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Chapter l

The Temptation of Conspiracy Theory, or: Why
Do Bad Things Happen to Good People?

Part I: Preliminary Draft of a Theory

of Conspiracy Theories*

Dieter Groh

Human beings are continually getting into situations wherein they can no longer
understand the world around them. Something happens to them that they feel they
did not deserve. Their suffering is described as an injustice, a wrong, an evil, bad
luck, a catastrophe. Because they themselves live correctly, act in an upright, just
manner, go to the right church, belong to a superior culture, they feel that this suf-
fering is undeserved. In the search for a reason why such evil things happen to them,
they soon come upon another group, an opponent group to which they then attribute
certain characteristics: This group obviously causes them to suffer by effecting
dark, evil, and secretly worked out plans against them. Thus the world around them
is no longer as it should be. It becomes more and more an illusion, a semblance,
while at the same time the evil that has occurred, or is occurring and is becoming
more and more essential, takes place behind reality. Their world becomes unhinged,
is turned upside down, in order to prevent damage to or destruction of their own
group (religion, culture, nation, race) they must drive out, render harmless, or even
destroy those —called “conspirators”—carrying out their evil plans in secret. Such
orgies of persecution and annihilation against imagined or imaginary enemies
accompany the history of Europe from, at the latest, the era of the persecution of the
Jews and the Inquisition of the High Middle Ages up through the genocides of the
recent past. In comparison to the belief in conspiracies —which is called the theory
of conspiracy —belief in magic and witches associated with the so-called primitive
cultures and with the European folk-culture seems harmless, especially in regard to
the consequences for the conspirators.

*Numerous ideas were generated by discussions with various participants at our symposium
in May 1984 in Bad Homburg, especially from Erich Wulff. Without the aid of his paper on
paranoid delusion of conspiracy it would not have been possible for me to work out the differ-
ence between individual and collective delusion in the area of conspiracy theories. 1 was also
able to profit from the valuable cooperation of Ruth Groh on this particular point.

1/} t1Translated by Pauline Cumbers.
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Pheter Groh

We as historians would be taking our task oo lightly if we characterized theories

of conspiracy as simply irrational or pathological, and classified the supporters of

such ideas, including Hitler, as sick and abnormal. Such theories of CONSpiracy
represent a permanent temptation for us all. At the level of everyday perception,
only healthy common sense can prevent us from taking the step that leads to the
belief in such explanatory models for specific phenomena —a step taken more easily
than the reverse. At the scientific level, only considerations from the realm of
behavior and history theory, supported by a glance at the psychodynamics of con-
spiracy theory, can convince us that we are dealing with systems of collective delu-
sion. They are, at the most irrational insofar as their logic, and their coherence and
their causal nexus are superior to reality.

No other area of historical study invites cooperation between the science of his-
tory and social psychology--indeed even psychopathology— more urgently than that
dealing with theories of conspiracy. Bearing in mind such a cooperation, [ would like
to define the term conspiracy theory as broadly as possible and approach a theory
of such conceptions by way of a taxonomy. At the head of these efforts toward the
discovery of the motives giving rise to such models and patierns of interpretation as
conspiracy theories, I would like to place two quotations as mottos. The first is from
Friedrich Diirrenmatt (Henry IV): “The irrationality of hope is to succeed neverthe-
less by means of reason,” for it is clear that our task is one undertaken in the sense
of the Enlightenment—in its most recent formulation (Habermas, 1981). It is
equally clear that man’s instinctive nature has all too readily been neglected by a part
of the Enlightenment, right up 10 the present time.

The second motto is to be found in Shakespeare: “The action is ours not the goal.”
Thus was formulated an insight that in Shakespeare’s time was anything but evident,
and which forms the basis of every criticism of conspiracy theory, namely the
insight that the history that men “make” is in a specific sense ned “their” history.

Initial Approach to a Definition of the Term

In the attempt to determine conspiracy theories or constructs of conspiracy theories,
I'wish to select formulas that allow treatment of both their most crude and most sub-
lime forms. Intended is the construction of an ideal type in Max Weber's sense,
which—as is always the case in such a procedure—can be more appropriately
applied to one real type than to another. In the case of the witch-delusion, for exam-
ple, real and ideal type would have coincided were it not for the devit as an irritating,
that is, metaphysical element,

Men make their history themselves, but that which results as history is not their
history in the sense that it is what they intended. To put it another way, in the realm
of history, reference subject and action subject are not identical. If this is 50, then
groups can only take possession of “their” history by an “act of rhetorical self-
designation,” namely by usurping history (Liibbe, 1977, pp. 38-80). Histories are
processes that do not conform to the active purpose of those involved; they are
processes without a reference subject, which means that we are not the active sub-
jects of that which happens to us. This is so because the historical process generaies
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complex systems and these are by definition n<3t at the disposn} ()I'.lhc. i,l(,.‘[ ive Sllh;]<.:l:‘.'!l.l
Structurally speaking, history requires, lhcrclor_e, n.ot an active blli)}btl- l?.ull merely

a reference subject: “Histories are processes ol actions in ﬂ()ll'SiEli.]dilldi[.{..d\. mm-_
mastered situations and thus not calculable according o slandurdu_ccd I'Llit’,‘b, %l.m.s
rules of action cannot be obtained from them” (Libbe, 1.977, p. 8(}}. }t rulfs of‘a%‘uo‘rl
cannot be gained from past history then future hislo'ry is u_for.lefmrl not me.ilfcablu‘}
in the sense of the undisturbed realization of intentions. If this is s0, then i.u.stol:y i
also a forteriort, not plannable in the way presuppased by conspiracy lhe(_n.'ses. §uc]1
theories—this would be their first defirition in ferms of a fhc.fory of fI(f{.'()IIT
presupposc that the intentions of active subjects 11'nagmed as cons;)_n'afol 8 ‘h.avc bcg\n
realized in the course of history without disrupuon., or will hg rculuc.d Ifl am‘)l‘hu
group does not counter them by gaining information os their machinations and
preventing the realization of their intentions. A

Conspirators arc so powerful that they master the course of history. Ina sen'sg they
are perfect, that is to say more powerful, clever, and competent than non?ml n;(zf—.
tals. They have common attributes. Among these can be coumeQ, above al],‘ t 1u\1
unusually strong sense of solidarity, which, compared Fo that of all other groups,
constitates a type of countersolidarity. However, conspirators are giso we%ikuanhdh
herein lies a paradox of all conspiracy theories-—-even incapable of using lhclf' power
to their own advantage, This, however, is only the cage when one recognizes ‘il:ie
specific weak point among the conspiratoss. This‘apphcs to vampires, the typm\xl
loners of folk-cultural imagination, also 1o the devil, the conspirator par excellence
of the elite cultural religious imagination. . .

As for the rime perspective, we can differentiate between conspiracy theories that
refer more to the past, others that refer more to the present, and‘aga.m ()ll1c?rs that
refer to the future. More frequently, however, their time perspective s conunugus:
The conspirators planned and carried out evil in ‘l!xe past, they are succ;ssiuiﬁl.yv
active at the present, and will triumph in the fuu-lrc if tht.zy are not disturbed in their
plans by those with information about their sims!er. d.omgb:. o

The geograpity of conspiracy theories can be subflwldcd into a umver:}zl;hsl S)flL —
the conspirators are everywherc—and a locaiwcgmtml.oncftl?e conspirators are
only active in a certain place or area. In regard to 1h§;rl ublq%umusnf:ss, 1'1 waouid
seem that conspirators have no problems regarding lc>gl§l1cs. If they Q1d exist, they
would be highty sought and weli-paid professors in military academies throughout
the world. o ‘

The historical context—history is after all, a scientific dxsc-:plme of the context
(E.P. 'ﬂlnznp50:1, 1971/72)—plays a decisive role in the genes:s.and elabm‘atpn of

" conspiracy theories in two ways, First, reality must be upp‘ropr:gte”w them m‘tbc
sense of “welcome structures” (Althusser) and “welcome orientation (Krug!-fumks)_
They must not only suit reality, but what is more, they must al‘lhe same um_e.bc
attracted to reality. Then they must be logically coherent ws.lh lllm pl’C\:’ﬁliil‘l.g
interpretation pattern of a group, nation, culture, religion, that is, with lh‘c.u' reh--
gious, political, sociocubtural, and so forth, ideas. Both these points are of impor-
tance for their high historical variability. .

Looked at formally, their spectrum ranges from interpretation ‘puﬂerns or every-
day theories through regular paradigms to scientific constructs of great plausibility,
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which betray their conspiratorial-theoretical core only to the professional eye. In the
case of the witch pattern, we are dealing with elaborate “theories” in an historical-
theological context; in the case of the boom in “theories” after the French Revolution
we are dealing with historical-theological and historical-philosophical drafts, which
attribute the revolutionary events (o a conspiracy by Freemasons and Jacobins. Con-
spiracy theories are not only logically consistent, they can also be cquipped with
everything normatly associated with a scientific paradigm as understood by modern
history of science (i.e., Polanyi, 1958/1970)—a statement that Thomas 8. Kuhn

(1970) would reject but Paul Feyerabend (1975) accept.

In regard 1o the content, this can involve magic notions such as that someone has
an evil eye capable of bringing disaster to others, and so this individual must belong
{0 a group to which one can further ascribe such and other evil characteristics and
of which one can believe that they had conspired to bring harm. In the case of magic
notions we are dealing with “theories” that outdo reality in logical consistency and
coherence and thus are compatible with our scientific thinking in as far as these
notions arise from a similar conviction of the existence of causality. This applies
cven more in the case of explicit conspiracy theories such as the “lew pattern,”
“witch pattern,” and “Freemason pattern,” among others.

With conspiracy theories, we are dealing with a specific kind of irrationality
associated with a stubborn, highly rational, and highly operational logic. In my
opinion, this logic can only be refuted in the realm of the theory of action and his-
tory, and the motives exposed from a sockopsychological point of view. If this
i$ really so, then in the strict sense, conspiracy theories cannot be scientifically
refuted —at least not as long as one maintains the scientific-historical assumption of
paradigms as developed and refined by Thomas S. Kuhn (1962, 1970, 1971, 1974)
and others (Lakatos & Musgrave, 1970). It remains to be seen whether the “way out
of the quarrel of justification” indicated by Jiirgen Mittelstral (1984) can help us in
this matter.

Perhaps the only empirical and scientific evidence for the fact that there are no
conspiracies in the sense of conspiracy theories is that despite the many pernicious
conspiracies that have accompanied history in the last 1,000 years we are still alive
and can discuss the reasons for and form of such conspiracies in a symposium.

The way in which the fiendish or evil group actually “conspires” need not neces-
sarily be very concrete in the eyes of those who feel harmed or threatened. It is
unimportant whether it is a foreign group or one constituted by being isolated within
their own; whether they are real persons or—at least at the beginning—only
imagined ones who later by means of a social atchemy become incarnate; the core

of a conspiracy theory is to be sought in the reatm of the social imaginary as under-
stood by Castoriadis (1975).

Obviously, when looked at from the point of view of theories of action and history,
all conspiracy theories are constructed according to the same pattern. As for the DSy~
chodynamics, there exists one that applies on the one hand to all conspiracy theories
as described for example by Arie Kruglanski (Chapter 13) from the point of view of
the theory of attribution. On the other hand, cach individual conspiracy theory
presents its own specific psychodynamics as tentatively sketched by Norman Cohn
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(1975, pp. 258-263) for the witch-delusion, and for some other theories by me (see

Chapter 2).

