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PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

 This book is our account of the conspiracist thinking now en-
veloping political life. It struck us as something that could not 
be adequately understood as a “paranoid style” or as classic 
conspiracy theory. It is different—and more threatening. We 
came to call this conspiracism “conspiracy without the the-
ory.” It takes the form of bare assertion and innuendo. It dis-
penses with evidence and argument. It is embellished and spread 
through social media. And it is validated by sheer repetition: “a 
lot of people are saying.”

Since we embarked on this project, conspiracists’ charges 
have intensified and accelerated. Favorite targets are battered 
relentlessly, returned to again and again. Many come with the 
force of presidential pronouncement. “Rigged!”—the presiden-
tial election of 2016 was manipulated so that Trump lost the 
popular vote; then, the 2018 midterms were said—absent any 
evidence—also to have been rigged. As President Trump said, 
“There were a lot of close elections that were—they seem to, 
every single one of them went Democrat. If it was close, they 
say the Democrat—there’s something going on, fella . . .” We 
have good reason to ask what this augurs for future elections— 
especially close ones. When elections are said to be tainted, 
will citizens accept official results? Can politics based on peace-
ful competition of rival parties survive?

When we wrote this book, our hope was that elected Re-
publican representatives would use their partisan connection 
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x Preface to the PaPerback edition

to speak out to persuade supporters that conspiracist concoc-
tions were false and dangerous. That hope turns out to have 
been quixotic. Day in and day out officials endorse or indulge 
a steady deluge of malignant, unsupported conspiracy claims. 
Partisan loyalty and fear for electoral survival in a Trump-led 
party with a zealous base can explain a lot. Yet something more 
seems to be at work. Representatives have convinced them-
selves that they remain faithful to their oath and office, to con-
stituents and country, even as they remain mute in the face of 
wild conspiracist charges. We have little evidence that they 
are roiled by the ethical failure to speak truth to conspiracism. 
As we see it, they have added self-delusion to cynical political 
calculation.

We stand by our judgment that conspiracy without the the-
ory comes more often and with greater impact from the po-
litical right. While the left is rife with conspiracy theory—ex-
haustive accounts of the political influence of dark money or 
of Trump’s collusion with Russian officials and oligarchs, for 
example—so far, the left has not been prone to the bare asser-
tion that marks conspiracy without the theory. Conspiracy from 
the right owes to the flood of charges from the Oval Office by 
a president who claims to own reality; presidential conspira-
cism has unique power. We explain this political asymmetry 
too, in terms of congruence between conspiracists’ delegitima-
tion of a range of political institutions and the policy agenda 
of extreme conservatives. Even so, we expect that the demon-
strated capacity of conspiracist claims to activate followers, 
and the temptation to answer fire with fire, means that this 
aberrant mode of politics is likely to spread.

Last, we anticipated that conspiracism would fuel violence. 
It has. The dehumanization at the heart of conspiracy fabula-
tions like Pizzagate with its charge of pedophilia have a ghastly 
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Preface to the PaPerback edition xI

genealogy; the monstrous “other” is often cast as sexually per-
verse. We find that here. Hillary Clinton is not a fellow citizen 
or ordinary political opponent; she is an evil force. Once politi-
cal opposition is delegitimized, the door is open to vigilantism 
by self-appointed defenders of the nation. 

A follower of QAnon—the apocalyptic conspiracy claim 
that anticipates a cleansing “storm” that will return America to 
greatness—committed murder. And the El Paso shooter who 
killed twenty-two people, mostly Hispanics, in the summer of 
2019 posted a screed linking his massacre to the charge that 
the “invasion” of migrants on the southern border was a con-
spiratorial plot to bring in illegal voters who would obliterate 
the right and eventually “replace” white national culture and 
identity. And interlaced throughout was a metaconspiracy of 
treasonous Democrats: “America can only be destroyed from 
inside out. If our country fails it will be the fault of traitors,” 
the shooter wrote.

What does all this mean for democracy? The conspiracists’ 
assault on common sense produces disorientation. It creates 
a deep polarization about what it means to know something—
a divide more unbridgeable than partisan polarization, for it 
becomes impossible to persuade, compromise, and even to dis-
agree. And conspiracism propels an ongoing, dynamic dele-
gitimation of democratic institutions. When conspiracists strike 
at political parties—the defining institution of representative 
democracy—they subvert the idea of a legitimate opposition. 
As scholars who have argued for an appreciation of parties and 
partisanship, this is what first commanded our attention. It con-
cerns us still.

 Political theorists understand quite a lot about the origins 
of democratic legitimacy. We know less about today’s unan-
ticipated delegitimation of stable democracies. And we are on 
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xII Preface to the PaPerback edition

our own when it comes to the task before us—the relegitima-
tion of foundational institutions.

We advocate a range of actions to defang conspiracism. All 
of them depend on the most effective antidote, common sense. 
Some may think that common sense is unstable ground for 
confronting a threat of this force. In fact it is formidable. For at 
every turn, conspiracy without the theory creates a distorted 
reality in which there are no verifiable facts. Conspiracism ob-
scures our common moral horizon. Common sense discovers 
common factual ground. Appeals to common sense bring us 
back to who we are. They remind us that confidence in demo-
cratic institutions and democratic reform is well-placed. Com-
mon sense is what Thomas Paine appealed to in making the 
case for democratic revolution. And it is what democracy de-
pends on still.
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XIII

PREFACE

 There are moments when we are startled into thought. Unan-
ticipated threats have uncovered the fragility of democracy. 
One par tic u lar threat more than  others seized our attention— 
what we call the new conspiracism. We have come to under-
stand that conspiracism  today is dangerous  because it strikes 
at the basic institutions of democracy. But what startled us first 
was its power to disorient us. Conspiracism assaulted our un-
derstanding of real ity. It insulted our common sense.

We wrote a few short articles in an attempt to understand 
what was happening. We asked ourselves, What makes the new 
conspiracism dangerous? What makes it new? Why now? Also, 
what is its appeal? And what can we do about it?

The subject required more detailed and thoughtful interpre-
tation. We have looked closely at the thought of the president 
of the United States, the conspiracist in chief, and beyond him, 
at the full range of perverse charges that have become a regu-
lar feature of American politics.

We wrote this book to confront our own disorientation and 
recover our po liti cal equilibrium. We offer our account to 
 others who are confused and disturbed by this malignant phe-
nomenon distorting public life and endangering us all: the new 
conspiracism.
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1

Introduction

The new conspiracism moved into the White House with the 
inauguration of Donald Trump as president of the United States 
in 2017. It seems that hardly a day goes by without a new charge 
of conspiracy, from “fake news” to “rigged elections,” from 
“ enemy of the  people” to a “coup” perpetrated by the Depart-
ment of Justice. Conspiracist thinking that was once on the 
margins of American po liti cal life now sits at its heart. No 
president— indeed, no national official— has resorted to accu-
sations of conspiracy so instinctively, so frequently, and with 
such brio as Donald Trump.

Presidential conspiracism is unique; it is  shaped by the char-
acter of the man and by the authority granted to the executive 
office. But Trump is only the most power ful and dangerous 
conspiracy monger. He shares a state of mind with  those who 
invent conspiratorial charges and, using new broadcast tech-
nologies, disseminate them with astounding speed and reach. 
He is joined by many  people, even his first national security 
adviser, Michael Flynn, who are drawn to conspiracist claims, 
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2 IntroductIon

assent to them, and pass them along;1 by men and  women in 
government who understand conspiracism’s destructiveness 
but submit to it, thinking to use it to their po liti cal advantage; 
by the many elected representatives who acquiesce and remain 
 silent; by civil servants who, deflected from their regular busi-
ness, accommodate themselves to serving conspiracism’s 
obscure purposes. Conspiracism has many adherents— some 
gullible, some sinister.

Conspiracy theory is not new, of course, but conspiracism 
 today introduces something new— conspiracy without the the-
ory. And the new conspiracism betrays a new destructive 
impulse: to delegitimate democracy.

Classic conspiracism— conspiracy with the theory— has not 
been displaced by the new conspiracism. Sometimes far-
fetched, sometimes accurate, and sometimes a vexing mix of 
the two, classic conspiracism tries to make sense of a disorderly 
and complicated world by insisting that power ful  people con-
trol the course of events. In this way, for both  people on the 
left and  those on the right, classic conspiracism gives order and 
meaning to occurrences that, in their minds, defy standard or 
official explanations. The logic of classic conspiracism makes 
sense of  things by imposing a version of proportionality: world- 
changing events cannot happen  because of the actions of a 
single obscure person or a string of senseless accidents. John F. 
Kennedy’s assassination could not be the  doing of a lone 
gunman. Lee Harvey Oswald acting alone could not defy the 
entire United States government and change the course of 
history.2 The terrorist attacks of September 11, 200 1, could not 
have been the work of nineteen men plotting in a remote cor-
ner of Af ghan i stan.

And in insisting that the truth is not on the surface, classic 
conspiracism engages in a sort of detective work.3 Once all the 
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IntroductIon 3

facts— especially facts ominously withheld by reliable sources 
and omitted from official reports— are scrupulously amassed, 
a pattern of secret machinations emerges. The dots are woven 
into a comprehensive narrative of events. Warranted or not, 
classic conspiracism is conspiracy with a theory.

The new conspiracism is something diff er ent.  There is no 
punctilious demand for proofs,4 no exhaustive amassing of 
evidence, no dots revealed to form a pattern, no close exami-
nation of the operators plotting in the shadows. The new 
conspiracism dispenses with the burden of explanation. In-
stead, we have innuendo and verbal gesture: “A lot of  people 
are saying . . .” Or we have bare assertion: “Rigged!”— a one- 
word exclamation that evokes fantastic schemes, sinister 
motives, and the awesome capacity to mobilize three million 
illegal voters to support Hillary Clinton for president. This is 
conspiracy without the theory.

What validates the new conspiracism is not evidence but 
repetition. When Trump tweeted the accusation that President 
Barack Obama had ordered the FBI to tap his phones in Octo-
ber before the 2016 election, no evidence of the charge was 
forthcoming. What mattered was not evidence but the num-
ber of retweets the president’s post would enjoy: the more 
retweets, the more credible the charge.5 Forwarding, repost-
ing, retweeting, and “liking”:  these are how doubts are instilled 
and accusations are validated in the new media. The new 
conspiracism— all accusation, no evidence— substitutes social 
validation for scientific validation: if a lot of  people are saying 
it, to use Trump’s signature phrase, then it is true enough.

The effect of conspiracist thinking once it ceases to function 
as any sort of explanation is delegitimation. The new conspir-
acists seek not to correct  those they accuse but to deny their 
standing in the po liti cal world to argue, explain, persuade, and 
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4 IntroductIon

decide. And from attacking malevolent individuals, conspira-
cists move on to assaulting institutions. Conspiracism corrodes 
the foundations of democracy.

