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Agency Panic and the Culture
of Conspiracy

Timothy Melley

IMAGINING SOCIAL CONTROL

Conspiracy theory has animated the political culture of the United
. States from the early Republican period to the present, at times deeply
_' influencing popular opinion. But its influence has never been greater
‘than now. “This is the age of conspiracy,” says a character in Don
DeLillo’s Running Dog (1978}, “the age of connections, links, secret rela-
- tionships.”! By all accounts, this view has become increasingly common
“in the postwar period. For several decades, cultural critics have ob-
-:served that “a kind of paranoia has settled over many communities”
- and that many social groups seem to depend on conspiracy theory for
i their survival. More recently, major news magazines have described the
United States as a nation in the grip of “conspiracy mania” and have
pronounced the arrival of a “new paranoid style in the American
arts”—although such a style has clearly been flourishing for decades.
- “The rhythm of conspiracy,” notes another, “once background noise, is
now a dominant theme of everyday life.”? Whether the postwar era is
eally an “age of conspiracy” seems uncertain at best; the important fact
s that many people believe it is such an age. Americans now account
ot all sorts of events—political conflicts, police investigations, juridical
proceedings, corporate maneuvers, government activities, and a wide
range of other phenomena~~through conspiracy theory. Conspiratorial
- Xplanations have become a central feature of American political dis-
ourse, a way of understanding power that appeals to both marginal-
d:groups and the power elite.
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58 TIMOTHY MELLEY
Perhaps not surprisingly, conspiracy theory has a‘ls‘o been a ft'mfia—
mental organizing principle in American film, television, and fiction
since World War IL Numerous postwar narratives concern ch.j;zrac‘ters
who are nervous about the ways large, anci.pfte.n vague, organizations
might be controlling their lives, influencing _ﬂ.}elr actions, or even I:(:on-
structing their desires. Film and television, from Col‘d War alien flicks to
the highly popular X-Files, have so frequent%y depicted cor’porate, po-
litical, and otherworldly conspiracies that Richard Do.nner s 1997 film
Conspiracy Theory seems at once historically emblematic and utjte‘rly r;—
dundant. Writers such as Kathy Acker, Margaret‘ }‘%twood, Wl]ll&}'ﬂ .
Burroughs, Don DelLillo, Philip K. Dick, Joan Didion, Raiph Elhsozil,
William Gibson, Joseph Heller, Diane Johnson, Ken Kesey, }o:qeph MCcEl-
roy, Norman Mailer, Thomas Pynchon, Ishmael Reed, Leslie M.armf?n
Silko, Kurt Vonnegut, and Sol Yurick have all produced narratives in
which large governmental, corporate, or socia}l systems appear uncan-
nily to control individual behavior, and in which f:haracters seem para-
noid, either to themselves or to other characters in the 1.10\:'31. As Tony
Tanner remarked in 1971, “The possible nightmare of bemg totally con-
trolled by unseen agencies and powers is never far away in contempo-
rary American fiction.”? ‘ . .
Of course, this nightmare was never absent in earlier moments an
may be traced to colonial traditions. But the pos?wa.r years have wit-
nessed a dramatic intensification of interest in this view gf the world,
and an increasing popular acceptance of its central premises. Indeed,
concerns about social control have also been the subject of numerous
other discourses, from social theory to self-help Literafcure t.o addg:gon
discourse. A large and influential body of popular sociological wr.j;t%ng,
" for instance—from David Riesman’s Lonely Crowd (1950) eind V\.ﬁlllarr:
Whyte's Organization Man (1956) through th.e U.ne.xbomber Mamfestod
(1996)—has lamented both the “decline” of individual sel"fncontrol an
the increasing autonomy of large social structures, espec'lally gove;n—
ment and corporate bureaucracies, control technologies, and the

media.t o
One implication of this diverse body of materials is that the seem-

ingly marginal forms of paranoia and conspiracy theory must bt? un-
derstood as symptoms of a larger and more mainstream set of anxieties .

about human agency. But why has the peculiar form of conspiracy the-

ory become such a popular vehicle for such concerns? As f)thers have..
noted, the idea of conspiracy offers an odd sort of comfort in an uncer-:
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tain age: it makes sense of the inexplicable, accounting for complex
events in a clear, if frightening, way. By offering a highly adaptable vi-
sion of causality, conspiracy theory acts as a “master narrative,” a grand
scheme capable of explaining complex social events. Most conspiracy
theories are virtually impossible to confirm, yet this built-in impedi-
ment to certainty is precisely why they have flourished in an age sup-
posedly marked by the disappearance of grand explanatory schemes
and master narratives. They require a form of quasi-religious convic-
tion, a sense that the conspiracy in question is an entity with almost su-
pernatural powers. In fact, the term “conspiracy” rarely signifies a
small, secret plot any more. Instead, it frequently refers to the workings
of a large organization, technology, or system, a powerful and obscure en-
tity so dispersed that it is the very antithesis of the traditional conspir-
acy. “Conspiracy,” in other words, has come to signify a broad array of
social controls.
The increasing appeal of conspiracy theory is directly linked to this-
newly expanded definition, which accords the conspiracy broad ex-
* planatory power and enormous political utility. In its new form, “con-
spiracy” can be used to label political enemies who are doing nothing
more devious or sinister than their accusers. In the midst of the Korean
- War, for instance, President Truman could declare that “[tlhe Commu-
- nists in the Kremlin are engaged in a monstrous conspiracy to stamp
. “out freedom all over the world” without also observing that, by such a
- definition, he was also involved in a “conspiracy” to promote capital-
ismS At virtually the same moment, the Supreme Court could dramat-
~ically toughen its three-decade-old “clear and present danger” test on
the grounds that a conspiracy to teach dangerous ideas must not be per-
- mitted, even though the- “conspiracy” in question was an informal
gathering of socialist educators who had neither taken nor advocated
any action whatsocever against the state. In its ruling, the Court rejected
“the contention thata conspiracy to advocate, as distinguished from the
' advocacy itself, cannot be constitutionally restrained, because it com-
- prises only the preparation. [t is the existence of the conspiracy which cre-
- ates the danger.”® In short, the panic-stricken rhetoric of conspiracy has
often been sufficient to mobilize support for serious state action, even
the significant abridgment of individual freedoms.
‘But the state has not had a monopoly on the rhetoric of conspiracy.
 In'the United States, that rhetoric has been widely deployed by both
disempowered and comparatively privileged groups to imagine the
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controlling power of private enterprise, of regulatory discourses and
systems, of the state itself, or of some complex and bewildering combi-
nation of these things. As Fredric Jameson has observed, postwar nar-
ratives deploying conspiracy theory “and “high-tech paranoia” have
provided important representatibns of global capitalist networks. Con-
spiracy theory, Jameson remarks, is “a degraded attempt—through the
figuration of advanced technology—to think the impossible totality of
the contemporary world system,” to map networks of power too vast to
be adequately represented.” In this account, conspiracy theory’s over-
simplifications stem partly from the sublime objects it attempts to make
visible. Instead of being merely a comforting form of misrepresentation,
conspiracy theory is a reductive (or “degraded”), but still useful, form
of political representation. Jameson'’s view thus allows room for a de-
fense of some conspiracy theories. Yet it leaves open a number of cru-
cial questions about the conspiracy form itself. Why represent a mas-
sive economic system as a conspiracy? Why conserve a sense of inten-
tionality when explaining the manipulation of individuals by huge
social and economic networks, labyrinthine webs of power?