Structurally, conspiracy theories can be reduced to images of a Ma.mich.ufan yvm'lcl‘
view of “cosmic childishness” {Erik H. Erikson). Thcy.allow clca-r |dcnvnllc‘z.umn lui‘
the perpetrator of events experienced as disaster, calamity, flaw, d:g,lcss:oinl '-:()f],1;: ki
“right” path, and so on. Disciples of C.G. Jung—and E am r!f)l ().HCW?)V()L‘l ( :;pc.‘:.‘ uk
an archetype. In any case, people who have such notions of the world are not sic
in the sense of having clinically pathological symptoms. o

Seen functionally, the advantage of an imcrpr.cmtlon pattern based (?n a conspn acy
theory—for those who accept it—is that, firsg, it zx.llows one, or at least makes n‘clas-
jer, to reduce dissonant perceptions, and second, it allowls one to s'cducle complcxu)'/.‘
In other words, attraction and spread of conspiracy theories c.an be atirtbuted 1o their
function of atleviating groups or individuals in “stress siluauons’i frqm the pressure
of reality. “When bad things happen to good people” lhc.n something is wrong in the
world, and this inconsistency must be able to be explained! . o

By means of such theories and their associai.cd interpretation paucr‘ns, !IlleK\i"
uals, groups, social strata, classes, peoples, nations, races, and cultures pr_(?n(}_gracc
themselves (o be lord of circumstances —which they srlm[?ly are not. Histor w.al—
theological or historical-philosophical ideas prevailing in high cu.ltun:s an.d- hav-m,g
a future-oriented perspective usually require a kai-ecjaont Qr delaying power in (.)l.dfr
to explain why paradise on carth or an improvement in social, economic, or p()]i[‘l(.dl
conditions has not come about—a delay in the parusia (1‘he §cc0nd commg.ot the
savior} being the rule rather than the exception. This deiaymg instance regardn.u‘g, the
coming of the end of the world or the Last Judgment ():‘.the hmdra'nce of pa\radls('r on
earth is imagined to be a conspirator. Conversely, thcprnes anq their authors explla.m'—
ing an event already over and experienced as negauvc‘ require someone, l)h'nl llls. a
group, that brought about this event through a conspiracy in ()rdef to b‘<_ able to
recommend themselves to the remaining intact society or to posterity as the only

refuge from the evils of this world. _ o

The power of attraction resulting from the unhurdcm‘ng and reducing function in
a dualist view of the world seems to be so great that ofien enough groups cc)ul(.i be
found to assume the role ascribed to them by the conspiracy theories and 10 behc\.fe
in all seriousness that they had intentionally brought about particula‘r.' EVEIS, Certain
processes “into motion,” or that they could achieve previously detmgd goals w.uh
certain strategics. Thus, in the sense of a self-fulfilling prophccg, conspiracy the_orlcs
seem either to produce the necessary agents for their p!allSlblifly anq empirical
verification or else to refer directly in their emergence to such self-acclaimed agents
of the historical process.

Are Adherents of Conspiracy Theories Paranoid?
In scientific Hiterature, one often meets the opinion that in the case of conspirucy the-

ories one is dealing with paranoid delusion. Such a reference to individual ;m{hf)l(.)gy
can only help us, that is, represent useful information, if we understand the clinical
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phenotype of paranoia as an individual sickness and on the basis of such knowledge
consider closely the possibilities and limitations of analogics with cotlective delu-
ston. For such atask [ can profit from the work by Erich WultY, appearing as Chapter
H} in this volume, and to which | refer in the following.

My initial question is: What structural analogies, and at the samne time what
differences, exist between a paranoid delusion of conspiracy expressed by an
individual and collective delusions? It seems (o me that various structural elements
in the clinical form of paranoia offer potential explanations of collective delusion.
Three such elements should be mentioned:

1. The isolation of the delusion regarding the personality of a sick person and the
realms of life affected. A caring father, affable socialite, highly intelligent law-
yer, and at the same time fanatic Nazi and Jew-hater— such an isolation of delu-
sion from the normal bourgeois role is well known to us,

2. "The overdevelopment of the ability 1o argue logically for the delusion on the one
hand and the parallel inabitity 1o logically criticize the deluded premises of such
a logical construct” corresponds o the pseudoscientific constructs of conspiracy
theories and their hermetic structure. Obviously, in both cases, the individual
and the collective, we are dealing with a confrontation of two logics, which does
not take place for the sick person or the adherent of conspiracy thearics, but
which can be painful and even deadly for the victims of such theories.

3. The quoted defense mechanism of “projective inversion” of which 1 will speak in
connection with the witch-patiern (see Chapter 2y making use of Freudian teemi-
notogy.

Furthermore, the clinical description of other structural elements and functions
of individual delusion, such as delusion as attempt at cure, the phenomenon of
concretization, and the catalogue of steps toward coneretization in the penesis of
delusion, for example naning the hidden, the process of transformation of the real
world into pure phenomenal world—all these are valuable for the analysis of the
collective phenomenon. The sume can be said for the relationship between mentalits
primirive and logical discourse in a particufar culture and/or in the process of cul-
tural evolution.

Attwo points Erich Wulff speaks of a difference from and a parallel 1o collective
conspiracy theory: On the ene hand, the paranoid must achieve the concretization
alone at the beginning as for him or her it is not clear who the conspirators are
and what they want. On the other hand, the last two of the four sieps of concretiza-
tion are more-or-less identical with those of collective conspiracy theory: naming of
individual or collective conspirators and the exposure of their machinations.

At the end of Chapter 10, Erich Wulff presents a catalogue of questions and sets
tasks that concern us historians. I would like to address the questions on “fixation
points and weakness in disposition for later collective distortions in perception.” on
the “characteristic relationship between such weak points and actual historical siress
sttuations,” and on the “relationship between collective representation and
individual idea.”

g
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In the fotlowing I attempt--tentatively and provisionally—to illustrate structural
analogies and differences between individual delusion of conspiracy and cotlective
delusion and its genesis, mainly by means of the example of the witch-delusion and
its origins.

It is no coincidence that we speak of the witch-delusion, as it has all the features
of a delusion. 1 would like to call it a collective metaphysical delusion.

1. Triggering situation: spiritual upheaval, political upheaval, cconomic crises,
crop failures, famine, epidemics led 1o a

2. crisis of consciousness (cognitive reorientation under stress), which became
manifest in the experience of threat and evoked fear. The world is no longer as
it was and as it shoukd be. It is unhinged, turned upside down,

3. Search for explanations, for the guilty person or parties: Who threw the world
off balance? Unconscious search for relief: win room for movement, possi-
bilities of action, first step toward collective “salvation attempt” (myth of the
savior, etc.).

Prerequisites and disposition leading the collective search for explanations:

a. animistic view of the worid of the mentalité primitive: Chance does not exist,
everything is directed by concealed forces, Animistic thinking was prevalent
above all in the realms of health and sickness right up into the European
modern era.

b. a high cultural manifestation of this anthropological universalism in the
Church tradition is the two-kingdom teaching of Saint Augustine: Civitas
Dei and Civitas Diaboli are believed to really exist. The salvation plan of
God is opposed by the destruction plan of the Devil, who is active here below
in the wortd.

c. In folk-culture, from ancient times up 1o today, there exist reversed-world
rituals {Carnevat} with their symbols and figures. I presume that before the

+ persecution of the wilches the witch was among them. This 1§ certainly the
case in the period afler the persecutions. Carneval rituals have in fact a sinn-
tar function as myths and dreams: They are wish-fulfiliment, playful identifi-
cation with what frightens us by putting on the masks of devils, witches, and
S0 oR.

4. The process of concretization. This begins with the emergence of a collective
conspiracy theory, although in a phase ol indeterminateness. As opposed to
individual delusion, this indeterminateness is not the result of a changed percep-
tion of reality, Rather, with the accumulation of critical phenomena, the world
is experienced as turned upside down, concretely and not apparentiy. What on
the other hand is indeterminate is the reason for the reversal, what is behind it
all. While the paranoid individual experiences the opposition as surface-
apparent versus enigmatic-essential, at the beginning of a collective delusion the
opposition is manifest-reversed versus concealed-reversing. The loss of touch
with reality on the part of the individual, who is no longer able to endow collee-
tive cultural values with subjectively binding significance and in the structuring
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phase of his or her delusion concretizes the enigmatic essentials 1o private

fantasics —this has no equivalent in the collective sphere.

It is possible that the process of reduction of indeterminateness on the part of a
group proceeds as follows: The members deny the subjectively binding character of
a cultural everyday fact, for example, a red-haired woman with a hooked nose; but
they do this in order instead 1o recognize a second widespread and competing sig-
nificance of consequence, for example, the witch pattern. An animistic folk-cultural
tradition, namely harmful magic, is shrouded by a high cultural traditional belief in
the real existence of evil in the world, embodied in Satan and his accomplices; thig
amalgam then produces a collective metaphysical detusion. The nearness to reality
and the power of realization of collective conspiracy theories could be based on such
a process.

While the forms in which the paranoid individual, both in his thoughts and
actions, deals with his delusion remain for the most part in the realm of fantasy and
panic action against the common reality of the everyday is rare, collective con-
spiracy theories often lead to the murder and death of the “conspirators.” In the realm
where his delusion reigns supreme, the paranoid individual forgoes the common,
cultural reality. For him or her it loses its vatue through the suspension of any subjec-
tive significance. With collective delusion it is exactly the opposite: Here, subjective
recognition of a “delusional” cultural value can have the effect of consolidating and
strengthening a community. What then emerges in their fantasy is the community of
the threatened whose solidarity is endangered. In reality, however, they are the
community of persecutors supposedly fighting the couniersolidarity and eliminating
its representatives. The delusional cultural meaning takes over the superego of the
members of the collective caught up in the delusion—as in mass psychology the
leader figure.

With good conscience, witches are tortured, made by force 10 speak and atmost
always confess —(inquisitio: ask to be told)—and are burned. Such persecilion
rituals, the uncovering of the hidden, could only have gained footing at a time when
both lay and religious authoritics functionalized prevailing predispositions (an
animistic view of the world, belief in good and bad witches) 1o their own advantage,
producing a collective delusion and thus officially legitimizing the persecutions.
Just how precarious this self-made community of persecutors and assumed saviors
was —founded on delusional premises —became apparent at the latest at the climax
of the witch-delusion when even the persecutors became potential persecuted par-
ties, the witch-delusion having become universal. At that puint even the most “nor-
mal” face could be seen as the mask of a witch. Even though the constitution of the

community of persecutors was intended to relicve fear and gain room for action, the
persecution itself produced an even greater burden and restricted the room for
action: Conspirators could be everywhere! Everyone could be suspected of being
involved! This phenomenon is valid not onty for the final phase of the witch persecu-
tions but also for other uncovered “conspiracies.” as the Stalin Trials in the 19305
demonstrate (see Koestler, 1950). That which forms the beginning for the individual
paranoid person, namely the wansformation of the real world into a pure

|
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phenomennl world, constitutes the {inal phnsg for .lhc C(.)llcctiv‘c ti'c.h.mm‘): ill:c
attempt to save the world by eiimimuing C()I]s:pll‘alol'l‘dl cvn.l:d‘()crb‘_k.,iu‘i:, .to dolfl :;i
pathotogical crisis of the whole commun.ny—t;-om lhe"mcdsw%i‘ per ;LLrl!J‘lilf.\)-nl e
Jews through the Inquisition and witch trials up to the final phase of the Thirc

and beyond.