Conspiracism’s Targets

Our concern is not with  every conspiracy claim. We leave aside 
narratives with only a tangential connection to politics: the 
2017 charge that the CEO of Chobani, the yogurt manufacturer, 
smuggled immigrant rapists into the country, for example.6 
Such conspiratorial claims are always with us, tracking signifi-
cant events. For example, the story that Neil Armstrong’s walk 
on the moon was a NASA hoax designed to raise American 
prestige (the moon walk that  people saw on tele vi sion was a 
film directed by Stanley Kubrick, according to the conspiracy 
theory). Or the horrific conspiracist narrative that the 2012 
massacre at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown, Con-
necticut, was not real but rather staged by “crisis actors” or 
that it was a government inside job. And some conspiracist 
claims have no connection to politics, like the “chemtrails con-
spiracy,” which claims that “airplanes are spraying a toxic mix 
of chemicals through contrails, with supposed goals ranging 
from weather to mind control.”7

We focus on the cata log of accusations that go to the heart 
of regular demo cratic politics: rigged elections; secret plans by 
the federal government to use the military to abrogate states’ 
rights or to seize guns; an illegitimate president who is not a 
native citizen; a secretary of state who “created” the terrorist 
group ISIS and conspires to weaken and humiliate Amer i ca in 
the world; a “deep state” that sabotages the government.8

Amid this storm, the new conspiracists return to two tar-
gets again and again; we focus on them for the same reason 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:24 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



IntroductIon 5

conspiracists themselves do— because they are foundations 
of democracy: first, po liti cal parties, partisans, and the norm 
of legitimate opposition; and second, knowledge- producing 
institutions like the  free press, the university, and expert com-
munities within the government.

The new conspiracism has what we call a “partisan penum-
bra,” an alignment with radical, antigovernment Republicans. 
Not all Republicans or conservatives join  these ranks, but as we 
discuss in chapter 7, they rarely speak out against conspiracist 
claims. They exhibit partisan reticence. And while the Left par-
ticipates in its share of classic conspiracy theories, it has not 
yet taken up the new conspiracism. What we have, then, is an 
alignment between the extremes of the Republican Party and 
the new conspiracism— a congruence founded in hostility 
 toward government.  These conspiracist claims persist in the 
United States even when Republicans themselves control gov-
ernment.  Today, conspiracism is not, as we might expect, the 
last resort of permanent po liti cal losers but the first resort of 
winners.9 Trump refuses to accept the terms of his own victory 
and incessantly conjures machinations against him, including 
coups d’état from within his own administration.

But partisan politics is far from the  whole story. For what 
unites conspiracists is not ideological attachment to conserva-
tive  causes or to the Republican Party but something deeper: 
disdain for po liti cal opposition, regulated party rivalry, and the 
demo cratic norm of “agreeing to disagree.” Each conspiracist 
assault is specific to one candidate or policy or party, but it 
eventually extends to them all. It is not contained.

The other consistent target is the domain of expertise and 
knowledge- producing institutions. The new conspiracism re-
jects the specialized knowledge of congressional committees, 
government agencies, scientific advisory boards, government 
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6 IntroductIon

auditors, and civil servants in the Census Bureau. It discounts 
specialized knowledge outside government— scientists, social 
scientists, public health and education professionals, and any 
group, especially the  free press, that serves as a watchdog alert 
to distortion in the flow of information and explanation.

The conspiracist rejection goes beyond the now familiar 
charge that a source of information is tainted by partisan bias. 
It goes further, to undermine the credibility of the  whole swath 
of  people and institutions that create, assess, and correct the 
universe of facts and arguments essential to reasoning about 
politics and policy (and every thing  else). Disdaining basic facts, 
the authority of expertise, and the integrity of knowledge- 
producing institutions, the new conspiracism is all encom-
passing. Again, the charges are cumulative: each conspiracy 
story has weight beyond its own particulars. The birther con-
spiracy, which turns on the claim that Obama’s birth rec ords 
 were doctored, that he was actually born in  Kenya and there-
fore was an illegitimate president, is a discrete charge about 
one government rec ord and one person. But the blizzard of ac-
cusations, taken together, weakens the legitimacy of sources 
of knowledge and their role in regular pro cesses of legislation 
and administration.

Conspiracism does not exist in a vacuum. It is one ele ment 
among  others that for de cades have weakened democracy: 
“dark money,” rabidly polarized po liti cal parties, alarming rises 
in social in equality and social insecurity, and more. And con-
spiracism is one ele ment among  others that have weakened the 
authority of knowledge- producing institutions: misinforma-
tion campaigns, and charges of “partisan bias” leveled at uni-
versities, research institutions, and publishing outlets. But the 
new conspiracism is a special kind of assault, and it poses a dis-
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tinctive challenge beyond its specific targets. It is disturbing 
and dangerous  because it is a direct, explicit, and  wholesale at-
tack on shared modes of understanding and explaining  things 
in the po liti cal world. It unsettles the ground on which we argue, 
negotiate, compromise, and even disagree. It makes democ-
racy unworkable— and ultimately it makes democracy seem 
unworthy.

Delegitimation

The new conspiracists claim to reveal odious plots against con-
stitutional order, the fabric of society, national values, and 
national identity— but not for the sake of affirming any pre-
cise constitutional understanding or social order. Conspiracist 
charges claim that institutions, practices, policies, and po liti cal 
officials are malignant, but what exactly should be put in their 
place is unstated. Perhaps nothing at all. The new conspiracism 
is the pure face of negativity. Delegitimation is its product.

Delegitimation is not the equivalent of opposing, discred-
iting, undercutting, or sowing mistrust (though all this is con-
spiracists’ handi work as well). Delegitimation poses a unique 
threat to democracy: it rejects the meaning, value, and authority 
of demo cratic practices, institutions, and officials. Delegitima-
tion is a pro cess of falling away from the judgment that gov-
ernment has rightful authority. The  people associated with 
 these institutions, it is believed, no longer have standing to per-
suade or legislate, to reason or coerce, to lay claim to our consent 
or at least compliance.

The new conspiracism corrodes the legitimacy of democ-
racy but does not hold up an alternative.  There is no positive 
account of politics or justice in the background. It is not on the 
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8 IntroductIon

side of equality and it is not against equality. It is not on the side 
of tradition and it is not on the side of pro gress. In saying that 
the new conspiracism lacks po liti cal theory or ideology, we 
dissent from  those who see a move to subvert democracy in 
order to transform it into something else— authoritarianism or 
protofascism or illiberal pop u lism. For the com pany of conspir-
acists,  there is no avowed and no discernable agenda of “re-
gime change.”

The new conspiracism is po liti cally sterile. It is de all the way 
down: destabilizing, degrading, deconstructing, and fi nally 
delegitimating, without a countervailing constructive impulse. 
It is as if what ever rises from the detritus of democracy is less 
impor tant and less exciting than calling out the catastrophes 
and humiliations wrought by the malignant agents who claim 
to represent us.  We’re witness to the fact that it does not take 
an alternative po liti cal ideology— communism, authoritarian-
ism, theism, fascism, nativism—to delegitimate democracy. 
Angry, sterile conspiracism does the work.

Disorientation

The new conspiracism cannot be ignored or cabined off as sim-
ply quixotic or inconsequential. A part of us may step back 
and won der at the sheer absurdity of this culture of conspir-
acy. Yet the insult to what we think of as po liti cal real ity, to our 
common sense, is precisely what alerts us to danger. Our over-
riding response is anxiety and disorientation.

The allegations of the new conspiracism are often baffling 
and agitating, and we acknowledge at the outset conspiracism’s 
intellectual and emotional toll. Bizarre and magnetic, coming 
at us with velocity, conspiracist charges compel the attention 
of reporters and commentators, social scientists and psychol-
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ogists, and ordinary citizens. The attack on shared modes of 
understanding is fatiguing. The consequences of incessant 
charges of secret plots and nefarious plotters are po liti cal, but 
at the same time they affect us personally and individually.

Also unsettling is the knowledge that a large number of 
 people assent to conspiracist charges.10 Affirmations of con-
spiracy seem to envelop us— and not only  because conspir-
acism has moved into the White House. More than half of 
Americans “consistently endorse some kind of conspiratorial 
narrative about a current po liti cal event or phenomenon.”11 It 
is as if conspiracy- minded officials and citizens  suffer what the 
phi los o pher John Dewey called “a conscription of thought.”12

The most striking feature of the new conspiracism is just 
this— its assault on real ity. The new conspiracism strikes at 
what we think of as truth and the grounds of truth. It strikes 
at what it means to know something. The new conspiracism 
seeks to replace evidence, argument, and shared grounds of un-
derstanding with convoluted conjurings and bare assertions. 
Among the threats to democracy, only the new conspiracism 
does double damage: delegitimation and disorientation.

Some Conspiracies Are Real

Complicating our reaction to the new conspiracism is our rec-
ognition that conspiracies have sometimes been exposed in 
defense of democracy. Conspiracy theories have revealed the 
corruption of po liti cal officials in league with criminal forces and 
the covert machinations of hostile powers. By probing and un-
covering the nefarious intentions and actions of agents opposed 
to the public welfare, conspiracy theory sometimes has been an 
instrument for reforming demo cratic politics. So we have good 
reasons not to dismiss the charge of conspiracy out of hand.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:24 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



10 IntroductIon

The detective work of classic conspiracism can reveal 
impor tant truths about government that are other wise covered 
up. Think of what it took to expose the actions of Michigan 
officials whose violation of public health guidelines allowed 
the lead poisoning of  water in Flint, Michigan, in 2015. Their 
per sis tent stonewalling and denial increased the damage to 
public health. Despite their obstruction, over time the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency, doctors and researchers at 
hospitals and universities, and watchdog groups like the Amer-
ican Civil Liberties Union fi nally unravelled the truth about 
this act against the public and the conspiracy to cover it up.13

Sorting out what is plausible from what’s not would be eas-
ier if all conspiracist claims could be dismissed as wholly un-
warranted or as delusional. But  there is nothing that makes 
conspiracy theories as such irrational or erroneous. To consult 
the recent history of  actual governmental conspiracies— Iran- 
Contra, Watergate, or Tuskegee, for starters—is to confront the 
fact that “ there are ele ments of treachery in the con temporary 
po liti cal and economic order.”14 Government officials do lie 
and do conspire, sometimes for what they see as protecting 
the public interest, often in the name of national security. For 
instance,  after an exhaustive effort to uncover the truth about 
Osama Bin Laden’s capture and killing in 2011, the New York 
Times reporter Jonathan Mahler concluded that the true ac-
count of  those events may never be known  because of the 
delicate American alliance with Pakistan. “The more sensi-
tive the subject, the more likely the government  will be to 
feed us untruths,” Mahler says. “Of course, when enough 
 people are obscuring the truth, the results can seem, well, 
conspiratorial.”15

Distinguishing warranted from unwarranted conspiracist 
claims is further complicated by the way conspiracism aligns 
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with partisan identity. Demo crats are more likely to say that 
Trump colluded with Rus sia to cripple Hillary Clinton’s cam-
paign. Republicans are more likely to say that the media are 
manufacturing fake news to bring down the president.16 We 
find ourselves navigating a po liti cal world buffeted by warring 
conspiracist claims. Is the miasma of conspiracism settling over 
politics  wholesale? Is  there a symmetry of untethered accusa-
tion launched from all sides?17

As we write, one set of claims has a grip on the nation’s 
attention and has high stakes for our constitutional order. Rob-
ert Mueller, a special counsel appointed by the Justice Depart-
ment, is investigating a massive conspiracy to breach national 
security and subvert American elections. Intelligence agencies 
have confirmed what is euphemistically called meddling in the 
presidential election of 2016. Rus sian actors hacked email ac-
counts associated with Hillary Clinton’s campaign and the 
Demo cratic National Committee with the goal of publicizing 
information that could assist Trump. Rus sian tactics also in-
cluded staging rallies, targeting divisive messages to voters 
in closely contested districts, and exploiting social media 
platforms to urge African Americans to withhold votes for 
“Killary” Clinton.18 The Mueller investigation also focuses on 
 whether the Rus sian state conspired with individuals in the 
Trump campaign.

