claim as
predicted in hypothesis 2). The role of the Department of
Justice is to "tear out the radical seeds that have en-
tangled American ideas in their poisonous theories“62 In
these passages Palmer is constructing a drama in which he
and his Department are the heroes and the alien Red con-
spiracy is the villain, the very embodiment of evil. He
describes the scene as follows:

The Department of Justice of the United

States, is today, a human net that no

outlaw can escape. It has been netted

together in spite of Congressional in-

difference, intensified by the individ-

ual patriotism of its personnel aroused

te the menace of revolution, inspired

to superlative action above and beyond

private interests.63
This is no petty struggle. The Attorney General is identi-
fying a drama that goes "beyond private interests"--a trans-

cendent, perhaps apocalyptic, battle between the principles

of good and evil.64 Duncan notes the importance of this
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dramatic configuration when he writes:

Whoever creates and controls the socio-
dramas of everyday life controls our
lives. For it is in these dramas that
acts are named, and it is under these
names that we participate in the struggle
over principles of social order . . .
During this century, this terrible cen-
tury of suffering and death, millions of
lives have been wrecked in wars fought

in the name of various principles of
social order . . . . In sociodrama we
identify in action and passion with
heroes who struggle to uphold prin-
ciples of social order, and in this
identification with leaders and causes 65
anxiety, fear, and loneliness vanish . . .

Thus, Palmer's contrast of the loyval American with the de-
generate alien Red fits the evil facing the nation into a
coherent dramatic structure and equips the audience with a
moral perspective capable of categorizing information,
making value judgments, and developing personal identifi-
cation. This analysis provides clear support for the claim
advanced in hypothesis 5, that the conspiracy argument is
dramatic in form, and for the dichotomous morality posited
in hypothesis 3.

The Implied Audience, The Attorney General summarizes

his purpose in writing when he states that, while "it is
impossible to review the entire menace of the internal re-
volution in this country as I know it, . . . this may serve
to arouse the American citizen to its reality, its danger,
and the great need of united effort to stamp it out, under

66

our feet, if needs be." This statement is not just a de-
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claration of intent; it defines Palmer's perception of his
audience. The implied auditor is the intelligent, loyal,
but uninformed citizen. The Attorney General seems to be
assuming that when the average American is given the "facts,"
common sense and integrity of character {(the twin dynamos

of a thriving community) will lead him or her to the correct
beliefs and actions. Palmer speaks to this notion when he
writes, "it has always been plain to me that when American
citizens unite upon any national issue, they are generally
right, but it is sometimes difficult to make the issue clear
to them. If the Department of Justice could succeed in
attracting the attention of our optimistic citizens to the
issue of internal revolution in this country, we felt sure

n67 This claim is most re-

there would be no revolution.
vealing. Loyal Americans are made of such trustworthy

stuff that simply "attracting their attention" would be
sufficient to abort a nation-wide revolution backed by an
influential foreign power. Palmer, then, seems to display
substantial trust in the character, intelligence, and loy-
alty of his audience (ironically, much more trust than he
places in the Congress elected by these same citizens).

His only fear is that they will not be advised of the menace
they face. Thus, Palmer's intent is not to sway the alien

plotter from his or her cause nor simply to provide reas-

surance for those who already know the magnitude of the evil
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confronting them; no attempt is made to defend capitalism
on its merits and little space (three of thirty-seven para-
graphs) is devoted to answering charges that his arrest and
deportation policy is unnecessary or overly harsh. Rather,
Palmer's implied audience is loyal (perhaps troubled)
Americans who, but for their lack of information, would be
joining the Justice Department in its campaign to smash the

Red plot.

The Case Against the "Reds": Strategic Form

" Amplification. The Attorney General used a number of

strategic forms to construct the sociodrama which he hoped
would justify his actions. First, he employed the strategy

of amplification, i.e., he attempted to make the evil nature

of the conspiracy more salient for his audience. For
Palmer, the first step in amplification is naming the foe.
He often refers to the alien "agitators™ as "Bolsheviks,"
"Reds," "criminals," "thieves," and the "enemy." This
cluster of negative naming terms is accompanied by more
extensive references to the corrupt nature of the alien
malefactors. For example, he contends that Bolshevism tri-
umphed in Russia only through "stealing, murder and lies"
and that American pawns of this philosophy were possessed
of a "misshapen caste of mind and indecencies of character .

68

Alien Reds, he states are guided by "unclean doc-

trines," employ"hysterical methods," and seek to institute
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"the horror and terrorism of bolshevik tyranny such as is
destroying Russia now."69 He also portrays radical liter-
ature as demanding not only "the overthrow of our existing
government,” but "obedience to the instincts of criminal
minds, that is, to the lower appetities, material and

70

moral." Characterizing the plotters with these naming

techniques amplifies the base nature of the enemy by por-
traying the conspiracy as the incarnation of all social,

71 The clearest evidence for this

pelitical, and moral evil.
conclusion is that the terms that cluster around the label

"Red" are uniformly evil in connotation. "Reds" are "Com-

munists," "seditious aliens," "c¢riminal classes,” "radicals,"

"men and women obsessed with discontent," "anarchists,"

"moral perverts," and the "lowest of all types known to New
York."72 These subsidiary names subsume a wide variety of
political, social, and moral perfidies. Thus, for Palmer,
to call a group "Reds" is no mere statement of their politi-
cal preference--it is a moral indictment against a conspira-
torial gang of thugs and degenerates.?3
The Attorney General's naming strategy affords support
for hypothesis 1, i.e., that the conspiracy personifies the
evil force threatening the community. Moreover, the names
used in this discourse provide the audience with a vocabulary
with which the forces of good and evil can be identified and

moral judgments rendered (hypothesis 3). Hypothesis 6 also

finds substantiation here in that Palmer's names for the



133
"Reds" tend toward the lurid and the exaggerated (e.g.,
"alien filth," "hysterical neurasthenic women," "gang of

74 Thus, as the alien Reds are given titles that

thieves").
imply complete depravity and total intransigence, the con-
spiracy explanation begins to increase in salience. For only
a very immoral and dangerous group would engage in such a
plot.

However, in order to infer a plausible menace from the
conspiracy claim, Palmer takes a second step in the process
of amplification: establishing that the eneﬁy is powerful.
It is unlikely that a nation which viewed itself as the
victor in the first global war would feel threatened by
small, isolated groups of malcontents. As Hugh Duncan notes,
"only the existence of a cunning and powerful enemy justifies
demands for power. . . .For how could a great power be
threatened by anything less than another great power? We
increase the power of the tragic villain to increase the
power of the hero. We enhance the cunning and evil of a
hated neighbor to justify the need for our noble self to con-
test with such rabble in such ignoble ways."75

Palmer attempts to explain the gravity of the threat
posed by the Reds when he describes the imminence of the re-
volution they advocated:

Like a prairie-fire, the blaze of

revolution was sweeping over every
American institution of law and order
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a year ago. It was eating its

way into the homes of the Amer-

ican workman, its sharp tongues

of revolutionary heat were licking
the altars of the churches, leaping
into the belfry of the schocl bell,
crawling intc the sacred corners of
American homes, seeking to replace
marriage vows with libertine laws,
burning up the foundations of society.

76

The Attorney General's vivid imagery magnifies the enemy's
power and thus the proportions of the menace posed to society.
In addition, he cites examples of foreign countries (e.g.,
Russia) that have already succumbed to Bolshevism and sum-
marizes the terrible ccnsequences of their revolutions.?T
Also, he describes the intense motivation of the Reds when
he states that, "As a foe, the anarchist is fearless of his
own life, for his creed is a fanaticism that admits no

n?8

respect of any other creed. He concludes that the

threat of revolution was so severe in 1919 that "the Govern-
ment was in jeopardy."79
In his description of strategies used by elites to
maintain power, Andrew King refers to techniques like
Palmer's as "Crying Anarchy." He explains that "most people
have a stake in the existing crder and when one's substance
is being threatened there is an immediate loss of objectiv-
ity. To cry anarchy is to do more than brand the activities
of the challengers as merely criminal and sinister. As
destroyers of society they strike at everyone. They are

80

downright devilish.” Confronted with a menace to the
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social order, then, Palmer paints his foes as devil figures
capable of any heinous, conspiratorial act. The notion of
conspiracy is crucial here because it makes the Reds appear
much more dangerous if one believes that they would work in
unison toward their wicked ends. Simply stated: the more
dangerous the Reds are, the more justification for the
raids.81

As Duncan suggested earlier, the Attorney General uses
his magnification of the enemy to enhance the status of
his agency. Palmer contrasts an international conspiracy
of great cunning and power with a Department of Justice
composed of a mere 500 persons and lacking appropriate
funding and legislative authority.82 Nonetheless, Palmer
concludes that the Department "will pursue the attack of
these 'Reds' upon the Government of the United States with
vigilence, and no alien, advocating the overthrow of exist-
ing law and order in this country, shall escape arrest and

prompt deportaticm.“83

These statements add up to a por-
trayal of the Department in the role of beleaguered defender
of the faith, valiantly upholding the sacred principles of
Americanism despite all adversity. Thus, while the Reds

may possess superior material resources, the Attorney
General and his agents are imbued with a brand of dedication,

patriotism, and moral courage more than sufficient to van-

quish the Bolshevik plot. Were this not the case, how
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could one small Federal agency have blocked an internation-
ally-backed reveolution? 1In this way, then, the Fighting
Quaker magnifies the evil power of the Red plotters s0 as
to strengthen the justification for his policies and,
indirectly, to highlight the virtue of his agency.

Palmer's strategy of threat magnification provides
support for several of the present study's definitional
hypotheses. Initially, such treatment of the Red menace
is consistent with the personification of evil predicted in
hypothesis 1. The ability of the conspiracy to place the
entire government "in Jjeopardy" is a causal claim of the
type delineated in hypothesis 2. Also, the clash of Bol-
shevik machinations (e.g., "the blaze of revolution") with
Justice Department "patriotism" upholds hypothesis 3's
prediction of a dichotomous moral perspective as well as
lending credence to the dramatic format described in hypo-
thesis 5. Palmer's description of the revolutionary plot
as a "prairie-fire . . . licking the altars of the churches,
. +» » Crawling into the sacred corners of American homes .
. " etc., is quite consistent with hypothesis 6's descrip-
tion of urgency, exaggeration, and lurid imagery. The immed-
iacy of the threat is further enhanced by the Attorney
General's claim that 1919 witnessed the near-collapse of
the Federal government. Thus, the strategies used by

Palmer to magnify the danger posed by the Red conspiracy
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afford significant confirmation of portions of the generic
"map" outlined in previous chapters.
A third variety of amplification technique used by

Palmer is that of association, i.e., inferring connections

between those who fit the image of the enemy so as to make
the conspiracy seem larger and more dangerous.84 At one
point, the Attorney General defines the "Reds" as including
"the IWW's, the most radical socialists, the misguided
anarchists, the agitators who oppose the limitations of
unionism, the moral perverts and the hysterical neurasthenic

wonmen who abound in communism."85

This laundry-list techni-
que is accompanied by the use of radical literature as a
basis for extrapolating the existence of "international™
Communism into a domestic Bolshevik plot. After quoting a
manifesto of the Communist Party of America, Palmer states
that "these are the revolutionary tenets of Trotzky and the
Communist Internationale. Their manifesto further embraces
the various organizations in this country . . . The phrase-
ology of their manifesto is practically the same as was used
by the Bolsheviks for their International Communist Congress.
. . . The dangerous fact for us is that the Communist Party
of America is actually affiliated and adheres to the
teaching program and tactics of the 3d Internationale.“86
As far as the distinction between one who adheres to the

theory of the Internationale and one who is willing to take

up arms, Palmer has a ready answer:
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It was decided that there could

be no nice distinctions drawn

between the theoretical ideals of the

radicals and their actual violations

of our national laws. An assasin may

have brilliant intellectuality, he

may be able to excuse his murder or

robbery with fine oratory, but any

theory which excuses crime is not

wanted in America. This is no place

for the criminal to flourish, nor

will he do so, so0 long as the rights

of common citizenship can be exerted

to prevent him.87
This argument is supported by Palmer's claim that Red pro-
pagands, by itself constitutes "open defiance of law."88
For Palmer, one need not act but merely speak in support of
some aspect of Marxism to be inextricably bound up with the
"Reds". Thus the Attorney General associates virtually
every person of non-conformist political stripe with an
international Red cabal scheming to overthrow all principles
of decency and order. This portrayal of the conspiracy sug-
~gests considerably more danger to society than would be
attached to isolated foreign-language groups with anarchist
tendencies. Thus, Palmer uses association to amplify the
size {(and hence the menace) of the revolutionary plot in
order to enhance the justification for his actions.

Palmer's strategy of association provides support for

several of the present study's hypotheses. The laundry-

list technique exemplifies the "en masse" presentation of

the cabalist's case as predicted in hypothesis 7. In addit-
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ion, Palmer's extensive guotations from Marxist documents
and his claim that mere verbal assent to any portion there-
of makes one a dangerous revolutionary illustrates the
"literalmindedness™ described in hypothesis 8. Finally,
the association strategy itself embodies the ability to
extrapolate or shift the conspiracy argument (hypothesis 9)
so as to direct it at any target of appropriate character
and magnitude. Thus, a number of the present study's
hypotheses are consistent with the various facets of the
association strategy.

Division. The amplification of the conspiracy threat
is paralleled by the strategy of division, i.e., separating
the Red conspirators and one hundred percent Americans into
two distinct spheres in order to clarify the rationale for
action against the radicals. After calling for sweeping
federal anti-radical legislation, the Attorney General
reassures his audience that "there is no legislation at
present which can reach an American citizen who is discon-
tented with our system of American Government, nor is it

n89
necessary.