Conspiracy Theory Constructs in the Science of History

For the science of history, the seductive power of conspiracy lh‘eor.y constr?n‘ct.s llc.:'
in their radical counterthesis 10 the concept ofl“chan‘cc as a motivational I'C-h{, in lE)L
writing of history” (Koselleck, 1968), that is, in thcu‘isupposcd ?xp!anaifnl)f p.(z\yul.
In this realm, however, we are not dealing with conspiracy lheor@ in ic sansc,ju-s[
defined but rather with constructs that can be justifiably dealt wlllh!n this framewm%c
because certain aspects of motivation and action theory coincide to an almost
stonishing extent.
3520;:5‘:;‘:‘%]:{’::% power of such ideas and constructs is so strong that even ’:;‘mn.c
prominent contemporary historians have for a time been persuaded h){ them. “IIUS,\
Reinhart Koselleck, in his Criticism and Crisis (1959), ‘represc.mcd a hlg}]ly suF)hmf,
form of conspiracy theory, based on the i1isloricopiuio.sop]ucal premises of (‘Z‘a[l.
Schmitt (for example, 1938, p. 92). Here he propagated in persuasive formulam.).ns
the conviction that the critical ideas of the Eniighlenn'lent phﬁow;ahers, t%u:‘u xlal
they instigated in the name of Reason, and furthermore in secret c1.|<.:l‘es,‘ agam:l\l‘ }c
absolutist Prince State and its arcana imperii, brought about the crisis of the AE]L}IL.H.
Regime and finatly the Revolution, with which the ‘jpmhogcnesw gt th‘e bou.r%wu;
world” (thus the subtitle) really began to assume universal proportions. In light o
the sociohistorical evidence, this claim must appear somewhat exaggerated. .
But even structural history, conceived as social history, is per s¢ no remedy agan\asl
conspiracy theory Constructs or against theiy slipping In um.mnc'ed. -G[ezft.imr(is}n;,’ni
for cxample Bismarck, whose effective power modern 5(301;}1 %usmmy bLllLVL(‘l—E ld(‘
dismantled, can, paradoxicaily, gain entrance to the stage of hlslm‘)f by thc.bad:dom'
of a structural history perspective and reappear as greal movers (Zmu.a'zhk, 1).76).
Now they appear —as, for instance, in Wchle[l‘ (19‘69).—— as a.tmvlghly_}namp{ltlait(}lrsitzax’l.ci.
policy strategists wielding the instruments ol social 1mpcr1a!1sm (i:icyl, l)’/‘_@). .l .u,u‘
plans succeed to the same astonishing extent as 1I1-osc of the leading figures of
monopolies in the “theory of state monopoly ca-p':taissr.n{‘ e L060s
This theory itself, with its boom among Marmst-Lqmmsts at the gnd of the 1‘9.6 s
and the beginning of the 1970s, is a further example of a conspiracy theory construct
within the framework of a structure theory. The cooperation between state burcau-
cracy and capitalist monopolies —even if it were dcm(.msu'zﬁlb]e—docs no} say a i.().l
about the realization of the aims of capitalist monopolies. The anarchy of capitalist
economy and the unpredictability of the market have caused a?l 'aite‘mpts made up to
World War H 1o come to grips with the crisis mechanism to fail. The san‘lc app'hcs
{0 the mirror-image version of the Stamocap theory, that is, lhe theory of‘m.'gamz-cd
capitalisny” (Winkler, 1974). Even the names of the theories have conspiratorial
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implications: as if capitalism were organizable in the way suggested by the word
“organized,” even with the intervention of state bureaucracy and its political aims
and intentions (Groh, 1979, pp. 268f).

Yet another variation: Whole classes or fractions of classes have left their mark on
certain periods of history by directly putting their plans and interests into action, or
by betraying their “true interests)” which of course only a few historians can
recognize —as, for example, some of the historians of the Federal Republic of Ger-
many and the German Democratic Republic concerning the behavior of the German
Bourgeoisie during the 1848 Revolwtion (Blackbourn & Eley, 1984). The results of
structural pressures, economic influences, and political constellations are thus
interpreted as the success of conscious politicat plans or as a deviation from a histor-
ical path subsequently construed as the “right path”

Even the thinking of theoreticians and philosophers of the State can semetines
fall victim to the temptation of conspiracy theory. Carl Schmitt, certainly one of the
greatest legal thinkers of our century, endowed terms and formulas with almost
magic quality. As if the intentions of State philosophers and political thinkers could
effectively influence reality by means of the correct terms and formulas, so that
finally they could master it: “Stat nominis umbra.”

In his book The Leviathan in Thomas Hobbes' Theory of State. Sense and Fuilure
of a Political Symbol, Carl Schmitt (1938) exemplified his method by means of the
relationship between Hobbes and Spinoza: the “reserve of inner, private freedom of
thought and belief” (p. 86) over and against the political system “became a deadly
germ” for Hobbes' theory of state—with which Schmitt 1o a large extent identified.
For, “only a few years after the appearance of the ‘Leviathan’ the eye of the first
liberal Jew fell on the scarcely visible fracture” And later, 100, Schinitt stated, it was
“above all . .. the restless spirit of the Jew which knew how to decisively evaluate
the situation” (p. 92). It is clear enough that here we have a mixture of conspiracy
theory construct—the belief in the political power of the term—and a weakened
form of conspiracy theory—the Jewish spirit.

The irony of history would have it that Carl Schmitt himself became affecled afler
1943, for with his belief he was a victim of a typical illusion of intellectuals, which
in Schimitt’s case was decisive in leading him to cooperate al the beginning of the
Third Reich, At that time he greatly exaggerated his role and influence in the same
way that his opponents exaggerate them today—a fact that Hannah Arends painted
out in 1955 (p. 339). I would like 10 quote Hugo Ball (1923/24, p. 263) at tength
because his characterization of Schmitt is vatid for the closeness of other political
thinkers to conspiracy theory constructs:

He is an ideologist with a rare power of persuasion. He pussesses a personal, almost

private system which he wishes o endow with permanence. He groups alt life's facts,

groups his whole experience around one single basic conviction —that ideas master
life, that life can never be ordered und constructed according 1o its own conrditions, but
only according 10 free, unconditioned, even conditioning insight, that is o say accord-

ing 10 ideas.

The points that connect conspiracy theory in society and politics with conspiracy
theory constructs in the science of history and indeed other sciences, are:
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I, The underestimation of the complexity and dynamics of his(nric:.ﬁ Processes.

2. ‘The beliel that one can ascribe in a linear manner the results of actions 1o c‘crienAn
intentions, in other words that the active parties are more in control of their
actions than they actuatly are.

3. The connection of two or more historical facts by a causal nexus that, i the end,

is not demonstrable.

Universal-Historical Phases or a Universal-Historical Caesura
in the [8th Century?

Conspiracy theorics, as other interpretation patterns and explanations (_)['1!13 world,
sometimes experience boon periods and other times obvious slump pem.)ds {sec
discussion in Chapter 2). With a degree of certainty such periods can be asslsgncn.l to
specific historical contexts and constellations. T would like to approuch the historical
context of conspiracy theory in a way that at {irst sight may seem not only to be a
detour but cven o be the wrong direction because [ shall begin not with concrete
examples but with general historical definitions. ‘ o

First, it is obvious to anyone with even a superficial knowledge of the historical
multiplicity of conspiracy theories, 1o just what exeent they spread universally
through time, social structures of some duration, and through classes.

Second, we are dealing with a phenomenon that in high coltures cannot be clearly
assigned only to the elite culture or onty to the folk-culture, that is IQ say, at James
Scott’s (1977) suggestion w the “great tradition” or to the “Hude tradition” -

Third, we meet conspiracy theories in so-called primitive cultures as well as in
high culture; only in the latter they are more elaborate and in some cases even bear
features of a scientific paradigm. In Europe—to which 1 am restricting ny
examples — they can be observed since the high Middie Ages. That the prcsem—day
political period is not appropriate 1o conspiracy theories cun only .he claimed by the
most incorrigible optimists. Furthermore, | believe that the thesis that conspiracy
theories have to do with archaic or atavistic structures is of litde value to knowledge
or enlightenment; such a thesis only supports a dangerous optimism. Man’s instine-
tive nature can be formed, but not eliminated.

Fourth, it is striking that those who believe in and/or spread conspiracy theories
cannot be separated from those who do not, not even by means of political cate-
gories. One can find adherents of such theories in all "camps™; right and left, reac-
tionary and progressive, fascist and conuunist, .

Fifth, in regard 1o the area to which they refer, such theories cannot be restricted
to forcign policy, home policy, cconomics, or culture.

Sixth, the emergence and spread of conspiracy theories was obvicusly not greatly
influenced by the universal-historical caesura whose core period extended from

1750 to 1850, Different authors have called this period by different names and
accentuated different aspects: Max Weber spoke of the occidental rationalization
process and of the demystification of a religious-metaphysicat view of the world,
Karl Polanyi {1944) spoke of the “great ransformation,” Reinhart Koselieck (1972)
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of the “Satielzeir” (or better: Kammzeir), lohn W. Bennett (1976) of the “ecological
transition,” Jirgen Habermas (1981) of the “decoupling of system and life world”
That this fundamemtal breach in continuity, registered in almost all realms of life,
does not seem to have had similar effects in our area of research is all the more
astonishing as the cogaitive reorientation that went hand in hand with it would lead
us to expect the disappearance or at least the weakening in strength of conspiracy
theories. But the opposite seems to be the case!

One could also formulate the reverse theory and claim that conspiracy theories in
the exact sense have only existed since the universal-historical caesura of the 18th
century, for previous to that it was necessary 1o resort to transcendental and theotog-
ical clements in order to construet them and only later could purely immanent con-
spirators be identified - for example Freemasons, Jacobins, Russians, Socialists.
Such & theory, however, collides with empirical fact, namely that there were imma-
nent conspiracy theories before this, for example the widespread conviction in 18th
century France that the King and his councillors had conspired 1o raise the price of
bread. Such a thesis is difficult 10 explain systematically, for conspirators definitely
belong to the realm of the social imaginary even if they never really existed, as with
devils and witches, or did actually exist, as with Freemasons and Jacobins.

[t can be stated with certainty that a transition took place from metaphysical to
worldly conspiracy theories. The way for this transition was paved, on the part of the
authorities, by the peasant revolts of the 7th and 18th centuries, and on the part of
the lower classes by the “famine plot persuasion” in 18th century France.

In the following I would like to name some of the features of this social paradigm
change. In societies of the traditional type, the social synthesis or social context
is determined primarity by norms, hence such socicties are also called norm-
integrated. Characteristic for such societies is a norm-universalism (GrieBinger,

1981). Within this norm- integrated cosmos, events —whether bound to observable
actions or not—are directly attributed 10 individuals or groups. Thus it is betieved
that intentions coincide with the actions of subjects, or conversely, that one can
draw conclusions from the results of actions about the intentions of their sup-
posed perpetrators, '

This belief was reflected in the relationship 1o history: Active subject and refer-
ence subject were identicat. Because this was so0, one could learn from history,
whose consteltations were assumed to be recurring continually if in another form.
Historia magistra vitae (Koselleck, 1967), so the directive topos.