On the other side, Trump and his allies equivocate about 
 whether they accept the known facts of Rus sian intervention. 
For example, John Bolton, appointed by Trump to be national 
security adviser in 2018, had earlier told Fox News, “It is not at 
all clear to me . . .  that this hacking into the DNC and the RNC 
computers was not a false flag operation.” It was, he suggested, 
possibly the work of the Obama administration.19 New conspir-
acists charge that the investigation itself is a nefarious plot. 
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Special counsel Mueller is engaged in a “witch hunt,” looking 
for something he knows in advance does not exist. In the most 
incendiary language, Trump’s supporters cast the investigation 
as the entering wedge of a coup d’état.20 And Republicans on 
the House Intelligence Committee ostensibly inquiring into 
Rus sian interference spin their own counternarrative in which 
Hillary Clinton’s campaign— not Trump’s— colluded with the 
Rus sians by gathering anti- Trump information and delivering 
it to a friendly FBI.

The warring charges have made many of us for whom con-
spiracist thinking is an entirely alien way of approaching poli-
tics veer  toward classic conspiracy theory ourselves. Classic 
 because it is not a  matter of meeting “witch hunt!” with “trea-
son!” but rather of connecting the dots, discerning the patterns, 
and constructing a narrative that makes sense of Trump’s be-
hav ior  toward Rus sian president Vladimir Putin— a narrative 
that makes sense of the refusal of many elected officials to “get 
to the bottom” of the Rus sia probe and guard against the dan-
gers to national security.

  There are no truth- in- advertising labels that tell us which 
conspiracist claims are warranted.  There are no bright lines.21 
Some conspiracy theories are true, and some are false, and, 
increasingly, many are not theories at all. Confronted with a 
conspiracist claim, the question is, on one hand,  whether we 
can set aside disbelief in the possibility of a conspiracy and 
entertain the charge and, on the other hand,  whether we can 
set aside preconceived notions that agents are always out 
 there, plotting with malignant intent. The question is how we 
assem ble facts and draw inferences from  those facts. When 
considering the possibility of conspiracy, do we consider con-
trary evidence and argument? Can we hold in mind facts that 
are in tension with one another? Can we maintain the capacity 
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to acknowledge, for instance, that the same Centers for Dis-
ease Control that lied about the Tuskegee experiments (which 
pretended to offer  free health care while deliberately with-
holding treatment from syphilis- infected African American 
sharecroppers) may not be lying when it publicizes proof 
that vaccines do not cause autism? Or that the CIA, which 
engaged in coups against foreign governments and experi-
mented with LSD on its own unwitting agents, can contrib-
ute materially to an investigation of a conspiracy to defeat a 
presidential candidate?

Sorting out conspiracist claims requires willingness to en-
tertain new information as it emerges. It requires a capacity for 
self- correction.22 It requires re sis tance to resorting to round 
 after round of spurious conspiracist counterclaims. If the Muel-
ler probe finds no prosecutable evidence that the Trump cam-
paign colluded with the Rus sians, would we say that the special 
counsel has shown himself to be party to a right- wing con-
spiracy? Or would we be open to the possibility that the Jus-
tice Department investigated the  matter with integrity and 
did not find sufficient grounds to prosecute? Assessing conspir-
acist claims requires skepticism and common sense— both 
demo cratic virtues.

This Moment and Beyond

The delegitimation of fundamental po liti cal institutions and the 
disorientation that follows from the contest over who owns 
real ity are grave developments. But they do not constitute a 
crisis—we are not at an inflection point where democracy is 
fatally undermined. We are not in transition to another form 
of government—to an authoritarian or radical populist re-
gime. Delegitimation does not entail revolution or uprising; it 
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does not have the shape of a sudden authoritarian coup. What, 
then, is the danger? Delegitimation hollows out demo cratic 
institutions  little by  little, day by day. It incapacitates and ener-
vates democracy. It works slowly on democracy’s foundations 
by eroding not just trust in institutions but their meaning, 
value, and authority. Combatting it requires identifying con-
spiracism for the threat it is.

We identify two responses to the new conspiracism. The 
first recourse is to call out conspiracists’ claim to own real ity. 
Speaking truth to conspiracy is a moral imperative— particularly 
for elected officials. Speaking truth can be effective, even if it is 
in effec tive with re spect to dedicated conspiracists. We can mit-
igate the corrosive effect of the new conspiracism if partisans 
of all stripes cooperate in speaking out, if watchful and en-
gaged civil society groups and the media do their work, and 
if each of us serves as a witness by speaking out to  family, 
friends, neighbors, and coworkers.

In addition to speaking truth,  there is what we call “enact-
ing democracy”: the scrupulous and explicit adherence to the 
regular forms and pro cesses of public decision- making. We are 
talking about a deliberate pedagogical response to the pro cess 
of delegitimation. Enacting democracy makes government 
legible. That is, it gives citizens reasons to understand and ap-
preciate the meaning and value of institutional integrity and 
ordinary demo cratic processes— exactly what the new conspir-
acism attacks.23

Reversing the damage means relegitimation. We can say 
with confidence only that it is a long haul requiring patience 
and stamina. For conspiracist claims have an extended half- life. 
The charges outlive discrediting by reliable sources, refutation 
of the claimed facts by experts, reports by bipartisan commis-
sions, and Justice Department findings. And conspiracism is 
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abetted by technological developments that add fuel and ve-
locity to its claims. Moreover,  these claims have evident appeal, 
both po liti cal and emotional. Still, we argue that delegitima-
tion of demo cratic foundations is a danger we can meet.

Max Weber’s 1919 treatise on politics as a vocation has long 
been a touchstone for thinking about po liti cal legitimacy.24 The 
types of legitimacy and conditions for creating legitimate au-
thority are well studied. Delegitimation, however, especially 
in presumptively stable, wealthy democracies, is barely stud-
ied at all.25  Here we are on our own, confronting the unantici-
pated alien force we call the new conspiracism.

 After Trump’s presidency passes from the scene, the new 
conspiracism  will remain. Yet if we do our work as honest 
witnesses speaking truth to conspiracy and demonstrate the 
integrity of core institutions, we  will succeed in exiling con-
spiracists from public life and returning them to the realm of 
entertainment or to their natu ral habitat at the po liti cal fringe. 
In preparation,  there is the work of understanding the danger.
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SECTION I

THE NEW 
CONSPIRACISM

Let the frame of  things disjoin.
SHAKESPEArE, MACBETH (3 .2 .16)
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1
Conspiracy without 
the Theory

The United States has harbored real conspiracies, encouraged 
vigilance against would-be conspirators, and  imagined conspir-
acy where  there was none. During critical episodes in Ameri-
can history—in the early days of the republic, for example, and 
at the time of the Civil War— conspiracist stories  shaped na-
tional crises.  Great contesting forces each cast the other as an 
 enemy of the Constitution and the nation. Conspiracy was the 
filter through which each side viewed the other. Real or 
 imagined, conspiracism in the past took the form of conspiracy 
theory— that is, what we call “classic conspiracism.”

In contrast, the new conspiracism is conspiracy without the 
theory. It sheds explanation, and it sheds po liti cal theory. We 
draw the distinction between classic conspiracy and the new 
conspiracism starkly not  because  every conspiracist claim falls 
neatly into one category or the other but rather  because con-
spiracist claims that shed explanation and po liti cal theory have 
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distinctive and destructive po liti cal effects: disorientation and 
delegitimation.

Classic conspiracy theory,  whether it is true or not, tries 
to make sense of the po liti cal world.  There are no accidents, 
no unintended consequences. As we mentioned in the intro-
duction, classic conspiracism insists on proportionality and 
undertakes painstaking detective work: it is a kind of investi-
gation that at least pretends to follow journalistic or even 
scientific standards.1 The conspiracy theories about 9/11, for 
instance, revolve around the collection and interpretation of 
supposed facts left out of official reports and covered up by 
so- called reliable sources: errant facts about the Twin Towers’ 
collapse, such as the temperature of burning jet fuel or the 
size of holes in the buildings. They strive to offer explanations 
that better fit  these supposed facts— such as pi lotless drone 
planes, even holograms that look like planes. And they fix on 
facts suggesting a cover-up, such as missing black box record-
ers or classified aspects of the 2004 9/11 Commission report. A 
visit to a website like Architects and Engineers for 9/11 Truth 
shows that classic conspiracism, with its effort to use stan-
dard epistemological methods to challenge official explana-
tions, has not been superseded by the new conspiracism. “The 
official explanation of the failure” of the World Trade Center 
structure, the website says, “defies known scientific methods 
of analy sis and is untenable in the face of logical investiga-
tion.”2 Once all the errant facts are scrupulously amassed, the 
thinking goes, we can understand the secret machinations that 
make sense of other wise impenetrable events.3

The new conspiracist mind- set shares much with classic 
conspiracy theory. Both assume that  things are not as they 
seem: malignant forces are at work beneath the surface.4 Both 
insist that right now is the critical saving moment, so with 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:24 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



conSPIrAcy wItHout tHE tHEory 21

any delay in exposing the nefarious design all could be lost. 
Both are a grim business. They warn of danger and they are 
themselves dangerous. But the differences outweigh the 
commonalities.

The Declaration of In de pen dence  
and the Logic of Classic Conspiracism

The United States was born of a conspiracy theory about 
Britain’s secret intention to extinguish liberty in North Amer i ca. 
In the ubiquitous language of the eigh teenth  century, the 
revolutionaries resisted the British conspiracy to “enslave” 
Amer i ca. If you read the Declaration of In de pen dence on 
July 4, you are familiar with this earliest and most conse-
quential American conspiracy theory, and with conspiracism 
in its classic form.

The Declaration is valued  today for its inspiring avowal: “We 
hold  these truths to be self- evident, that all men are created 
equal.”5 The authors  were Enlightenment figures, confident 
that inalienable rights could be understood by anyone who ex-
ercised reason and attended to the message of Chris tian ity. 
The truth of the conspiracy directed against the colonies’ basic 
liberties, however, was not self- evident. The evidence had to 
be scrupulously laid out. The signers listed grievances against 
the Crown and broadcast them, drawing the attention of the 
world to the tyrannical plot and the imminent danger. In the 
view of American revolutionaries, a series of actions taken by 
the Crown, his ministers, parliament, and colonial governors 
 were the dots that, once connected, formed a pattern. The 
grievances add up to “a long train of abuses and usurpations” 
all tending the same way—to reduce the colonies to “absolute 
despotism.” The revolutionaries saw more than malign intent; 
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they saw planning, organ ization, and competence in the exe-
cution of the scheme.  Those who doubted the conspiracy failed 
to comprehend the real, drastic meaning of  these actions (or 
 were Loyalists complicit in the plot). Fi nally, the Declaration 
directs a course of action: to dissolve the po liti cal bonds that 
connected them to Britain by armed re sis tance and to declare 
themselves in de pen dent states.