He then divides "American citizens" from their
enemies by pointing out that ".the nationality of most of the
alien 'Reds' is Russian and German. There is almost no

other nationality represented among them'.'90 The Attorney
General then goes on to gquote the manifesto of the Communist

Party of America to prove that the Reds despise normal Ameri-
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. . . . 91
can institutions such as present labor unions. When

these appeals to nationalism and self-interest are added

to the obvious moral and political discrepancies between
"Americans" and "Reds", it is clear that Palmer is attempting
to drive a wedge between alien Bolsheviks and the rest of

the human race. The utility of separating the "enemy" from
the rest of humanity was pointed out by Murray Edelman:

The enemy themes that most surely

and consistently evoke mass arousal
and anxiety are those that make it
hardest to take the enemy as a sig-
nificant other: those that emphasize
the respects in which he does not
share cur human traits and potential-
ities for empathy, for compassion,

and for social attachments. The alien,
the stranger, or the subhuman are the
themes struck repeatedly. These typi-
fications most efficiently symbolize
resolute malevolence because by definit-
ion they cannot become part of the
social bond, the symbols of community
that induce other political adver-
saries to resolve their conflicts
through ritualized procedures that
legitimize the outcome . . . people
can deliberately hurt and kill only
what they do not see as an exempli-
fication of themselves and a component
in their own self-concepts.92

Thus, by identifying the "Reds" as amoral, alien, criminals
Palmer effectively exiles them from the realm of moral,
loyal, honest, 100% Americans. |

These arguments for a Red/American dichotomy accom-
plish several implicit goals. First, they automatically

suggest that "real" Americans are basically loyal to the
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status quo even if they are "discontented." By impli-

cation, then, anyone who advocates radical change is
excluded from the province of 100 percent Americanism.
This appeal becomes a powerful one when coupled with the
notion that being unamerican is isomorphic with being
subhuman.93 In this sense, loyalty becomes an ontological
rather than a simply political gquestion. To be less than
100 percent American is to abdicate one's right to human
status; one is transformed from citizen into criminal--
with all the attendant penalties. |

Perhaps the most pragmatic goal of this division is to
insulate the working person (whom Palmer thought of as the
audience for Bolshevik rhetoric)94 from the effects of
such propaganda. The Attorney General's claim that Red
leaders seek the destruction of labor unions as presently
organized provides a clear reason for workers to avoid
giving ear to Bolshevik messages. He contends further that
the Reds'® appeal to "the worker" is merely a sham, a
facade concealing their tyrannical intentions. If Palmer's
argument is accepted by the working class, the Reds would
find themselves cut off from their "natural" audience. Thus,
the Attorney General uses the division form to counter the
feared rhetorical power of his conspiratorial adversaries.

A third function of Palmer's separation of Red con-

spiracy from American loyalty is to strengthen the warrant
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for direct action against the Bolshevik plotters. 1In
Palmer's view, the conspiratorial threat was so severe that
the mass arrests and deportations of 1919 and 1920 were
comparable to a "very mild reformatory sentence." He
goes on to state:

It has been inferred by the "Reds"

that the United States Government,

by arresting and deporting them, is

returning to the autocracy of Czardom,

adopting the system that created the

severity of Siberian banishment. My

reply to such charges is, that in our

determination to maintain our govern-

ment we are treating our alien enemies

with extreme consideration. To deny

them the privilege of remaining in a

country which they have openly deplored

as an unenlightened community, unfit

for those who prefer the privileges of

Bolshevism, should be no hardship.95
This argument tells the audience that since loyal Americans
cannot be harassed under existing law, those whom Palmer
acted against must be dangerous, disloyal radicals. Thus,
the conspiracy appears more menacing and the policy
implemented to control it seems more acceptable.

A fourth function of the division of enemy plotting
from Americanism is to allow Palmer to assume an aggressive
style in explaining his position. Nowhere in the article is
there a hint of a defensive attitude on his part. Indeed,
he not only justifies the Department's mass arrests, but

suggests that citizens join in the crusade. He begins this

appeal with the assumption that, if the citizenry will only
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harken to the call-to-arms issuing from his Department,

6

the revolution can be prevented.9 After using the con-

spiracy theme to awaken the reader to the magnitude of
the revolutionary menace, he calls for a specific course of
action:

One of the chief incentives for the
present activity of the Department

of Justice against the "Reds" has

been the hope that American citizens will,
themselves, become voluntary agents for
us, in a vast organization for mutual
defense against the sinister agitation

of men and women aliens, who appear

to be either in the pay or under the
criminal spell of Trotzky and Lenine.97

In essence, Palmer is calling for a counter-conspiracy to

stem the Red tide. He holds out the promise of salvation
through such a practice by proclaiming: "we can get rid of
them!"g8
This appeal for a counter-conspiracy is consistent

with Hofstadter's argument that the "parancid" spokes-
person may have the tendency to emulate the enemy. He
explains that "a fundamental paradox of the paranoid style
is the imitation of the enemy. The enemy, for example, may
be the cosmopeolitan intellectual, but the paranoid will out-
do him in:heapparatus of scholarship, even of pedantry. . .
[this is] a kind of implicit compliment to their opponents.
Secret organizations set up to combat secret organizations

give the same flattery."99 Besides evincing this trait,
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Palmer's argument strengthens the division between plotter
and loyalist by calling for citizen action against the con-
spiracy.

This type of division strategy (the call for action)
accomplishes several purposes: (1) it identifies the loyal
citizens with each other (as fellow crusaders) and appoints
Palmer as the organizer of the crusade--thus justifying his
policy of harassing the radicals since he is aligned with
the popular will against a foreign enemy; (2) by placing
Palmer in the role of a Jeremiah trying to ignite public
sentiment, the strategy enables him to adopt the aggressive
posture of being the possessor of knowledge vital to nat-
ional survival--thus the style of his rhetoric need not be
overtly justificatory, but can assume the stature of in-
spired, prophetic exhortation; (3) his argument implicitly
defines anyone who doesn't join the crusade as being of
doubtful loyalty. Thus, grounded in the conspiracy theme,
Palmer's strategy of division provides him with the re-
sources of aggressive style, definitional value judgments,
negative characterizations of the enemy, and direct justi~
fication of his policies.

The Attorney General's strategy of division lends
credence to a number of this study's generic hypotheses.
The relegation of the Reds to the province of amoral sub-
humanity certainly strengthens their role as the personi-

fication of evil (hypothesis 1). Also in this connection,
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the separation of Red enemy from 100 percent American
seens to be the essence of the dichotomous morality spec-
ified in hypothesis 3, and lays the basis for the dramatic
confrontation predicted in hypothesis 5. This view is
enhanced by Palmer's literalminded quoting (hypothesis 8)
of Party documents indicting loyal labor organizations.
Moreover, the subhuman status of the Reds would lend it-
self to the lurid imagery and exaggeration (hypothesis 6)
that occur in the discourse, for it is far easier to refer
to an opponent as a "thug" or a "pervert" if one is con-
vinced that the enemy is no better than an animal. Finally,
Palmer's call for a nationwide network of citizen-agents
and his implicit trust and respect for the "loyal" Ameri-
can speak to the importance of viewing the community (as
opposed to isolated individuals) as counter-point to the
conspiracy f{(hypothesis 1). In the context of community,
one has something to fight for, rather than simply a con-
spiracy to flee from or fight against. Palmer's attempt
toldivide community from conspiracy, then, affords con-
firmation for several of this inquiry's hypotheses.

- Argument from Definition. The Attorney General's third

basic strategic form is the argument from definition. This

technique springs naturally from his use of the conspiracy

theme because conspiracy is a way of defining the enemy's
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nature and activities: A plot is both a scheme for action
and a reflection of the character of the plotters. Palmer's
definitions are rooted in "two basic certainties, first that
the 'Reds' were criminal aliens, and secondly that the

100 By defining

American Government must prevent crime."
the situation and the Department of Justice in this way,
Palmer can make his policies appear to be merely the logi-
cal outcome of the extant circumstances. In fact, the logic
of his argument (if the premises are accepted) is so power-
ful that he can reverse what would be the common-sense pre-
sumption against arresting and deporting large numbers of
people:

I have been asked, for instance, to

what extent deportation will check

radicalism in this country. Why not

ask what will become of the United

States Government if these alien rad-

icals are permitted to carry out the

principles of the Communist Party

as embodied in its so-called laws,

aims and regulations? There wouldn't

be any such thing left. 1In place of

the United States Government we should

have the horror and terrorism of bolsheviki

tyranny such as is destroying Russian now.101
Thus, the Attorney General's definition of the Reds as the
cause of the community's troubles is so uncompromising that
those who counsel restraint are the ones who have to justify
themselves!

The implication here is that Palmer is operating under

an iron-clad definition of the alien agitators which he seems
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to feel is based on some fairly clear-cut evidence. Indeed,
he reports that when the Department tried to find evidence
that the alien radicals might be merely overzealous reform-

ers, "there was no hope of such a thing."102

The meaning of
this statement seems to be that no doubts about the evil of
the "Reds" are justified. Any attempt to place a favorable
(or even non-dangerous) construction on radical activities,
then, is hopeless and perhaps even disloyal. Thus, Palmer's
"alien conspiracy" definition of the radical movement gives
him the ability to justify extreme policies and to dismiss
criticism as either misguided or suspect. Based on such
a definition, he is able to state confidently that his
activities "require no defense.“103
Palmer's arguments from definition provide considerable
evidence for the validity of several of the definitional
hypotheses. Perhaps the clearest support is given to hypo-
thesis 2's claim that conspiracy discourse would feature de-
ductive logic. The Attorney General's overt positing of in-
disputable "givens" provides premises from which he reasons
to the chclusion that his policies are justified. In addi-
tion, his strict definition of all radicalism as "Bolshev-
ism" and his claim that there simply is no contrary evidence
~gives Palmer the ability (described in hypothesis 4) to coopt

or refute virtually any criticism. Those who oppose him

are simply misguided, and hence irrelevant, or they are
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allies of the Reds, and hence corroborate the power of the
plot, Morevoer, if Palmer's premises are accepted, he can
rightly ciaim a presumption in favor of his policies, As a
result, his critics would bear an onerous burden of having
to defend a policy of inaction in the face of the Red
menace. His argument from definition, then, provides support
for some of the generic hypotheses.

" befinition and Manipulation of Evidence. The fourth

fundamental strategic form in Palmer's discourse centers

on his ability to define and manipulate evidence. When he

needs to prove the criminal intent of international Com-
munism, he refers to the literature of the movement.l04
Direct quotation of Bolshevik documents occurs five times
{sometimes at length) and is accompanied by four other spec-
ific references to Red publications.105 Hence, Palmer makes
the sweeping claim that "every scrap of radical literature
demands the overthrow of our existing government.“106 Fur-
ther evidence of the Communist menace is derived from vague
references to Red activity in Russian, Germany, and Amer-
ica.107 However, none of this evidence conclusively proves
the argument that there is a powerful Red conspiracy in
America actively working for our national downfall. Such an
inference requires supporting materials of much higher pro-

bative value. The question becomes, then, how did Palmer

validate his conspiracy inference?
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The Attorney General's major technique in this regard

is to base his key arguments on secret information which

only he and his colleagues could possess. He declared that

"My private information on what was being done by the organi-
zation known as the Communist Party of America. . . and of
what was being done by the Communist Internationale . . .

removed all doubt."lo8

He goes on to make reference to "the
whole mass of evidence accumulated from all parts of the

country” and claims that "my information showed that com-

munism in this country was an organization of thousands of
aliens, who were direct allies of Trotzky . . . and it
showed that they were making the same glittering promises
of lawlessness, of criminal autocracy to Americans, that
they had made to Russian peasants. How the Department of
Justice discovered upwards of 60,000 of these organized
agitators of the Trotzky doctrine in the United States, is

the confidential information upon which the Government is
wl09

now sweeping the nation clean of such alien filth.
This secret informaton is the basis for inferences
about the motives and operations of the Reds and serves as
the warrant for Palmer's practices. Of course, since the
actual evidence is unavailable to the public, it is very
difficult to deny the validity of the conclusions drawn
from it. Moreover, Palmer's unique possession of the "true"

facts strengthens his ethos as the leader of the American
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crusade by portraying him as the only one having sufficient
information on which to base policy. In this role, the
Attorney General can assert that his critics base their

attacks on "confused information."110

Finally, the secrecy
of the information itself supports the gravity of his

claims in that such evidence must have been quite difficult
to obtain, owing to the covert and insidious nature of the
Red plot. Thus, Palmer defines his "confidential infor-
mation" as the most highly probative form of evidence. This
strategy functions to enhance his conspiracy attributions,
undercut his critics, and strengthen his ethos as the Ameri-
can nemesis of alien Communism.

This manipulation of evidence displays several char-
acteristics described by the definitional hypotheses. The
use of multiple, direct quotation from Communist discourse
and references to massive reviews of "every scrap of radical
literature" supports the notions of literalmindedness and
mass evidential presentation offered in hypotheses 8 and 7,
respectively. Also, Palmer's claimed access to secret in-
formation allows him to refute critics as "confused" or
"uninformed" (hypothesis 4); he could conceivably answer
any argument by referring to other confidential materials
that disproved it. Of course, basing one's claims on secret
evidence greatly facilitates the deduction described in hypo-

thesis 2 since virtually no one would be in a position to



151
refute the rhetor's premises. Finally, the confidentiality
of certain crucial probative materials would give Palmer
the ability to extrapolate or shift the focus of his claims
{hypothesis 9) with great ease. The argument from secret
evidence, then, represents a rather clever solution to the
"paradox of secrecy" discussed in Chapter III. Rather than
wrestle with the problem of reconciling the secrecy of the
conspiracy with his knowledge of it, Palmer simply decrees
confidentiality for all important documentation. Thus,
the manipulation of evidence in Palmer's article buttresses

several of the generic hypotheses.

