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The Paranoid Style in American Politics

ing the conspiracy before it is fully obvions to an as yet un-
aroused public, the paranoid is a militant leader. He does not
see social conflict as something to be mediated and compro-
mised, in the manner of the working politician. Since what is
at stake js always a conflict becween absolute good and abso-
lute evil, the quality needed is not 2 willingness to compromise
but the will to fight things out to a finish. Nothing but com-
plete victory will do. Since the enemy is thought of as being
totally evil and totally unappeasable, he mnust be votally elimi-
nated—if not from the world, at least from the theater of
operations to which the paranoid directs his attention.® This
demand for unqualified victories leads to the formulation of
hopelessly demanding and unrealistic goals, and since these
goals are not even remotely attainable, failere constandly
heightens the paranoid’s frustration. Even partial success
leaves him with the same sense of powerlessness with which
he began, and this in tumn only strengthens his awareness of
the vast and terrifying quality of the enemy he opposes.

This enemy is clearly delmeated: he is 2 perfect model of
malice, a2 kind of amoral superman: sinister, ubiquitous, pow-

Crouargmdm&wMﬂlememovmtwunotsofufm:be
meinstream of American Protestantism as some mighe think: “The
Mﬂmmubedmda:gnmrh:mh’buumn&m-
tiersmen, impoverished victims of economic change, or bypnocdzed
followers of 2 maniac thrown into prominence by freak coincidences,
when the whole of American Protestantior came so very close to the
same beliefs. Tlmrdmw:sdnlmulabmhudfmdamenulm
orthodoxy, 28 perfectionism was the exmeme of revivaliem, .
&mmﬁmw&dmab@t:ﬁqynﬂmm&m
the orthodox side took mmy serious isswe on basic principles with
Miller’s calculations.” The Burned-Over Disrrier (Ithaca, N.Y,, 1950),
pp. 320—1; see Ch. 17 for 2 good acconnt of the Millerite movement.
For the story of an interesring contemporary prophetic eult and
some sober reflections on the powerfol resistance of orue believers to
overwhelming disconfirmation, see L. Fesdnger, H. W. Riecken, znd
S. Schachter: When Propbecy Fails (Minneapolis, 1946).
5“The systems are diametrically opposed: one must and will ex-
rerminate the odwr.” Edward Beecher: The Papal Comspivacy Ex-
posed and Protestantisme Defended (Boston, 1855), P. 29.
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Panr I: Studies in the American Right

erfu]. cruel, sensual, luxury-lovmg Unlike the rest of us, the
enemy is not caughe in the toils of the vast mechanism of
history, himself 2 victim of his past, his desires, his limitations.
He is a free, active, demonic agent. He wills, indeed he manu-
factures, the mechanism of history himself, or deflects the
normal course of history in an evil way. He makes crises,
starts runs on banks, causes depressions, manufactures disas-
ters, and then enjoys and profits from the misery he has pro-
duced. The paranoid’s interpretation of history is in this sense
distinctly personal: decisive events are not taken as part of the
stream of history, but as the consequences of someone’s will.
Very often the enemy is held to possess some especially effec-
tive source of power: he controls the press; he directs the
public mind through * news”; he has unlimited
funds; he has a new secret for influencing the mind (brain-
washing); he has a special technique for seduction (the Catho-
lic confessional); he is gaining a stranglehold on the educa-
tional

This enemy seems to be on many counts a projection of the
self: both the ideal and the unacceptable aspects of the self are
attributed to him. A fundamental paradox of the parancid
style is the imitation of the enemy. The enemy, for example,
may be the cosmopolitan intellecrual, but the parancid will
outdo him in the apparatus of scholarship, even of pedantry.
Senator McCarthy, with his heavily documented tracts and
his show of information, Mr. Welch with his accumulations
of irresistible evidence, John Robison with his labarious study
of documents in 2 language he but poorly used, the and-
Masons with their endlessly painstaking discussions of Ma-
sonic ritaal—all these offer a kind of implicit compliment to
their opponents, Secret organizations set up to combat secret
organizations give the same flacery. The Ku Kiux Klan imi-
tated Catholicism to the point of donning priestly vestments,
developing an elaborate ritual and an equally elaborate hier-
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The Paranoid Style in Americen Politics

archy. The John Birch Society emulates Communist cells and
quasi-secret operation through “front” groups, and preaches a
ruthless prosecution of the ideological war along lines very
similar to those it finds in the Communist enemy. Spokesmen
of the various Christian anti-Communist “crusades” openly
express their admiration for the dedication, discipline, and
strategic ingenuity the Communist cause calls forth.®