- Some general observations about postwar conspiracy culfure point

toward a fuller answer to these questions. First, in many conspiracy
narratives, conspiracies are understood to be hermetically sealed, mar-
velously efficient, and virtually undetectable. Second, as Jameson's

comments imply, conspiracies allow characters or authors to conceptu-

alize the relation between individuals an

begin with individu

members of a conspiracy “repress” their own desires and aims

of communal goals, a small social compact.
This assumption has a vital, though ofte

spiracy begins with self-re
hension of conspiracy by those rot involved in it—begins with indivi

ual self-protection, with an attempt to defend the integrity
against the social order. To understand one’s relation to the social ords
through conspiracy theory,
tion to “society.” It is to endorse an all
a view in which agency is a property,
like oneself or to “the system,” a vague structure often ¢

parceled out either to individu

d larger social bodies. Third,

and most important, the conspiracy is often understood as a structure
that curtails individuality, or that is antithetical to individualism itself.

" As the narrator of Don DeLillo’s Running Dog puts it, “ All conspiracies
al self-repression.”® According to this view, the
for a set

n ignored, corollary: if con=
pression, then conspiracy theory—the appre:

of the s_é]f

in other words, is fo see oneself in oppost
-ot-nothing conception of agency,

onstrued to be
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;nassi:e, SOWerfuI, and malevolent. This way of thinking is rooted in
ong-standing Western conceptions of selfh i
: ood, particularly th
emphasize the corrupting i o Ay
power of social relations on h i
ness. As Ralph Waldo Emerson wa 0 in the ciag.
. . rned some 150 years ago in the clas-
sic Aryfterzcan a‘ccount of self versus society, “Society eveimhere :’ia;
;:Ic:ir;is,pzracy ag?mst the manhood of every one of its members.”® This fa
ar sense of individual struggle agai ivity is e ,
gainst a collectivity is essential
contemporary conspiracy theor i s 1 1o
: y. One of its problematic eff i
hide the specific political fea : s to sente.
tures of the struggle it att
sent. Its monolithic concepti “soci o e o,
: ption of “society” (or “system,” or “ i
3 ‘ , organiza-
. Zl;);eg ;‘I;x;;ajcei the netid to conceptualize particular interests wiﬂfin t;:t
_ 1ty, interests that might be based on cla
ity 8 nterests that s ss, gender, race, or other
: political malleability of conspi
1 P : spiracy theory, and
?eppa;eft cox.ﬂ:'radictzons of figures like the Unabozrjtfber v?;aose f:j
» Os:z m;zf:?fgn_ lwas ;O; }:)nly “to kill a scientist, big businessnlian
cial or the like” but also “to kill a Communist.” ’
. ‘ unist.”™ These -
i;(;ise ;fsfe; a cr}lcxai: Iets;on: by making diverse social and technologiczei
nemes of “the self,” the conspiratorial vi i
-a defense of some clear politi iti etone st s
A political position than indivi
~alism, abstractly conceived. d w6 defense of individu-
or't_It is z;ot surprising that extremely self-defensive postures of this
:_als_._:aafie 0 ltlen understood as “paranoid.” Clinically paranoid individu-
'.fbr;'mez ay, g;qﬁntg express a general fear and distrust of their envi-
o1 - et the highly popular conception of self [ have j
ment . ave just outlined
ﬁj::;?: sﬁ(ﬁf; i); read t;s a szgr; of pathology. Indeed, conspiracy narra-
fives e on the rise if that self-concept
= ont pt were not broadly pop-
_:_3;3_1_11(*) Ignly the continuing appeal of liberalism, and its vision of Zfas-
dg{gﬁg:s se{lif beleaguered by society, can explain why the controlling
gencles and powers” in postwar narratives are
genci s0 often “unseen” o,
;1;1‘:(,’ I;v}:y :Eiey s0 rarely consist of specific conspirators why the;
ary. ext to text, and why they often look nothing ; i
es ini' the traditional sense of th el ot horatio e
; e word. The appeal of liberalism al
);;;11;11;15 ;ivhy conspiracy narratives have displayed such extraordmaxs‘;
) .:f gx.xi‘nhty—v\fhy Fhey have registered concern about such a di-
: go social organizations and why they are as appealing to African
hltecams }_yho wish to explain racial discrimination as they are to
5 raczst groups who believe the United States is under the control
ms?-_Qccupled Government” (ZOG) or some other coalition of
reigne and minorities." e
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The recent surge in conspiracy narratives, in other words, cannot be
explained as a response fo some particular political issue, social organi-
zation, or historical event, such as Watergate, or the Kennedy assassi-
nation, or even the Cold War. It is better understood as a response to the
sense that, to quote one cultural crific, “our specialness—our human-
ness—has been taking it on the chin a lot lately.”* It stems largely from
4 sense of diminished human agency, a feeling that individuals cannot ef-
fect meaningful social action and, in extreme cases, may not be able to
control their own behavior. “At this moment in history,” wrote R. D.
Laing in 1967, “we are all caught in the hell of frenetic passivity.”* For
Charles Reich, “The American crisis . . . seems clearly to be related to an
inability to act.”* And foxr Donna Haraway, #Qur machines are dis-
turbingly lively, and we ourselves frighteningly inert”—a view, she ad-
mits, that once would have seemed “paranoid” though “now we are not
50 sure.”™® Sentiments like these are related to a widely circulated post-
war narrative, a story about how the new “postindustrial” economy has
made Americans more generic and less autonomous than their rugged
forebears, and how social structures—especially government and cor-
porate bureaucracies, control technologies, and “the media”—have be-

come autonomous agents in their own right.