Conclusion

This chapter has analyzed the function of the conspiracy
theme in one artifact of A. Mitchell Palmer's defense of his
anti-radical policies. Palmer's discourse evinces a heavy
reliance on conspiracy appeals as a justification for his
actions. The Attorney General's use of conspiracy is ex-
pressed in four strategic forms: (1) amplification; (2)
division; (3) argument from definition; and (4) manipulation
of evidence. These strategies would provide his implied
audience with a dramatic narrative that makes sense out of
the threat to the social order. Given this portrayal, mass
arrests and deportations can be justified as a necessary

and heroic response to a clear danger. Also, the Attorney
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General can assume the status of the leader of the anti-
Red crusade and critics can be made to appear foolish
or disloyal. Thus, the conspiracy theme plays a central
conceptual and strategic role in this example of Palmer's
justificatory discourse.

Significantly, an examination of each strategic form
has revealed that the hypotheses posited in Chapter III
are substantially accurate in their descriptions of the
conspiracy genre. The substantive, stylistic, and sit-
uational compenents of the discourse all seem to be con-
sistent with these descriptive statements. However, this
identity should come as no surprise since much of the
material on which the hypotheses were based dealt with con-
servative, anti-communist arguments similar to those of
Palmer. The validity of the hypotheses when applied to a
much different type of discourse in the next chapter remains
to be seen. However, the key point now is that the generic
"map" has received at least a modicum of validation and,
more importantly, the forms within the discourse evince a
fundamental interdependence in their treatment of the pro-
blem of evil, thus providing evidence for an "internal
dynamic."

If there is one failing of the hypothetical map of the
conspiracy genre revealed so far, however, it is its in-

ability to account for the ethos of the rhetor. Throughout
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Palmer's discourse one encounters strategies and themes
which have the effect ¢f granting him a special status. For
example, references to the valiant Department he heads,
reliance on "my confidential information," etc. all give
one the impression that Palmer is not merely an Attorney
General, but the leader of a holy crusade, possessed of
powers and resources beyond those of ordinary people. Un-
fortunately, the Campbell and Jamieson definition of a
"rhetorical genre" seems to exclude consideration of the
rhetor per se. Perhaps their categories of substance, style,
and situation should be amended to include a category for
speaker. This question will be investigated further in the

next chapter.



CHAPTER V

THE CONSPIRACY ARGUMENT AND
THE JOHN F. KENNEDY ASSASSINATION

Without doubt Oswald badly misfired.
But one question still remains unanswered:
who loaded the starting gun?
--J. G. Ballard.
"The Assassination of
John Fitzgerald Kennedy

Considered as a Downhill
Motor Race."

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a second
assessment of the uses and limitations of the present study's
hypotheses. The discourse chosen for examination here is
substantially different from Palmer's "Case Against the

'Reds.'" Mark Lane's 1966 book, Rush to Judgment, is a

highly critical study of the Warren Commission's investi-
gation of the John F. Kennedy assassination.l The book
emerges from a historical era much different from Palmer's,
treats a vastly different subject (murder), and operates
from a much less conservative political perspective. Anal-
ysis of the discourse will begin with an explanation of the

rhetorical problem posed to the United States by the evil

154
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of John Kennedy's assassination. The rhetorical burden
confronting Mark Lane will then be discussed, followed by
an analysis of the themes and strategic forms that con-
stitute the discourse. This reconstruction of Rush to
Judgment will be used to determine the validity of the
definitional hypotheses as developed so far.

The John F. Kennedy Assassination
as a Rhetorical Problem

The bullets that struck John F. Kennedy in Dallas,
Texas, on November 22, 1963, did much more than just end
his life. They plunged a nation--indeed a world--into
shock. News of the President's death swept the nation. The
National Opinion Research Center study found that 68 per
cent of the population had heard the news that Kennedy had
been shot by the time he was pronounced dead, an interval of
only half an hour. Ninety-two percent of the public had
heard the news within two hours and an amazing 99.8 per cent
were informed by 6:00 p.m. of that day. About half (47 per
cent) received the message via radio and television while
most of the remainder (49 per cent) were informed by tele-
phone calls or interpersonal communication with others.2
Newspapers surveyed by other investigators devoted approx-
imately half of their available space to news about the
assassination during the weekend of its occurrence.3 Major

television networks devoted massive blocks of time to the
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event while millions of citizens watched for hours in rapt
attention.4 In short, the public was deluged with infor-
mation in a way that it had never before experienced. As
McKinley notes: "the event had caught us in a new world of
instant mass communication that conveyed the imﬁges to us-—-
the funeral tableaux, the people, even the murder of the
President's accused murderer--in a telethon that threw us
forever out of the slow-motion historical world of Lincoln
and Garfield and McKinley into our own hard-edged, video-
taped nowness. History for us had stopped. We were really
there . . ."5 Whereas the public had been long-distance
"spectators” to other historical events,6 the ubiquitous
electronic media brought every detail of the President's
murder into the nation's consciousness with such immediacy
and detail that, in a very real sense, viewers of the events
became participants. As Sheatsley and Feldman point out:
"Probably never before were the sentiments of the American
public engaged so deeply by a happening on the political
scene."7

The flood of data that immersed the community had pro-
found effects in both the short and long-term. Soon after
hearing the news a majority of Americans had ceased their
normal activities, five-sixths of them to turn on a radio
or television.8 A large percentage of the population,

according to the NORC, experienced physical symptoms of
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grief: "didn't feel like eating" (43 per cent); "smocked

more than usual” (20 per cent); "had headaches™ (25 per

cent); "cried" (53 per cent); "had trouble getting to
sleep"” (48 per cent); "felt very nervous and tense" (68
per cent); "felt sort of dazed and numb™ (57 per cent).9

However, perhaps the most eloquent testimony to the nation's
sense of loss is that the majority of NORC's study popu-
lation "could not recall any time in their lives when they
had the same sort of feeling as when they heard of President
Kennedy's assassination. Of those who could think of such
an occasion (47 per cent of the public), the majority
referred to the death of a parent, a close friend, or a
relative. Only a third of the group mentioned the death

of any other public figure; FDR was specifically named by

10

about a fourth." Thus the immediate reaction to Kennedy's

death was one of shock, anguish and grief. These senti-
ments were echoed around the world._l1 For the assassination
was a truly global trauma, perhaps best summarized by Mary
McGrory's reflection: "we'll never laugh again.“12
Beyond the sheer shock cof the event, however, the nation
also came to quick conclusions about responsibility for the
crime. The majority of the citizenry (72 per cent in the
NORC sample) was convinced at the time that Lee Harvey Oswald

was the assassin; however, there was much less consensus as

to his motives. If there was any one dominant motive attri-
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buted to him in the first few hours after the shooting,
though, it was fanaticism or mental instability.13 More-
over, a substantial portion of the citizenry seemed to
have a conspiratorial perspective on the assassination.l4

One factor aggravating the long-term trauma of the
killing was the widespread claim that the public should
assume "collective guilt” for the crime.l5 The NORC found

that, immediately after the incident, one-fourth of its

respondents blamed "the public generally or . . . the
16

social environment," e.g., a "climate of hatred."” This
theme resounded in much of the discourse of the day. Two
studies of sermons on the assassination have found that,
while many clergy directed "vituperative language" at
Oswald, they also dwelled on the notion that America, as a

" moral community, had created conditions facilitating the

President's murder.l7 Thus, the President's death was
doubly traumatic, Not only had a popular,l8 young leader
been murdered, but there was a suggestion in the land that
the penultimate responsibility might reside with the com-
munity itself. Harrison Salisbury exemplifies the point
when he writes: "there remains in each of us some communal
share of guilt in the senseless loss of a man so young and
brilliant as John F. Kennedy; some feeling of a step not
taken: an act not completed; a word not spoken; a thought

not carried into life which would have spared us so0 great
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a tragedy.“19

In sum, then, Kennedy's death was perhaps the ultimate
American tragedy. Regarded by many as the symbol of a new

age of idealism and progress, Kennedy was viciously taken

20

from the people he had been elected to lead. For him and

his nation, there would be no New Frontier. The magnitude
of such a tragedy is difficult to overstate. As Toscano
observes:

There is a tendency for human aspiration
to be tied to the future, and for many
life is made bearable by the promise of
tomorrow. Premature death is an unsettling
reminder of the fragility of our promised
tomorrows and so touches part of the core
of our being. When death comes through
the brutal act of murder, a human act
within the control of man and thus dif-
ferent from disease or accident which

lie in the province of Divine fate, it
makes the denial of tomorrow that much
more disturbing and bitter. This is the
stuff of genuine tragedy, a source of
myth and legend.

The assassination of John F. Kennedy
provoked vividly that sense of human
fragility, that mood of sorrow and
tragedy. Here was a man at the very
height of power, possessing all the
ingredients of human success, and with
the squeeze of a trigger all of that was
extinguished forever. 21

Thus, the trauma of the President's murder was accompanied
by guilt, deep sadness, and the nagging question of ulti-~
mate responsibility.

One response to this sense of public unease was a great

outpouring of ceremonial discourse about the late President.
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The enormous shock of his death seemed to create a hunger
for every sort of tribute to Kennedy that could be made
available. Spoken testimonials often emphasized the Presi-
dent's ideals and his struggles for human freedom.z2 These
eulogies were accompanied by memorial records, magazine
articles, books, poetry, etc. While the flow of Kennedy
literature may have abated since 1963, it is still very
much in evidence and, in the main, portrays a very positive
"image" of the President.23 Thus the community attempted to
deal with the evil of the assassination by engaging in cere-
monial discourse that proclaimed the virtues of its slain
leader and thus affirmed the essential goodness of the polis
from which he had emerged.

Realizing that eulogies were not enough to resolve a
murder case, the newly-sworn-in President Johnson issued
Executive Order 11130 on November 29, 1963, establishing a
commission of inquiry into the assassination. 1In his now
famous memorandum to the White House, Deputy Attorney
Ceneral Nicholas de B. Katzenbach wrote: "The public . . .
must be satisfied that Oswald is the assassin; that he did
not have confederates who are still at large; and that
evidence was such that he would have been convicted at
trial.“24 Katzenbach's urgent communigque seems to capture
one of the essential purposes of the Commission--to reassure

the public that all of the facts of the case had or would
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be disclesed and that there was no reason to fear that a

25

sinister cabal was at large. Headed by Chief Justice

Earl Warren, the Commission spent six months investigating
the murders of John Kennedy and Lee Harvey Oswald.26 By
the time its Report was issued on September 24, 1964, it
had drawn on a five-volume study by the FBI, over 26,500
interviews and reinterviews by the FBI and Secret Service,
and large amounts of material solicited from the Dallas
poelice and other state, local, and federal agencies. The
Commission and its staff also heard the testimony of 552
witnesses (94 appearing before members of the Cornmission).27
Cumulatively, these materials {excluding classified docu-
ments) comprised the twenty-six volumes of supporting
evidence that soon accompanied the Repart.z8
The most significant conclusions of the Warren Com-
mission were that there was "no evidence that either Lee
Harvey Oswald or Jack Ruby was part of any conspiracy, dom-
estic or foreign, to assassinate President Kennedy" and that
"on the basis of the evidence before the Commission it con-
cludes that Oswald acted alone.“29 The Report was an over-
night paperback bestseller. Even an edition of the volumes

30

of testimony was sold out within days. More significantly,

poll data indicated that the majority of the public accepted

31

the Commission's conclusions. Media approval was also

forthcoming as the Report received substantial editorial
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endorsements.32 Indeed, in New York Times editor

Salisbury's introduction to one issue of the Report he
reassures the reader that "no material question now remains
unresolved so far as the death of President Kennedy is con-
cerned. True there is no confession. But the evidence of
Oswald's single-handed guilt is overwhelming."33 The Com-
mission, then, gave the public a reassuring account of the
crime, one that attributed substantive guilt solely to

Lee Harvey Oswald and Jack Ruby. Thus, as Donald Lord
notes, the majority of Americans "considered the matter

34 Little did the Commissioners realize that this

closed."
was only the calm before the storm.

Skepticism about the Warren Commission‘Reﬁoff developed
quickly. The evil imposed on the community was s© enormous
that ceremoney and official assurances were not sufficient
to reconcile it with the polis' perceived moral and political
nature. Public faith in its governing institutions, massive
news coverage, and the stature of the Warren Commission

35 Initial doubts

checked cabalist thought only temporarily.
created by the secrecy of Oswald's detention and his sub-

sequent murder had been accompanied by a fairly widespread
belief that, since Dallas was the center of rightist, anti-
Kennedy activity, the President had been murdered by right-

wi_ngers.36 When the Warren Commission's "honeymoon" with

the public ended, these fears re-emerged with increased
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vigor. While 31 per cent of respondents in one poll re-

ported in October of 1964 thought Oswald hadn't acted alone,

this percentage would more than double by 1968.37 By the

late 1970's, 80 per cent of the citizenry would be con-
vinced that, in Tom Wicker's words, "some form of conspiracy

“38

was responsible for Kennedy's murder. Above all else,

then, it appears that the Warren Commission was a rhetorical

" failure. The secular theodicy it constructed to explain
the evil of an assassination was not sufficient to weather
the storms of public cynicism and critical attack.