David Brion Davis, in 2 remarkable essay on pre-Civil War
“counter-sgbversive” movements, has commented on the
manner in which the nineteenth-century nativist unwittingly
fashioned himself after his enemy:

As the nativist searched for participation in a noble cause,
for uniry in 2 group sancvioned by tradition and authority, he
professed 3 belief in democracy and equal rights. Yer in his very
zalforfmdomhecmomlymmedmuyofthechmcmn-
tics of the imagined enemy. By condemning the subversive’s
fapatical allegiance to an ideology, he affirmed 2 similarly un-
critical acceptance of 3 different ideology; by attacking the
subversive’s intolerance of dissent, he worked to elitninate dissent
and diversity of opinion; by censuring the subversive for alleged
licentiousness, he engaged in sensval fantasies; by criticizing the
sobversive’s loyalty to an organization, he sought to prove hix
unconditional loyalty to the esublished order. The nativist
moved even farther in the direction of his enemies when he
formed tightly-knit societies and parties which were often secret
and which subordinated the individual to the single purpose of
the group. Though the nativists generally sgreed that the worst

¢This has now becomre a fashiousble trend in mofe respectable
quarters. Stephen Shadegg, kmown for his snccess in Senaror Gold-
warer’s senacarial campaigns, wrires: “Mao Tse-tung . . . has written
avdmblebookonthet:cduofmﬁhmon.lnnhem ‘Give me
;nsmathmmmavﬂlagemdlwﬂluhthevﬂhge In the
Goldwater campzigns of 1952 and 1958 and in all other campaigns
where I have served 35 a consultant | have followed the advice of
Mzo Tse-rang.” How 20 Win an Election (New York, 1964), p. 106,
‘Writing sbour cold-war smategy, Goldwarer himself declares: “1
wouldsuggstdmwe:mlyzeandcopydumgyofﬂxemy
theirs has worked and ours has noe.” Why Not Victory? (New York,

-
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Part I: Studies in the American Right
evil of subversives was their subordination of means to ends,
they themselves recommended the most radical means to purge
the nation of eroublesome groups and to enfarce unquestioned
loyaly to the state.?

Much of the function of the enemy lies not in what can be
imitated but in what can be wholly condemned. The sexual
freedom often attributed to him, his lack of moral inhibition,
his possession of especially effective techniques for fulfilling
his desires, nge exponeats of the paranoid style an opporwu-
nity to- project and freely express unacceptable aspects of
their own minds. Priests and Mormon patriarchs were com-
monly thought to have especial attraction for women, and
hence licentous privilege. Thus Catholics and Mormons—
later Negroes and Jews—lent themselves to a preoccupation
with illicit sex. Very often the fantasies of true believers serve
as strong sado-masochistic ountlets, vividly expressed, for ex-
ample, in the concern of anti-Masons with the alleged cruely
of Masonic punishments. Concerning this phenomenon, Davis
remarks:

Masons disemboweled or slit the throats of their victms;
Catholics cur unborn infanrs from their mothers’ wombs and
threw them to the dogs before their parentss’ eyes; Mormons
raped and lashed recalcitrant women, or seared their mouths
with red-hot irons. This obsession with details of sadism, which

reached pathologicsl proportions in pmch of the liverature,
showed 2 furious determination to purge the enemy of every

admirable quality.®
Another recurring aspect of the paranoid style is the special

significance that attaches to the figure of the renegade from
the enemy cause. The anti-Masonic movement seemed at

T"David Brion Davis: “Soame Themes of Counter-Subversion: An
Analysis of Anti-Masonic, Antd-Catholic, and Anti-Mormon Litera-
cure,” Misdissippi Valley Historical Review, XLVII (September 1960),
213.

8Ihid, p. a21.
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Tbe Paranoid Style in American Politics
times to be the creation of ex-Masons; it cerrainly attached
the highest significance and gave the most unqualified credu-
lity to their revelations. Similarly anti-Catholicism used the
runaway nun and the apostate priest, anti-Mormonism the ex-
wife from the harem of polygamy; the avant-garde anu-
Communist movements of our time use the ex-Communist. In
some part the special authority accorded the renegade derives
from the obsession with secrecy so characterisic of sach
movements: the renegade is the man or woman who has been
in the secret world of the enemy, and brings forth with him
or her the final verification of suspicions which might other-
wise have been doubted by a skeptical world. But I think
there is a deeper eschatological significance attached to
the person of the renegade: in the spiritnal wrestling match
between good and evil which is the paranoid’s archetypal
mode} of the world struggle, the renegade is living proof that
all the conversions are not made by the wrong side. He brings
with him the promise of redemption and victory.