Despite their widespread appearance in diverse postwar narra-
tives, these anxieties take a remarkably consistent form, which I will
refer to as agency panic.'® ﬁy agency panic, I mean intense anxiety about
an apparent loss of autonomy ot self-control-—the conviction that one’s
actions are being controlled by someone else, that one has been “con-
structed” by powerful external agents. This anxiety is expressed most
dramatically in fiction and film, though its underlying view of the

world is central to many nonfiction texts as well. In most cases, agency

panic has two features. The first is a nervousness or uncertainty about
the causes of individual action. This fear sometimes manifests itself ina

belief that the world is full of “programmed” or “prainwashed” sub-
jects; addicts, automatons, Or “mass-produced” persons, as is the case
in Heller's Caich-22, Reed’s Mumbo Jumbo, Kesey's One Elew over the
Cuckoo’s Nest, virtually all of Burroughs's work, much science fiction;
and many of the nonfiction texts I have already mentioned. Just as
often, the anxiety consists of a character’s fear that he or she has been’,
personally manipulated by powerful external controls. Many postwar
narratives depict characters who feel they are acting outpartsina script
written by someone else, or who pelieve that their most individuating
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traits have been somehow produced from without. Margaret Atwood’s
chazjacters, for example, are forever enacting classically feminine be-
havior, even though they know it is haxrmful and undesirable. Some of
P)(nchon’s characters suspect that their sexual responses, among other
things, have been determined by a massive espionage program
DeLillo’s Lee Harvey Oswald feels that his participation in Kennedy’s.
fnurder has been planned by powerful forces beyond his control. And
in the junked-up world of Burroughs, sadistic government and corpo-
rate technologies continually regulate all kinds of human behavior.

In addition to these primary anxieties about individual autonomy,
agency _panic usually involves a secondary sense that controlling or:
ganizations are themselves agents-~rational, motivated entities with
the will and the means to carry out complex plans. These organizations
are sometimes concrete agencies, like DeLillo’s CIA-or Heller’s corpo-
ratized Army, but they are just as often more diffuse structures—Pyn-
(jhon’s~ “Them,” Burroughs's “junk virus,” Atwood’s “men,” Reed’s

- “Atonist” culture industry, cyberpunk’s autonomous corporations, or
- even the general “world system” invoked by Jameson and much pést—
* war political rhetoric. In moments of agency panic, individuals tend to
attribute to these systems the qualities of motive, agency, and individu-~
- ality they suspect have been depleted from themselves or others around
. _the.m. :Thus, agency panic not only dramatizes doubt about the efficacy
_::Of 1‘nd1vidual human action; it also induces a postmodern transference in
- Whld’.t social regulation seems to be the intentional product of a single
-consciousness or monolithic “will.”
. Because the convictions I have been describing usually arise with-
ut much tangible evidence, they often seem to be the product of para-
‘nofa. Yet they are difficult to dismiss as paranoid in the clinical sense of
;_gathoiogically deluded. As Leo Bersani points out, the self-described
‘paranoids” of Thomas Pynchon’s fiction are “probably justified, and
._t__h_efrefore—at least in the traditional sense of the word—really not iaara—
: __:ozd at all.”?” Theorists of schizophrenia working against traditional
' .:.psy:'choiogical models, from Laing and Gregory Bateson to Gilles
I?__e_e_le_:qze and Félix Guattari, have shown that pathologizing judgments
f_;;_tf(:h abnormal modes of experience may be products of overidenti-
: atzon with normalizing clinical assumptions. In fact, Laing goes so far
5 _fo_ suggest that schizophrenia can be “a conspiracy” perpetrated
igainst the schizophrenic by family and health care workers, who wish to
reduéte the patient’s “full existential and legal status as human agent.”?®
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Nonetheless, there is now a wealth of scholarship, following
Richard Hofstadter’s classic analysis of “the paranoid style in American
poliﬁcs," that continues to view ”poli’cicai” paranoia as an easily diag-
nosed ailment, something that can be readily dismissed by appeal to a
universal authority.” What many such accounts refuse to recognize is
that conspiracy theory arises out of radical doubt about how knowl-
edge is produced and about the authority of those who produce it. Iron-
jcally, by uncritically labeling certain claims “paranoid” and therefore
dangerous to society (in general), such accounts miss the most impor-
tant meaning of conspiracy theory: that it develops from the refusal to
accept someone else’s definition of a universal social good or an offi-
cially sanctioned truth. This is not to say we must open our arms to all
manner of conspiracy theories. It is merely to assert that diagnoses of
political paranoia are themselves political statements reflecting particu-
lar interests. Until we discover some magically unmediated access to re-
ality, conspiracy theory cannot simply be pathologized in one sweeping
gesture. Indeed, while many conspiracy theories seem far-fetched, in-
sane, or even dangerous, others seem o be logical responses to techno-

logical and social change, to the radical insights of poststructuralism

and systems theory, and even to the breathless sociologies of “future
Fiyiy)

shock,” “global village,” and “postindustrial society.

For these reasons, my intention here is not to assess the validity of
particular conspiracy theories, but rather to sketch the cultural signifi-
cance of such theories and the anxieties from which they stem. Above
all, those anxieties indicate a crisis in recent conceptions of personhood
and human agencyr’-f[he importance of agency panic les in the way it at-
tempts to conserve a long-standing model of personhood—a view of
the individual as a rational, motivated agent with a protected interior
core of beliefs, desires, and memories. This concept of the liberal indi-
vidual, which C. B. Macpherson termed “possessive individualism,”

derives from the liberal political philosophy of Hobbes and Locke, and

has long been celebrated in American political culture, particularly in
21

the guise of “rugged individualism” and atomistic “self-reliance.