The reasons suggested for this marked change in public
attitudes toward the assassination are varied. Sheatsley
and Feldman argue that the public was incapable of accepting
"mental illness" as the explanatory factor in Oswald's
behavior because it leads to the rather threatening con-
clusion that those who may seem "cognitively rational" could
suddenly metamorphose into killers; in this sense, then,
"cabalism" is a safer view because it "removes some of the

n39 Others contend that the

caprice from the situation . . .
citizenry simply had a need (as predicted by balance theory)
to attribute big events to big causes.4o Indeed, a recent
Bayesian probability analysis of four interview studies tends
to confirm that conspiracies are viewed as more efficacious

than lone individuals and thus that interviewees were signi-

ficantly more likely to make cabalist attributions about a
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successful assassination attempt (a "big" effect) than about

41 The authors

an unsuccessful attempt (a "smaller" effect).
of this study also suggest that the public's continuing
focus on the Kennedy assassination may be an example of
the heightened saliance some researchers contend is attached
to tasks (i.e., Kennedy's life and administration) that
are interrupted.42

Finally, some commentators contend that the public's
cabalist suspicions may spring from a general horror and
revulsion over the event itself. After the assassination,
as Theodore Sorensen argued,"people find it difficult to
accept the incredible fact that President Kennedy, who was
so full of life and meaning, was gunned down in a mindless,
senseless act . . . that he was killed by a lunatic who got

nd3 Tom Wicker speaks

lucky with a high-powered rifle . . .
in more specific terms: "most Americans . . . want John
Kennedy to have died for some reason of state or politics.
They want an explanation that gives more than ordinary
meaning to his murder, that equates it somehow with the
office he held and the power he dispensed.“44 It appears,
then, that the problem of evil posed by Kennedy's murder
was monumental in nature. For fifteen years, the American
public~-indeed, the world--has been unable to accept the

Warren Commission's "lone assassin" theory. The notion that

a member of the community had spontaneously acted to take
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the President's life seemed a less than satisfying explan-
ation for this great social disaster. Fueled hy the ideo-
logical fervor of the 1960's, some very real problems in
the Warren Report's theory, and the trauma of two more
assassinations (Robert Kennedy and Martin Luther King), the
public's suspicions about the JFK case could only escalate.45
In short, the Warren Report was a profound rhetorical fail-
ure leaving an equally profound explanatory vacuum to be
filled. This failure was in no small part due to the work
of many "assassination critics™ who repeatedly indicted the
Cormission's findings. In their effort to fill the explana-
tory void in the nation's understanding of the assassination
these critics engaged in a discursive campaign of substantial
magnitude.

The first wave of assassination criticism appeared
even before the Warren Report was published.46 Thomas

Buchanan's Who Killed Kennedy and Joachim Joesten's Oswald:

Assassin or Fall Guy? took different routes to arrive at the

hypothesis that Kennedy probably had been killed by a right-

wing plot.47 Both books enjoyed considerable sales, espec-

ially outside the United States.48 Following the publicat-
ion of the Warren Report and what Kaplan describes as "the
lavish, indeed uncritical praise it received," a second

generation of critics appeared in 1965 and 1966.49 These

authors included Edward J. Epstein (Inquest), Mark Lane
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ries but basically agreed that the Warren Commission had
been either extremely incompetent or complicitous with some
sinister right-wing force (ranging from the Dallas Police

Department to the CIA).Sl

Works of this sort had a pro-
found effect in altering the public's perception of the JFK
case;52 Their impact was enhanced when, in late 1966 and
early 1967, major media outlets began to echo their sus-
picions and to call for a re-opening of the investigation.53
The crescendo of this assassination furor was reached in
1967 when New Orleans District Attorney Jim Garrison announced
that he had established the identity of the plotters: "my
staff and I solved the case weeks ago. I wouldn't say this
if we didn't have evidence beyond the shadow of a doubt. We
know what cities were involved, we know how it was done, in
the essential aspects: we know the key individuals involved
and we are in the process of developing evidence now."s4
Garrison's flambovant and sometimes questionable tactics
culminated in an attempt to implicate Clay Shaw and David
Ferrie in a CIA-related plot to have Kennedy killed.55 Shaw
was acqguitted after less than one hour of jury deliberation

and Ferrie died--some say mysteriously. The investigation

and all of its publicity seemed to have come to nothing.
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One commentator described the incident as "the Dienbienphu
of official assassination inquiries."56
However, Garrison's failure did not inhibit the growing
body of unofficial assassination investigators. In fact,
some of these writers even interpreted the incident as
proof that Garrison was a CIA agent assigned to discredit

them by creating an embarassing public fiasco.57

Regardless

of theilr theory of the assassination, however, the ranks of

the "critics" continued to grow. One historian has esti-

mated that about 200 people have pursued the inquiry into

the case since Kennedy's death, resulting in about 500 volumes

of investigative books, official publications, memoirs, etc.

Most of these authors have disagreed with the conclusions

of the Warren Commission.58 Leaving aside some of their

crazier notions, G. Robert Blakey summarizes the critics'

arguments as follows: "(1l) The evidence that Oswald fired

the shots--scientific tests and witness testimony--was open

to question; (2) Whether or not Oswald fired the shots, the

aséassination was the result of a conspiracy; (3} The fed-

eral government, if not actually involved in the conspiracy,

undertook to cover up vital evidence of the plot."59
These and other arguments were expressed in a body of

literature that can only be described as vast. The Com-

mission's own materials consume three hundred cubic feet in

the National Archives,60 including 1,000 feet of file drawers
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and over 100,000 electronic and photographic‘documents.61

This huge data base has been used by critics to produce about
300 books and 3500 periodical articles (in the U.S.) since

the assassination. The New York Times alone has 2000

entries on the subject, supplemented by material in two

dozen newsletters, such as the Grassy Knoll Gazette. Addit-

ionally, nine governmental investigations, producing 75

volumes of reports, have touched on the case in one way or

62

another. Even the National Enguirer claims to have

published 70 articles "based on fresh evidence of a con-
spiracy."63 Indeed, this literature grew so fast that, by

1968, Thomas McDade, writing in the American Book Collector,

could state that "there is now enough in print for the third
and fourth generations of works to appear . . ."64
The vast majority of this literature was not produced
by professional scholars;65 it tends to either strongly
support or strongly deny the Warren Commission findings--
mostly to deny them.66 The number and variety of conspiracy
theories advanced is astonishing.67 Moreover, the gquality
of the literature varies as much as does its content. As
Wrone notes: "some have produced outright fiction, others
have suffered modest scholarly techniques with distorting
emotions, and a few have reached conclusions through . . .
«68

careful evaluation of the evidence . . . Finally, the

JFK literature has grown s¢ involved and complex that even
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"expert"members of the "critical community™ must now

" specialize if they are to assert mastery over even one area
69

of the case, e.g., Oswald's trip to Mexico City.

This large and variegated corpus of discourse has
~grown continually since the assassination. More impor-
tantly, the public's suspicions have not waned. Thus in
the fall of 192976 the House of Representatives appointed a
select committee to investigate the assassinations of

John F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King.70

After a stormy
beginning, the Committee settled into a two-year investi-
gation that concluded in January of 1979 that, based on
acoustical evidence of a second gunman, Kennedy's death

was "probably” the result of a conspiracy. Although the
Committee's Report exonerated governmental agencies, Castro,
and anti-Castro groups, it did implicate organized crime
figures as possibly being responsible and urged the Justice

Department to pursue the investigation.7l

Some voiced qualms
about the suddeness of the Committee's verdict after many
months of seeming confirmation of the Warren Commission's

original findings.72

However, the FBI and the Department of
Justice currently are having the Committee's acoustical
studies independently verified and are seriously considering
re-opening the case.?3 It is doubtful that even the most

thorough re-investigation would silence the critics, for

any bit of doubt seems sufficient to engage investigators
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who will invent new theories to explain it.

Thus, the community's attempts to deal with the evil
of a Presidential assassination ranged from ceremonial
discourse, through the "lone assassin" theory, to a wide
variety of unofficial (and ultimately official) conspiracy
theories. Perhaps the most prominent of the many con-

spiracy advocates has been Mark Lane.

Mark Lane's Rhetorical Problem

Mark Lane's career in the early 1960's opened with a
controversial term as a New York state Assemblyman, an
abortive run for a Congressional seat, and participation

74 His connection with

in various civil rights activities.
the John F. Kennedy assassination began with telephone in-
terviews of witnesses the day the President died. These
initial leads were followed up by the publication of his
article, "Lane's Defense Brief for Oswald" (appearing in

the Decenber 19, 1963 issue of National Guardian),75 and

by his request to the Warren Commission to permit him to

represent Oswald's interests as his defense counsel and to
cross—examine Commission witnesses. The Commission denied
his request,76 although he ultimately would testify before
that body on two occasions owing to his claimed possession

77

of new or controversial evidence. Also, he briefly re-

presented Marguerite Oswald (Lee's mother).
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Lane began taking his case for Oswald's innocence to
the public almost immediately, in the form of record albums
of his Warren Commission testimony, frequent lectures, and
the establishment of the Citizens' Commission of Inquiry.
In 1966 he published the best-selling Rush to Judgment and

followed it in 1968 with A Citizen's Dissent.78 The

former book was a detailed attack on the procedure and
conclusions of the Warren Commission, while the latter not
only included further attacks on the "lone assassin" theory,
but ocutlined a plot by the media to block publication of

" Rush to Judgment. 1In addition to his books and lectures,

Lane joined the Garrison investigation for a time and
became, by some accounts, one of the District Attorney’'s
closest consultants.79 His tenure with the New Orleans
investigation was followed by a period of relative reduction
in public exposure except for the publication of two books80
and his 1974 arrest while acting as an attorney in £he
Wounded Knee Indian rights case.

Then, in 1976 Lane cpened a new chapter in his career
by claiming that the FBI had been involved in a plot to kill
Martin Luther King, Jr. This accusation was attended by a

book (Code Name "Zorro") and by Lane's becoming James Earl

Ray's attorney?l Lane went so far as to persuade Ray to
testify before the House Select Committee on Assassinations

in 1978, but Lane would feel the Committee's ire for his
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allegations of a cover-up. More recently, Lane served
as a lawyer for Jim Jones and the People's Temple cult.
Currently he is pursuing the theory that the federal govern-
ment (especially the Central Intelligence Agency) conspired
to drive the People's Temple to its final end {(a fate which

82

he narrowly escaped). Thus, unlike A. Mitchell Palmer's

sudden outburst of paranoia in the Red Scare, Mark Lane's
entire career has been centered on conspiracy theory.83

Rush to Judgment was the key work in launching Lane's

career and in organizing the forces which were to prosecute

what one reviewer called "the war against the Warren Com-

w84

mission. The initial strength of the Warren Report had

been that its monolithic explanation left critics with a
bewildering array of conflicting alternative theories.85
Developing any one of these theories engaged the critic in
arguments of such ponderous complexity that they may have
seemed "hopelessly dense" to the average person.86 Ulti-
mately, however, the Report's alleged flaws and the funda-

mental difficulty of disproving a conspiracy took their toll?7

By the time Lane's book was published, poll data indicated
that three~fifths of the population believed Oswald had not
acted alone.88 A news weekly described the scene in
November of 1966:

Three years after the fact, the will to

doubt [the Warren Report] is stronger
and more intractable than ever. Dissent
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has become a cult with its own true dis-
believers--a subculture of assassination
buffs who obsessively probe the massive
record, swap their findings and publish
new and ever more elaborate conspiracy
theories. 89

The same periodical commented one month later:

The dissents were dimly heard at first,

in coffee-houses and lecture halls, in

books and journals of the left and right.

Whatever its substantial merit, the Warren

report had not answered all the guestions--

and some of the people demanding answers

now were neither ideclogues nor fortune-

hunters, but solid Establishment citizens.90
Thus, Lane's rhetorical objective was two-fold: (1} per-
suasion of his readers to disbkbelieve the Warren Report,
and; (2) capitalizing on extant skepticism to create pres-
sure for a re-opening of the JFK investigation. He attempted
to accomplish these two ends by providing a detailed refu-
tation of the Report that implied a different, and con-
spiratorial, account of the evil suffered by the community.

Apparently, Lane struck a nerve. Although he claims

to have had his manuscript rejected by virtually every pub-
lisher in America,gl once the bocok was in print it was an

immediate best-seller and remained so for half a year.92

Taking the form of a defense brief for Oswald,93 Rush to
'Jhdggent was the first major book on the topic to receive
substantial notoriety.g4 It was to make Lane perhaps the
decade's most significant critic of the Warren Report.

Even some defenders of the Report stated that Lane's work
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(although flawed) was the most powerful indictment of the

95

Commission to date. Thus, Wrone concludes, "Mark Lane's

importance goes far beyond his several publications for he

played a major role in shaping a generation's picture of the

. . 96
assassination."

There is a second aspect, however, to the importance of
Mark Lane and Rush to Judgment. In addition to eliciting
substantial public attention, his book also provided moti-
vation for much criticism of the Warren Commission by others.
Most significant in this regard is Jim Garrison's statement
that:

All America is indebted to Mark Lane. . .