The historian Bernard Bailyn argues that the po liti cal con-
sciousness of that time reflected a “hard- wired” disposition to 
interpret mea sures taken by the British administration as a 
ministerial conspiracy, as “evidence of nothing less than a de-
liberate assault launched surreptitiously by plotters against 
liberty both in  England and in Amer i ca.”6 By “hard- wired” 
Bailyn meant that “it was built into the po liti cal culture in 
eighteenth- century Britain and Amer i ca”— a culture marked by 
long- standing Whig suspicion of government power—to see 
not merely “mistaken, or even evil, policies” but what appeared 
to be a despotic scheme.

The revolutionaries’ conspiracy theory was “hard- wired” 
in a broader sense.7 Historian Gordon Wood attributes the 
ready resort to conspiratorial explanations to a set of proposi-
tions about social real ity shared by Enlightenment thinkers 
generally.  These assumptions sited moral responsibility squarely 
in freely acting individuals and lent themselves to explana-
tions in which intentions  were the cause of events. If some-
thing impor tant happened, it was  because someone intended 
it to happen, though  these intentions may have been concealed. 
American thought “was structured in such a way that conspirato-
rial explanations of complex events became normal, necessary, 
and rational.”8

John Dickinson, an author of revolutionary tracts, is exem-
plary: “Acts that might by themselves have been upon many 
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considerations excused or extenuated derived contagious ma-
lignancy and odium from other acts with which they  were con-
nected. They  were not regarded according to the  simple force 
of each but as parts of a system of oppression.”9 The pattern can 
be deciphered to anticipate  future actions; Alexander Hamil-
ton predicted that Parliament meant to send “a large standing 
army maintained out of our own pockets to be at the devotion 
of our oppressors; the next step would be the martial law . . .  
the abolition of  trials by juries, the Habeas Corpus act, and 
 every other Bulwark of personal safety.”10 The po liti cal theo-
rist Eric Nelson sums all this up succinctly: “A tiny tax on tea 
is never simply a tiny tax on tea” but a “fatal pre ce dent,” “the 
thin edge of the wedge.”11 And as Bailyn argues, the logic of 
conspiracism was self- validating: “Once assumed, [the picture] 
could not be easily dispelled; denial only confirmed it, since 
what conspirators profess is not what they believe, the osten-
sible is not the real, and the real is deliberately malign.”12

This is fully articulated, classic conspiracy theory, and the 
declaration issued by the members of the Second Continental 
Congress is not the only example. Historians have uncovered 
nearly one hundred resolutions urging in de pen dence issued 
throughout 1776 by states and counties and towns, artisan 
and militia associations, and the provincial congresses of nine 
colonies.13 The tone, language, and form are consistent. In each, 
a narrative of self- defense against enslavement is built from 
fragmentary evidence. Each lists “abuses and usurpations” add-
ing up to a tyrannical plot.  These declarations also shared an 
aim: to ensure that the war that had begun against the British 
in 1775 resulted not in more petitions for a redress of grievances 
over taxation or better repre sen ta tion in Parliament but rather 
in in de pen dence. To see the conspiracy was to see the neces-
sity of revolution. The authors delegitimized colonial po liti cal 
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arrangements and, importantly, linked in de pen dence to a 
fierce commitment to a constitutional republic.

The incendiary purpose of the conspiracy theory in the 
Declaration remains. On July 4, 2017, National Public Radio 
issued one hundred tweets that together contained the full text. 
Twitter followers identified as Donald Trump supporters  were 
confused. They read the tweets as NPR instigating vio lence 
against the administration. “So NPR is calling for revolution. 
In ter est ing way to condone the vio lence while trying to sound 
‘patriotic.’ ” “Your implications are clear.” “Glad you are being 
defunded. You have never been balanced on your show.” And 
the omnipresent charge: “Fake news.”14

Framing the Declaration as a conspiracy theory is to see it 
from only one— admittedly narrow— perspective and does not 
say all  there is to say about the reasons to memorialize it. The 
Declaration is one of many instances of American conspiracism 
attached to major events—so many, in fact, that in his collec-
tion of conspiracist texts from the Revolution to 1971, historian 
David Brion Davis asks, “Is it pos si ble that the circumstances 
of the Revolution conditioned Americans to think of re sis tance 
to a dark subversive force as the essential ingredient of national 
identity?”15

Shedding Explanation

The Declaration showed how the vari ous abuses of Parliament 
and the Crown constituted in aggregate a settled design to ex-
tinguish liberty in North Amer i ca: explanation was at the heart 
of the  matter. The phi los o pher Brian Keeley says this is true 
for conspiracy theories in general: “A conspiracy theory is a 
proposed explanation of some historical event . . .  in terms of 
the significant causal agency of a relatively small group of 
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persons . . .  acting in secret,” which is to say, “a conspiracy 
theory deserves the appellation ‘theory’  because it proffers an 
explanation of the event in question.”16

Yet the new conspiracism discards this defining purpose. 
Not only does the new conspiracism fail to offer explanations, 
 there is often nothing to explain. Consider again the classic 
conspiracy theory that the US government helped plan and ex-
ecute the 9/11 attack. However inaccurate, it helps explain the 
seemingly incredible fact that nineteen individuals unaffiliated 
with any state could successfully destroy the World Trade Cen-
ter and attack the Pentagon.

In contrast, the new conspiracism sometimes seems to arise 
out of thin air, as with the claim that Hillary Clinton and her 
campaign chairman, John Podesta, ran a child molestation op-
eration from the basement of a pizza parlor in Washington, 
DC (the “Pizzagate” conspiracy). Or that a routine military 
exercise in Texas in the summer of 2015 was the prelude to a 
national government take- over of the state (Operation Jade 
Helm, which we discuss at more length in chapter 7). The new 
conspiracists posit odious designs but not the how or why, and 
often not even the who. They do not marshal evidence, how-
ever implausible;  there is no documentation of a long train of 
abuses all tending the same way. They do not make use of what 
Keeley calls the conspiracist’s “chief tool,” errant data.17

The typical form of the new conspiracism is bare assertion. 
Consider Trump’s repeated insistence that busloads of fraud-
ulent voters  were sent to cast ballots against him in the New 
Hampshire presidential primary. The primary was “rigged.” Yet 
 there is nothing begging for explanation. Trump lost New 
Hampshire by fewer than 3,000 votes, true; but he won the 
election— a fact that nobody disputes. The outcome in the Elec-
toral College would have been the same  whether he won New 
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Hampshire or not.  Unless one thinks it defies belief to suppose 
that Trump could lose an election,  there is nothing  here that 
needs to be explained. Nor are  there stray facts to account for. 
 There is no corroborating evidence of irregularity— not even 
one reported case of a fraudulent voter impersonating a reg-
istered voter— something that might get noticed in a small 
state where fewer than 750,000  people voted and many pre-
cincts contain fewer than 1,000 voters. The bare assertion 
“rigged” does not pretend to analyze how  these alleged illegal 
voters  were identified, rallied, and delivered to polling places, 
or how the plot was covered up.

Another example of sheer allegation is “birtherism.” In refer-
ring to Barack Obama as the “quote ‘president,’ ”  there is no 
theory of when the hoax of his American citizenship origi-
nated, or how it was perpetrated, or who falsified documents, or 
why. The new conspiracism satisfies itself with a free- floating 
allegation disconnected from anything observable in the world. 
It offends common sense.

 Today, “fake” is the most familiar example of bare assertion: 
fake news, fake FBI reports, fake government statistics, even 
fake weather reports exaggerating the strength of a hurricane. 
“Fake” is more than the charge that the report is untrue—it is 
shorthand for manipulation and fabrication to a purpose, done 
covertly. It points to a conspiracy. Fakeness is not a  matter of 
error,  after all, but of malignant intent. With  every use of the 
term fake, conspiracists insist on the real ity of a plot to make 
up news stories, concoct fictitious intelligence reports, and 
manufacture data— deliberately, not wantonly. And the con-
spiracist response is not correction or setting  things straight; 
“fake” is the entire response.  There is nothing more.

Sometimes the new conspiracism piles bare assertion on 
bare assertion. In its elaborateness, it can superficially mimic 
the qualities of classic conspiracy theory: connecting the dots 
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and identifying patterns. As in, for instance, the QAnon con-
spiracy— a mash-up of new conspiracist charges, including 
Hillary Clinton’s child sex- trafficking ring, a global network of 
Jews, and an inverted version of the Mueller investigation of 
Rus sian intervention in the 2016 presidential campaign. QAnon 
originated with an anonymous contributor (“Q”) to the web-
site 4chan who purported to be a government agent with inside 
information about Trump’s master plan to stage a countercoup 
against the deep state. In its complexity, QAnon has the look of 
classic conspiracy theory, but it is a species apart. The new 
conspiracists are engaged in a fantasy decoding operation 
using scraps of intelligence (called crumbs) that pile bizarre 
ele ments on top of each other.18 Not only does the theory fail 
to explain anything—it also lacks elementary coherence and 
defies common sense.

In addition to bare assertion, the new conspiracism takes 
the form of an ominous question— for example,  those that fol-
lowed the death of Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia: 
“How can the Marshal say without a thorough post mortem 
that he was not injected with an illegal substance that would 
simulate a heart attack,” William O. Ritchie, a former hom i-
cide investigator for the Washington, DC, police, wrote in a 
Facebook post. “Did the US Marshal check for petechial hem-
orrhage in his eyes or  under his lips that would suggest suffoca-
tion? Did the US Marshal smell his breath for any unusual odor 
that might suggest poisoning?” Ritchie suggested a conspiracy: 
“My gut tells me  there is something fishy  going on in Texas.”19 
No specific accusations are made, and no falsifiable assertions 
are ventured. The “just asking questions tactic” substitutes for 
argument, evidence, and explanation.20

 There is one more form the new conspiracism commonly 
takes: innuendo. In the 2016 campaign, Trump repeated a 
National Enquirer article that suggested a connection between 
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Senator Ted Cruz’s  father and John  F. Kennedy’s assassin, 
Lee Harvey Oswald. As Trump said, “Even if it  isn’t totally 
true,  there’s something  there.”21 Or, as Representative Bryan 
Zollinger (R- ID) said about the allegation that Demo cratic 
Party officials had lured white nationalists and antifascist pro-
testers to Charlottesville in 2017 in order to manufacture a vi-
olent clash, “I am not saying it is true, but I am suggesting that 
it is completely plausible.”22 The power of the new conspira-
cism is that it is satisfied with an allegation being “true enough,” 
rather than true— which is the subject of chapter 2.

Shedding Po liti cal Theory

In addition to shedding explanation, the new conspiracism 
sheds po liti cal theory. It does not offer an account of what is 
threatened. It does not offer an account of the constructive po-
liti cal change that should follow from exposing the danger. 
Conspiracists have grievances, of course. They are powered by 
resentment and spite and righ teous anger. But resentment and 
backlash are not a po liti cal theory.23 The new conspiracism is 
agitating, attributing terrible meaning to seemingly ordinary 
actions and events, and at the same time po liti cally sterile.

Conspiracists in the classic mode assume a protective pose 
not against this or that whisper, rumor, or cabal but against ma-
lignancy on a  grand scale. They see conspiracy as the motive 
force in world events; indeed, history is conspiracy.24 In this re-
spect, classic conspiracism is often apocalyptic; at stake is 
nothing less than the survival of Protestantism threatened by 
a worldwide papacy, for example, or capitalism threatened 
by a worldwide communist movement. The new conspira-
cism, in contrast, lacks a sense of history, scope, or scale. The 
new conspiracism is not defending ultimate values; often the 
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stakes are low, of the moment, and no values are articulated 
at all.