In the Modern Era, norm-universalism has been dismantled and replaced by
norm-pluralism. The social synthesis is provided by the market, hence our modern
society is also called market-integrated. With the success of this new integration
modus, the ability increases to differentiate objective structures and processes, and
thus structural interests, from the intentions of the active subject and their results.
In the realm of history, active subject and reference subject are separate: Qur history
is no tonger identical with our intended goals, This reorientation process runs
parallel to the emergence of historicism. The insight gained is that each historical
situation is unique, thus a historical truth is true only once. History does not repent
itself so that one can only learn indirectly from it.
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The resutt of this cogaitive reorientation is that the beliel that through conscious
action alone we could influence the historical process is replaced by the insight lhzn‘
our history is not that of our intentions, and that our actions are often the rcsu!: of
motives (structural, desymbolized, ete.) that cannot be represented inthe area of fhc
subjectivity of action. In other words, a cognitive dichotomy arises between action
and behavior. ‘ ‘

In light of such reorientations, apparently opposing the spread of conspiracy the-
ories, there are still several possible answers to the question why they nevestheless
have had such a boom since the French Revotution, One answer might be that this
poont is to be attributed 10 a process that Adorno and Horkheimer, in 1947, cailed
the “Dialectic of the Enlightenment,” and of which much is being tatked abous z.xguin
today in the face of the new wave of Irrationalism (Groh, 1986; Habermas, 1981).
Another possible answer might be that conspiracy theories belong to the .s:ocml
imaginary of a society (Castoriadis, 1975) and correspond to un[h‘r.opotoglcal]y
deep-seated needs of orieatation in the world, needs that were not affecied by the
universat-historical epoch of the 18th and 19th centuries.

A tentative result of our considerations to date is that the c,xpimwcnus the social
and political extent, and unbroken refevance of conspiracy theori ies lie obviously in
their being ubiquitous and timeless, in their being easily spread “from above” due 1o
the fact that they were always believed, and passed on “below.” apparently relevant
in every stratum or class to action and the search for meaning. Such theories iu_ivc
shown themselves to be immune o cognitive reorientation. Or is this impression
misleading? Is there a stronger process of change in history that is only visibie
to those who observe the histerical context in which some of these theories arose

and spread?

References

References for Chapter 1 are combined with references for Chapler 2 on pp. 34-37.



Chapter 2

The Temptation of Conspiracy Theory, or: Why
Do Bad Things Happen to Good People?

Part II: Case Studies*

Dieter Groh

The transition o this empirical section is made with the question: To which histori-
cal situation is research into conspiracy theory indebted? One would perhaps expect
that due to the fact that the core or decisive moment in the national-socialist world
view was of a conspiraioriai»thcorciical nature, namely the thesis of the Jewish
world conspiracy, this would have elicted a boom in scientific research after World
War 11 Yet in the first decades after 1945 there was little evidence of this. After
more-or-less partial preparatory works, as far as [ can see, Norman Cohn was the
first to publish a scientifically adeguate presentation of the genesis of the myth of
(he Jewish world conspiracy and the fabrication of the “Protocols of the Elders of
Zion” in his book Warrant for Genocide in 1967. A ycar later, Leon Poliakov fol-
lowed suit in Volume 3 of his History of Antisemitism (1968, pp. 289-298) with a
sununary of the genesis of the modern conspiracy theory before and after the French
Revolution, above all, of the thesis of the Freemason-Jewish world conspiracy.
Then, in 1970, the works of Jacob Katz, Jews and Freemasons in Europe, 1723-1939
and of Seymor Martin Lipset and Earl Raab, The Folitics of Unreason. Right-Wing
Extremism in America, 1790-1970 appeared. In 1976, Johannes Rogalla von Bieber-
stein published a book in Germany with the promising title, The Thesis of Con-
spiracy, 1776-1945. However, basically he only dealt with one single conspiracy
theory - that put forward by Abbé Barruel (1797/1798) and others after the French
Revolution: Freemasons and Jews, [iuminati and Jacobins had conspired to bring
about the revolution. I do not wish to minimize the scientific achievement of these
studies when I say that their value for the understanding of history will only then be
fully evident when we can clearly observe the full extent and variety of conspiracy
theories since the Middle Ages.

I canuot, however, fulfiil this urgent task in this brief review, which represents
only a beginning and is intended 10 explore whether or not it would be worthwhile

" ordering our present information chronologically and systematically in regard to

theories of conspiracy.

*Transtaled by Pauline Cumbers.
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The “Jewish Conspiracy” in the Late Middle Apes

The close connection between crisis and conspiracy theory becomes manifest with
the first large-scale plague wave in Europe in the middle of the 14th century. In their
search for the “origins” of this disastrous epidemic, contemporaries considered all
sorts of things as being responsible for it, including the phitosophy of William of
Ockham, which in the first half of the 14ih century, from a skeptical point of view,
separated the unity of belief and knowledge provided by Thomas Aquinas and thus
fundamentally left God out of things (Leff, 1956). It was no wonder that in this
search one was immediately confronted with Christianity’s classical outsider group,
the Jews (Poliakov, 1966, pp. 104-114). Since the middle of the [2th century, they
were considered as a group that had initiated a “diabolical conspiracy” against Chris-
tianity. Among the many features of this conspiracy was the ritual murder of Chris-
tian children in order to use their blood and organs—such as heurt and liver —for
therapeutic and magic purposes, and the blasphemous desceration and destruction
of Christian cult objects such as hosts, crucifixes, and so forth (Poliakov, 1966;
Trachtenberg, 1943).

“Evidence” for the truth of such accusations as well as further “evidence” of the
metaphysical harmfulness and badness of the Jews —such as their smell, appedrance,
and so on—confirmed and spread the belief that the Jews had conspired with the
Devil to plague Christianity with harm, calamity, and sicknesses. In these centuries,
atype of “Jew pattern” was developed with its origins in a more folk-cultural concep-
tion, whereas the clergy and the authorities were not always united in their attitude:
Sometimes they encouraged the hatred of Jews, which exploded in pogroms; some-
times they tried —mostly in vain—to protect them from murder and persecution,

The reaction to the first large plague wave in Burope in 1347/48 corresponded
completely with this patiern. The Jews, it was claimed, had conspired with the
Devil, whose agents they were, against Christianity, in order to stamp it out by
means of a poisonous plague. The fact that the Jews themselves were equally badly
decimated by the plague —as Pope Clement VI argued ina Papal Butl in 1348 on their
behalf—-helped just as litde as the efforts of German princes and town authoritics to
protect them. Huge persecutions and pogroms began in 1348 and the next years can
be looked upon as the absolute climax of medieval persecutions of the Jews. Very
often these persecutions and murders were not only tolerated by the authorities but
even encouraged. The motives vary from the channeting of accumulated aggression
in the face of the plague 1o the desire to acquire Jewish property (Graus, (981;
Haverkamp, 1981). Toward the end of the Middle Ages, Europe was almost free of
Jews. The persecution of the Jews and that of witches secm in their origins {0 be
related (see Moraw, 1985), especially in regard to the necessary prerequisite that a
group of outsiders that could become scapegoats did not exist naturally. Such a group
had to be created. For this reason I am of the opinion that the elimination of heretics
in the 13th century and the expulsion of Jews in the 14th century were the conditions

sine qua non for the origin of the witch pattern. This pattern had the advantage of
being ubiquitous. Heretics and Jews had been eliminated or expelled, but there were
witches everywhere because one could “create” them.

The Temptation of Conspiracy Theory, Part il

Witch Pattern and Wilch-Hunt

At the time ol the persecution of witches in the late Middie Agcs.. and the carly
Modern Era, we meet for the first time in European history a conspiracy l-hcm'y i
the kernel of a consistent interpretation patiern (Becker, Bovenschen, & Brackert,
1977; Cohn, 1975; Delumeau, 1978; Favret, 19715 Ginzburg, 19606, l‘it.}ncg‘gcr\
1978; Kunze, 1982; Mandrou, 1968, Macfurlane, 1970, Meili, 198(}; Muicllfz_rl\
1972: Muchembled, 1978; Russel, 1972; Thomas, 1970; Trevor-Roper, 1967). The
belief in witches, that is to say in persons who by means of certain practices c:ou]d
achieve good and evil in other humans, in animals, in nature, is widcspread inn uil
cultures known to us. In Europe, belief in witches belonged 1o a I(.>lk~cullurc
immersed in magic, ata time when patterns of perception, even in the elite culvuu'c.
were marked by “analogous pereeption” (A, Schiitz) of moral and natural ()l);@tsi
Human acts and natural events were perceived as analogous. In the “grezit.lrad;tmn
(see Scolt, 1977) of the clerics, however, belief in witches was considered incompat-
ible with Christian belief, with the official doctrine of the Church and canon }uw.
right up into the high Middle Ages. It was even cunsidc.rcd 10 be a supeistition,
heretical relic to.be combated —thus the "Canon Episcopi” at the beginning ol the
10th century.
With Thomas Aquinas, Scholasticism and its demonotogy a complctc change took
place. In his commentary (1254/1256) to the “Sentenciac” of Peter l‘,un}bu.rd
{1145/1147), Thomas look the first step on the path to 'hf: developfncm .Oi d (%n'ns-
tian witch pattern: doubt about the reality of the nmlctic'n.m.l, of magic, offends
against true beliel, The Papal Buil of John XXI1L, "Super illius” (t326)', cquated
witcheraft with heresy and instructed the Inquisition to persecute same. The cqua-
tion magic = devilish witchcraft = heresy suggested itself more m}d mare o ic
inquisitors. From the ead of the 14th century onward, the reinforcing inferuction
between treatises on witcheralt and the persecution ol witches beeomes evident.
However, onty isolated elements of the later witch pattern or combinations of such.
elements come to light. Later there followed the paradigmatic claboration in one of
the first bestsellers in the history of books—in the “Malleus Mabeficarum™ or
“Witches' Hammer™ of 1487, compiled by the Domintcans and Inguisitors Jacob
Sprenger and Heinrich Institoris as a commentary to the infamous Pai_m‘l Wiu.:IH%u]i
of 1484, Innocent VI had installed Institoris and Sprenger as Inguisitors in Ger-
many and bad fisted the most important madeficien in his Bull: It appcul:cd as an
introduction in all printed editions of the Wirches' Hanuner up o the end of the l';f[h
century. What was new was the systematization of the witch image: lhc.pzlcl wx{h
the Devil, completed by sexual intercourse; the thus acquired destructive magic
against man and beast; as well as participation in the witches’ Siibbiilll.by female
witches us a rule. Also now was the systematization of the actions attributed and
interpreted, with reference o o causal and universal explanation of disauri)unc.cs n
the order of Church and Society and Nature, an order considered to be harmonious.
The most important elements of the mid-European witch patiern—the pattern in
England diverges somewhat—-were “maleficium™ or magic, apostasy or Falt away
from Christian belief, pact with the devil, Satan cult, attendance ata Subbath. A
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combination of these elements gained significance against the background of an
increasingly dualistic view of the world with its origins in St. Augustin’s Two-Realm
Doctrine: The Devil—to be seen as the prototype of the conspirator—is trying with
the help of witches to win back his lost kingdom from God. As a rule, neither the
majority of the “witches” nor their persecutors doubted the existence of such a con-
spiracy, which was confirmed through the confessions of the accused. Despite
unsatisfactory sources—the subjective and real convictions of the accused can only
be deciphered with difficulty in the protocols—this opinion is still widely held in
present-day research. Both judges and inquisitors felt they were in the front line of
battle with this devilish conspiracy, with the forces of light and darkness. Many state
administrators and judges in the 16th and 17th centuries believed they could best
serve the emerging prince-state by persecuting in these “witches” insubordinate sub-
Jects and destroying them—thus keeping the other subjects in fear and obedience,
the latter being an unconscious motive. Many acadenics devoted their whole life’s
work as theologists, lawyers, or doctors 1o the completion of that imaginary “Summa
Daemonologiae™ and its transformation into persecution practices.
The witch pattern remained unchanged during the high tide of the persecutions,
that is, between about 1490 and 1640. Jean Bodin’s Demonomanie des Sorciers of
1580 constituted a new “scientificatly” revised edition of the Wirches' Hammer. In
1630, the pinnacle of persecution was reached. Satan’s agents were everywhere, how
otherwise could one explain that despite increasingly horrible persecution the
“witches” were increasing in number? Their protectors must be everywhere —in
court, in the universities, even on the throne itset, At the time of the mass extermi-
nation more and more lawyers, judges, magistrates, and priests ended up at the stake
along with “typical witches” The witch hunt had gouen out of hand; everyone was
a potential victim: “once the trials are continued enthusiastically no one — regardless
of his family, wealth or poverty, social position or status — is safe today, especially
if he or she has even just one defamatory enemy who casts suspicion on him and
accuses him of magic practices” (Friedrich von Spee, one of the most vociferous and
courageous opponents of the witch delirium, in his book Cautio Criminatis, which
appeared anonymously in 1631, question 51, §46).