He held the door open until the rest of

us decided to examine the case critically.
His bock has been extremely valuable to me.
In fact, it played a large part in convincing
me to begin the investigation which has led
to the conspirators.97

Lane outlined his perception of the book's role when he
noted in 1967:

My book makes no judgments, points to no
villains, but instead tries to underscore
the discrepancies and omissions in the
Report. Now we're at stage two. Garrison
is going into the courtroom to show a
conspiracy initiated and executed by a
powerful force of anti-Castro plotters.98

Thus, Rush to Judgment became a central factor in the develop-

ment of explanations that conflicted with the Warren Report's
notion of the "lone assassin.” Indeed, one observer remarked

that the book "was perhaps the most influential work in



175

arousing critical reaction to the Warren report . . 99

to some rather harsh criticism. Anson notes that it was
"pilloried by most of the major reviewers . . ."100
Attacks on the book have included charges of outright eviden-
tial distortion, fallacious logic, the use of "straw man"
arguments, one-sidedness, errors in documentation, failure

to cite previous research by others, and, more recently,

the accusation that the book was largely researched and
written by volunteers from the Citizens' Commission of

Inquiry.lol

Nonetheless, the book's public impact cannot
be denied. Lane's attack on the Warren Commission seemed
to account for the President's murder in a way that drew
upon the resources of the conspiracy argument. He was
writing to an audience that had been amply prepared for his
ideas by previous critics and by the difficulties surrounding
the Warren Report (e.g., the mystery of why certain key
documents such as autopsy X-rays and photographs were kept
secret}. Rush to Judgment, then, appeared in response to
the social stress of the assassination (hypothesis 10) in
an attempt to deal with the evil of that event (internal
dynamic). Lane was in a position to employ the strategies

of the conspiracy genre to deny Oswald's guilt and thus to

suggest very sinister implications.
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" Rush to Judgment: Argument and Audience

' The Argument. The central goal of Rush to Judgment was

best expressed in Lane's "Introduction--Retrospective"
to a 1975 reprint of the book. Speaking from the vantage

point of a decade he declares: "“Rush to Judgment was

written less to record history than with the hope that it

might help to change it.“102 He goes on to say that the

object of this change is "the false historical assertion,

and all that flows from the official declaration that Lee

Harvey Oswald was the lone assassin of President Kennedy."103

The only thing that sustains this false "lone assassin"

theory is the government's having "suppressed the evidence

04

and hidden the truth,"l aided by "time, the Warren

"105

Commission, and a biddable press. He concludes that

"Justice and truth can be restored" and argues that, without

strenuous effort to expose the truth, the entire "rule of

law" is in jeopardy.106

Lane posits the guiding principle of the book's method
when he states:

The Commission and the press have execrated
those who find conspiracies too easily.
Such criticism is no doubt condign. Those
who subscribe to a coincidence theory of
history, however, in which cause and effect
have no place, merit equal rebuke. I en-
brace neither philosophy; I suggest that

it is necessary to study the actions of
each of the principles in this drama and
only then to draw those conclusions that
their behavior would seem to justify. 107
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L.ane appears to be characterizing his study as a straight-
forward “"fact-finding" expedition. <Calling the Warren
Commission Report a "brief for the prosecution,"108 he asks,
"is it too fastidious to insist that conclusions logically
foliow, not precede, an analysis of all the evidence?"109
His implicit answer to this rhetorical question is to sug-
gest that while the Warren Commission was strongly motivated
to uphold a "lone assassin" theory and thus set out to prove
its preconceptions, Lane will undertake what one must assume
is a neutral investigation of the facts from which he will
draw only logical conclusions. He characterizes the rhet-
orical failure caused by the Commission's bankrupt pro-
cedure by asserting that its "half answers do not for long

dispel rumors and contailn doubts.“ll0

Finally, Lane claims
to capitalize on the Commission's shortcomings by using its
own documentation against it. His procedure is based on
the assumption that "it is possible to discover encugh in
the volumes of testimony and evidence to question, if not
overthrow, the Commission's conclusions . . ."lll "After

a critical reading of the report . . . rumors must revive,
for, to the previously unsubstantiated imaginings of those
who for one reason or another disliked the Commission's
case against Oswald, much documentation has been added."112

The essence of Lane's technique is to invert the con-

clusions of the Warren Report by using its own content to
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invalidate the links between these statements and their
evidentiary base. For example, in his discussion of the
"Magic Bullet," Lane begins by positing the burden of the
Commission's position: "So long as the Commission maintained
that Lee Harvey Oswald was the lone assassin, it was neces-
sary to determine that the bullet which struct Governor

Connally first struck President Kennedy."l13

He then goes
on to argue (among other things) that the angles of bullet
entry established by the Commission's own experts did not
support the notion of a Magic Bullet, but "inadvertently

114 The Report's explanation for this

proved the contrary."
anomaly is then attacked as being inconsistent with the
testimony from the doctors who treated the victims of the
assassination. And, finally, he claims that the Commission
was forced to assume its own conclusion: "The Commission
thus employed the unproved assertion that the bullet which
struck the President came from the rear as a basic premise
to prove that it 'probably' hit Governor Connally as well.
In this mannher, the original hypothesis became a conclusion
and then a basic premise from which further conjecture was
115

spun.” This argument develops in just seven pages.

Rush to Judgment is composed of dozens, perhaps hundreds, of

similar ipnversions of the Commission's findings.
Each effort to dislodge the Report's conclusions from

its evidentiary foundations is an independent unit. Indeed,
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these miniature inversions could be put together in vir-
tually any order--as could the book's thirty chapters. The
purpose of this method is to draw a harsh distinction be-
tween the biased, simplistic, non-factual claims of the

" Report and the rigorous re-evaluation of the complex data
conducted by Lane. Moreover, the stringing together of
indictments gives the audience the impression that the
'Repoff is deeply (and equally) flawed on a number of inde-
pendent grounds--any one of which is sufficient to cast

"reasonable doubt" on Oswald's guilt. Thus, Rush to Judg-

"ment is an anti-Warren Report, a total inversion of the Com-
mittee's logic and conclusions.

Several supporting topoi are used to strengthen Lane's
case against the Warren Report. They include:

1. The consensus of witness testimony is not consistent
116

with the Warren Commission's findings.

2. The most reliable witness testimony is not consis-

tent with the Warren Commission's findings.ll?
3. The Warren Commission Report "ignores," "distorts,"
118

"reshapes," and "oversimplifies" evidence.
4, The Warren Commission findings resulted primarily

from a predisposition to allay conspiracy fears by proving

that Oswald had been the "lone assassin."119

5. Governmental agencies investigating the assassin-

. . P 120
ation were inept or pernicious.



180
6. The flaws in the Report are results, in part, of
the absence of due process checks {(e.g., adversary pro-
ceedings, cross-examination, etc.) on the Commission's
evidence and procedure.121
7. The news media have been taken in by or are

colluding with the government to promote the Warren Commis-
sion's findings and to denigrate its critics.t??
These topoi are used interchangeably by Lane to support his
indictment of the "lone assassin”" theory. They are plugged
into chapters in the way an attorney might structure legal
arguments in a brief for the defense. The topoi are used in
a three-step process: (1) Lane posits a fundamental assump-
tion or conclusion of the Warren Report; (2} He introduces
several basic topoi (e.g.. l, 2, 5, 6) to prove that the
assumption or conclusion cannot be verified by a careful
survey of the facts, and; (3) He uses the remaining topoi
(e.g., 3, 4, 7) to indict the motives of the Commission and
its supporters so as to neutralize any residual wvalidity in
the Commission's case. If his arguments are accepted, then,

Lane has overturned the findings of the Report.

The Implied Audience. The audience implied by Rush to

Judgment's content is guite similar to the implicit reader
defined in Palmer's "Case Against the 'Reds.'" The first
clue to Lane's audience is the book's sudden, almost jolting

opening. With no preliminaries, he plunges headlong into a
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detailed discussion of witnesses whose testimony seems to
indicate the presence of a second gunman on the "grassy
knoll." Apparently, he assumes that the reader already

has a fairly extensive knowledge of and interest in the
case. There is no explanation of an overall plan of attack,
little transition between chapters, and no summary or con-
clusion at the end.123 The arguments, and their accompany-
ing elaborate documentation, are simply placed in an almost
random sequential order for the reader to plow through,
Stylistically the work is dense, occasionally strident, and

sometimes sarcastic--clearly the product of advocacy.124

Rush to Judgment appears to be trying to provide further

ammunition for those who are already critical of the Warren
'ReEbrt and to sway those who are unsure. Like Palmer, then,
Lane's implied audience is the sensible, average person.
When given appropriate information, this individual will re-
alize the government's deceit and demand reinvestigation of
the assassination. However, unlike Palmer, who cast himself
as a combination Attorney General and savior defending our
institutions against the "Reds," Lane seems to be more of

a self-appeinted Special Prosecutor trying to protect "the

people®” from evil forces within our institutions.

Rush to Judgment: Strategic Form

Conspiracy by Implication. Lane makes his case against

the Warren Commission with two basic strategic forms. First,
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he employs the technique of alleging conspiracy by impli-

cation. Nowhere in the bhook does he charge any person or
group with conniving to kill the President and Osv\ralt:ix‘.l25
Rather, the propositional content of the conspiracy argu-
ment (hypothesis 1) is implied by Lane's contention that
the "lone assassin® theory is invalid. The underlying
technique here is a variety of the argument from residue.
He claims for example, that the Commission must prove that
Kennedy was shot from the rear in order to implicate
Oswald; however:

When the bullet struck the President's

head, as one can see from the photographs,

he was thrown to his left and toward the

rear of the limousine. How could the

Commission explain the sudden violent

move of the President's body directly

to the left and to the rear? So long

as the Commission maintained that the

bullet came almost directly from the

rear, it implied that the laws of physics

vacated in this instance for the Presi-
dent did not fall forward.l26

If the President's movements don't conform to the "lone

assassin" scenario, the audience is left with only one con-

clusion--the assassin wasn't alone. Lane uses this techni-
. e aa . 127 . 128

que many times by indicting the logic, evidence, pro-

cedure,129 and motives behindl30 the Report. Clearly, he

is alluding to some rather sinister alternative conclusions.

The second step in his process of implication is the

clever use of innuendo. Feoremost in this regard is his
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suggestion that the testimony of anyone associated with gov-
ernment must be suspect, a claim which would effectively
neutralize at least a portion of the Commission's case.
Speaking of government-related witnesses in the Presidential
motorcade who disagree with Lane's thesis about shots from
the "grassy knoll," he admonishes: "I do not wish to suggest
that their testimony should be dismissed but it should be
cautiously assessed because of the obvious possibility that
it might be colored."131 This point is left hanging: no
explanation is offered as to why or to what extent a digni-
tary's wife, for example, would conform to some sort of
script pre-arranged by the Warren Commission. The same
device is used at other points in the book. Lane remarks
that crucial photographs and X-rays of Kennedy's autopsy
were never placed in the National Archives and that "failure
to publish or preserve such evidence cannot be construed

nl32

in any light favorable to the Commissiocn. He also finds

it "ominous'" that the Commission ignored certain key wit-

nessesl33 and insinuates that the weakness of the ReEort's

findings is prove by its common practice of developing a

"second line of defense' on particularly troublesome issu.es.134

Perhaps the quintessence of this strategy is his discussion
of one detail of Oswald's murder:

The very second that Oswald became visible
to those gathered in the basement [of the
Dallas Police and Courts Building] for the
transfer, a car horn let out a blast, a
fact confirmed by television and radio
tape recordings which are available.
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Seconds later a horn sounded again,

and Ruby darted forward and fired

the fatal shot. Who blew the car

horn twice--and why?135
In each case, Lane leaves the reader to fill in the final
conclusion. Much of the bock is composed of this sort of
effort to induce self-persuasion in his audience.

Innuendo devices are accompanied by a third technique

for implying conspiracy: obscurant naming, i.e., the use

of titles designed more to conceal than to identify. Logic-
ally, since Lane makes no overt cabalistic allegations he
cannot use Palmer's strategy of negative naming (e.g.,
"Reds," "criminals," etc.). Therefore he opts for vague
references to the mysterious agents who perpetrated the
President's murder and the ensuing cover-up. After an
account of the threats received by many witnesses he notes,
"powerful influences certainly did exist which tended to
discourage testimony that did not conform to the accepted
interpretation. When witnesses reversed their testimony,
the altered testimony generally conformed more closely to

n136 Such veiled claims about

the Government's version.
"powerful influences" are complemented by references to the
possibility that "two persons [as opposed to Oswald alone
were] involved in the marder of Officer Tippit,"137
Some of the identifications used in this regard are so
vague that they are little more than descriptions of the

time, place, and manner of activities in which someone had
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to be involved. For instance, in discussing the treatment
of the rifle used in the assassination Lane states: "There
is no doubt that eventually an Italian carbine did emerge
from the Dallas police office, as Day testified. The
question rather is related to what was found on the Depos-

w138

itory's sixth floor. Thus, whether it be "powerful

influences," "two persons,” or "the Dallas police office,"
Lane seems intent on naming villains without identifying them.
This technique transforms the motives and actions necessary
to a sinister plot into symbolic principles rather than into
specific¢, knowable villains. The éudience can thus coallesce
its suspicions around these principles. Of course, the
vagueness of the "names" used permits the reader to make
the final identification of the plotters. Consensus on
the nature of the plot is not important to Lane's goals;
only that his audience believe that a plot exists and must
be exposed.

A final phase in Lane's conspiracy implication is his

use of association, i.e., the technique of linking wvarious

disparate elements s0 as to suggest the magnitude of the plot.
Without doubt the main point of attack here is law enforce-
ment agencies. He begins by asserting that the FBI, the
Secret Service, and the Dallas authorities want to convince

138

the public that Oswald acted alone. This claim is coupled

with his statement that the Warren Commission (who also held
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these preconceptions) had "faith in the federal and local

140 The specter of guilt spreads farther as Lane

police."
reveala}ﬁis 1975 "Introduction--Retrospective"” that in 1964
the President-elect of the American Bar Association con-
tacted the Commission in regard to having Lane silenced

via professional disciplinary action. The ABA official

was Lewis Powell, the man originally appointed to be
Oswald's attorney and later appointed by Richard Nixon (the
person who recommended Gerald Ford for the Commission) to
the United States Supreme Court.141 Lane, therefore, refers
to the American Bar as a "willing accomplice to the system-
atic destruction of the truth by a Presidential Commis-

wld?2

sion. But the association does not stop with the Bar.