Classic conspiracism is embedded in a more or less explicit 
ideology or po liti cal theory. Nelson captures this astutely in his 
account of American revolutionary conspiracism: “Expect the 
worst from  those in power” is a temper of mind, but what is 
the worst that we believe is being done to us? For that we need 
a conception of liberty, of law, of rights, of po liti cal institutions 
that are being subverted for conspiracy theory to attach itself 
to.25 The Declaration of In de pen dence, as we have seen, was 
itself a conspiracy theory in the context of a broader commit-
ment to equality, natu ral rights, and government by consent. 
The sometime messianic claim of classic conspiracists to 
expose the threat and save the country or the world is insepa-
rable from a story of just what is threatened and— crucially— 
from a vision of what the saved, restored, rehabilitated nation 
should be: a republic, a nation without slavery, demo cratic 
elections  free of covert influence. Even the most apocalyptic 
warnings of disaster and destruction are attached to some 
 vision of revivification and rebirth.

A high point of conspiracist thinking tethered to po liti-
cal theory was Progressivism in the late nineteenth  century. 
The apparatus of po liti cal parties and the interests they served 
amounted to a system of corruption, collusion, and fraud, the 
argument went. Think party bosses, smoke- filled rooms, pa-
tronage and spoils, and voters not persuaded but bought. 
Progressives ferreted out the facts “all tending the same way,” 
revealed patterns of corruption, and wove them into narra-
tives of a covert combination of corporate monopolies and 
party bosses. We call it investigative reporting; they called it 
muckraking. The Progressives’ purpose was to break up the 
corporate forces combining to subvert democracy and to wrest 
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politics from po liti cal machines. In their place, they champi-
oned nonpartisan local government, reliance on expertise, 
and, above all, direct demo cratic participation. Progressives’ 
conspiracy theory about schemes to capture democracy was 
inseparable from a theory of democracy. They had a po liti cal 
ideology and program of action.

The new conspiracism has no loyalty to any constitutional 
arrangement or program of po liti cal reform. To say that con-
spiracists have shed po liti cal theory is not to say that conspir-
acy narratives are walled off from partisan politics or without 
po liti cal consequences, clearly. But notwithstanding what we 
call the “partisan penumbra” in chapter 4, which aligns the new 
conspiracism with radical Republicans, the new conspiracist 
mind- set is not ideological. It is an exaggeration to say that 
“conspiracy theories have replaced ideologies at the heart of 
politics.”26 We only have to think of conflicts over taxation or 
health care to see that liberal and conservative, Left and Right, 
remain salient in politics. Yet the notion that conspiracism has 
replaced ideology does capture the fact that it lacks po liti cal 
theory, and its effects are wholly negative: disorientation and 
delegitimation.

Where classic conspiracism offers hopeful— sometimes 
utopian— accounts of what exposing the conspiracy can ac-
complish, the new conspiracism is not aspirational. Conspira-
cists offer no notion of what should replace the reviled parties, 
pro cesses, and agencies of government once covert schemes 
are revealed. They are without po liti cal prescriptions or an 
ounce of utopianism. Even when the new conspiracism fore-
sees an apocalyptic climax, as it does for Trump adviser Steve 
Bannon,  there is no phoenix rising from the ashes.27

So conspiracists are not, in our view, agitating to transform 
democracy into something else— authoritarianism or protofas-
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cism or anti- liberal pop u lism.  There is no discernable agenda 
of “regime change.” The new conspiracism is without any co-
herent constructive po liti cal aim. It is destructive— and it is po-
liti cally sterile.

Shedding Collective Action

Absent po liti cal theory, another divergence from classic con-
spiracism follows:  there is no call for collective action to  free 
the nation from the malevolent design to subvert it. The new 
conspiracists imagine that the plotters they expose have an ef-
fective organ ization and an indomitable capacity for action. But 
they evidence none of that themselves. Classic conspiracism is 
prescriptive. The Declaration of In de pen dence called for a war 
of in de pen dence. It directed a course of collective action: to 
dissolve the po liti cal bonds that connected the colonies to Brit-
ain, persist in armed re sis tance, and claim for the colonies the 
status of in de pen dent states. Similarly, Progressivism turned to 
building the apparatus of direct democracy.

But in the case of the new conspiracism, what should fol-
low from bare assertion, innuendo, and ominous questions? 
Voter registration drives? Criminal indictments? Noncompli-
ance? Violent re sis tance? We  don’t know,  because  there is no 
call to vote, litigate, resist, or arm.  After the summary diagno-
sis of “Rigged” or “Something is happening  here,”  there is a 
yawning hole where or ga nized po liti cal action should be.

True, the new conspiracism comes with an aura of noncom-
pliance with illegitimate authority.  There is more than a hint 
of threat against the malignant opposition, including the press. 
Up to now, the new conspiracism has inspired only a few 
disconnected individuals to act, such as the North Carolina 
man who entered the Comet Ping Pong pizzeria in northwest 
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Washington, DC, and fired his assault  rifle in an effort to “self- 
investigate” the child- trafficking charge he seized on from 
websites propagating the Pizzagate conspiracy.28 While the 
new conspiracism does not prescribe collective action, the 
view that it produces “zombies” is too strong.29

Instead of collective action, the new conspiracists call for 
repeating and spreading their claims— “liking,” tweeting, and 
forwarding. Repetition takes the place of or ga nized po liti cal ac-
tion. What Trump, for instance, wants is not the architecture 
of an or ga nized po liti cal party or even an or ga nized movement 
but a throng that assents to his account of real ity. “You know 
what’s impor tant,” he said about his fantasy of illegal Clinton 
votes, “millions of  people agree with me when I say that.”30 
Affirmation of his real ity is the key act, as if by itself that is 
enough to collapse the globalists’ world order, end “fake news” 
and “hoaxes,” and repair humiliating national weakness.

This helps us understand just how the internet is vital for the 
new conspiracists and how their use of it is diff er ent from clas-
sic conspiracists’. For classic conspiracists, the internet is a 
source of dots and patterns— information that fills in the nar-
rative and solidifies their explanation of events. For the new 
conspiracists, all the energy is directed at repetition and affir-
mation. Repetition is the new conspiracism’s oxygen and, it 
sometimes seems, its  whole purpose. With the internet, repeat-
ing charges takes no effort. Bare assertions are easily echoed 
and affirmed. Whereas explanation can be difficult, innuendo 
is  simple. Even the character limit built into Twitter aligns with 
the new conspiracism’s avoidance of evidence and explanation. 
The medium invites emphatic, unelaborated assertion.

Social networking is the stage for performing “a lot of  people 
are saying,” and for buttressing the claim by mea sur ing the 
number of tweets, likes, and shares. The internet is the ideal 
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medium for repetition and for signaling identification with 
 others who spread conspiracist narratives.  There are compli-
cations in trying to assess the scope of conspiracist claims solely 
by analyzing tweets and internet traffic.  There are false ac-
counts and fake sites and bots— programs that spread auto-
mated messages to a targeted audience, which accounted for 
20   percent of the conversations about politics in the weeks 
before the election.31 “What bots are  doing is  really getting 
this  thing trending on Twitter,” said one media analyst. “ These 
bots are providing the online crowds that are providing 
legitimacy.”32

Only Delegitimate

So, in its sheer negativity, operating unencumbered by po liti-
cal theory, ideology, programmatic aims, po liti cal organ ization, 
or a plan of action, where does the new conspiracism lead? It 
can do without po liti cal theory or ideology  because its busi-
ness is not protecting democracy, reforming democracy, or 
propelling transformation to another type of regime. Its prod-
uct is delegitimation.

 Here’s what we mean. Legitimacy has two senses, philo-
sophic and so cio log i cal. The philosophic sense asks what kind 
of a regime, in princi ple, would be worthy of support. The so-
cio log i cal sense asks  whether citizens in fact view their po liti-
cal order as worthy of their support. The new conspiracists are 
not talking about legitimacy in the philosophic sense. They 
have neither a theory of government nor of justice that would 
tell us what kind of regime is worthy of support. The new con-
spiracism drains the sense that demo cratic government is le-
gitimate without supplying any alternative standard. It operates 
at the level of citizens’ attitudes and emotions, insisting that the 
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defining ele ments of po liti cal order are not worthy of support. 
This is delegitimation— a pro cess of falling off from an earlier 
judgment that government has rightful authority. Once having 
meaning, value, and authority for  people, demo cratic institu-
tions no longer do.

To be clear, delegitimation is not the same as mistrust. Mis-
trust of government is a perennial feature of democracy. It 
should be. It is an article of po liti cal faith that abuse of power 
is always a possibility and warrants vigilance. Rarely is undi-
luted trust pos si ble, and nowhere in public life is it desirable.33 
Liberal democracy is designed to provide assurances, cir-
cumscribing authority by means of laws, institutional checks, 
mechanisms of accountability, and transparency. Within this 
constitutional setting, Americans are often mistrustful of what 
they see as an unjustified imposition on some area of personal 
freedom, privacy, property, religious expression, or dignity. 
Certainly, conspiracism inflames mistrust, and par tic u lar con-
spiracy claims pander to popu lar fears of abuse of power. But 
many forces contribute to mistrust of government  today, 
among them the corrupt influence of “dark money” in elec-
tions, the sense that representatives are not serving constitu-
ents’ needs or the national interest, and sheer incompetence 
in getting the public business done so that governing barely 
rises to the level of muddling through.

Po liti cal mistrust is typically targeted. It does not aim at in-
stitutions and po liti cal pro cesses  wholesale. And as long as 
mistrust turns on par tic u lar ele ments of government— the re-
sponsiveness of representatives, for example, or delivering 
what citizens need—it is corrigible. It can be repaired with the 
resources demo cratic institutions provide. Mistrust can be as-
suaged with less remote and more responsive representatives, 
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for example, or by constraining the influence of private money 
in elections—in short, by a return to fairness and competence 
in areas that  matter to citizens.

Even diffuse and widespread mistrust, which is a sign of 
anxiety about democracy, stops short of the judgment that 
government institutions and demo cratic politics have neither 
meaning nor value and are not authoritative. That is the differ-
ence. Where mistrust is a necessary ele ment of demo cratic ac-
countability and widespread mistrust is a sign of demo cratic 
failing, delegitimation is an active assault on democracy. Dele-
gitimation exists when a po liti cal opposition that is mistrusted 
comes to be seen as a public  enemy, for example.

We are learning what delegitimation looks like. Authorities 
are cast as hostile ele ments— worms in the bowels of the na-
tion. Officials are “so- called” officials (for example, “the quote 
‘president’ ” Obama). They are demeaned and undermined, 
threatened, and declared criminal or traitorous. The set of as-
sumptions undergirding regular and open po liti cal opposition 
and party competition is overturned. Knowledge- producing 
institutions and the information and reasoning they provide are 
rejected  wholesale. Delegitimation drains authority from the 
institutions and practices that make democracy work.

And yet, again, the new conspiracists  don’t offer even a 
rudimentary account of what would be legitimate in the so-
cio log i cal sense—of what would invite citizens to see their 
government as basically fair. If legitimacy is understood 
more robustly, in its philosophic sense—as institutions and 
procedures that have authority  because they produce just 
outcomes— the new conspiracism is seen to lack even a rudi-
mentary theory of justice. All we have is this: institutions, prac-
tices, policies, and po liti cal officials are not what they seem, but 
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what should be put in their place is undefined. Perhaps noth-
ing at all. The motto of the new conspiracism might be “Only 
delegitimate.”