This excess, and the corresponding fear arising from it, was one of the reasons for
the skepticism about the existence of a satanic conspiracy, which became more and
more widespread from the middle of the 17th century—a skepticism that up until
then had been a matter for courageous individuals only. Another reason may have
been that the mostly unconscious intimidation motive on the part of the authorities
was becoming counterproductive, given the large number of victims and their social
status. This applied mainly to those lands that had lost a large section of their popu-
lation during the Thirty Years War. It must be pointed out that this process of enlight-
enment ran from the top levels down to the lower social classes: At first it was the
high courts and high clergy who expressed doubts about the procedure and content
of the witch trials; frequently they met with opposition from the lower courts and
lower clergy. But Satan’s conspiracy and his “fifth column.” the “witches,” who for
two centuries had held large parts of Burope in their terrific grip, began to lose their
persuasive power. Gradually, witch trials became mere episedes. The question of

)

o

C i Theor ' 1y
The Temptition of Conspiracy Theory, Part [t

why the witch delirium subsided at this time and then quia"kly .(ii.\}«’l[j[.wi,il't.‘lkf Cm;li“-)]t
be answered conclusively, Rescarch is, above all, engaged in its emergence, whic
isetf provides the students with enough unsolved pmh].m-ns. ‘ - -
Almost atl the authors examining the causes and conditions of the w1.th hl.inl.‘: l:
the later Middle Ages and early Modern Era uga'ecilhzn these are 1o be l‘olun\d il].L.Llr:
wural, religious, social, and cconomic processes of change, Whl.(.‘il ma(i.t_ il L()Agl‘l;ll\\(_,
reorientation necessary, because they dcstubii.izeq the world vujw vah(f unul}l'ntn.
The witch pattern had the funclion of rcpllacmg\ 1ncon?prcllgnsﬂ‘)lc‘ [‘)lj‘u‘pnm‘nf )y.
comprehensible ones by equating their origins with }hc ‘mlennons Of. L‘LI ld’m p(-,l b()l“lb‘
defined as “witches.” The first step toward the rcall‘zauon of the witch path‘m w‘m’
1o place concrete, evil persons in the place of intangible demons and (o punish them
¢ ir supposed actions. ' -
f{)rl';lheei:fi:illiljimadncss, and the heretic movement that prcccd.ed i, along fvnh their
persccution by the Inguisition, can be seen &s answers or reactions o 4 crlsnns bro’u ;g,‘h.l
about by a phase of change with its beginnings back in the llt.h .CEH.[lily.(.K..f,l er,
1986). The effects were later considerably strengthened by the crisis of .(,lms! mnu)i
at the end of the 13th century (Le Goff, 1971), by ‘h_‘f p()[)ll?f][l()li problcr.l.] at thL\
beginning of the 14th century (Duby, 1962}, and the ettcctsAul the plagnucs since 1ht:
middle of the 14th century, caused mainly by overpopulation, and, finuliy by the
Reformation and its direct results —the Religious Civil Wars.. . .
Persecution of witches grew out of the persecution of heretics, which began with
the church’s battle against the Cathars (Borst, 1953?. Impurlu.m clcmcnls,_-such a:i
magic and pact with the Devil, could be taken over nto :h‘e w»nch. pa.tlc:n from th.(.
accusation catalogue against the heretics, and the prosceuting msmul.mn, the Ingui-
sition, which was established in 1231/1233 (Shannomn, 1983), remained lk.)e san.ac.
Essential for the witch patiern was that dialectic of ;)ri’u.:slhood and laity, hlg‘h‘
religion and folk religion described by Max Weber (1921): T'he more a cljmruih scd\;
(o impose its aspirations to power, the stricter that church mifsl regudate ll.u-, ll'h, .0‘
the laity in accordance with the divine will. Tt can only d.n this by coﬂ.mlym% in H.b
teaching with the notions of the laity and thus sys.tc.mzmcally absorbing the most
traditionat, that is the magic forms, of the folk religion. ‘ . ‘
In previous attempls o explain the genesis and spread of the wuclh.patic: n, ul)‘o. ln:
tle attention has been paid to the interaction between “great tradll?on au(.l tittle
tradition” —thematized in another context by James Scott. Sucl} an interaction can
be well demonstrated at village level: The destruction of traditional ll.]SIiFlll}()nS in
the course of socioeconomic change created great potential for conflict 1ns‘1dc the
“solidarity and terror community” (Jeggle, 1977) of the village (see Macfarlane,
1970: Schormann, 1981, 1983; Thomas, 1970; Unverhauy, 19‘83).. A concrete gxam-
ple of this change is the dissolution of the traditional norm of neighborly heip ul.thc
face-to-face community. In cases where a person, asked for hlclp by a 'nccdy nc‘lgh-
bor, an old or sick person, did not want to or could no‘l give E]IIS. help, h].S or her h:c'i—‘
ing of guilt at having offended against the recogn‘;zed u.nd mternuhzcd-1.1mm |_>,
altered into the notion that the person seeking help is outside the norm, this oceur-
ring through a process of projection. It in the time loli‘{?wmg such\ a refusal the [)C%-
son suffered loss or injury, this was atributed to the evit power of the person whose
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request was refused. At this level —folk belief in good and bad magical powers —
there was no notion of a pact with the Devil or other such elements, which became
characteristics of the high-level witch pattern. It was the denouncement of a person
as a witch that linked up the harm-magic pattern of the “ittle wradition” with the
witeh pattern of the “great tradition” In almost all cases, the fate of the denounced
person was clear: an inguisitorial trial, during which the accused - at first without,
then with, torture —was “questioned,” “guaranteed” the conclusion of that trial, that
18, burning at the stake. The interaction between folk belief and high religion first
succeeded on the basis of varying interpretation patterns —harm-magic, pact with
Satan. However, in the course of time, the witch pattern devcloped a totalizing,
integrating power that absorbed all other patterns and interpretations, as Carlo
Ginzburg (1966) demonstrated with the example of the Benandanii.

Geography, chironology, and high points of the witch madness are still unclear in
regard to their causes, while, at least for the carly phase, a typical profile of the witch
type can be delineated: It was usually a woman of about 60, belonging to the lower
class of a village but not to the fowest, often single and with some obvious features.
In this profile we can easily detect scapegoat features, It is no wonder that the witch
pattern could be functionalized by the village community, the town, and also by
the emerging state out of concrete local or power interests. But to see the genesis
of the witch pattern in such secondary effects falls itself into the realm of con-
spiratorial assumption.

Elements of conspiracy theories have also slipped into other scientific attempls at
explanation of the witch madness and witch-hunts. However I do not wish to deny
that such attempts also contain moments of truth, One could refer to the overempha-
sis on the antifemale components of the witch-hunts leaning toward an “anti-
feminist” conspiracy by men (Becker, Bovenschen, & Brackert, 1977; Honegger,
1978). The thesis that the wilch-hunts, above all since (he second half of the 16th
century--that is, their highpoint—can be atributed to the intention of eliminating
knowledge of abortion among midwives and other “wise” women in order (o increase
the population greatly diminished by the religious wars, such a thesis, too, has con-
spiratorial features (Heinsohn, Knieper, & Steiger, 1979). Witch-hunting would
thus be identical with midwife-hunting in the service of a pre-modern popula-
tionism, an equation for which Jean Bodin stands as chief witness, which, however,
clashes with empirical fact. ‘

The “Conspirations” of Rebellious Peasants in the 17th
and 18th Centuries

Once one got used 1o treating conspiracy theories functionally also—as in the case
of the persecution of the Jews in the 14th century and then the ensuing witch-
hunts—then it seemed reasonable to apply such theories in all conflict arcas.
Whether this application was conscious—in the sense of a manipulation—or
whether there was belief in a conspiracy, can only be decided individually, During
the peasant rebellions in Germany in the F7th and 18th centuries. the princes and
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their advisors constantly referred to conspiracy and ringleader plm:; {Elbs, 1987;
Trofbach, 1986). The “plague of rebellion” could be reduced © “pl('ns and conspira-
cies, This gave the awthorities a double chuiccfonc. explanation for the popu%u:-:‘[y
and spread of conspiracy theorics: On the one hand it wis no.i neccssary_lto lon‘)l‘f t(ir
deep-seated reasons, an advantage that explains the continuing pr{)[}lllz.l? iy ol. ring-
leader theories. Deeper-seated reasons—had they been al all co-n.ccwublc in lhf:
interpretation-pattern of the time —could have pmrflcd w0 ch'suna! failure. As_lt \\.H:lb,
one could excuse the vast majority of the subjects involved in reyo!l from g}nit, is0-
tate the ringieaders who had conspired, and, as a deterrent, punish them. That pro-
tected the main economic source of production, people. _

The reason for the spread of the belief in a conspiracy — though at vitlage fevel and
not centrally directed —during the formation phase of th(? early\ modern _state, espe-
cially in the 17th century, points to its critical s.il‘ual’:’on. The ”reaclu?ns of t.hc
subjects — categorized by the authorities as “sedition,” “tumuit” —(o increasing
burdens inside a stationary “peasant economy” could be better 1312151@'6(1 with the
conspiracy theory in the sense of an integration into the interpretation pattern of

the authorities.