It involves all of the agencies who have tried to conceal

evidence,143

to influence witnesses,l44 or to impede the
discovery of truth by any other means. For Lane, this list
includes federal and local authorities, the Commission, the
legal profession, the media and just about anyone else who
opposes the notion that Oswald didn't act alone.145 The
association he establishes, then, is not one based on polit-
ical or organizational ties so much as on sheer suspicion.
That is, Lane links any two or more actors whose actions are
less than paradigmatic of virtue and competence. Once again,

the reader is left to assess the sinister import of these

n 1inks . n
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The tactics which support Lane's strategy of implied
conspiracy accomplish several goals: (1) Since Lane's
thesis (0Oswald"s innocence) requires no specification of
the plotters he has the flexibility to use virtually any
type of argument against the Warren Commission. The only
criterion here would be that the argument has to overthrow
one of the Report's findings in some way. Lacking a co-
herent conspiracy theory, there is no external standard
that his arguments must meet, i.e., Lane's claims don't
have to "fit" into any hard-and-fast alternative explana-
tion. Jacob Cohen has referred to this technique as a
"strategy of pure attack"”" wherein the critic doesn't have
to "reconstruct a singular reality" but can "move swiftly
from one critical riff to another, never pausing long
enough to permit the reader or listener to test the valid-

w146 (2) In addition to

ity of each separate provocation.
argumentative flexibility, the implication strategy reduces
even further the already minimal burdens of defending a
conspiracy allegation. Difficult questions of motive and
means are rendered moot if no specific theory is advanced.
There simply is no direct avenue of attack on a cabalist
who declines to name plotters. Therefore, any indictment
must attack Lane's case on its factual merits as a defense

of Oswald, an approach that puts the attacker in Lane's

province of expertise. (3) The vagueness and opacity of



188

Lane's claims can increase their persuasive effect, His
insinuations about possible plotters, often framed as
rhetorical questions, are usually left dangling at the

end of paragraphs that summarize his position. The very
fact that his questions remain unanswered could engage the
audience in the sometimes obsessive quest to expose the
plot that killed the President. His innuendos never fail
te suggest tantilizing leads that could, if pursued, re-
veal the cabal. Thus, Lane's use of implied conspiracy
can secure heightened audience involvement in the discourse--
the essence of enthymematic rhetoric.

The strategy of implied conspiracy sheds substantial
light on the present study's definitional hypotheses. Al-
though Lane relies on insinuation and residue, his case does
reflect most of the basic propositional elements of the
conspiracy theme (hypothesis 1l): the community being
threatened by an evil force personified as a secret plot.
However, the vague nature of the plot makes it impossible

for it to be a personification of evil in the same way that

the "Reds" represented all social maladies for Attorney
General Palmer. Moreover, Rush to Judgment's cabalist
implications, though causal in nature (hypothesis 2), offer
a less clear notion of a drama (hypothesis 5), for one key
actor, the wvillain, is unknown. Nonetheless, the basic

dramatic structure is still present. Lane, by implication,
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establishes that a struggle took place between Oswald and
law enforcement agencies and that a second battle is now
raging between the assassination critics (the public's
representatives) and the dark forces that engineered the
President's murder. His frequent references to attempts
to spy on or persecute him make it clear that Lane regards
himself as being engaged in a serious conflict between

~good and evil.l47

The continuing anonymity of the plot
despite his rigorous investigation merely proves its
stealth and power (hypothesis 1), and the need for further
inquiry.

The logic of the conspiracy implication is deductive
(hypothesis 2)., Clearly, the argument from residue requires
that Lane posit the following: the Warren Report's findings
depend on assumption X; X is not consistent with the evid-
ence; therefore Oswald is innocent. This is deduction at
its most rigorous. Further, Lane's conspiracy claim
evinces a dichotomous view of morality (hypothesis 3).

Here again, though, the nature of his discourse differs
somewhat from that of Palmer. Rather than asserting that
all of our cherished institutions and values are in a
different sphere from those of some debased foe, Lane
chooses more general ideas to work with. He claims that
the failure to disclose the facts of the Kennedy case

jeopardizes "Truth’ "Justice," and the "rule of 1aw.“148
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His argument is that these values have been trammeled by
the Warren Commission but that they can be restored by the
efforts of independent investigators, or perhaps by a Con-
~gressional inguiry. There is no room for doubt here.
One either favors "truth" (and thus Lane) or backs the
Warren Régort--not a bad posture from which to answer

critiecs. Finally, Rush to Judgment offers considerable con-

firmation for hypotheses 4 (the cooptation/refutation of
criticism) and 9 (the flexibility of the conspiracy argu-
ment). As noted earlier, Lane's failure to name the plot-
ters in specific terms and his use of insinuation, association
and residual reasoning give him enormous latitude. If any
one of his conclusions is refuted, his strategy of "pure
attack" gives him the option of switching to another indict-
ment of the Report, safe in the knowledge that he need defeat
only one or two key premises to overturn the Commission's
theory. Moreover, should time fail to reveal dispositive
evidence of a plot, this failure can be interpreted as fur-
ther proof of the cabal's tenacious campaign to protect it-
self. Or, should fairly good evidence emerge that one

agency was not inveolved in a plot, Lane could say simply

that he never explicitly had included them in his argu-
ments; alternatively, he could posit some other group as
responsible or alter the scope of the alleged plot to ex-

plain away the troubling evidence. Lane, then, would
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enjoy even more argumentative flexibility than would an
advocate such as Palmer who was bound to a more specific
conspiracy theory. Thus, the strategy of conspiracy by
implication strengthens some hypotheses but suggests modi-
fications in others.

Manipulation of Evidence. Lane's second basic strategy

is the judicious manipulation of evidence. The overwhelm-

ing impression one receives from this work is one of density.
Lane is clearly trying to create the perception that he has
marshalled overwhelming amounts of detailed proof for his
case. ' Rush to Judgment's documentation includes 4,949
citations, ten appendices (with 33 citations of their own),
three diagrams, and 119 footnotes. Virtually no statement
lacks a citation reference. The vast majority of citations
being to the Report and Hearings of the Warren Commission.

In addition to normal (but greatly expanded)documen-
tation, Lane also "packs" his text by drawing on the testi-
mony of multiple sources. Thus he provides a detailed
account of no less than 17 witnesses to prove that Jack
Ruby had connections in the Dallas Police Department.149
In less specific fashion he also refers to the 58 witnesses

50

who thought the shots came from the "grassy knoll"l and

the unanimous opinion of the doctors who, after the initial

examination of the President, stated that his throat wound

51

was one of entry.l At other times, Lane's review of
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evidence involves incredibly complex discussions as, for
example, when he offers a virtually frame-by-~frame com-
parison of the Zapruder film with the Commission's Report

152 In this way

to disprove the "lone assassin" scenario.
Lane attempts to establish the validity of his case, and
his own credentials as a painstaking investigator, by
assembling a huge physical mass of evidence.

Lane's interpretation of evidence is considerably
enhanced by his literal view of the data of the case. For
instance, when Dallas Police Chief Curry referred to the-
likely outcome of a ballistics test as "favorable," Lane
interprets this, not as possibly a slip of the tongue,
but as tantamount to a public declaration of his Depart-
ment's intent to punish Oswald regardless of the facts.153
In other discussion Lane interprets a damaging witness's
preamble to a statement ("In my opinion") as indicating

that the entire testimeony is equivocal.ls4

Finally, he
infers that the fact that many people ran or looked toward
the "grassy knoll" after the shooting means that they all
thought the shots came from that direction.l55
In sum, £hen, Lane undertakes a very detailed, in-
depth study of many'aspects of the case in which he treats
every word, every sound, every scrap of information as con-

taining probative value. It is almost as if there is no

such thing as an insignificant phenomenon. McKinley ties
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this tendency to the nature of the case when he writes:

The assassination of John Kennedy
would freight with significance
almost all of its circumstances,
almost every person, place or event
connected with it. That fact alone
testifies to the killing's shock
effect, to the resultant need to
know what happened and, again, to
the information blitz that pro-
vided the facts on which the myriad
speculations and conclusions were
built. But there was little gain-
saying the facts themselves or what
seemed to be the facts, as they
emerged during and after the national
mourning.156

Thus Lane's literalminded interpretation of the facts provides
him with a veritable mountain of data.

A third form of evidence manipulation in Rush to Judg-

ment is Lane's claim to command special types of proof.

While the Warren Report, he claims, relies on the FBI's
hearsay interview summaries and selective use of the few
confirming witnesses, his book can draw on more sophisti-
cated and reliable probative materials. These materials
include personally taped and filmed interviews with crucial

157 158

witnesses, expert ballistics testimony, photostats of

otherwise unavailable documents obtained from personal

sources,159 and confidential informants.160

Special forms
of evidence such as these are brought to bear on all portions
of Lane's case both to overturn the findings of the Warren

Report and to enhance Lane's stature as an investigator
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of such skill and determination that he is able to secure
evidence that has eluded others.

The functions of these evidence strategies are several:
(1) The literalminded interpretation of data gives Lane the
ability to transform wvirtually any fact into "evidence."”

As a result, the density of Lane's case gives him the advan-
tage of appearing to command a vast array of data. Aside
from the obvious benefits to his image, the case for an
implicit conspiracy is made to appear "ironclad" as a huge
corpus of evidence is called upon to document it.

(2) The special forms of evidence alluded to in Rush to
Judgment further the impression that the data of Lane's case
are uniquely significant; after all, the fact that they
could be produced only by extraordinary investigative means
must say something about their importance. The author's
claim to the possession of these unique insights enhances
both the validity of his claims and his perceived reliability
as an independent, legal investigator going to any lengths
to uphold "truth," "justice," and the "rule of law." More-
over, a high level of significance can be attributed to
Lane's "evidence" because the reader is given the impres-
sion that he suddenly has revealed a fact which the con-
spiracy would rather keep under wraps. Thus Lane can treat
his probative materials, by definition, as the products of

an exposé, the implication being that a powerful force is
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trying to prevent its revelation. In this Scenario, every
fact or document takes on unigue importance.

The manipulation of evidence in Rush to Judgment
offers several insights into the present study's generic
hypotheses. Obviously, the assembly of massive quantities
of documentation is qguite consistent with hypothesis 7's
prediction of such a structure to the argument. However,
a difference between Lane's discourse and Palmer's is that

the former marshals data to let the reader conclude there

is a conspiracy while the latter assembles evidence
actually to describe the nature of the plot and the govern-
ment's reaction to it. Moreover, the use of special forms
of evidence strengthens Lane's cabalist interpretation
{hypothesis 1) and his somewhat general notion of dichoto-
mous morality (hypothesis 3) in that the unusual techniques
required to secure such evidence imply the existence of

a secretive and dangerous force that is attempting to quash
it. The prediction of argumentative flexibility in hypo-
thesis 9 is also supported by Lane's evidence manipulation.
The vast amount of data available to him would allow him to
shift subjects easily while recombining his data base in a
new way so as to support whatever conclusion he desired.
This flexibility would aid considerably in refuting or co-
opting criticism (hypothesis 4). Finally, the literal-

minded interpretation of facts and events in Lane's work
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affords direct corroboration for hypothesis 8. Hence,
Lane's manipulation of evidence provides support for sev-
eral of the present study's hypotheses and further evidence

of the relationships between them.

" Conclusion

John F. Kennedy's death shook our nation to its roots.
The reactions of grief, fear and suspicion that accompanied
the assassination called forth several rhetorical responses.
Initial ceremonial discourse was supplemented by the calm
voice of the Warren Report assuring the nation that its
leader had been felled by a lone madman. However, the
rhetorical failure of the Report was attended by a large
variety of conspiracy theories that asserted, in Kidder's
words, "that evil can be fully understood."l61 The result
was what Cohen has called a "veritable religion of sug-
picion" fostered by individuals practicing the "arts of

insinuation."162

If suspicion was indeed a religion, Mark
Lane was its high priest.

A reconstruction of the strategic forms in Lane's Rush
to Judgment has provided substantial support for a number
of the definitional hypotheses developed in the present
study. However, significant discrepancies between the hypo-
theses and this sample of conspiracy discourse also have

been found. First, the propositional content of the con-

spiracy claim is implicit, rather than explicit. As a
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result, some elements of the hypotheses, such as the per-
sonification of evil (hypothesis 1) and causal claims
(hypothesis 2), are not confirmed as powerfully as was the
case in the last chapter. Rather, these factors still seem
to be operative, but in an implicit, enthymematic way.
Second, little confirmation was found for hypothesis 6.
Lane does not employ lurid imagery and his sense of ur-
gency, while present, is linked to a desire to reopen the
JFK investigation rather than a fear of some imminent peril
facing the community. Lane does employ some exaggeration,

163 and strident ad-

especially in the samples of sarcasm
vocacy that punctuate the book; however, it is nowhere near
the magnitude of the exaggeration employed by Palmer. Thus
only one aspect of hypothesis 6 is even weakly confirmed;
Lane seems more concerned with exonerating Oswald than with
issuing some sort of call to arms.

Finally, as in the last chapter, it appears that Lane's
ethos is an important facet of his attempt to account for
the evil of the assassination. His use of special evidence
and the fact that Lane was singled out for persecution by
the government both speak to his status as self-appointed
Special Prosecutor. This impression is enhanced by his
often clinical treatment of his subject (e.g., his cold-
blooded excursion into the grim details of Kennedy's

le4 le5

wounds) , and his use of legal terminology. It appears
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then, that Lane is striving to carve out a special place
for himself in the ranks of the assassination critics.
Bertrand Russell is quoted to this effect just inside the
book's cover: "Mark Lane's work is a great historical
contribution--greater than Zola in the Dreyfus case."

In the next chapter the speaker's role in the conspiracy
genre will be assessed, along with the implications of

other issues addressed by this study.



