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of mystification which has become standard oper-
ating procedure. Advertising, public relations, mar-
keting, spin, double-talk and doublethink have be-
come far more prevalent than they have been in the
past. As so many of the novelists discussed by
Melley are fond of emphasizing, we are so often
puzzled about who, exactly, it is and how, exactly,
they are doing it to us. This is fertile ground for
nurturing theories and beliefs that abolish the un-
certainty and give us the answers.

We seem to have a built-in affinity for the
use of projective mechanisms. When we are anx-
ious, disturbed, fearful, or guilty, we seem to move
easily into a search for something external on
which to blame our discomfort. Thus, scapegoat-
ing, moral panics, hysterias, and conspiracy theo-
ries flourish.

A full psychohistorical explanation in-
volves looking at the influence of both history (the
external) and the psyche (the internal). When a
particular form of conspiracy theory or hysteria
captures the popular imagination it is most likely
because it resonates with both powerful internal
anxieties and potent external realities.

David Lotto, PhD, is a psychoanalyst/
psychologist in private practice in Pittsfield,
Massachusetts, as well as an adjunct professor at
the University of Massachusetts. Dr. Lotto is an
active member of the Psychohistory Forum and the
International Psychohistorical Association, who
often writes about issues of war and peace, and
health  care. He may be reached at
<Lotto8@juno.com>. U

Historical Evolution of
Conspiracy Theories in the West

Marcus LiBrizzi
University of Maine at Machias

Review of Daniel Pipes, Conspiracy: How the
Paranoid Style Flourishes and Where It Comes
From. New York: Free Press, 1997. Paperback:
ISBN 0684871114, 258 pages, $17.00.

Conspiracy offers a compelling analysis
and in-depth survey of conspiracy theories since
the advent of the modern period in the 18th cen-
tury. The book, however, operates under two as-
sertions that distort its overall political impact and
historical perspective.

The first shortcoming of the book is foun-
dational, deriving from Pipes' very definition of

conspiracy theories. "A conspiracy theory is the
fear of a nonexistent conspiracy" (p. 21). This
definition is counter-productive since it contradicts
the very definition of theory as a concept or formu-
lation awaiting verification. Further, Pipes does
not restrict himself to describing theories that have
been thoroughly discredited, such as anti-Semitic
claims of a Jewish secret hegemony. He also dis-
cusses theories whose truth claims cannot be so
easily dismissed, such as the CIA's involvement in
drug trafficking. This flaw undermines the politi-
cal impact of the book.

The other shortcoming in Pipes' work is
historical. It involves his thesis that global con-
spiracy theories (theories that posit the existence of
a secret group determined to take over the world)
are a product of the modern period. Pipes asserts
that, prior to the late 18th century, conspiracy theo-
ries were predominately local in scope (p. 22).
"One might say that just as the European philoso-
phical tradition consists of a series of footnotes to
Plato, its tradition of world conspiracy theories
consists of footnotes to the Enlightenment" (p. 66).
This assertion, which grounds the concept of a
world conspiracy theory in the modern period, can-
not stand up to historical evidence, in particular the
huge body of millenarian discourse that predates
the 18th century, a body of work premised on the
existence of a satanic plot for world domination.
Furthermore, in the period prior to the 18th century
and prior to emerging concepts of nationalism, it is
not possible to claim outright that conspiracy theo-
ries are not global in their implications.

What saves the book and testifies to its en-
during value in the theory of conspiracism is the
scholarship it offers. Although the basic assertions
of this text impair its overall historical perspective,
Pipes nonetheless succeeds in providing an excel-
lent close study of the evolution of conspiracy
theories in the West. He is sensitive to the cultural
determinants of conspiracism, the factors that
shaped and informed this body of thought in differ-
ent geographical and cultural contexts. Particularly
valuable is his lucid survey of two traditions and
their merger -- "what began as two wholly discrete
sets of fears has gradually, irregularly, but steadily
merged. Anti-semitic and anti-secret society pho-
bias began an unrelated phenomena with different
appeals; over time they became ever more simi-
lar" (p. 141).