The Famine Plot “Persuasion” in 18th Century France

If in the European context we go one century ahead of the 'mst boolm in witch-
hunting, we meet the next hiswrical boom in conspiracy theories, that is to sy, the
“famine plot persuasion in 18th century France” (Kaplan, 1976, 1982). F‘hose
affected by scarcity and hunger--which were thought to be results ()fa conspiracy
concerning food prices —reacted with “hunger riots” Let us look at llns.chronoiog»
cally and geographically: The belief that the scarcity of food apd gran?‘s coutd be
attributed 1o a conspiracy among influential people was not limited -lo France (sce
Thompson, 1971; Wong, 1983), nor to the 181h century, be that in France (see
Hauser, 1920/1929; Reddy, 1977; Tilly, 1971) or anywhere else (sce Brunt, 1966;
Pirenne, 1926, p. 274; Scott, 1976, p. 116). However, if we examine the reasons
for and conditions of this specific form of conspiracy theory then it becomes clear
that its high point in the 18th century was nota matter oi'cha.ncg. Whether, however,
its spread in France was due to a particular characteristic of this country cannot yet
be explatned. _

Let us deal in our sketch with the results of this belief in a'conspiracy. These resubts
were strongly reflected in contemporary sources, that is, l]lle. “hunger 1'iol§." “Bar-
gaining by rior” between the plebeian masses and the authorities (un.dcr which term
were also subsumed “sctting the price riots” and the “taxation populaire.” not to men-
tion other outbreaks of violence which, at first sight, appeared tumultnous and
“spomtancous”) had—especiatly in England, America, and F‘l‘zlncc~‘wan . nimgsl
honorable tradition. The rebellions, which to the decoding eye of the social historian
obeyed quite specitic rules, fall back on the tradition of a “moral cgnnon?y‘“ par-
ticularly when such riots arose out of a scarcity or lack of food. This notion of 1
“moral economy” legitimized the use of violence. Within the “moral economy.
whirh cinee the 18k centiry had been replaced by the “market economv™ and its
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theory “political economy,” the idea of “sufficient food” or of the “good and proper
life” for all members of the community was of central importance. It was the regula-
tive social idea. If such a traditional society as France in the 17th century and the
beginning of the 18th century is caught up more and more in the mechanisms of a
developing modern market system, of an emerging markel integration, and if a con-
stantly increasing portion of its working population, by definition poor, has to sup-
ply an ever-increasing portion of its need for food on the market because it no lorger
produces it itself, being employed in factories or protoindustrial trades, then the
problem of a just price or prix juste assumes a central position in the concept of a
“moral economy” (see Kaplan, 1976; Thompson, 1971, Tilly, 1971). The assump-
tion that the price for basic foodstuffs should not exceed a certain level was Just as
decisive for the outbreak of the “hunger riots” as the brutal experience of hunger
(Williams, [976). This was so even though in accordance with conditions recog-
nized by the masses such as crop failure, delay in sowing, and 50 on, the price could
have been adequate.

At this point, the belief emerged that influential people kad conspired to hoard
grain or export it, increasing their prices and profit and subjecting others to
hunger —and thatat a time of rupture in political and social development: Increasing
commercialization under the banner of trade capitalism corresponded in the politi-
cal sphere to the widening of the administrative apparatus. Classical absolutism had
been transformed into “administrative power] called by the contemporaries
“despotism” and experienced as a constantly increasing interference by the state
administration into almost all realms of life. To put it more concretely, the intensive
and widespread emergence of the “famine plot persuasion” in France corresponded
to that period in the second half of the 18th century when within Freach
burcaucracy free trade began to assert jtself, which at that time meant physiocratic
tendencies that strove to abandon the prices of food supply to the free play of the
economic forces, that is, of the market in the systematic sense. This happened, fur-
thermore, ata point when the population was clearly growing, and as already men-
tioned, an increasing number of the members of the lower classes had to buy their
basic foodstuff, grain, at market prices. If, however, one leaves the price o the mar-
ket, in the modern sense, then it can be affected by “distant circumstances,” that is,
the fluctuation in price is no longer perceived by the affected, as was the influcnce
of weather, season, war, plague, and so on. This constantly receding sensual evi-
dence of the factors determining price was then substituted for by the thesis of a con-
spiracy of the rich and powerful against the poor.

Such a belief gained its own evidence, apparent or real, and its strength from a
number of circumstances and factors. We should mention primarily:

1. Belief in the sacral power of the King 1o preserve peace and secure nourishment
for the subjects, a concept stemming from feudalism, still present though not as
unbroken as in the Middle Ages, at the time of the rois thaumatierges. The rem-
nant form of this belief was enough to make of the “famine plot persuasion” an
essential element in the owtbreak of the revolution of 1789. By means of the
assumed participation of the King and the Court in this conspiracy the moenarch
offended against a consensual tboo: He descerated the bread. Thus a bond
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between him and the people was broken. Thus, subjectively regrcssévc. bchaw‘or
oriented around traditional, paternalistic values characterisiic of an 1mn-mb|lc
society, became transformed objectively through the conspiracy theory mnto a
subversive, indeed revolutionary, factor. ‘ ‘ '

2. Increasing expansion of the state administration and its frcquc.:nl intrusions into
everyday life, caused the state to appear more and more omnipotent. Ho\\‘fe\icr,
a state that allowed its subjects to starve was a contradiction. This contrz_:dlcuon
could only be explained by the conviction that the state administration was
involved in the conspiracy against the people.

3. Inthe Ancien Regime such a conviction could be supported by a number of actual
or apparent cases or events, starting with the clientele system on which the struc-
ture of politics and administration rested, and going on (o the numerous cases at
local kevel and regional level, where in fact urgently required grain was lral.ls~
ported out of areas suffering from scarcity and even hunger, in agcordancg with
market mechanisms and that meant with the notion of personal gain. The highest
roya'l officials played their part in making known examples. After Ga‘Cf.l hungsr
crisis, supposed or actual guilty parties inside and outside state administration
were actuaily named and more-or-less harshly punished.

[ comparison with the witch hysteria, the version of the conspirz@y the.m'.y dealt
with previously has, from our point of view, more bearing on reality. thh-m folk
culture it functioned as a means of dealing with the transition from a subsistence
economy to a market economy that had its basis in concerete cvgryday experience.
In a norm-integrated society it was subjectively consistent to view whatever hap-
pened to one as being the result of the deliberate actions of someone else, and thus
to “explain” it. Those mainly affected by the transition regarded the state as guaran-
tor of their subsistence, a traditional role that the state of that time was no longer in
a position to fulfill, In regard to its legitimacy, the political balance gf the‘Ancien
Regime was becoming more and more negative. The demand for satisfaction was
presented by the Third Estate in the revolution of 1789,

The French Revolution: A Conspiracy Against State and Religion

The French Revolution itself gave rise to the next version of the conspiracy theory,
which was developed wilhin the “great tradition” but later taken up by folk-cuiturf:.
Freemasons, anarchists, and Jacobins were conspiring to destroy church and state in
France, whereupon all other countries would follow suit. Numcrogs "revo]u.li()n.ary
conspiracy” offshoots of this version reached their culmination in t‘he belief in a
Freemason-Jewish world conspiracy, which in our own century constituted the core
of the national-socialist view of the world.

Let us consider a few historical points of departure. The epoch of religious civil
wars ended in the 17th century with the separation of the moral and political reaims:
Religion and moral-philosophical convictions were separated from politics,
declared to be privaie matters and banished from the public realm. However, one
must differentiate between private and secret. In the period of princely abso]ut‘isl;m,
secrecy was a recognized and necessary dimension of political activity; political
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council and actions were secret; the arcana imperii, the art of statesmanship and
government were the essence of politics (Holscher, 1979). The philosophy of the
Enlightenment, which brought the political practice of the Ancien Regime and ity

legitimizing church before the court of reason and put it on trial in the name of

morality, tended to undo again the separation of the moral and potitical realms
(Koselleck, 1959). Under the conditions of the Ancien Regime such oppositional
activity was only possible in secret, al most in the semipublic realm of the salons
(Groh, 1984). BEven in places where, contrary to France, enlightened princes
reigned and/or the unity of throne and attar was not so strict, enlightenment
nevertheless assumed an aura of secrecy - especially in the case of the Freemason
todges and assoctations of the 18th century {(Halévi, 1984; Reinalter, 1983; Roberts,
1972; Schindler, 1982). They formed an important socialization agency of the
“social century” (Im Hof, 1982) on its way to the bourgeois socicty of— ideatly —
enlightened and equal citizens.

From the middie of the 18th century, the Freemason lodges, along with ihe radical
IHuminati founded by Adam Weishaupt in Bavaria in 1776 (van Dilmen, 1975)
assumed, in the fantasy of monarchist governments and the emerging publications
of counterenlightenment, indeed revolutionary color, the aura of a continually
expanding and threatening conspiracy as a result of their seeret organization form,
which touched on a prerogative of state power: Convinced of the “philosophical con-
spiracy,” of the “peneral conspiracy against religion” it was believed that the
“philosophical sect which one had been observing for some time, was closely
associated with Freemasonry™ (Bicberstein, 1976, pp. 37, 80, 82). Within a few
decades, Freemasonry becume the “ideological, organizational and social substra-
tum of the conspiracy thesis” (pp. 57-70).

The fear among the Catholic hierarchy and ex-Jesuits, and among many stale
offices and princes, of a general conspiracy against throne and altar, the source of
which was localized by many Catholic awthors in Protestant countries, above all
England, reached its climax and first apparent confirmation with the outbreak of the
French Revolution and its swift radicalization in the “reign of terror” None of the
authors of the widely read counterrevolutionary, indeed counterenlightenment
traets, be it Edmund Burke (1790), Abbé Le Frane (1791, 1792), or Joseph de Mais-
tre (1794) lost an opportunity Lo refer o the conspiracics of the “philosophers,” that
is, the Enlightenment, and of the Freemasons and Uluminat (for examples, see Bie-
berstein 1976, pp. 95-109). Such references easily caught the attention of their avid
readers, as did the claim that a believer-ambassador of the Dluminati had visited
Parts just before the outbreak of revolution —which was correct—in order (o win over
the Jacobins to the plan for world conspiracy harbored by the Htuminati —which was
totatly imagined — or the claim that Cagliostro, a well-known swindler and magician
of the time was the “Head of the Hluminati” (pp. 89-95).

The former Jesuit Augustin Barruel, in his Mémoires pour servir a Phistoire du
Jacobinisme published in exile in London in 1797/1798, lent form to the various ele-
ments of the thesis of the Freemason-Enlightenment conspiracy that had emerged in
the middle of the century and, since 1789, had become known as the Huminati-
Facobin conspiracy; a form that was o be extremely influcntial during the follow-
ing decades.
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H the genesis of this book reads like the history of a coun[c:;rcvoiuiim‘m:'y strategy
emerging matnly in Germany, France, and Englfmd, and cngllnccrcd with acircuns-
spection worthy of the supposed wire-pullers of the RC‘\"()llHl(.)ll, al;cn. the list of lh.c
persons who participated in it sounds like a Gotha of the mu-:rmllmnzil counter-
revolution (Bicberstein, 1976, pp. 109-119). 1 have found no evidence 10 s.]u)w }hu:
Barruel and his patrons and supporters did not actually belicve in the 1‘c;}]:ty. of lhc»
conspiracy described and “proved” by him, 'll}CilidiI.lg Bm.‘kc.w Barruels bible of
the counterrevotution became a bestseller, was reprinted in France up 1o 183"{‘
ranslated into nine languages and republished many times. By 1800, the si.xth cd.|-
tion in French had appeared in Hamburg, [ would like to quote Burruels main thesis
(179771798, pp. XV-XVIUI}:

Le résultat de ves recherches et de 1outes les preaves gue jui puisées, surtout duns‘%cs
archives des Jucobins et de leers premiers maitres, a été que leur secte el Icurs‘consp.n Fit-
tions ne sont en clles-mémes que leasemble, la coalition d'une lriplc‘ secle, d'une tripie
conspiration dans fesquelles, longlemps avint fa révolution, se tramerent et se trament
encore la ruine de Fauel, celle du trdne, et enfin celle de toute la société civile,

1. Bien des anndes avanl cette révoiution frangiise, des hommes qui se !.'in:-nl appeler
philosophes conspirerent contre le Dicu de I'Evangile, contre toul chr_lsmnnsmc. ffms
exception, suns distinetion du Protestant ou du Calh‘nlaquc. c}c I{\rigllcan 0th du Pres-
bytéricn. Celie conspiration avait pour objet csscnncl] fic ddll'l‘l.ll'c tous fes autels de
Jesus-Christ, Elie fut celie des Sophistes de Pinerdduliid et de Nimpidid.