The Rus sia Investigation

Let’s look more closely at the Rus sia investigation, which lays 
bare the contours of the new conspiracism and its drive to dele-
gitimate regular practice. In 2017 Robert Mueller, the special 
counsel, was tasked with investigating Rus sian interference 
in the presidential election to assist Trump’s candidacy. From 
the outset, the White House and friends in Congress and in 
the media began a concerted campaign to delegitimate the 
investigation.

Initially, this took the form of an especially virulent parti-
san attack on the FBI and Mueller’s team of  career profession-
als. Never mind that principals at the Department of Justice 
 were Republicans; the charge was that the special counsel team 
and officials at the FBI  were Demo crats and “po liti cally moti-
vated,” incapable of objective consideration of the facts.34 
Kellyanne Conway, who serves as counselor to the president, 
put it this way: “The fix was in against Donald Trump from 
the beginning, and they  were pro- Hillary. . . .  They  can’t pos-
sibly be seen as objective or transparent or even- handed or 
fair.”35

Over several months, the effort to delegitimate the special 
counsel’s investigation changed from charges of partisan bias 
to a full- blown charge of conspiracy. Trump supporters began 
to use the term coup; banners on Fox News read, “A Coup 
in Amer i ca?” On Fox News, Jeanine Pirro asserted that never 
in presidential election history had  there been “as  great a crime 
or as large a stain on our democracy than that committed by a 
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criminal cabal in our FBI and the Department of Justice who 
think they know better than we who our president should be.” 
Former Arkansas governor Mike Huckabee kept up the man-
tra in his newsletter and on Twitter, “It’s an attempted coup 
d’état!”36  Here is conspiracist delegitimation in a nutshell: a 
cabal within the FBI and Department of Justice was attempt-
ing to bring the president down.

The shift from partisan bias to full- blown conspiracy owes 
to the high drama surrounding an investigation that includes the 
president of the United States. Charges of po liti cal bias had be-
come so anodyne as to lose impact; something more was 
needed. The shift is not simply tactical, though. The incessant 
infusion of conspiracist claims into public life had prepared 
many officials and citizens to receive the amped-up charge of 
an imminent coup d’état. Undeveloped, undocumented, and 
unreliably reported in a temper of unalloyed aggressiveness, 
this charge of a coup at the highest levels of government dele-
gitimates the investigation. It also delegitimates central agen-
cies of government like the Federal Bureau of Investigation and 
the Department of Justice. Ultimately, delegitimation envelops 
the government as a  whole.

What Is the Appeal?

 People are curious about what is hidden in politics— whether 
the private lives of public figures or the “real” story  behind po-
liti cal events. The move from secrecy to revelation feeds this 
hunger. Conspiracism has this appeal. As historian Timothy 
Snyder cautions, the danger is that “discussion shifts from the 
public and the known to the secret and the unknown. Rather 
than trying to make sense of what is around us, we hunger for 
the next revelation.”37 The warning is particularly apt when it 
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comes to the new conspiracism, for claims that  things are not 
as they seem multiply wildly and opportunities to dive into the 
dark unknown are always right at hand in the media and via 
social networking. The new conspiracism, with its serial arti-
ficial crises, is exciting. It offers distraction from the tedious, 
frustrating, and often futile business of attending to known but 
difficult prob lems and po liti cal demands.

Curiosity, titillation, and entertainment aside, what is the 
appeal of bare assertion, innuendo, and ominous questions? 
Especially as it does not explain anything, what does the new 
conspiracism offer? Part of the appeal is performative aggres-
sion. The new conspiracism delivers dark claims, though the 
fabrications are erratic, vague, and undeveloped— more angry 
assertion than revelatory narrative. For angry minds it offers 
the immediate gratification of lashing out, of throwing verbal 
stones. It is a particularly gratifying form of vilification pre-
cisely  because the more unfathomable the accusation, the 
greater the degree of disorientation, incredulity, and rage it 
provokes in its targets. Conspiracist accusations leave the rest 
of us, officials and citizens alike, baffled, our sense of real ity 
threatened, our responses tentative and, it feels, inadequate. 
Disorientation is one of the dangerous effects of conspiracism, 
and producing this reaction is one of the new conspiracists’ 
declared pleasures.

The new conspiracism also holds out the satisfaction of 
knowingness: “Accidents are planned, democracy is a sham, all 
 faces are masks, all flags are false.”38 They are an elite, a “co-
gnoscenti.” Perhaps that is the wrong term, though,  because 
cognoscenti has a prosaic meaning  today: being particularly well 
informed about a par tic u lar subject. Conspiracists are more 
like the inner circle of an esoteric group or sect. But as we show, 
it is knowingness at low cost.
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The new conspiracism’s characteristic forms— bare assertion, 
ominous questions, and innuendo— are permissive. They have 
the appeal of elasticity and irresponsibility.  Because of its vague-
ness, “a lot of  people are saying” can embrace an expanding uni-
verse of conjured plots and public enemies. And “just asking 
questions” evades owner ship of the claim. The author of any 
single conspiracist charge is often indeterminate; charges can 
arise spontaneously as a tease on a radio talk show or an anony-
mous throwaway on some fringe website. Regardless of whether 
conspiracists identify themselves or remain anonymous, a charge 
leveled without evidence that takes the form of vague innuendo 
avoids responsibility for what it asserts.39 It suffices to announce, 
“I would love to know more. What I know is troubling enough.”40

 There is one more appeal: sheer negativity signals defiance. 
With their virulence and destructiveness, the new conspiracists, 
especially the president, assign themselves the status of out-
siders. They are not politicians. They demonstrate that they are 
not devoted to the art of governing— which is welcome to  those 
who think government itself is illegitimate. The defiance of 
norms conveys an antipo liti cal authenticity. It carries the prom-
ise to tear down the edifice and effect some indeterminate radi-
cal change. We see that  there is an appetite for conspiracist 
delegitimation. At least  until the consequences hit home.

Why Now?

We know that conspiracism is always pres ent:  there is always 
an occasion to suspect that, for pernicious reasons,  things are 
not as they seem. Conspiracism has always had a foothold in 
certain domains of po liti cal culture, especially  those at the out-
ermost po liti cal fringe. But what explains the new conspira-
cism, and what makes it a po liti cal force?
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Deep and long- standing discontents are at work in the back-
ground.  There is the generalized antipathy to po liti cal elites, 
or the establishment, that marks a range of democracies on 
both sides of the Atlantic.

 There is also the hostility to government that has character-
ized con temporary conservatism, for which the assertion, 
“Government is not the solution to our prob lem, government 
is the prob lem,” has become a truism.41 We look at this closely 
in chapter 4.

Social resentment and feelings of humiliation also fuel the 
new conspiracism.  People are prone to target groups whom 
they imagine are responsible for a rash of grievances, and con-
spiracists call up and sharpen  these inchoate sentiments and 
home in on targets of blame.

The dynamics that fuel populist upheavals are also at work 
in the new conspiracism. But at the same time, as we discuss 
in chapter 3, the new conspiracism is not reducible to pop u-
lism. It is an in de pen dent force with distinctive delegitimat-
ing effects.

One force  behind the emergence of the new conspiracism 
is plain: the revolution in broadcast technology that allows any-
one to disseminate what he or she writes or says without any 
intermediary and at no cost. This has displaced the gatekeep-
ers, the producers, editors, and scholars who deci ded what was 
worthy of dissemination. The way is opened for conspiracy en-
trepreneurs who initiate and disseminate a seemingly infinite 
array of wild accusations.

Our focus is less on the conditions for the new conspiracism 
than on its effects: delegitimation and disorientation in the 
po liti cal world. And  these effects are pos si ble  because demo-
cratic institutions have already been weakened. For de cades, 
party organ izations and knowledge- producing institutions 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:24 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



conSPIrAcy wItHout tHE tHEory 41

have been  under assault. Long before the new conspiracism 
appeared, intensified po liti cal polarization had turned poli-
tics into a zero- sum game in which members of rival parties 
could scarcely cooperate or even agree to disagree. It had 
produced depictions of the mainstream press and the scien-
tific community as skewed by po liti cal bias. This set the stage 
for the delegitimation of the party system itself. And it set the 
stage for rejecting the necessity of specialized knowledge for 
governing.

In chapter 2, we look at the logic of the new conspiracism. 
And we point to the po liti cal significance of the fact that what 
seems merely “true enough” is itself enough— enough reason 
to subscribe to conspiracist claims.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:24 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



42

2
It’s True Enough

Do  people  really believe that President Barack Obama was 
born in Africa? Do  people truly think that Hillary Clinton and 
her campaign man ag er ran an international child sex- trafficking 
ring out of a pizzeria in Washington, DC? Or that the United 
States Army was planning to invade the state of Texas in 
the summer of 2015, declare martial law, and disarm the 
population?

We saw in chapter  1 that bare assertions, innuendo, and 
ominous questions are enough to get the new conspiracism 
 going: as Trump said about the putative connection between 
Senator Ted Cruz’s  father and John F. Kennedy’s assassin, Lee 
Harvey Oswald, “Even if it  isn’t totally true,  there’s something 
 there.”1 And we saw Representative Bryan Zollinger perfectly 
capture the ethos of true- enoughness in his suggestion that the 
Demo cratic Party might very well have brought white nation-
alists to Charlottesville in 2017 to create a violent clash: “I am 
not saying it is true, but I am suggesting that it is completely 
plausible.”2
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The new conspiracism sets a low bar: if one cannot be certain 
that a belief is entirely false, with the emphasis on entirely, then 
it might be true— and that’s true enough. This is the logic  behind 
“Even if it’s not totally true,  there’s something  there.” The new 
conspiracists do not necessarily believe what they say. But they 
do not disbelieve it  either. As we have argued, classic conspiracy 
theory is about making sense of the world. But to assent in the 
way the new conspiracists do is something diff er ent. Their as-
sent is forceful and has the stamp of certainty— the election was 
“rigged!” But when probed, the language of certainty often gives 
way to the language of “true enough.” And “true enough” is good 
enough po liti cally.  Because the weak ground of assent does not 
cause hesitation or humility. It is not a barrier to publicly assert-
ing emphatic claims about real ity. It does not inhibit conspiracists 
from claiming to own real ity. And for conspiracists in power, it 
is not an impediment to imposing their real ity on the nation.

Classic conspiracy theories are often self- sealed systems of 
thought that, once one is on the inside, permit no exit; in this 
re spect they can constitute a “crippled epistemology.”3 The 
new conspiracism too is a closed system. It is epistemologically 
flawed and self- validating in a diff er ent way, however. It is un-
concerned with explanation and encourages assent to and ac-
tion on the basis of claims that are not disproved and are not 
impossible, and are therefore “true enough.” We  will come 
back to this, but first let’s look at  whether aspects of the “crip-
pled epistemology” associated with conspiracism are ones that 
to some extent we all share.

The Paranoid Style

 There is a popu lar tendency to see all conspiracists as caught in 
the grips of irrational psychological forces. Conspiracy theories 
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are often thought to reflect a paranoid state of mind— a con-
nection that originated in the historian Richard Hofstadter’s 
seminal essay, “The Paranoid Style in American Politics.” But 
to categorize all conspiracy theory as “crazy” is to misunder-
stand both conspiracism and Hofstadter’s argument.