That these forms of individualism have masculine associations helps to”
ostwar texts understand social communications
d why narratives of dwindling human auton-
ur culture, to masculinist outbursts of

“regeneration through violence” {from John Birch tactics to the work of

explain why so many p
as a feminizing force an
omy are so often connected, in o

the Unabomber and contemporary “patriot” groups).?
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\(\ Indeed, the culture of paranoia and conspiracy may be understood
as a result of liberal individualism’s continuing popularity despite its
inability to account for social regulation. Agency panic dramatizes pre-
cisely this paradox. It begins in a discovery of social controls that can-
not be reconciled with the liberal view of individuals as wholly au-
tonomous and rational entities. For one who refuses to relinquish the
assumptions of liberal individualism, such newly revealed forms of
regulation frequently seem so unacceptable or unbelievable that they
can only be met with anxiety, melodrama, or panic. Y\gency panic thus
reveals the way social communications affect individual identity and
agency, but it also disavows this revelation. It begins with a radical in-
§1ght, yet it is a fundamentally conservative response~“conservative”
in the sense that it conserves a traditional model of the self in spite of
the obvious challenges that postwar technologies of communication
and social organization pose to that model. Its widespread appearance
on the postwar landscape indicates a broad cultural refusal to modify a
: ‘concept of self that is no longer wholly accurate or useful, but that still

- underpins a long-standing cultural fantasy of subjectivity.

- This concept of self stands in sharp contrast to poststructural and
:-:_postmodem theoretical reconceptions of subjectivity, which have ex-
= p.loded the assumptions of liberal individualism, arguing that iden-
tity is constructed from without, repeatedly reshaped through per-
“formance, and (in extreme accounts) best understood as a schizo-
‘phrenic and anchorless array of separate components. “Instead of
mourning the loss of the self,” Gabriele Schwab remarks, poststruc-
tural theory “celebrates its end.”” In the wake of such theories, many
cultural critics have emphasized the relation between postmodern
narrative and these newly “fragmented” or “decentered” concepts of
§ubjectivitymfrequentiy associating modernism with paranoia and
postmodernism with schizophrenia, respectively.?* But when under-
:gtqod as stark oppositions, such associations are misleading. Texts
’that are the very emblems of postmodernism invest heavily in para-
noia, and rarely seem to celebrate the fragmentation of the self. Even
the fluid and uncertain subjects of William Burroughs, which have
been used to illustrate postmodern “schizophrenia,” are products of a
.f:aught attempt to conserve fraditional liberal humanist assumptions
:_a}bc')ut the self.”® Agency panic, then, may be understood as a nervous
_aqknowledgment, and rejection, of postmodern subjectivity. lts ap-
earance in writing commonly considered postmodern is an index of
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liberalism’s continuing appeal in the face of serious theoretical chal-
lenges. N

Despite the significant problems with some panic-stricken defenses
of liberal individualism—which include the encouragement of individ-
ual, rather than collective, forms of resistance 1o social control—I want
to stress that agency panic is not simply a misguided or irrational re-
sponse. In fact, it bears an important likeness to sociological thinking,
often illuminating the obscure and powerful sources of social regula-
tion. Yet, paradoxically, it produces quasi-sociological insights by at-
tributing intentionality to the level of the social order. Those possessed
by it find hidden communiqués inside generic social messages; they
view mass social controls as forms of individual persecution; and they
see social and economic patterns as the result of willful malevolence. In
other words, they unearth forms of human intentionality where a
strictly sociological analysis would find only institutions, mores, eco-
nomic structures, and discourses. Their attempts to trace social effects
to an intending subject depends on a form of misrecognition, but one
that is difficult to avoid and often quite fruitful. My refusal to make

sweeping assessments of conspiracy theory in general, then, stems from -

the intelligence and political usefulness of some such narratives. But it
also stemns from theoretical considerations, to which I now turn.

INTERPRETIVE DISORDERS

Because they attempt to unearth hidden forms of control and commur-
nication, theories of conspiracy and mass manipulation depend heavily
on the interpretation of half-hidden clues, telltale signs, and secret mes-
sages. In postwar literature, such procedures are frequently intertwined
with explorations of paranoia, which figures prominently ina stunning
array of texts. This is not surprising, because paranoia is an interpretive
disorder that revolves around questions of control and manipulation. It
is often defined as a condition in which one has delusions of grandeur

or an unfounded feeling of persecution, or both. Understood less jud,
mentally, it is a condition in which one’s interpretations seem .
founded or abnoxmal to an interpretive communi

ty. These descriptions
highlight a problem inherent in the definition of paranoia: despite the
seemingly obvious marks of extreme (or pathological) paranoia, it is re:
markably difficult to separate paranoid interpretation from “norma ¢
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::terp:et}ve practiceg Freud himself repeatedly noted that paranoid in-
‘ C;pre ations are akin to. the very philosophical and psychoanalytic
° emes nefessary‘to define and diagnose the disorder. “The delusions
z triigs;tts, hk}ih writes, .”appeér to me to be the equivalents of the con-
Sructior i}:; ; : f;re jbuﬁd up in the course of analytic treatment.”? Be-
cause of imilarity, cases of.paranoia take the form of inferpretive
sts etwefen analyst and patient, each of whom claims to have un-
earthed the hidden truth about the patient’s (apparent)} persecution.