In contemporary right-wing movements a particularly im-
portant part has been played by ex-Communists who have
moved rapidly, though not without anguish, from the para-
noid left to the paranoid right, clinging all the while to the
fundamentally Manichean psychology that underlies both.
Such authorities on communism remind one of those ancient
converts from paganism to Christianity of whom it is told that
upon their conversion they did not entirely cease to believe in
their old gods but converted them into demons.

A final aspect of the paranoid style is related to that quality
of pedantry to which I have already referred. One of the
impressive things abour parancid literature is precisely the
elaborate concern with demonstration it almost invariably
shows. One should not be misled by the fantastic conclusions
that are so characteristic of this political style into imagining
that it is not, so to speak, argued out along factunal lines. The
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Parz 1: Studies in the American Right

very fantastic character of its conclusions leads to heraic striv-
ings for “evidence” to prove that the unbelievable is the only
thing that can be believed. Of course, there are highbrow,
lowbrow, and middlebrow paranoids, as there are likely to be
in any political tendency, and paranoid movements from the
Middle Ages onward have had a magnetic attraction for demi-
intellectuals. Bnt respectable paranocid literarare not only
starts from certain moral commitments that can be justified to
many non-paranoids but also carefully and all but obsessively
accumulates “evidence.” Paranoid writing begins with certain
defensible judgments. There was something to be said for the
anti-Masons. After all, a secret society composed of influential
men bound by special obligations could conceivably pose
some kind of threar to the civil order in which they were
suspended. There was also something to be said far the Prot-
estant principles of individuality and freedom, as well as for
the nadvist desire to develop in North America a2 homoge-
neous civilizaton. Again, in our time innumerable decisions of
the Second World War and the cold war can be fanlted, and
it is easy for the suspicious to believe that such decisions are
not simply the mistakes of well-meaning men but the plans of
traitors.

The typical procedure of the higher paranoid scholarship is
to start with such defensible assumptions and with a careful
accumulation of facts, or ar least of what appear to be facts,
and to marshal these facts toward an overwhelming “proof”
of the particular conspiracy that is to be established. It is
nothing if not coherent—in fact, the parancid mentality is far
more coherent than the real world, since it leaves no room for
mistakes, failures, or ambiguities. It is, if not wholly rational,
at least intensely rationalistic; it believes that it is up against an
enemy who is as infallibly rational as he is cotally evil, and it
seeks to match-his imputed total competence with its own,
leaving nothing unexplained and comprehending all of reality
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Thbe Paranoid Style in American Politics

in one overreaching, consistent theory. It is nothing if not
“scholarly” in technique. McCarthy’s 96-page pamphlet Mc-
Cartbyism contains no less than 313 footnote references, and
Mr. Welch’s fantastic assauit on Fisenhower, The Politician,
is weighed down by a hundred pages of bibliography and
notes. The entire right-wing movement of our time is 2 pa-
rade of experts, study groups, monographs, foomotes, and
bibliographies. Sometimes the right-wing striving for schol-
arly depth and an inclusive world view has startling conse-
quences: Mr, Welch, for example, has charged that the popu-
larity of Amold Toynbee’s historical work s the consequence
of a plot on the part of Fabians, “Labour Party bosses in
England,” and various members of the Anglo-American “lib-
eral establishment” to overshadow the much more truthful
and illuminating work of Oswald Spengler.?

What distinguishes the parancid style is not, then, the 2b-
sence of verifiable facts (though it is occasionally true that in
his extravagant passion for facts the paranou'l oomsxonally
manufactures them), bat rather the curious leap in
tion that is always made at some critical point in the recital of
events. John Robison’s tract on the Illuminati followed 2 pat-
tern that has been repeated for over a century and a2 half. For
page after page he patiently records the details he has been
able to accumulate about the history of the Bluminati. Then,
suddenly, the French Revolution has taken place, and the
Mluminati have brought it about. What is missing is not vera-
cious information zbout the organization, but sensible judg-
ment about what can cavse 2 revolution. The plausibility the
paranoid style has for those who find it plausible lies, in good
measure, in this appearance of the most careful, conscientious,
and seemingly coherent application to detail, the laboriouns
accumulation of what can be taken as convincing evidence for
the most fantastic conclusions, the careful preparation for the