For Hofstadter, “paranoid” is not a clinical diagnosis of in-
dividual  mental disturbance. In his picture of conspiracism, 
conspiracists do not see themselves as singled out by a hostile 
world directing its animus specifically against them but rather 
see hostile forces directed “against a nation, a culture, a way of 
life.” Hofstadter calls this style paranoid, he explains, “simply 
 because no other word adequately evokes the qualities of 
heated exaggeration, suspiciousness, and conspiratorial fantasy 
that I have in mind.”4

For Hofstadter, conspiracism arises from the tension be-
tween the belief that individuals shape history and the con-
temporary social- scientific view that large, impersonal forces 
shape history. As we saw in chapter 1, American revolutionaries 
saw events as entirely a reflection of the intentions of power ful 
individual actors.  There was a moral coherence to their under-
standing of cause and effect in that they attributed desirable ef-
fects to good intentions and evil to bad intentions. The modern 
or social- scientific framework of explanation has shifted to im-
personal forces and the aggregate actions of large numbers of 
 people in politics, the economy, and society. The link between 
individual intention and consequence has been loosened. 
From the standpoint of con temporary assumptions about 
causality, conspiracists may appear, as they did to Hofstadter, 
as a retrograde minority in their insistence on the decisive force 
of agents with malignant intent. This insistence can seem like 
a distortion, one characterized in psychological terms as 
“paranoid.”5
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Hofstadter studied the appearance and effects of the “para-
noid style” in American politics  because he saw it as a threat 
to democracy. Conspiracism threatened what he saw as the 
moderate and pragmatic requirements of liberal democracy. 
 Because of what they are up against, and  because of what is at 
stake, conspiracists incline to secrecy and aggression. They re-
ject mediation and compromise. Conspiracists, as Hofstadter 
saw them, are averse to “the manner of working politicians.”6 
We agree with Hofstadter’s assessment: the urgency that dis-
dains any ordinary approach to politics as inadequate is some-
thing classic and new conspiracism share. Yet  there is this 
difference: the new conspiracism not only is averse to the 
mundane workings of demo cratic politics but assaults its insti-
tutions and practices  wholesale.

Normalizing Conspiracist Thought

Rather than pathologize it, Hofstadter insists that, despite his 
use of the term, the “paranoid style” characterizes “more or less 
normal  people.”7  Today, a growing com pany of cognitive and 
social psychologists look at the epistemic pro cesses that char-
acterize conspiracism and see them as ordinary and universal.8 
In this view, conspiracism is not sui generis but rather an expres-
sion of basic thought pro cesses that afflict all our thinking— 
“afflict”  because  these cognitive mechanisms, while ordinary, 
also invite error and distortions. Moreover,  these built-in 
features of our minds are unconscious. We are not aware of the 
moves our mind directs us to make.

Three  mental pro cesses create the predisposition to see 
power ful hidden forces controlling events. First, we look for 
intentionality in events.  People are averse to regarding anything 
of social and po liti cal importance as random, accidental, or 
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unintended. It is an intolerably “absurdist image of the world 
to think that a series of coincidences changes the course of 
history.”9 In this re spect, however convoluted its reasoning 
and evidence (or absence of evidence), conspiracism is  simple, 
formulaic: the proposition that  things are the deliberate work 
of power ful  people is a constant. This is not to say that we cor-
rectly identify the agents responsible or their intention, only 
that we resist randomness and impersonal pro cesses and un-
intended consequences. In his ruinous crusade to ferret out and 
expose Communist infiltrators, Senator Joseph McCarthy ex-
pressed the intentionality thesis to perfection: “How can we ac-
count for our pres ent situation  unless we believe that men high 
in this government are concerting to deliver us to disaster. 
This must be the product of a  great conspiracy . . .  a conspiracy 
of infamy.”10

A second cognitive ele ment is proportionality. When some-
thing of importance occurs, we look for a cause commensu-
rate with the act.11 We’ve noted this before: it seems implausible 
that events of world- historical importance could result from 
the actions of a single person or a few anonymous  people. The 
effect (the destruction of the World Trade Center and the at-
tack on the Pentagon on 9/11) and the cause (two dozen ob-
scure individuals) seem out of proportion, so much so that one 
cannot seem to have resulted from the other. So, the conspira-
cist explanation goes, the US government must have been com-
plicit in the collapse of the World Trade Center, just as the 
government must have been complicit in the killing of JFK—
or, if not the US government, then the KGB, or the mob, or 
Fidel Castro in Cuba.

Taken together, intentionality and proportionality are 
 mental assumptions that make conspiracism “far more coher-
ent than the real world, since it leaves no room for  mistakes, 
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failures, or ambiguities.”12 The result is coherence at the ex-
pense of truth.

The third cognitive ele ment  behind conspiracism is confir-
mation bias. We look for facts that fit our preconceptions of 
how the world works. We assimilate new information that con-
firms what we already think and discard contradictory infor-
mation. Confirmation bias propels us to harmonize what we 
hear and learn to what we know, or think we know. A standard 
illustration is the partisan differential in how  people take in 
and interpret information.  After Trump per sis tently trum-
peted that “if you deduct the millions of  people who voted il-
legally,” he had actually won the popu lar vote, “a plurality of 
Republicans sa[id] President Donald Trump received more 
of the popu lar vote.”13 In this re spect, a standard proposition 
holds that conspiracism is “largely a function of po liti cal at-
tachment.”14 Other studies show that conspiracism is embraced 
by partisans of the Left and Right depending on who is in and 
who is out of power.15 In one study, Demo crats “who agreed 
on average with the conspiracy claims” proposed by research-
ers “increased from 27% before the election [of 2016] to 32% 
afterwards.”16 To take another example, Glenn Beck’s radio 
show, which peddled charges of left- wing conspiracy, was 
popu lar when Demo crats controlled the government in 2008;  
the show was canceled as irrelevant when Republicans regained 
control in 2010.17

Notice what follows from confirmation bias: insofar as con-
spiracism reflects one’s po liti cal loyalties, factual correction of 
unwarranted conspiracism is bound to be very difficult. At least 
on some accounts, the attempts to correct misinformation can 
backfire; they increase the extent to which  people believe er-
roneous information.18 Even when corrections  don’t literally 
backfire, the repetition of conspiracist charges in the course of 
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refuting them may nonetheless embed them in receptive 
minds. It is challenging for the media’s reports and refutations 
to be effective. Thus, Trump’s insistence that former president 
Obama had wiretapped Trump Tower has life that cannot be 
extinguished by the Justice Department’s assertion that it was 
a total fabrication (the FBI and the Department of Justice’s 
National Security Division “have no rec ords related to wire-
taps as described by the March 4, 2017 tweets”).19

The disposition to look for intentionality and proportional-
ity in explaining impor tant events, not to mention the tendency 
to confirm our own biases, helps explain why conspiracism 
permeates all parts of American society and cuts across gen-
der, age, race, income, po liti cal affiliation, educational level, 
and occupational status. An experiment that exposed  people 
to a range of conspiratorial rumors (not all of them about 
politics) found that “over 70% of respondents expressed sup-
port for at least one of the statements,” leading po liti cal scien-
tist Adam Berinsky to conclude, “While some  people hold 
mostly crazy beliefs, most  people hold at least some crazy be-
liefs.”20 For instance, in August 2004, 49  percent of New York 
City residents believed that officials of the US government 
“knew in advance that attacks  were planned on or around Sep-
tember 11, 200 1, and that they consciously failed to act.”21 We 
can only imagine what the percentage would have been if Pres-
ident George W. Bush had insisted that ele ments within the 
government itself had planned the attacks. This is what is hap-
pening  today: as a result of presidential conspiracism, about 
half of self- identified Republicans said they believe that Amer-
ican elections are “massively rigged.”22

Our overview of general accounts of conspiracism— 
Hofstadter’s paranoid style, cognitive accounts, and accounts 
that center on partisanship— would lead one to expect symme-
try between conspiracism from the left and from the right. The 
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standard proposition has it that parties out of power  will be 
more inclined to conspiracy theories than parties in power, so 
that as parties alternate in office, we should expect to see 
conspiracism on both sides of the spectrum.23 But with the new 
conspiracism, the symmetry we expect does not show up: the 
new conspiracism comes from the right, and it comes not only 
from  those on the margins but also from  those in power— from 
winners like Trump.  There are other ways in which the new 
conspiracism diverges from the accounts we have just sur-
veyed. Its bare assertions, innuendo, and bizarre fabulations 
introduce additional cognitive distortions. Accounts that nor-
malize the general phenomenon of conspiracism obscure the 
novelty and the danger of the new conspiracism. Its danger 
brings us back to a distinctive ele ment of the crippled episte-
mology that characterizes the new conspiracism: its tribalism.

The Tribal Basis of Assent

In classic conspiracism, belief has an evidentiary basis.  Those 
who believe, for instance, that the government helped plan the 
9/11 attacks cite observations and analyses to support their un-
derstanding. Evidentiary beliefs can be tested, in princi ple, at 
any rate— although, in practice, it can be difficult to test a the-
ory that charges the government itself with wrongdoing when 
all the relevant information comes from the government. Yet 
the new conspiracism, as we have seen, proffers  little evidence; 
 there are few dots and patterns to latch onto. And the bar for 
assenting to conspiracist charges can be set very low: as we saw, 
to say that something is true enough, one can concede that it 
prob ably did not happen at all— but also that it might have 
happened. In the new conspiracism, this low bar is the stan-
dard: if something could have happened, even if  there is no 
evidence for it at all, then it is true enough.24
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When it comes to the po liti cal effects of the new conspira-
cism, what  matters is not the epistemic basis of  people’s beliefs, 
but rather  whether they assent to the conspiracist charge. As 
Christian theologians have argued, belief is an inward act 
of mind. Assent, by contrast, is something more public. We 
might assent to propositions even when we are not sure what 
we believe, even when our beliefs contradict what we as-
sent to. While belief may have a high evidentiary bar, the 
basis for assent might be much lower—as it is for the new 
conspiracists.

It might have been that Obama’s FBI tapped Trump’s 
phones, as Trump claimed. And if it might have been, that’s 
true enough— even without evidence to support the charge. 
For  those who think it’s true enough, what  matters is that 
the hostile intent and capacity to commit the subterfuge 
 were  there. The logic of “true enough” breathes life into the 
new conspiracism as it corrodes standards of verification and 
validation. Consider the response to questions about Trump’s 
tweet of a video that falsely purported to show a Muslim mi-
grant committing an assault: the White House press secre-
tary responded, “ Whether it’s a real video, the threat is real.”25 
 Because the world is one in which the claim could have been 
true, it is true enough.

From a philosophic standpoint, “true enough” is not a suf-
ficiently demanding epistemic standard to ground justified be-
liefs; but the new conspiracists are not engaged in a rigorous 
effort to ground their beliefs in evidence. Which raises the 
question, Why assent to something in the absence of solid 
evidence? Understanding  people’s motives is a very difficult 
 matter— motives are mixed. But it seems clear that part of 
the point of assenting to conspiracist fabulations is to com-
municate belonging. As a po liti cal phenomenon, the new 
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conspiracism directs us to focus on the “we” that stands  behind 
assent to claims like the election is “rigged.”