Another valuable dimension to Pipes' work
is the detailed exploration of what he calls the
"distinct patterns of conspiracism" (p. 38). Typical
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structures include a predilection for the obscure,
the reluctance to divulge sources, and the tendency
to overwhelm the reader with a flood of sources
and references (p. 41). Other distinct patterns in-
clude a basic irony or inversion, in which apparent
friends are really enemies, and apparent enemies
are secretly friends. These patterns provide more
than the means of labeling spurious from credible
arguments -- although on this count alone Pipes'
work is useful. These patterns provide insight into
the discursive structures of conspiracism and the
epistemology they support. Out of the format of
prewritten scenarios derive predictable ways of
perceiving the world.

So while his political impact and historical
perspective are disabled by his larger assertions,
Pipes works well on the level of the close reading
and the fine-grained historical analysis. On this
level, his work advances the study of conspiracy
theories and is recommended reading.

Marcus LiBrizzi, PhD, is Assistant
Professor of English at the University of Maine at
Machias, where he specializes in cultural studies
and the development of political culture through
discursive media. He is a co-author of Maine
Politics _and Government (1992). He may be
reached at <mlibrizz@acad.umm.maine.edu>. 1
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Human instrumentality has always been
limited and those limits have always engendered
anxiety. However, in the past, anxiety was allayed
by the mythical powers attributed to human prayers
and good deeds intended to induce the benevolent
intercession of a Supreme Being on behalf of an
individual, clan, or tribe. In the present, the human
sphere of action has been globalized and extended
beyond the illusion of remaining controllable. But
despite the absence of an expectation of control
and independent functioning, the extant reality
causes at least apprehension, sometimes suspicion
and, in the extreme, paranoia.

Conspiracy theories are fears of non-
existent conspiracies (Daniel Pipes, Conspiracy:
How the Paranoid Style Flourishes and Where It
Comes From, 1997). Many conspiracy theories

contain “a critique of the contemporary social or-
der [and] assume the coming end of a moment
cursed by secret power and a ... new beginning
where secrecy vanishes and power is transparent
and utilized by good people for the good of all.”
Unfortunately, the theories fail to indicate “how to
move from the end of the uncovered plot to the
beginning of a political movement” (Mark Fenster,
Conspiracy Theories: Secrecy and Power in
American Culture, 1999, pp. 225-226).

Conspiracy theories are theories of power,
of the ruling individuals’ power that controls
“virtually all aspects of social life, politics and eco-
nomics” (Conspiracy Theories, p. xiv). Postindus-
trial developments have had different benefits or
detriments for different groups of people and,
therefore, different influences on their perception
of the increase in technical autonomy relative to
their personal autonomy and instrumentality.
Doubts “about how knowledge is produced and
about the authority of those who produce it” add to
the sense of being manipulated (Empire, p.10).
Conspiracy theories reflect that insecurity resulting
from the simultaneously diminishing personal
agency and increasing social controls. They are an
expression of the anxiety Melley calls “agency
panic” (Empire, p. 1).

Melley distinguishes the structural controls
vested in governmental organizations and corpo-
rate bureaucracies from intentional, “malevolent”
control by the media “depth boys” (the motiva-
tional researchers who employ psychologically-
inspired “subterranean operations,” for example, to
induce a “hypnoidal trance” in shoppers). The con-
junction of intentional and structural control may
significantly diminish individual agency as a result
of individuals having become “emasculated” sub-
jects of external agencies. The (unconscious) reali-
zation that the individual is a part of a larger sys-
tem with a life of its own and the “postmodern
transference” that sometimes attributes rationality
and motives to systems (Empire, p. 40) strengthen
the perception of having become victims of outside
forces and experiencing exacerbated anxiety. Indi-
viduals or groups may defensively develop con-
spiracy theories. “Multiple, interlocking, heteroge-
neous systems” that are relatively immutable
through outside influences are particularly
"subversive of individual agency" and replace the
self-relating subject with a self-relating system
(Jurgen Habermas quoted by Melley in Empire).

Alienated members of a mass society, who
may also be estranged from themselves -- from