2. A ceite deole des Sophistes imples se formérent bicndt les S'nphi..slcs de la rchcihgn:
el ceus-ci it la conspiration de U'impidié contre les autels du Christ, ajoutant [a conspira-
tion contre tous les trdnes des rois, se réunirent a lantique secle Llonl_lcs cn‘mplots
Caisaicnt tout le seeret des arriere-toges de la Frane-Magonneric, mais qu depuis long-
temps s¢ jouil de honnéletd méme de Mugons conjurés contre fe Ch_ﬂsl ¢t cmmjc lc§
rois. Cette coalision des adepies de Fimpidté, des adeptes de ja rebellion, _clc:s' adeptes
de Fuaarchic, forma les clubs des Jucobing: sous ce nom commun désormats a‘lat triple
secte, les adeples réunis conlinuent 4 tramer dear riple conspiration contre Tautel, je

trone and L sovidié,

Tele fut Torigine. ef wls sont les progees, les complots de cette secte devenue si désas-
tredsement fameuse sous le nom de Jacobins,

Lobjet de ces Mémoires sera de dévoiler séparément chiacune de ces conspirations,
leurs auteurs. feurs moyens, leurs progres, lears adeptes el leurs coalitions.

Je sais quiil faul des preuves, quand on dénonce aux nul?ons des complots de cete
nature ¢ de celte IAportancy; Cest parceque je veux insnslct: sur ces preuves cl les
porter i I'évidence, que je donne a cetouvrage le Gtve de Mémoires. Ajc pouvois me con-
tenter déerire Phistoire des Jucobins; je veus yue Thistoire elle méme puisse trouver
dans ces Mémoires le recueil des preuves dont elle aura besoin, et des preuves sur tut
démonstratives, des preuves nuidtiplides, extraites plus spécialcmcqa des confidences
el des archives mémes des conjurés. Assuré de ces preuves, je ne crains pas de dire aux
peuples: A quelgue religion, A quelgue gouvernement, z‘l.quelquc_ rang de fa sociéld
civile que vous appartenicz, si te Jucobinisme emporte, 57 les projets, les sermens de
la scete saccomphissent, Cen est fait de votre rebgion et de voue succrdgcc, de voire
gouvernement et de vos 1ois, de vos propriéés et de vos nmgis(_rms. Vos l'ICilL‘SNCj. vos
champs, vos maisons, jusqui vos chaumizres, jusquiu vos cnl;m:_;. fout cesse dctrc i
vous, Vous avez oru la révolution terminée en France, et i eévolution en !*r;!ncc méme
" pest quiun premier essai des Jacobins; et lex voeux, fes sermens, les conspicitions du
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saw themselves constantly threatened by anarchy, communism, and socialisn. Due
to the fact that the revolutions of 1830 and 1848 also had social origins and workers
were fighting everywhere on the barricades, the “Communist conspiracies of the
19th century” reached a threatening scale, thus the title of a two-volume work pub-
lished by two Prussian police officers “officially commissioned for use by the police
forces in all German federal states” 1853/1854. With a considerable amount of
investigatory activity, which mutatis mutandis could be compared to that of the Fed-
eral Republic of Germany’s Investigation Bureau regarding terrorists, anarchists and
socialists were kept under surveillance and prosccuted, no distinction being made
between the two groups as this was not in the interest of the government. From time
to time, the anarchists for their part confirmed the theory of a left-wing antistate,
indeed murderous, conspiracy by actually murdering kings and ministers. The assas-
sinations were as ineffective as the motivating ideology naive. Indeed it was a maich
for the right-wing conspiracy theory, for had it been enough to murder a tsar or a
minister in order to unhinge the monarchist-bourgeois state by means of
“propaganda of action,” the Abbé Barruel and his supporters would have been right
in fighting the IHuminati-anarchist-Jacobin world conspiracy with such enthusi-
asm -~ from their point of view of course.

Marx satirically used the conspiracy thesis in his famous introductory sentences
to the Communist Manifesto of February 1848, which refers o the topic of the “com-
munist ghost” frequently mentioned in political publications: “a ghost is haunting
Europe —-the ghost of communism. All the powers of Europe joined together in the
holy hunt for this ghost, the Pope, the Tsar, Metternich and Guizot, French radicals
and German policemen,”

One 19th century statesman who did not belicve in conspiracy and ringleader the-
ories was Bismarck. To explain the danger emanating from the Socialists, which
from 1878 on he hoped to encounter with a double strategy of suppression and social
policies, he used a naturalist metaphor. This metaphor also did not help 10 further
insight into the actual origins of the period of transformation through which Europe
was going and the social problems associated with this, Indeed, it was just as suita-
ble for reducing the dissonant perceptions as was the conspiracy theory. Bismarck
spoke of the social disease that had infected the healthy body of the people (cited in
Groh, 1972, p. 105): “It is not a case of keeping out foreign emissaries, for the dis-
ease is among us,” when he wrote 1o Wilhehm I in 1872, '

The “Testament” of Peter the Great: The First Fabrication
of a Conspiracy Theory

In the face of the boom in conspiracy theories in the 19th century, it is no wonder
that it had an influence on foreign policy. One of the best-known examples is the
“Festament” of Peter the Great. The unusual effect and fascination of this supposed
document lies in the fact that if one presupposed its authenticity one could then
interpret the whole of Russian potitics, from the year of its origin in 1709 up 1o the
beginning of the 19th century, as being consistent with a plan and actually achieving
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its goals. Due to the fact that the actual writer was able to work in the whole history
of the 18th century into the lext while placing its drafting at the beginning of the 18th
century, the whole matter took on great historical value. [t was that much casier at
the beginning of the 19th century to regard this text as concrete political evidence
because contemporary events were being very vaguely described and thus could,
under the influence of an immediate threat by Russia, be filled out with almost any
concrete content. The realization of the supposed instructions of Peter necessarily
intensified the effect of the “Testament,” as proceeding according 10 a plan that
seemed already to be successful allowed the expectation of further success in the
future. The “Testament” was fabricated among political anti-Russian emigrants in
Paris in order to stir up French public opinion and the French government against
Russia. It is the first known conspiracy theory, which is an actual forgery and a
manipulation in (he sense that its authors did not believe in a Russian conspiracy 10
subjugate Europe. The Polish general, Michel Sokolnicki, one of the Poles who in
1795 fled to France in the hope of winning back his fatherland from there, presented
his “Apercu sur lu Russie” 10 the Directoire {Sokolnicki, 1927). France, it s claimed
therein, is the only power that can save Europe from the Russian threat. Therefore
it is important for its statesmen to know the plan Russia was following toward the

" enslavement of Europe. When the Poles took over the Russian archives in Warsaw

in 1794 friends of his were able to get a glimpse of the "plan made by Peter | o
enslave Europe.” He, Michel Sokolnicki, wished to reveal this plan as far as his
memory atlowed him to do so on the basis of the reports of those {friends.

In I811, at the time of preparations for war against Russia, Sokolnicki was called
to Paris to take part actively. There he presented Napoleon with his memorandum
with the result that the content of the supposed Testament, extended by one para-
graph, was launched by Napoleon's propaganda machine (Lesur, 1812). That one
paragraph is §8, Lesur referring to the Russian invasion of British India, at that time
a topic of anti-Russian publicity, The “Testament” was later very popular in anti-
Russian publications in all countries. In 1824 itappeared in Germany, in 1836 (Gail-
lardet) and in 1839 (Chodzko) in France again, and in 1843 in Nilels Weekly Register
in the United States. German publications mentioned the "Testament” reguiarly
around 1845 and on the occasion of the Russian intervention in Hungary in 1848 il
appeared again. Shortly before and during the Crimean War it was printed several
times in France, Germany, and England and quoted by all publications dealing
with Russia, thus by Marx and Engels in the New York Times in 1853, Among
Marx’s manuscripts is a version of the “Testament” that he teok 10 be authentic
{Rubel, 1960). Napoleon 111 was very active in making it known, Another high point
in its popularity was at the beginning of 1860, during the Russian-Turkish War of
1877/1878 it was widespread in England, and at the beginning of the Cold War it was
being discussed again in the United States (Lehoviteh, 1948). Doubis about its
authenticity were lirst expressed in 1850, and in 1859 one author declared that the
“Testament” was forged and that Napoteon [ compiled it or at feast encouraged its
compilation (Brefilau, 1879).

The success, that is, the belief in the authenticity of the Testament and a Russian
conspiracy to conquer Europe, can only be understood against the background of the
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boom in conspiracy theories following the French Revolution. This boom was used
by political emigrants to their own advantage. The astonishing rise of Russia being
folrecast, especially by contemporary liberal writers since the Restoration, along
with the suggestion that Russia would rule the whole world along with America
(Groh, 1961), could be more casily explained with the help of the “Testament”
Structurally, there was no difference between the belief that Russian politics since
Peter [ was pursuing successfully a plan to subjugate Europe and the belief that the
Il.iuminali and Freemasons had brought about the French Revolution and were plan-
n:ng_, world revolution. What the Freemasons and Hluminati, later the Jews and
Socialists, were for counterrevolutionary public opinion on the domestic front—
namely an enemy--Russia was for liberal democratic opinion on the foreign front:
a power 1o be opposed with all available means in order (o prevent the realization of
a plan for world dominance.