Consider, for instance, F g
i ’ , Freud’s remarks on the i
 foundation of paranora purported homoerotic

Paranota i? precisely a disorder in which a sexual aetiology is by no

means obvious; far from this, the strikingly prominent features inyth

causation of paranoia, especially among males, ate social humiliatio .

and slights. But if we go into the matler only a little more deeply, we hn;,
- -be able to see that the really operative factor . . 27 e

_:.I ;ic:ﬂci have cited many -other passages from Freud's work, because
going “more deeply” into the “obvious” would serve as a crude defini
tion of psychoanalysis in general. But what is significant in this .
is }:}ow‘v much'Freud’s description of paranoia has in common wiEt)ha;saarie
:. _fqéz;lagzisif. ;ist, boﬂ; psychianalygis and paranoia depend on infer-
P move beyond “prominent” or “obvious” factors. Second
e _c_onseqluentiy, both appeal to the category of the real—to the “re-
(Ay _{_;perauve factor,” f'ouz‘ldation, or causal agent for certain events.
(Asthe popular slogan insists, “It’s not paranoia if they’re reall
o Y re reaily out to
nSIt is this second move that has made the fictional representation of
on igacy and paranoia 'mcreasmgly popular in a period marked by
epticism about unmediated access to reality. Because diagnoses of
-P_a__xflp}a de%aend on a strong concept of reality—a conviction that th
atxent s claims do not correspond to events transpiring in a me :
bi?'ie'?;l-ty——ﬂw postmodern tendency to put “the rea%” in quoi:t:izarz
W;;tsl S js t;ndemuned the pathologization of paranoia. As a result, if
vhat : ea seemsl rrllore_ and more to be a construct, and if the proce-
o for pathologizing insane interpretations seem increasingly indis-
gg;s_hgbie from the procedures of the insane, then paranoia (or “
:E'f}.g'_.)..-})_g.comes an obvious vehicle for writers to use in illustrat;‘npati1 .
litics 19f interpretation, normalization, and knowledge produftioz

€5
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(this despite theories that continue to associate paranoia with mod-
ernism and not postmodernism). This problem has underwritten virtu-
ally the entire corpus of Philip K. Dick’s science fiction, which obses-
sively depicts characters attempting to assess their own sanity in situa-
tions of radical ontological uncertainty. It has also encouraged many
postwar writers to represent paranocia as a positive state of mind, an in-
telligent and fruitful form of suspicion, rather than a psychosis. Pyn-
chor's characters, for instance, often believe that “operational para-
noia” and “creative paranoia” can serve as effective forms of resistance
to social or political control.?® Heller’s “paranoid” bombardier Yossar-
ian stays alive in part because he believes “everyone” is trying to kil
him, a view that seems increasingly sound as Catch-22 unfolds. The
same strategy pays off for many of Margaret Atwood’s characters, who
learn that their fears of being watched or stalked are a reasonable re-
sponse to heterosexual relationships. The postwar literature of conspir-
acy and paranoia, in other words, is driven by a sense that knowledge
and power are inextricably linked and that to be “paranoid” may only
be to reject the normalizing ideology of the powerful.

Yet, given the political stakes of conspiracy theories, and the vio-
lence associated with some forms of political “paranoia,” it may seem
especially important to be able to say for certain who is paranoid and
who is not. One might thus object to my association of psychoanalysis
and paranoia because it seems to undermine the grounds for making
such decisions. After all, do not severe cases of paranoia, such as Dr.
Daniel Paul Schreber’s famous “nervous illness,” the subject of Freud’s
major study of paranoia, go well beyond a mere tendency to draw
meanings from what is not clearly “prominent” or “obvious” to others?
Schreber’s apparent conviction that certain evils are being perpetrated
against him, it might be argued, is quite different from more recent in-
stances of “operational paranoia,” which are marked by a self-critical
suspicion of the world. We might then distinguish between cases where
an individual develops a highly rigid and socially unacceptable inter-
pretive scheme (Schreber’s complex system of “nerves” and “rays,” for
instance) and cases where an individual merely feels uncertainty about
the agency of apparently meaningful events (as is the case in most of the
texts ] examine here). This distinction would be of use in isolating cases
of the sort that arise frequently in postwar narrative: cases where indi-
viduals not only suspect an array of invisible determinants to beatwork,
but also suspect their own suspicions. The secondary suspicion seems to
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indicate the process of a rational, self-effacing, skeptical mind-pre-
cisely the opposite of irrational or delusional self-inflation.

This distinction, however, is not as easy to make as it first might
seem, because a self-effacing uncertainty is not always absent from
more serious or “pathological” cases of paranoia. Louis Sass has con-
vincingly argued that extreme cases of paranoid schizophrenia often re-
sult from hypercognitivity and excessive self-reflection. Furthermore,
interpretive certainty cannot by itself be a sign of insanity, because even
Schreber, who was highly committed to a rigid and unorthodox inter-
pretive scheme, is no more certain of his views than Freud is of his own.
In fact, Sass’s extraordinary analysis of Schreber’s Memoirs of My Net-
vous Hllness (1903) demonstrates that the apparently rigid claims of a
pathological paranoiac may be, in part, the products of overly rigid in-
terpretation on the part of the analyst (or reader of the Memoirs). Amore
self-effacing reader might begin to wonder, as Sass does, if Schreber’s
apparently insane claims are not actually the work of a brilliant and
complex mind:

One may be tempted to think that the delusions and near-hallucina-
tions it describes are little more than the almost random products of a
state of pure irrationality, perhaps of some kind of near-dementia, or
of a delirium in which virtually any random fancy passing before the
mind can be extracted and treated as real. Yet . . . one cannot help but

wonder whether it is possible to discover a coherent system lying be-
hind it all.?