CHAPTER VI

THE CONSPIRACY ARGUMENT:
ANSWERS AND FURTHER QUESTIONS

The interesting question is not
how all this muddle is going to
come magnificently together, but
but what does all this ferment
mean.
~-Clifford Geertz
The procedure used in this study aimed at developing
a "map" of conspiracy rhetroic by comparing a number of
derivative hypotheses with real-world samples of discourse.
This chapter will open with a discussion of the confirmation,
denial or modifications which the hypotheses received from
the analysis of these two divergent exemplars. The second
phase of the chapter will be an inquiry into the possibility
of considering the role of the speaker's ethos in defining
the conspiracy genre. Finally, the question of sub-genres
within the conspiratorial category will be addressed. Sug-

gestions for further research will be advanced in the latter

two sections.

A Generic "Map" of Conspiracy Rhetoric

Reconstruction of the strategic forms in discourses by

199
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A. Mitchell Palmer and Mark Lane has provided substantial
confirmation for some of the present study's hypotheses.

The flexibility of the conspiracy argument (hypothis 9)

and its ability to coopt and refute criticism (hypothesis 4)
have both been clearly exemplified in the discourses in-
vestigated. Moreover, the notion that the argument occurs
in times of social stress (hypothesis 10) also has been val-
idated. The deductive logic predicted in hypothesis 2 has
obtained, as has the "en masse" presentation of evidence
{(hypothesis 7) and its dramatic format (hypothesis 5}.
Hence, at least a portion of the tentative definition as-
sembled in earlier chapters has been borne out by the critique
of exemplars. And the confirmation comes from comparison of
two quite distinct samples of conspiracy discourse. This
consideration significantly increases the confidence that
can be placed in this portion of the definition, because

it lessens the chance that the findings are solely the pro-
duct of one rhetor's idiosyncrasies,

However, the scrutiny of exemplars also indicates that
modifications of various magnitude may be called for in
other hypotheses. The major consideration is the fact,
discovered in the analysis of Rush to Judgment, that the
propositional content of the conspiracy argument (hypothesis

1) and its causal attributes (hypothesis 2} do not have to

be overtly "claimed." Rather, they can be implied, as by
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Mark Lane. As long as the audience gets the cabalist
message, whether through direct statement to them by the
rhetor or by completing the rhetor's enthymeme, it seems
that the conspiracy argument has achieved at least part
of its propositional intent. Of course, one cannot "per-
sonify" evil if no names are attached to the perpetrators.
Nonetheless, the audience still can be made to realize that
- some group of agents is bringing about the maladies that
the community suffers. This group, however, may be recog-
nizable only by the fact that, without them, evil would be
unexplainable; hence, they symbolize the principle of evil.
Thus, hypothesis 1 may be reconstructed: "The conspiracy
argument obtains in discourse that somehow characterizes
the community as being threatened by evil symbolized as a
secret plot." This construction is more general: It
includes a wider variety of tactics that could be used to
develop a conspiracy argument and does not require a de-
clarative statement naming a specific Plot. The use of the
term "symbolized" (in the sense of Sapir's "condensation
symbol“l) rather than "personified" helps to achieve this
end.

The need for increased generality is also true of hypo-
thesis 2's prediction of deductive causal "claims." If
the conspiracy theme is not stated outright, then neither

will the causal attributions made to the plot take a de-
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clarative form. Thus hypothesis 2 may be reconstructed:
"The conspiracy argument assumes a deductive, causal form."
The use of '"form" rather than ''claim" means that this
statement requires only that the logic and the causal nature
of the argument be somehow operative in the discourse,
rather than being stated overtly.

The dichotomous morality predicted in hypothesis 3 is
not nearly as obvious in Rush to Judgment as in '"'The Case
Against the 'Reds.'' Palmer draws a clear distinction be-
tween the virtue of 1007 Americanism and the depravity of
Bolshevism. Lane, however, simply posits 'truth,"
"justice,'" and the '"'rule of law'" as important values and
suggests that they can be restored by a thorough reinvesti-
gation of the Kennedy assassination. It is true that Lane
identifies no area of compromise between "truth" and the
Warren Commission. But, in the main, the issue does not
seem material to his defense of Oswald and therefore he
seldom addresses it. His values are more abstract and less
likely to be structured into a harsh system of moral polarity.
Thus, hypothesis 3 should be reconstructed in a weakened
form: "The conspiracy argument evinces a morality that
tends to be dichotomous.’” This alteration is not a major
one but it does broaden this particular form so that it can
take in a wider array of moral arguments.

The part of the tentative definition most damaged by

the study of exemplars was hypothesis 6. Predictions of
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urgency, exaggeration, and lurid imagery were clearly
confirmed in "The Case Against the 'Reds.'" They did not
fare as well in the investigation of Rush to Judgment.
While Lane's tone is sometimes strident or sarcastic, he
employs no lurid imagery. In fact, consistent with the
book's "defense brief" structure, he uses virtually no
imagery at all. Further, the question of his tendency to
exaggerate depends on one's own view of the facts of the
case, and the urgency of his message bears only on re-
opening the JFK inquiry, not on the danger facing the polis.
It seems, then, that hypothesis 6 may be only weakly related
to the internal dynamic of dealing with the problem of evil.
Urgency is a characteristic of any rhetor who believes

his or her message to be important; a lurid and exaggerated

style also could be employed in virtually any type of argu-
ment. Further, these characteristics do not seem to be in-
trinsic to the genre. For example, John B. Connally's 1961
address on "the Communist Conspiracy" employs none cof these
forms (other than the ubiquitous urgency). Indeed, when
speaking of the public education campaign needed to alert
the nation to the dangers of Communism, he warns:

Let partisan politics be injected--let

crackpots of the radical right or left

infiltrate--let emotion displace objec-

tive analysis—--and the project is doomed

. « . The country has been alerted--

repeatedly and by the highest authority--
as to the emerging danger of the radical
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fringe in the field of anti-communism. . .
The activity of extremists is ill-
conceived and misdirected. It diverts
our attention from the real danger.
It stands in opposition to our own
democratic institutions and it is
tragically divisive. It causes the
energies of true liberals and conserva-
tives to be expended in acrimonious and
endless disputes.?2
Connally also quotes President Kennedy on the danger of
extremism and recommends specific measures for preventing
fanatical rightists from seizing control of the public in-
formation campaign.3 This is not the familiar voice of the
conspiracy advocate; there are no feverish tones, no under-
currents of hate. Connally seems to be basing his case, in
part, on the absence of such qualities. His appeal is for
a rational, common-sense education program. Thus he tries
te build his arguments around a variety of conspiracy claim
that is designed to be persuasive via the conspicuous lack
-of exaggeration and lurid imagery. Thus it appears that
hypothesis 6 is not confirmed. At worst it should be com-
pletely dismissed from the generic definition; at best it is
a weak corollary to the dramatic form of the conspiracy argu-
ment (hypothesis 5}.
The analysis of Rush to Judgment and "The Case Against
the 'Reds' has yielded some valuable perspectives on the pre-

sent study's hypotheses. Several of these statements have

received strong confirmation. Others, however, have been
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modified or dismissed. If there is any one difficulty in
this latter group of hypotheses it is that they were too
restricted, a characteristic probably resulting from the
rather monolithic nature of the literature from which they
were derived (i.e., most of the secondary literature reviewed
dealt only with rightist speakers and groups:; even the col-
lected primary literature tends to be of this sort). If
this problem has been corrected somewhat, then the present
study may be a useful addition to the literature on con-
spiracy. The modifications made here have the effect of
making some of the hypotheses broader in scope s0 that they
can incorporate the many possible ways in which the conspir-
acy argument's functions can be executed. Thus, the generic
"map" of conspiracy rhetoric now looks as follows:

Substance

(1) The conspiracy argument obtains in discourse that
somehow characterizes the community as being threatened by
evil symbolized as a secret plot.

(2} The conspiracy argument assumes a deductive, causal
form.

(3} The conspiracy argument evinces a morality that
tends to be dichotomous.

(4) The conspiracy argument is capable of coopting or
refuting virtually any criticism.

Style
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(5) The conspiracy argument is dramatic in form.
{Corollary: the drama of the conspiracy argument can be
accompanied by a tendency toward urgency, exaggeration, and
lurid imagery.)
(7) The evidence for the conspiracy argument is pre-

sented en masse.

(8) The conspiracy argument evinces a literalminded view
of facts and events.

{(9) The conspiracy argument is flexible enough to be
easily extrapolated or quickly shifted from one subject or
enemy to another.

“Situation
(10) The conspiracy argument occurs in times of social

stress.

Significantly, the sense of functional dependency among the
hypotheses elaborated in Chapter III has been validated in
both exemplars. The substantive, stylistic, and situational
forms within this generic "map" are related to each other in
functionally "necessary" ways. Removal or substantial al-
teration of any one of them would change the genus

into something significantly different. The conclusion can
be drawn, then, that these forms are part of a "dynamic
fusion” bound together by some internal force. The analysis

in ChaptersII and III and the critique of exemplars provides
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good reason for regarding the rhetorical problem of evil as

the essence of this "internal dynamic." Thus, the con-

spiracy genre is composed of a deductive/causal substantive

form a massively documented/dramatic style, and a "stress-—
ful" situation. The functional outcome of this "fusion"

is a reconciliation of evil with the moral cliams of the
community by the location of blame and the transference of

"guilt to malevolent agents outgide the true polis.

The Ethos of the Conspiracy Advocate

An anomaly developed in the analysis of the samples of
discourse: both Palmer and Lane used obvious techniques to
enhance their credibility, however, the definition of "genre"”
used in the present study does not admit consideration of
these factors. Yet strategies which enhance the speaker's
ethos are central because they can affect how the rhetorical
forms interact and how the audience would perceive the
discourse. The question becomes, then, should the category
of "speaker" be added to those of "substance," "style,"
and "situation"? Moreover, are there any conclusions to
be drawn from this analysis about generic attributes of
conspiracy advocates?

These questions can be addressed together. Assuming
that the "speaker" category is added to the notion of
"genre" there are some tentative statements that can be

advanced about the ethos of the conspiratorialist based on
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the information gleaned ffom the exemplars. First, both
rhetors adopt the posture of a crusader. Palmer makes it
clear that he is leading his Department in a desperate
battle against the powerful forces of international Bol-
shevism. Lane poses as a self-appointed Special Prose-
cutor trying to unearth the real facts of the Kennedy assas-
sination so that the secret powers who oppose "truth,"
"justice," and the "rule of law" will be vanguished. The
central aspects of the crusader posture, then, are the im-
pression that the rhetor is a leader of "the people" and
the notion that his or her efforts are the only thing that
stand between the community and disastér. This latter
aspect speaks to a second portion of the conspiracy advo-

cate's ethos: the claim to superior knowledge or abilities.

Palmer refers frequently to his status as head of a powerful
investigative agency. Also, he speaks of the "confidential"
information that led him to prosecute his campaign against
the "Reds". Lane implies his expert credentials with the
use of terminology, the mastery of vast amounts of highly
specialized evidence, and his efforts to distinguish his
research from that of the "amateur investigators"4 or the
"obsequious, or at least trusting, researcher . . .“5 He
refers to those of his ilk as the "more sophisticated

student . . . those who read critically--that is, with

intelligence, not necessarily with hostility.“6 Both
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rhetors attempt to establish a special form of expert -
stature to increase the salience of their interpretation

of events. Hans Toch has noted this same trend in his study
of the use of conspiracy theories by extremist social move-

ments:

All but those who share the secret are
puppets pulled by invisible strings
walking blindly to their destruction.
Even if the enlightened, too, are to
perish in the holocaust, they at least
will not be sacrificed blindly and
passively. It is they who can read
between the Iines of the handwriting
"on the wall.

Persons who hold a conspiracy belief
frequently provide evidence of their
" superior diagnostic and prognostic
skill.7

Logically, therefore, it appears that the conspiracy advocate
may require a certain unique expertise--~the ability to dis-
cern the machinations of a dark underworld to which ordinary
people are coblivious.

A final tentative factor in the conspiracy advocate's

credibility is the claim that the rhetor is being persecuted.

Palmer observes, ominocusly, that his Department's activities
have been carried out in spite of Congress rather than with

their assistance. He lists numerous complaints against the

legislature and thus places himself in the role of a valiant
(and ultimately victorious} underdog. Lane is more direct

in his claims of persecution. He details several examples
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of government surveillance of his activities,srelates
attempts by the Bar to have him sanctioned,9 and speaks
of efforts to have him prosecuted and harrassed in other
ways.lo Such claims could be important to the conspiracy
advocate because they confirm that a powerful force does
exist that thinks that he or she is so dangerous to the
Plot as to merit overt suppression. Baum has noted this
tendency in his study of the conspiracy theories of the

radical right.11

He cites an example from a speech de-
livered in the late forties by Gerald L. K. Smith:

. . . the secret weapon of this movement

has been the fact that I've been able to

keep going. That's what my enemies are

worried about! They've done enough to

stop me a dozen times. But I'm always

able to pay my bills.12
The material supplied by the exemplars and by secondary
sources, then, seems consistent with the idea that con-
spiracy advocacy may involve certain consistent patterns of
speaker ethos. Factors such as the posture of the crusade,
special knowledge or abilities, and persedution offer solid

starting points for further research in this area.

The Question of Sub-genres

One of the premises of this study has been that previous
research has overemphasized "extremist" conspiracy discourse
to the exclusion of "mainstream" varieties of the genre.