The Secular Boom Infects a Representative of a Structural
History Theory: Karl Marx and the Russian Design
to Overthrow Europe

Mzmy contemporaries believed in this plan, contemporaries whose theories or
ideologies should have immunized them against such conspiracy theories as they
saw the driving force of history in anonymous structures and factors, and not in per-
sons. Yet even Marx followed in Barruel's footsteps, for not only was he convinced
of‘the aut‘hcmicily of the “Testament” but also of the fact that Palmerston, England’s
Prm‘w Minister, was being bribed by the Russians. Marx intended 1o support this
thesis, which he took over from the English Near-East specialist David Urguhart
(¢.g., 1853), by means of a documentation put together from the archives of the Brit-
ish Muscum. His expedition into the workd of the history of diplomacy allowed him
to “discover” that cooperation between England and Russia, resp. Russian influence
on Erglish politics, dated from the time of Peter ! (Marx, 1954; Rjazanov, 1909;
Rubel, 1960). Thus a connection was made to his “Testament” and a new con:s'pirac;
theory born. Marx’s Revelations on the Diplomatic History of the 18th Century
the .resu!t of his archive studies, appeared in 1856 in ne\-vsplupcrs published by
David Urquhart, in which Marx also pubiished his articles on Palmersion in 1853
and 1854, )
To understand this assumption by Marx, which at first sight scems absurd, it is
necessary Lo sketch—albeit briefty— Russia’s role in the potitical ideas of the West-
hur(l)pcan liberal-democratic and socialist intelligentsia of the time (Groh, 1961).
Th&?:ll‘ hatred of Russia reached a high point in the revolutionary days of 1848: A war
against Russia was one of the constant foreign policy demands. Russia was seen as
?he bulwark of reaction. The success of the liberal-democratic and forecasted social-
]SI' and communist revolutions in Europe seemed impossible as long as the Tsar
.rc\:lgncd in Russia. The political and social advancement of Europe was intertwined —
if only negatively —with the fate of Russia. During the Crimean War, Marx and
_Engcls led a bitter literary battle, above all in the New York Tribune, against Russia
in accordance with this conception and also against Palmerston, who they claimed
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was being bribed because he wus not leading the war against Russia with enough
energy. Apparently Marx and Engels believed what they wrote about Palmerston
and obviously Marx believed in what he thought he had discovered in the British
Museum about the diplomatic conspiracy existing since the days of Peter I between
Russia and England, the continuation of which he saw represented in the 19th cen-
tury in Paimerston’s policies toward Russia. In their correspondence we can find
only evidence for the earnesiness of their conviction and no counterevidence!

We may assume two reasons for their stance: The firstis a result of their hatred
of Russia, which they shared with all the liberal-democratic publications of the
time. The second reason is that they could not understand what politics in the sense
of cabinet wars and politics in the sense of party interests meant, as was the case al
that time in English foreign policy. Palmerston had to appear to them as a “traitor”
to the cause of progress and liberation of Europe from the bulwark of reaction =
Russia because he did not support a war with all means, that is, a “total war.” Marx
and Engels were so blinded by their Russia-phobia that they believed Palmerston’s
stand and that of English politics couid only be explained either by personal gain
(bribery) or by a conspiracy plan stretching back into the 18th century. The basis of
this Russia-phobia, however, was the conviction that Russia was an obstacle to the
coming European revolution, first the democratic revolution and then the socialist
one that would proceed from this, Without a decisive defeat of Russia, there would
be no victory for the revolution in Western Europe.

On closer observation the marginal anecdote about Marx's dabbling in the history
of diplomacy makes a certain sense against the background of the boom in con-
spiracy theories as well as that of a revolutionary theory.

The Theory of Labor-Aristocracy: Conspiracy Theory in the
Realm of Materialist Theory of History

Of more central importance for Marxist revolutionary theory, however, was another
theoretical conspiracy construct first worked out by Lenin and then taken over by
other Marxists. namely the theory of the workers’ aristocracy. This thesis had the
function of explaining the spread of reformism in the European workers’ movement
before World War 1 and the “failure” of the socialist parties and trade unions at the
owtbreak of war. Either the decline of socialism, whatever one understood by this,
or the fact that the socialist or communist revolution was not yet successful could
be explained by means of the thesis of the workers' aristocracy. It all had to do
With a postponement of revolution with a kat-echont. This theory, however, lacks
all explanatory power because up to today no one can say exactly from among which
workers the aristocracy recruited its members nor which actual results its behavior
had (Beier, 1976; Moorhouse, 1978; Reid, 1978). In the end it seems (o be a regres-
sive version of Lenin's avant-garde theory whose one service was (o point out a gap
in explanatory eflorts.

In an article written in Qctober 1916, “Imperialism and the Split in Social
Democracy” (1964, pp. 102-118), Lenin referred to J. A, Hobson’s Imperalism
(1902), his main guarantor in Imperialist matters. Regarding the parasitic nature of
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imperialism, Hobson wrote that the later exploits the dependent countries on the
one hand “to enrich its ruling class™ and on the other “to buy the obedience of the
tower classes through bribery” Lenin applied this to the contemporary situation: In
1902 Hobson perceived exactly what is now happening in another form (p. 107),

namely that the Opporumnists (Social chauvinists) along with the imperialist Bour-
geoisie are working together towards an imperialist Europe on the backs of Asia and
Alvica, that the Opportunists represent objectively tha part of the petit bourgeoisie
and certain strata of the working class which are being bribed by means of imperial-
ist extra-profit and transformed into the watchdogs of capitatism, destrovers of the
workers' movement.

Lenin called this connection mentioned here for the first time, the “cconomic” or
“deep connection between the imperialist bourgeoisie and opportunism which now
{but for how loag?) has won victory over the workers' movement.”

The “Dagger Legend” in Post-War Germany

My last example is a version of the conspiracy theory that enicred history under the
titte the “dagger legend” (Hiller, 1963). One of ity Juint creators was Erich Luden-
dorff, Chief of German Staff and in the 19205 one of Barruel’s followers insofar as
he was a champion of the “destruction of Freemasonry through disclosure of their
secrets” —the title of his most widely known book. At his demand ~which almost
constituwted an ultimatum - and trusting in his competence, the Germian government
in which already party representatives and social democrats took part, made a truce
offer to the Allies at the beginning of October 1918. In the second half of October,
however, and again at Ludendorffs initiative, the Supreme Command insisted on
the cantinuation of military resistance, which one month before they had declared
to be absolutely hopeless. The only plausible reason for this completely astonishing
and unmotivated change was their intention to transfer responsibility for a sure Ger-
man military defeat to the government of the time and that meant primarily the
demaocratic to liberal-oriented parties. With the Supreme Command insisting on
continuation of resistance while the govermment was working for a peace treaty
without mention of the situation report of that same Supreme Command of Septem-
ber, the prerequisite was then secured for the propaganda effect of the formula
“undefeated in the freld™ With ihe beginning of the revolution, that is, the mutiny
in the German fleet (Groh, 1971) on October 28, along with the behavior of the
government, which could be reproached with accepting a “humiliation peace,” a fur-
ther situation arose which was very suitable as a building-block in the myth of the
“dagger in the back of the fighting troops.” a myth for which, in reality, there was not
the slightest basis (Groh, 1968, 1971).

On 11 November, the day of the truce, a Prussian officer ook leave of his regiment
with a speech ending in the accusation: “This very moment when the enemy is
directly in front of us, is being used by traitors at home, themselves incited by self-
seeking seducers, to put a knife in our backs” (cited in Groh, 1968, p. 14). Bven the
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Wiirttemberg General Groener, a partner in the sn--cu‘llcd iih‘cr{.-'(}.nl)c?.m"iA’ac]l‘::
which the rest of the army pledged w support the newly formed h(J.(,ldllh-[ E-()V:_Ii'm?t]t !
under the social democrat Friedrich Ebert “so that the car(i dnc:,) ﬂ().l .s\:vm;:i, : uimtl
left,” was a propagator of this dagger fegend. In N(?vcmbc‘r ])18‘111c, WI.T({JL t;) \1{:\ mcq.
“for 4 years the German people were unbroken in the face of a W(?l.‘ ';0 L .r‘ ‘[L;(.i
Now it allows itself to be thrown about tike a corpse by ‘a handlul u‘| brdl‘ m\s. uuus "
with the Russian poison. And who are the wire-pullers? Jews, there as here” {citec
i 9 . 15y, -
niﬁrﬁ::;’ ;;gg;‘p[he L)luggcr legend had an extraordinarily expiosi'w-: cl-!‘u,?‘ci (?':1 t.hc:
domestic policy. A high point was the slogan abo.ul the “Novemi.)‘u.f mf.“‘m \s{;bn‘m‘u’}]n‘;]&:
above all the social democrats and the first Rc\tchspl.'csadc:u F ncn{uc.h-., (,ril | 1:
theory seenied to lind confirmation through SC““E&]);.)()II![C(I revo']ul'l(;:m‘r:(es ;L],Zh,id
the metal worker and lelt-wing social democrat l:j)ul Barth who Fn a boo })u e
in 1949 under the title From the Workshop of the O-ermcm Rwolumm.clam’acd”l m[l ll;c
“revolutionary spokesmen” in the Berlin weapons 1.ndustry,ﬂtcd by him, had carefully
prepared the November revolution and “brought it about. s faree
The genesis and swift spread of the dagger legend dcmonsuc%lfﬁi that a ‘1 e "
ber of Germans could not understand why they huc_l lost :hc. war. The f(‘illltl( dll‘(}[:l d‘l'
activities of an official investigaling comniittee with the aim of rc:scauciun;f,*T}Lln.zi;
sons for the German defeat had its origins in this conspiracy theory. Cl‘c.amg ].ll:{
abservers remarked that it was not the fact of the dcica\{ that was worthy of 117\{(:.%1;15%-‘
tion, but the fact that the German Empire collapsed a.hcr only !our-and-a-.h:i t"yun)s
of war and not carlier. Germany was neither economically nor psycholog1mliy..fntc,-
pared for such a war. The mood of 1914, of the bmgﬁ'icjden and the war emlTusn‘isn;‘
had disappeared guite quickly. Germany il.ii?l no war aims as vcomplur‘ed) lolson‘:c‘,](t)
the allied powers. The mititury and political leadership disseminated a totally

. unfounded optimism about Germany’s military situation up until as late as the sum-

mer of 1918, an optimism that was difficalt 1o rcc_oncilc \'vilh Ihg Sll‘(ldCi‘l colfapsc..
The population, unsettled and anxious as a resuli of pv01115 in RussnIa, siw n? the wor-
kers' and soldiers’ councils, in the constant revolutionary batties 1[1‘001 many u.P o
1923, the forerunners ol a “bolschewist” revolution, The new version loi.ihc _u'tldfv
tional Russia-phobia penctrated lar into the working class szi l.hcn' sou.zms‘l (?:{__’,d‘m:
zations. This revolution too—with the aid of nasional~soc1uh$ am‘% Conbe?\jd“l\’t
propaganda —secmed 1o be a “bulschewist-Jewish wo.l“ld conspiracy™ of which the
German November Revolution could be termed an offshoot. ;

The very sudden transition from a political culture clcntercd around fltull;); 1-2/}&0
a parliamentary democracy the majority ()fGCl"l!lEi[!]‘S neither v..ramcd nm' (1.0\!.1‘)(1[ u?;
tify with (Groh, 1968) was more easily “expiumec.i zmq ealnouo.nally HT‘M,L,’ %c'\vlh}
the help of a conspiracy theory. Everything that [hi‘S‘n]AJOI‘lly rejected, d'l ]L.tm a!: L
beginning of the Weimar Republic— namcl){ a political pa.rly systel‘n, parl@:iu]n;, 4
free press, and so on, everything that constituted a Illzl{.{:l'li-ll and p.syclm!oglc@ Ufl
den, the results of the war, reparation payments, lerritorial rcnou_m.‘emcnt. .mﬂa—
tion, the civil war manifest in steeet (ighting —could somchow be joined up in 1!1‘{’.
legend of the stab in the back, which was suppased lo lwvc‘lu'uugtvn ah.ou‘i 'l‘hc Gu,.x-
man defeat. One might say all the crises of the Wehnar Republic stabilized that
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element of the interpretation pattern that represented belief in the Jewish-socialist
conspiracy. This belief was one of the most important prerequisites for the Swify
spread of the belief in a Jewish world conspiracy— “Protocols of the Elders of
Zion" —which formed the core of the National Socialist Wellanschauung,
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