Here, the interpretive drive of the analyst—the desire to find some kind
of “coherent system lying behind” what initially seems to be “random
fancy”—is structurally analogous to the interpretive drive of the para-
noiac, whose disorder is characterized by the tendency to locate coher-
ent motives in what others believe to be “random” or “chance” events.
As Sass remarks earlier in his study, “paranoid thinking can be viewed
- as, in some sense, an almost obvious, logical development—in a world
... where all events feel interpretable, so that nothing can seem acci-
- dental and everything therefore appears to be somehow consciously in-
v tended” (61).
.+ If the sense that there are no accidents—that everything is con-
- nected, intended, and meaningfulis a hallmark of paranoia, then the
difference between a paranoid theory and a brilliant theory may only be
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a matter of how much explanatory power the theory has for a given in-
terpretive community. And if this is so, then the work of sorting out
paranoid claims from justifiable claims—the work of diagnosing,
pathologizing, and normalizing—will require a vision at least as pene-
trating as the -one to be judged. Indeed, Sass’s desire to match Schre-
ber’s own perspicuity seems to be part of what compels him to look for
a “coherent system” in Schreber’s account, where other analysts have
found only “pure irrationality” and “random fancy” (244). Sass even
goes on to suggest that Schreber’s paranoid system bears a powerful
resemblarice to sophisticated social theories, such as Foucault's account
of panoptic surveillance. Given such resemblances, we might say that
the interpretive differences between Freud’s account of Schreber and
Schreber’s account of himself amount to something like a contest be-
tween psychoanalysis and sociology—a disciplinary dispute about
whether the “really operative factors” in a series of events are best lo-
cated through study of individuals or analysis of social institutions.
Even in the spectacularly delusional case of Schreber, then, serious and
intelligent readers disagree about whether Schreber’s vision is a pro-
found perception of the social realm or a pure projection of internal
material outward. To put the matter in the ferms Kathy Acker uses in
Empire of the Senseless (1988), “Dr. Schreber was paranoid, schizo-
phrenic, hallucinated, deluded, disassociated, autistic, and ambivalent.
In these qualities he resembled the current United States President,
Ronald Reagan.”*®
This sort of challenge to traditional conceptions of paranoia is a cen-
tral preoccupation of much postwar writing. One of the reasons stories
of paranoia and conspiracy have become so popular recently is that
they stage a contest over the reality, or social basis, of a potentially para-
noid individual’s perceptions. These conflicts have become preoccupa-
tions of recent social and cultural theory, because they reveal that
“knowledge and power are simply two sides of the same question: who
decides what knowledge is, and who knows what needs to be de-
cided?”®! What is often overlooked in such debates is the degree to
which they revolve around issues of agency-—questions about who or
what is producing the meaning in a set of signs. Paranoid interpretation,
in fact, may be understood as a complex, and often self-defeating, at-
tempt to think sociologically about agency while simultaneously retain-
ing a concept of individual action that is at odds with sociological work.

It sometimes amounts, then, not only to a self-defensive posture in the '
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face of external controls, but to a fraught and paradoxical defense of lib-
eral individualism itself.

Consider, for instance, Freud's early encounter with the problem
we have just been examining, an encounter that occurred in his 1901
study of motive and accident and became pressing as he attempted to
make the critical distinction between psychoanalytic and irrational
forms of interpretation. When explaining potentially meaningful coin-
cidences, Freud claims that “superstitious” persons behave “just like
paranoics,” while he, on the other hand, explains coincidence rationally:

The differences between myself and the superstitious person are two:
first, he projects outwards a motivation which I look for within; sec-
ondly, he interprets chance as due to an event, while I frace it back to
a thought. But what is hidden from him cortesponds to what is un-
conscious for me, and the compulsion not to let chance count as chance
but to interpret it is common to both of us.*

A strict definition of the boundary between self and world here grounds
Freud's distinction between rational and irrational interpretation.
~ While “irrational” interpretations find motive in external determinants,
psychoanalytic interpretation locates motive and agency within the in-
dividual.

This would seem to separate psychoanalytic and paranoid ap-
proaches rather nicely. Yet it must be noted that the deepest “inside,”
the unconscious, is in some ways only another kind of “outside”—a re-
gion outside conscious control. Locating motive there, in other words,
' is not radically different from locating it in the suprapersonal agencies
“{or gods) of the superstitious, or in the collective networks (or conspir-
.-acies) of the paranoid. Indeed, we might even say that psychoanalysis
solves the problem of whether interpretation is overzealous, or para-
- ‘noid, by relocating motive from the unitary consciousness of an infend-
.- ing subject to a shadowy agent (the unconscious) whose deliberations
are veiled and not easily subject to interrogation. This “solution” bears
a striking resemblance to conspiracy theory. After all, the unconscious,
as Freud later theorized it, is not an affective state, but a mental agency
or “system.”® Freud’s “discovery of unconscious processes,” writes
Paul Ricoeur, “invites us to form the idea of ‘belonging to a system’”"—
precisely the idea so terrifying to the conspiracy theorist.* The “sys-
tems” in both cases, we might add, govern many of our actions,
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thoughts, and desires, and are frequently described in a rhetoric ac-
cording them motive, unity, and efficacy. Lest my comparison of these
mental and social systems seem far-fetched, it is worth adding that the
very same analogy allowed Freud to develop social and historical theo-
ries on the basis of his mental model.

The real difference between “irrational” and “rational” interpreta-
tion, then, lies not so much in whether one believes in unconirollable de-
terminants or agents as in where one locates those determinants—and,
thus, in how one conceptualizes the agency of persons. For Freud,
human action is governed by a complex of mental systems. Freudian
theory, to borrow Ricoeur’s words, results in a “wounded Cogito . . . a
Cogito that posits itself but does not possess itself” (439; my emphasis).
This conception of the self reverses the basic presumption of possessive
individualism, which identifies self-possession and “freedom from the
wills of others” as “the human essence.”® Freud’s model also dispenses
with the voluntarist aspects of the liberal self—the idea that rational
will is the primary determinant of human action—even as he rejects the
paranoid compulsion to interpret “chance” as the work of willful ac-
tors. We can in fact hypothesize that paranoia is a defense of—perhaps
even a component of—liberal individualism. The paranoid, like the su-
perstitious, cannot dispense with the notion that intentions are the

supreme cause of events in the world, that coincidences are never sim-
ply “accidents.” In the words of William S. Burroughs, an open enemy
of psychoanalysis and postwar America’s high priest of agency panic,
“there is no such thing as a coincidence. . .. Nothing happens in this uni-
verse . . . unless some entity wills it to happen.”®

 Whether such a view is “parancid” in the sense of “wrong” is hard
to say. More clear is its implicit view of the self as an atomistic, rational
agent beleaguered by other {(often immense) rational agents—a view
that the writing of Burroughs, among others, articulates with great fre-
quency. Rather than accepting a view of self-control as divided and less-
than-absolute, the so-called paranoid stance retains an all-or-nothing
congept of agency. And unlike Freud, the paranoiac finds the idea of
being dispersed into an ineffable system of control {even if it is only his
or her own unconscious) wholly intolerable. Paranoia is therefore not
merely an interpretive stance, but part of a discourse about agency.
Within that discourse, it often produces compelling insights about so-
cial control, yet it also tends to promote forms of hyperindividualism,
extraordinary desires to keep free of social controls by seeing the self as
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its truest self when standing in stark opposition to a hostile social order
I now want to offer two distinct, yet equally popular, examples of this;
sort of tiﬁgking/:from the early Cold War. I offer these texts, in place of
more extrer_:he;_,e‘;gamples, in order to illustrate the popularity and cul-
tural centrality ’0{ postwar conspiracy theory’s central premises.