There is the tantalizing prospect here (one that probably
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inheres in generic inguiry) of speculating on the validity
of distinguishing sub-categories within the conspiracy
genre. The information gained from the present analysis
does suggest a few possible distinctions. First, extremist
conspiracy discourse, the type described by most of the
secondary literature, may engage in more exaggeration,
urgency and lurid imagery. The discourses by Palmer and
Lane certainly do not invelve the degree of stridence of
tone or the wild imagery (e.g., constant allusions to
cancer or vermin) that is featured in less moderate dis-
course. Second, the mainstream conspiracy rhetoric re-
viewed here offers solutions to the problem of evil, not
just explanations. Palmer calls for increased support from
Congress and extensive public participation. Lane demands
a re-opening of the Kennedy case so that the facts can be
impartially assessed. Specific proposals of this sort are
seldom forthcoming from hardcore extremists {at least those

on the r_ight).13

Although there may be an occasional call
to repeal the income tax, there is a hopeless pessimism
about even these proposals; for the entire premise of ex-
treme rightist discourse is that 2America is already fully
controlled by the plot.14 McPherson has found that the
use of the conspiracy appeal tends to increase as the

extremism of the rhetor increases.15 Perhaps this change in

the frequency of the appeal is accompanied by substantial
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alterations in its nature. Further research into this
issue might shed some light on the nature of extremist
rhetoric and on the possibility that important sub-cate-
gories exist within the conspiracy genre.l6
A second speculation fostered by the present
study is that different varieties of conspiracy argument may

be used by liberals and conservatives. Palmer and Lane

clearly represent two very different political perspectives.
The former envisions the community as a besieged fortress
trying to repulse the attacks of a fearsome foe. The latter
views the polis as having been subverted by an enemy within
the walls. Palmer is trying to defend our institutions
against revolution, Lane is trying to expose the evil that
is being harbored by these institutions. Baum and
Remington have both identified this trait as a key factor
distinguishing the conspiracy theories of the radical right
. 17
and radical left.
But what of mainstream conservatives and liberals?

Davis provides one possible interpretation in his treatment
of the anti-slavery movement:

But the central theme [of antislavery

historiography], which is so central

to the paranoid style, is the conviction

that an exclusive monolithic structure

has imposed a purposeful pattern on

otherwise unpredictable events. One

suspects that this conviction is a

product of the liberal faith, inherited
from the Enlightenment, that history
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can be shaped in accordance with a

rational plan. When such a comforting

expectation is continually shattered

by wars, depressions, and social

injustice, it is natural to assume

that some evil force is at work. When

the irrationality of events proves

that the children of 1ight have lost

control, then the children of darkness

must have secretly seized the levers

of history. The illusion of American

omnipotence, as Denis Brogan has sug-

gested, easily leads to a fear of un-

American omnipotence.l8
One might compare this style of thought to a conservative
perepective that views man as the victim of fundamental
laws (including his own sinful nature). In such a view, the
community and its institutions have the responsibility of
husbanding certain immutable virtues and restraining the
evil impulses of any errant citizen. Evil, then, represents
an attack on the virtues that constitute the moral core of
the polis. Thus, the enemy is any force that fosters change,
since any change has the potential to prove fatal to the
primal values embodied in the life and language of the polis'}9

Further research int¢ a distinction between the liberal

and conservative brands of conspiracy rhetoric could be
quite useful. Such analysis could reveal the differing ways
in which these two rhetorics define and deal with evil. The
implications of this kind of study can be profound. The

conspiracy theories held by political factions can provide

key insights into their values, internal conflicts, and
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external operations.zo' For much of political life revolves
around the question of finding out who the "enemy" is, what
he or she is up to, and what the community is going to do
about it. The analysis of cabalist thought provides one
obvious way of uncovering some of these central components
of the polis' public life. Insights into conspiracy argu-
ment, then, can be important in understanding the rhetorical
implications of political ideology and the ideological impli-
cations of political rhetoric. Generic study of conspiracy

discourse can provide a useful perspective on such issues.

Conclusion

The conspiracy argument combines the forces of poetic
and dialectic. It is a unique fusion of the drama and the
syllogism. The forms which constitute this fusion of sub-
stance, style, and situation make up a distinct rhetorical
genre. This study has inquired into the nature of these
forms and into their relationship to each other. Through a
detailed analysis of two exemplars, the tentative hypotheses
posited initially have evolved into a "map" of the genre in
which a greater degree of confidence can be expressed.

More importantly, the generic study of conspiracy has
afforded significant insights into the ways in which rhetor-
ical communities deal with the problem of evil. By imposing

a comprehensible order on events, cabalist discourse recon-
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ciles the fact of evil with the supposed virtues of the com-

munity: the source of evil is accounted for and blame is
shifted away from the true polis. This goal is accomplished
through the use of dramatic perspective, massive evidence,
dichotomous morality, and all of the other forms comprising
this type of rhetoric. The central point is not that these
forms have been catalogued (although such an inventory is

desirable), but that their external function (i.e., re-

solving the rhetorical problem of evil} has been identified

and their internal functions (i.e., their relational

dependencies) have been exposed to critical analysis. More-
over, the problem of accounting for evil has been identified

as the internal dynamic that binds the genus' forms together,.

Finally, the insights produced by the foregoing investi-
gation have suggested several additional avenues of research.
As long as there is evil, there will be conspiracy
allegations. Reconciling suffering and privation with the
polis' moral claims is an essential function of rhetorical
communities. The explanatory power of the conspiracy theme
is a "natural" for this role. For it seems that a sinister
account of events is preferable to no understanding at all;

better hell than chaos.
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65Wrone, Wisconsin Magazine of History, p. 24. Wrone
contends that the two reasons are the fear of false con-
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on events that have been made clearer by the passage of
several decades (p. 24).

66Epstein, p. xvii; McDade, p. 8.
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" of the Sixties, ed. Harold Hayes (New York: Delta, 1971),
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68Wrone, Wisconsin Magazine of History, p. 24.

69This observation is made by Kidder, p. 16.

TOLardner, prp. 1l4-17. Lardner argues that had the
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been approved. It was the Congressional Black Caucus, he
contends, that provided the major impetus for re-opening the
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Martin Luther King, Jr." (p. 14).

71R.eport of the Select Committee on Assassinations, U.
S. House of Representatives, The Final Assassination Report
{(New York: Bantam Books, 1979). See especially the divergent
views found in the "Foreword," by Tom Wicker, and the
"Introduction," by G. Robert Blakey (n. pag.). The Report
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Peter Goldman, "Rush to Judgment," Newsweek, 15 January
1979, pp. 26-27; David Gelman and Elaine Shannon, "Marina
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Concludes," Chicago Tribune, 18 July 1979, Sect. 1, p. 1;
James - Coates, "JFK Death: Is a Plot Coming Into Focus?,™
Chicago Tribune, 7 January 1979, Sect. 1, pp. 1-2.

72For example, see "A Conspiracy of the Inept"
(editorial) Chicago Tribune, 7 June 1979, Sec. 3, P. 2.
Tom Margolis, "Not All Are Convinced," Chicago Tribune,
7 January 1979, Sec. 2, p. 2.

73Jeff Goldberg, "Waiting for Justice,"'Inguirz, 7 &
21 January, 1980, pp. 16-19. G. Robert Blakey, one-time
supporter of the Warren Report and former Chief Counsel
for the House Select Committee, is less restrained in his
views: "The Mob killed the President of the United States
and got away with it for fifteen vears and continues to
~get away with it (Blakey quoted in Goldberg, p. 19)."

74This account of Lane's career is a composite drawn
from: Tom Matthews, et al., "Conspiracy Addict," Newsweek,
18 December 1978, pp. 32-34; Steven Brill, "The Case
Against Mark Lane," Esquire, 13 February 1979, pp. 50-52;
Anson, pp. 71-72; Ed Bark, "Life With the Fast Lane,"
- Dallas Morning News, 3 February 1980, p. E 1-2.

7SMark Lane, "Lane's Defense Brief for Oswald,"
National Guardian, 13 December 1969, pp. 5-9. The article
1s the unsolicited defense brief Lane submitted to the
Warren Commission--unsuccessfully.

76Epstein, p. lb.

77Lane's testimony and the Commission's reaction to it
is summarized on pages 276-277, 344 of the Report of the
Warren Commission. His actual testimony is found In Vol. 5,
PpP. 546-561 and Vol. 2, pp. 32-61 of the Commission Hearings.

78Mark Lane, Rush to Judgment (New York: Holt, Rinehart
and Winston, 1966); Mark Lane, A Citizen's Dissent: Mark
Lane Replies (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1968).

gAnson, p. 111. Anson notes that some have character-
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ized Lane as Garrison's "guru" (p. 111). ZLane's commit-
ment to Garrison was demonstrated in February 1967 when he
publicly announced that Garrison had an ironclad case that
would shake "the very foundations of this country" {Lane
quoted in Brill, p. 5).

80Mark Lane, Chicago Eyewitness (New York: Astor-Honor:
1968) ; Mark Lane, Conversations with Americans (New York:
Simon and Schuster, 1970).

81Mark Lane and Dick Gregory, Code Name "Zorro": The
Murder of Martin Luther King, Jr. (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.:
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82Mark Lane, The Strongest Poison (New York: Hawthorn
Books, 1980). Lane's arqument is that Jones was planning
to move his group to the Soviet Union and that, to prevent
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been called "the chief ghoul of American assassinations,™
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damaged the credibility of sincere critics of these past
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lecture and literary agents in tow" (pp. 49, 52).

84Arnold L. Fein, "JFK in Dallas: The Warren Report
and Its Critics," Saturday Review, 22 October 1966, p. 36.
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85Mckinley, p. 130.

86Anson, pp. 74-75.

8?Kaplan,, p. 274.
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891pid., p. 37.

90"JFK: The Death and the Doubts," Newsweek, 5 December
1966, p. 25.

glLane quoted in Bark, p. E-2.

92pnhson, pp. 73-74; O'Neill, p. 94. By April, 1967,
225,000 hardcover and 750,000 paperback copies had been
produced with another large paperback edition in the works.
"Pick of the Paperbacks," rev. of Rush to Judgment, by
Mark Lane, Saturday Review, 29 April 1967, p. 32.

93Lane himself has stated, "my book is not an objective
analysis . . . it is more like a brief for Oswald." Lane
gquoted in Kaplan, p. 283.
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Kaplan, p. 278.

95For example, see Fein, p. 47.

96Wrone, "The Assassination of President John F. Kennedy:
The Critics and the Evidentiary Base," p. 7.
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100Anson, pp. 73-74.

lOIKaplan, pp. 280-285; Wrone, "The Assassination of
President John F. Kennedy: The Critics and the Evidentiary
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ship is made by Brill (p. 51). The accuracy of Brill's
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was thought to be the author at the time of publication and
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102Mark Lane, "Introduction-Retrospective,” (1975),
- Rush to Judgment (1966; rpt. New York: Dell, 1975), pP. V.
All citations in this section are to the Dell reprint edition.
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1121:4., pp. 342-343.

H31pia., p. 69.

41pi4., p. 75.

11515i4., p. 76.

116For example, Lane claims that most of the witnesses
believe the shots came from the "grassy knoll" (pp. 36-45,
113); that most of the doctors who examined Kennedy felt
that his throat wound showed signs of bullet entry incon-
sistent with Oswald's having fired from behind (pp. 48, 53);
and that 16 of 17 witnesses believe Jack Ruby was well
acquainted with members of the Dallas Police Department
(pp. 232-235).

ll?For example, Lane claims that those witnesses inter-
viewed immediately after the shooting (and thus more re-
liable) tend to disconfirm the Commission's account of the
events (p. 43); that the doctors who reported the soonest
after their examination tended to regard Kennedy's throat
wound as inconsistent with the Report’s findings (p. 48).
In addition to the criterion of "recency'! of testimony,
Lane implies throughout the book that the more unbiased
or reliable the witness, the more Oswald's guilt was ques-
tioned. Indeed, in his concluding chapter he asserts that
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sion against interest" (p. 397).
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the "Magic Bullet," Lane claims that, "the Commission proved
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119For example, Lane cites the tests on Oswald's rifle
{pp. 117, 219) and the misrepresentation of testimony about
the package Oswald carried into the Book Depository (p. 147)
as blatant instances of the Commission's bias. Other ex-
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amples of this claim are so numerous as to defy summary.
He sums up the point: The Commission's "criteria for in-
vestigating and accepting evidence were related less to
intrinsic value of the information, I believe, than to its
paramount need to allay fears of conspiracy"™ (p. 175).

120For example, Lane accuses the Dallas Police Depart-
ment of "incredible stupidity" in its handling of security
measures for Oswald (p. 227}. He states flatly: "The
Dallas Police Department was to blame for Oswald's murder"

(p. 215). Also, he asserts that the Secret Service doctored

evidence (p. 10l1) and tried to influence witnesses {(pp.

242-243). The FBI is charged with similar malfeasance (p.95).
121

For example, Lane notes that all FBI material devel-
oped in witness interviews is "hearsay" (p. 39n). Also, he
asserts that some of those called to testify about the mur-
der of Officer J. D. Tippit (attributed to Oswald by the
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had adversary procedures been in effect {(p. 178).

l22For example, Lane argues that the media overstates
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{(p. 286).

123Lane's concluding chapter (pp. 377-398) contains a
recitation of the Commission's violations of the "rules of
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servation of the "rule of law". The book ends almost as
suddenly as it begins. '

124These observations agree with those of Kidder, p. 6,
and Lord, p. 273.

1251n his 1975 "Intreoduction-Retrospective" Lane is
more direct in claiming that a conspiracy exists, but even
here he is unwilling to name names beyond his implication that
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1381p54., p. 117.

1391pi4., pp. 157, 362.
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~gest that the federal courts blocked Jim Garrison's per-
jury prosecution of Clay Shaw for less than noble motives,
and the Dallas Assistant Police Chief who escorted Jack
Ruby to the scene of Oswald's murder was later promoted
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nificant role in mapping out the route of the President’'s
motorcaide (pp. xxvii, xiv).

146Jacob Cohen, "Conspiracy Fever," Commentary, 60
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