3 The Biue Book of the Jobn Birch Society (np- 1961}, PpP. 42-3.
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Paxr 1: Studies in the American Right

big leap from the undeniable to the unbelievable. The singular
thing about all this laborious work is that the passion for
factnal evidence does not, as in most intellectual exchanges,
have the effect of putting the paranoid spokesman into effec-
tive two-way communication with the world outside his
group—least of all with those who doubt his views. He has
lirtle real hope that his evidence will convince a hostile world.
His effort to amass it has rather the quality of a defensive act
which shuts off his receptive apparatus and protects him from
having to artend to disturbing considerations thar do not
fortify his ideas. He has all the evidence he needs; he is not a
receiver, he is a transmitter.

Since I have drawn so heavily on American examples, I
would like to emphasize again that the paranoid style is an
international phenomenon. Nor is it confined to modern
times. Studying the millennial sects of Europe from the elev-
enth to the sixteenth century, Norman Cohn finds, in his bril-
liant book The Pursuit of the Millenmium, a persistent psy-
chological complex that closely resembles what 1 have been
considering—a style made up of cerrain marked preoccupa-
tions and fantasies: “the megalomanic view of oneself as the
Elect, wholly good, abominzbly persccuted yet assured of
ultimate triumph; the attribution of gigantic and demonic
powers to the adversary; the refusal to accept the ineluctable
hmirations and imperfections of human existence, such as
transience, dissention, conflict, fallibility whether intellectaal
or moral; the obsession with inerrable prophecies . . . systema-
tized misinterpretations, always gross and often grotesque . . .
ruthlessness directed towards an end which by its very nature
cannot be realised—towards a total and final solution such as
cannot be atrained at any actual time or in any concrete situa-
don, but only in the timeless and autistic realm of phantasy.”™

1Tbe Pursuit of the Millemmium (London, 19;7) PP- 309-10; see
also pp. §8-74. In the Middle Ages millenarianism flourished among
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The Paranoid Style in American Politics

The recurrence of the paranoid style over a long span of
time and in different places suggests that 2 mentality disposed
to see the world in the paranoid’s way may always be present
in some considerable minority of the population. But the fact
that movements employing the paranoid style are not con-
stant but come in saccessive episodic waves suggests that the
paranoid disposition is mobilized into action chiefly by social
conflicts that involve ultimate schemes of values and that
bring fundamental fears and hatreds, rather than negotable
interests, into political action. Catastrophe or the fear of catas-
trophe is most likely to elicit the syndrome of paranoid rhet-
oric.

In American experienice, ethnic and religious conflicts, with
their threat of the submergence of whole systems of values,
have plainly been the major focus for militant and suspicious
minds of this sort, but elsewhere class conflicts have also
mobilized such energies. The parancid tendency is aroused by
a confrontation of opposed interests which are (or are felt to
be) torally irreconcilable, and thus by nature not susceptible
to the normal political processes of bargain and compromise.
The situation becomes worse when the representatives of 2
particular political interest—perhaps because of the very un-
realistic and unrealizable nature of their demands—cannot
make themselves felt in the political process. Feeling that they
have no access to political bargaining or the making of deci-
sions, they find their original conception of the world of
power as omnipotent, sinister, and malicious fully confirmed.
They see only the consequences of power—and this through
distorting lenses—and have litde chance to observe its actual

the poor, the oppressed, and the hopeless. In Anglo-American, experi-
ence, 23 Samael Shepperson has observed, such movements have never
been confined ro thece classes, but have had 2 mare solid middle-class
foundation. “The Comparative Study of Millenariin Movements,” in
S;hianmw(d.):mmemhdcﬁm(mm
1961), DP. 49~53.
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Paxr L. Srudies in the American Right
machinery, L. B. Namier once said thet “the crowning attin-
ment of historical study” is to achieve “an intuitive sense of
how things do not happen.™ It is precisely this kind of aware-
ness that the paranoid fails to develop. He has a special resist-
ance of his own, of course, to such awareness, but circum-
stances often deprive him of exposure to events that might
enfighten him. We are all sufferers from history, but the
paranoid is a double sufferer, since he is afflicred not only by
the real world, with the rest of us, but by his fantasies as well

3L. B. Namier: “History,” in Friz Stern (ed.): The Varieties of
History (New York, 1956), p. 375-
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