o

THE DEPTH BOYS

In 1957 Vance Packard described a postwar phenomenon he found
deeply troubling. “Large-scale efforts,” he claimed, are “being made
often with impressive success, to channel our unthinking habits ourf
purchasing decisions, and our thought processes by the use of ins;ghts
gleaned from psychiatry and the social sciences.”¥ According to
Packard, a vast array of “subterranean operations,” designed to manip-
g}ate the behavior of individuals, had been established by public rela-
E}.ons firms, advertisers, “social engineers,” and political operatives (8) -
Typically,” he wrote, “these efforts take place beneath our level 01;
. awareness; so that the appeals which move us are often, in a sense, ‘hid-
* den.” The result is that many of us are being influenced and manipu-
lated, far more than we realize, in the patterns of our everyday lives” (3)
o The notion that a network of agents might be operating ”beneath;
- the surface of American life” (9-10) was certainly not original. Ner-
-vousness about the supposedly extraordinary powers and dangerous
- motives of large organizations has long been a feature of U.S. political
: f:ulture. In Hofstadter’s account of it, this paranoid “style” insists that
;..unpc')_l'tant events are controlled by “a vast and sinister conspiracy, a gi-
- gantic and yet subtle machinery of influence set in motion to undez:mine
. .anfi destroy a way of life.”® Of course, Hofstadter associated this “para-
“noid style” not with the sort of cultural criticism practiced by Packard,
. .but with traditionally “political” texts-—that is, documents having to d(;
- rather directly with the control of government bodies.
i For a more conventional example of the paranoid style from the
- same period as The Hidden Persuaders we might consider J. Edgar
:_.._I‘.Ioover’s Masters of Deceit (1958), a popular account of communist in-
: f_ﬂtratfton. "’The communist,” Hoover warns, “is in the market places of
Amex:'ica: in organizations, on street corners, even at your front door. He
s trying to influence and control your thoughts.” Like Senator Joseph
_'.McCarthy and other practitioners of “parancid” Cold War politics,
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Hoover regards comumunism as a veiled “plot” (81), a revolutionary
“conspiracy” (53) with extraordinary powers.® It is “virtually invisible
to the non-communist eye, unhampered by time, distance and legality”
(81). Significantly, these extraordinary powers seem to lie less in the
conspirators themselves than in their massive and half-hidden
“thought-control net” (93). Despite the rhetoric of conspiracy, in other
words, the real threat is not so much a specific agent or group as 4 sys-
tem of communications, an organized array of ideas, discourses, and tech-
nigues.

In all of these regards, Hoover's account is remarkably similar to
Packard’s, which also posits a large and powerful program designed to
manipulate unwitting Americans. Yet there is a striking political differ-
ence between the two texts, and this difference makes their structural
resemblance all the more odd: Packard’s book exposes a dangerous
facet of corporate capitalism, while Hoover s hopes to foil communist ac-
tivity. The question, then, is why these accounts of national crisis look
so similar when they seem to be at ideological cross-purposes.t’ One
possible answer, a familiar one, is that they are part of a “paranoid” tra-
dition transcending particular ideologies and historical conditions. But
fhe notion of a transhistorical paranoid style does not by itself explain
why such potitically different projects might find a strategic advantage
in the notion of conspiracy. Nor does it account for the specific histori-
cal conditions that may have shaped these postwar accounts. Even Hof-
stadtet, who traces political paranoia back to colonial America, notes
that the nature of paranoid politics is different after World War I, fo-
cused on domestic rather than foreign threats and especially concerned
about “the effects of the mass media.”*

These are significant changes, plainly visible in the texts at hand
and striking in their consequences. In the first place, they crack open the
notion of the paranoid style, making room for texts like Packard’s,
which is not a traditional “political” document but which nonetheless
detects a “gigantic yet subtle machinery of influence” at work in Amer-
ican mass culture. More important, changes in postwar “paranoid pol-
itics” indicate an important shift in popular conceptions of political
power. After all, to suggest that conspiracies are perpetrated through the
mass media is to rethink the very nature of conspiracy, which would no
longer depend wholly on private messages, but rather on mass com-
munications, messages to which anyone might be privy. This new
model of “conspiracy” no longer simply suggests that dangerous
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agents are secretly plotting against us from some remote location. On the
cogtrary, it implies, rather dramatically, that whole populations are
being ope.nly manipulated without their knowledge. For mass control to
be exercised in this manner, persons must be significantly less au-
tonomous than popular American notions of individualism would sug-
gest. .The postwar model of conspiracy, in other words, is dependent ogn
anotion of diminished human agency. And it is this concept that makes
’I‘%ze ‘szden Persuaders and Masters of Deceit so much alike, despite their
d_dstmct ideological underpinnings. Like so many other p,ostwar narra-
tives, both are deeply invested in a traditional concept of individual au-
tonomy and uniqueness, and both reveal this investment through ex-
pressions of nervousness about its viability.

One index of this shared anxiety is that Hoover and Packard
each posit a secret effort whose real goal is the mass re-engineerin
. of persons. Hoover, for instance, insists that the Communist Party ii

“a x{ast workshop where the member is polished and shined, his im-
purities melted out” (159). The rhetoric of such passages z:onnects
_communist indoctrination to deindividuation, simultaneously imply-
ing that capitalism guarantees human freedom and uniqueness V\E)hzt
is most frightening about communist training, in Hoover's V;Zew is
that 1”5 seeks to remove all “undigested lumps of independence” (1(;3)
_The. communist thought-control machine” (188) is designed to re:
..f’as}non ”rene‘:gades” and “deviationists” (185) through a program of
: ruthl.ess uniformity” (172). The hypocrisy of this view is rather
: s_tun‘mng, since Hoover devotes his book (and devoted his career) to
~rooting out deviants in order to conserve the ruthless uniformity of
“American politics.®® Ve
“-- My intention here, however, is not to critique the familiar illogic of
i Cok‘i War anticommunism. It is rather to show how that illogic governs
. ﬂ?e impulse toward conspiracy theory. Hoover’s unwillingness to con-
‘sider anything like capifalist “thought control”—that is, his failure to
_portray both communism and capitalism as ideologies—is central to his
: g;ontspiratorial view of communist training. Because he refuses to see
.'.;papatalist training as training, he views communist training as a secref
__ and tofal means of social control. How else can we account for the fact
ﬂ}at,-when Hoover reveals the deep secret of communist thought con-
: t;ol,-:tt furns out to be nothing more sinister than education? The Com-
munist Party, Hoover explains, is “an educational institution. . . . One of
-t.h.e. first things a new member does is to go to a school” (160). Of course,
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Hoover, this is no ordinary school; through its dia}?olical CU).‘I‘IC},I;
izin Slf:e o;figmally autonomous individual “is m;cie Entofco;g::g;;

’ is little tale of e
man” (159). What allows Hoovef to presenjc this i oapn
i rm of a horror story is his assuzfnptmn that edu ]
zigiesiiiety, by contrast, is not ideolog}cally ship;d ax}lg 3;);;ng c;;te
struct individuals by its own mech.amsms of .tboug o rigely
ironic corollary to this view is not simply theEt it borrows ( hugey
s lifies) an account of ideology from Marxism, but that it under u
jtlénoga:n premises. If Americans are defined by their extraordinary mdi

vidual autonomy, then why do they need powerful government pro-

is
tections from communism? The answer can only be that autonomy

t they lack, since they are easily turned into “brain-

precisely wha putative indi-

i that for all their

# communist dupes. It turns out : : o
zzsjzf’cycl-loover’s Americans are deeply susceptible to ideologica

Cont;;l:.same problem of agency haunts The Hidden Persuaders, which

ipulate
that scientists have discovered secret new ways to manipu

asserts nal researchers—

i rding to Packard, these motivatiq
: %}kurrf;av?nd: l:l:é }::c?e as ’gthe depth boys™” (8)—exploit a mczde;l ofe r};e;
sonhood derived from psychoanaly(sziz,) impézz;;g:;}zz;fie ;;g{gdeep”
jon” and “conditioned reflexes” oc : . P
:;de persons. They use packaging a.nd display thhlmci:ﬁ; it;)‘L fi;lfcme
“hypnoidal trance” in shoppers, causing them to “[p u; 107)7gthe the
t random” and buy more than they can affor ( ; they u
?‘elveshj hold effects” (subliminal messages) that might somed y
ni::: ueZ};ical indoctrination . . . possible without t]sxe fu:éef:i;;)zmii
conscioss of any influence being brought to bear.on };::d }(n ”)t,he m,ost
the words of one public relations expert, they are invo o Ereorganinn.
important social engineering role of them all-—the gra

" (217).
tion of human society, piece by piece and structure by stru:dmrfw z(i t?o |
While Packard suggests that most of these deptil:lh exie}“ts 0 ' gmay e

i i it” (240), he speculates that therr wo : |
o rbjoconts )in waEl)ich “a surgeon would equip each:
” so that “subjects would

ices like “bi trol,”
to practices like “biocontrol,
child with a socket mounted under the scalp

i i individuals” (239-40).
never be permitted to think as indivi u b onics could fake

For Packard, this lurid fantasy—in
over the control of unruly humans

fivational research: it is a technology for the r

i ard’
persons. Even motivational researchers themselves, in TPack

” (239)—reveals the real threat ?f mo-
adical reconstruction o_f_.
5 view,
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are “custom-built men,” barely separable from the “sample humans”
on whom they perform manipulation experiments: each trade school
“socially engineers” them to be more compatible with corporate needs
(5-6). Such assumptions generate a problem of control much like the
one implicit in Hoover’s argument. If even the agents of persuasion
have been constructed, then who governs the system of depth manipu-
lation? Indeed, if we carry Packard’s view to its logical ek’;@é;me, the
very idea of manipulation, in the sense of a willful attempt to control
others, becomes obsolete, since attempts at manipulation are them-
selves only products of previous manipulation. In Packard’s world, the
system of depth manipulation is self-regulating. Control has been trans-
ferred from human agents to larger agencies, institutions, or corporate
structures. &

This way of understanding social control is cerfainly not new. So-
cial theory has frequently relied on the notion of structural agency, often
linking it to the problem of ideology. We might even say that Packard
- and Hoover have begun to formulate crude theories of ideology—crude
' not because they are wholly mistaken (advertisers do try to manipulate
- us and communists do frain new recruits), but because they view social
- control as a mysterious and magical process, activated instantaneously
and capable of utterly disabling rational self-control. The concepts of
‘thought control and depth manipulation provide theories of social con-
' ditioning not by accounting for the complex effects of numerous insti-
_'_:i:'utions, discourses, rules, and agents, but rather by reducing those ef-
“fects into a simple mechanism, a “trigger of action” that almost instan-
taneously converts people into automatons. In other words, Packard
and Hoover both attempt to describe a structural form of causality while
simultaneously retaining the idea of a malevolent, centralized, and in-
tentional program of mass control.

. This odd conjunction of the intentional and the structural is the
essence of agency panic, the motive force of postwar conspiracy culture,
It stems from a paradoxical desire to conserve one of the central fan-
tasies of liberalism—the notion that Eve Sedgwick has called “pure vol-
untarity,” an absolute freedom from social control.# But in the postwar
period this fantasy has come under considerable stress, and the postwar
thetoric of diminished individual agency has often registered this stress -
with a sense of shock or surprise. Texts from the last half of the twenti-
eth century are replete with the frightening “discovery” that human be-
havior can be regulated by social messages and communications. What
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is striking about such texts is their concomitant assumpti.on that, oxltc;
revealed, social controls should be so ubiquitoug, s0 effective, so t'ota 1
is this all-or-nothing conception of agency tha‘t in tu.rn fe.eds the imagi-
native projection of the liberal self-with al_l its rationality, autonox;ty,
and self-enclosure—onto the level of the social order, onto _’che very bu-
reaucracies, information-processing systems, c'ommur.ucatzon net-
works, and institutions that seemed so threatening in the first place'. The
most significant cultural function of these texts has been to sustim an
increasingly embattled notion of individuéhsm. Conspiracy tueory;
paranoia, and anxiety about human agency, in oth.er words, are all par
of the paradox in which a supposedly indwxduahs.t (.:ultuf:e conser.;‘r(;s
its individualism by continually imagining it to be in imminent peril.
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