The new conspiracism feeds off and in turn fuels a tribal 
mode of politics. To deny Trump’s insistence that Obama wire-
tapped his offices is to disassociate from the com pany of  those 
who attribute the worst to Obama and the Demo crats. Assent 
to a conspiracy claim means the claim resonates with one’s 
sense of the po liti cal world. A tribal belief is akin to Boston Red 
Sox fans’ belief that the “Yankees suck.” Such an assertion is not 
an affirmation of a proposition that is meant to correspond to 
facts in the world. Even if the Yankees  were the best team in 
the world, for Red Sox fans, the statement “Yankees suck” re-
mains valid  because it reflects fans’ identification with their 
team and each other. With re spect to the Yankees, the question 
of justified belief does not arise for Red Sox fans, at least not in 
a philosophic or scientific way.26 It arises from a tribal context, 
where validation comes from repetition by  those in the rele-
vant community—in this case, Red Sox Nation.

In the new conspiracism, narratives of secret, nefarious in-
tent are emotionally compelling  because of the way they fit with 
the affinities, connections, and hostilities that constitute ele-
ments of identity. As we observe it  today, this fit is especially 
oriented to partisan identity.27 Many more Trump voters than 
Clinton voters reject the claim that Rus sia tampered with vote 
tallies to swing the election to Trump. But many more Clinton 
voters than Trump voters reject the charge that millions of ille-
gal votes  were cast in 2016.28 And even as late as 2017, more than 
half of Republicans purported to believe that Obama was born 
in  Kenya (a belief that was very rare among Demo crats).29

The po liti cal pay- off of “true enough” is substantial. The low 
epistemic standard—if it might have happened, that’s true 
enough— allows conspiracists to assent to a distorted version of 
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real ity. Concretely, they assent to the proposition that Obama 
was born in  Kenya  because it might have been the case, however 
remote the likelihood. They then assert that he was born in 
 Kenya. And conspiracists in power try to impose that com-
promised sense of real ity on the rest of us. Assent to what seems 
“true enough” is what takes conspiracism out of the psychologi-
cal domain and into politics. And it is what gives conspiracism 
the power to delegitimate.

Repetition over Validation

When it comes to true enough, what  matters is not evidence 
but repetition. Participation in conspiracist social networks 
triggers assent. Echoing, repeating, sharing, liking, and for-
warding a conspiracist claim is a show of affiliation with  others 
who are angry and confident that  things are not as they seem. 
Conspiracist narratives refresh  these passions by reminding 
members of the group of what they feel with renewed energy. 
Several developments in communication help us fathom assent 
to  these claims. Whereas many internet rumors “spike quickly 
and then fade out relatively quickly,” alternative narratives that 
converge with politics linger, and have “sustained participation 
by a set group” of users. Someone looking to “validate” a par-
tic u lar conspiracist claim by checking diff er ent sites for con-
firmation  will see the claim mirrored across the ecological 
niche he or she inhabits. Empirical evidence of the conspira-
cist “echo chamber” is mounting. The confirming experience 
is this: “a lot of  people are saying.”30

Conspiracist claims conform to what Jerome Bruner calls 
“narrative necessity.”31 They are required by the flow and con-
sistency of the larger story; they are “subsumed to what is 
claimed to be the larger truth.”32 The Pizzagate conspiracy that 
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charges Hillary Clinton and her campaign chairman, John Po-
desta, with  running an international child sex- trafficking ring, 
for example, sustains the moral judgment of  those who think 
the Clintons are so evil that nothing— not even sex trafficking 
in  children—is beyond them. “Lock her up” and “Killary” sig-
nal a conviction that Hillary Clinton does unthinkably bad 
 things and lies about them— the specifics are beside the point 
of the larger narrative.

 Those who invoke “fake news” may not believe that  every 
news story has in fact been fabricated in the way that Stephen 
Glass fabricated stories for the New Republic from scratch. It 
means that the “mainstream” press at outlets like the New York 
Times, the Washington Post, and CNN are hostile to Trump’s 
presidency and perhaps also to conservatives and Republicans 
and to ordinary citizens who support the president.33 Report-
ers could be in league to damage the administration, say, or in 
their support for globalism. The charge of “fake news” is true 
enough. Nearly half of Americans now say that the media fab-
ricate stories about the president; the incessant charge “fake 
news” has taken hold.34

True enough conspiracist claims are not innocuous. Assent 
denigrates the conclusions of official investigations and the re-
liable media. When Trump’s national security adviser, Michael 
Flynn, pleaded guilty to lying to the FBI, the president denied 
the confirmed fact of the  matter: “Some  people say [Flynn] lied 
and some  people say he  didn’t lie. I mean,  really, it turned out 
maybe he  didn’t lie.”35 The practical import of Trump’s state-
ment is to render the proposition that Flynn  didn’t lie true 
enough.

A steady dose of conspiracism encourages the disposi-
tion to see the worst intentions at work all the time, regardless 
of evidence. This has been called cynicism.36 Still, it is not 
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paralyzing cynicism. Assent to conspiracist claims represents 
a desire to join in a kind of po liti cal activity, albeit in a debased 
and sterile form.

Conspiracy Entrepreneurs

 Those who buy into conspiracist accusations have their rea-
sons for believing what they do. They are for the most part 
consumers of conspiratorial accusations, not inventors. They 
might repeat an accusation—or retweet it. But they are not the 
origins of the charge. Much of the new conspiracism originates 
with conspiracist entrepreneurs, ambitious  people who peddle 
conspiracy in return for money, celebrity, and influence. Take 
Alex Jones, the Texas talk show host who was once among the 
most prominent producers of conspiracist narratives. (And 
a declared favorite of Trump.)37 Conspiracism is a lucrative 
business, and Jones manufactures charges that he expects  will 
be popu lar. His business is entertainment: he works to make 
his narratives titillating and persuasive. But he also wants po-
liti cal influence. He wants his audience to find his claims true 
enough— worth amplifying and repeating online in what has 
become a distinct form of po liti cal participation.  Under pres-
sure, Jones may concede that some of his claims, taken indi-
vidually, are fabulations. He has been sued multiple times, 
including by families of the victims of the horrific 2012 school 
massacre at Sandy Hook for spreading the claim that the 
shooting was a false- flag attack and that the grieving parents 
 were “crisis actors” hired to pretend to sorrow and loss.38 Jones 
settled several civil cases brought against him, offering tepid 
apologies and retractions for “what [he] now understand[s] 
to be wrong.”39 But even the retraction of an individual item 
does not slow the production of new ones.
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Or consider Stefanie MacWilliams, one of the propagators 
of the Pizzagate story: “I  really have no regrets and it’s honestly 
 really grown our audience,” she said. MacWilliams is confident 
that the truth  will win out— the beauty of the internet is that 
 people can crowdsource the truth—so she admits that she does 
not try to be “100 per cent accurate.”  Whether the Pizzagate con-
spiracy is true is an open question in her mind; the investiga-
tion by conspiracists is ongoing. “It’s like a real- life Kennedy 
assassination where all the stuff is at your fingertips, and it’s 
happening  today,” she says.40

Entrepreneurs are not restricted to  people involved in con-
spiracy commerce. Take the example of the claim that the 
students from Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School who 
survived the mass shooting of seventeen of their classmates, 
and who spoke out in  favor of gun control,  were not real stu-
dents. They  were, according to the new conspiracism, FBI 
plants defending the bureau for its failure to catch the shooter. 
Or maybe something  else: they  were “crisis actors” who trav-
eled to the sites of shootings to instigate fury against guns. The 
point of the new conspiracism is to create the possibility that 
they  were not who they claimed to be— students who survived 
a mass killing.

 These accusations reach a huge audience. They appear not 
only on sites like Jones’s or in corners of the web but also in 
mainstream, right- wing media. They are reported by popu lar 
radio announcer Rush Limbaugh and by a guest on CNN, Jack 
Kingston, a former congressman from Georgia who, in the new 
conspiracist style of “just asking questions,” said, “Do we  really 
think— and I say this sincerely—do we  really think 17- year- olds 
on their own are  going to plan a nationwide rally?”41

The delegitimation of demo cratic institutions is pos si ble 
 because large numbers of  people, most notably elected officials, 
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adapt to a po liti cal world in which conspiracism is an ele ment 
of identity and affiliation, and satisfy themselves if conspiracist 
charges seem true enough to repeat them, broadcast them, and 
invoke them when it comes to po liti cal decisions. In chapter 3 
we look at the power of presidential conspiracism, and in 
chapter 4 we look at the prob lem of partisan reticence: congres-
sional Republicans and other officials who acquiesce in con-
spiracist claims. Some officials are dedicated receivers and 
transmitters of conspiracist accusations, but many more are 
adapting to the malignant environment and to presidential con-
spiracism in par tic u lar. Partisan reticence inhibits speaking 
truth to conspiracism and stands as the most impor tant en-
abling ele ment  behind a maelstrom of vicious charges and 
the delegitimation of democracy.

Scapegoating

Tribalism,  we’ve said, fuels the new conspiracism. And tribal-
ism is intimately related to scapegoating. The form scape-
goating conspiracism takes is bare assertion, as when Trump 
declares, “The Mexican Government is forcing their most 
unwanted  people into the United States . . .  criminals, drug 
dealers, rapists.”42 The scapegoated targets of conspiracist 
charges are hated. They arouse animus and fury. The charge 
is  simple: they bear responsibility for the nation’s trou bles. 
The origin of the term scapegoat is biblical—in a Mosaic rit-
ual, one goat is chosen to be the symbolic carrier of the sins 
of the  people.43 Although scapegoating  today is secular not 
religious, it bears the ancient traces of moral fervor and 
sanctimony.

Scapegoating conspiracism responds to resentment and 
feelings of powerlessness by singling out a segment of the pop-
ulation as the cause of cruelly disappointed expectations. Rapid 
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social change and loss of social status render  people ready to 
target a par tic u lar group as the cause of their misfortune. The 
humiliation of losing status, of losing economic security, of los-
ing a sense of racial dominance and superiority all feed anger 
and the desire to blame.  There is this, too: the humiliation of 
powerlessness—of being unnoticed and unheeded. And all of 
this has been deliberately inflicted by a cabal of malevolent 
elites and the undeserving groups they champion. So, where 
historians see long- term pro cesses of social and demographic 
change, conspiracists see the handi work of a despised group. 
 These conspiracist formulations are simplistic and reductive. 
Scapegoating conspiracism is an “ideological misrecognition 
of power relations.”44

In democracies, conspiracists have often fastened on se-
cret groups for scapegoating. The reason is obvious: in an 
open society, any underground association suggests mali-
cious intent. In the late eigh teenth and early nineteenth cen-
turies, Freemasons  were charged with covertly controlling 
the press, manipulating the economy, and directing govern-
ment. Everywhere, Jews are a favorite object of scapegoating 
conspiracism; the message of the forged Protocols of the El-
ders of Zion, published by Henry Ford, is repeated over and 
over, and it is with us still: the Jews are plotting to dominate 
the world. Conspiracists saw the papacy and Catholic priests 
as secretly working to weaken Protestantism. Conspiracists 
see the forces of atheism as threatening Judeo- Christian cul-
ture. Or they charge that Muslims are plotting to replace the 
Constitution with sharia law or to engage in terrorism. Just 
about any conspiracist cohort in the United States could adopt 
for itself the name of the late nineteenth- century anti- Catholic 
conspiracist group— the American Protective Association.

We’ve said that conspiracism conjures an explanation for 
grievances proportionate to indignity and resentment. And its 
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satisfactions are aligned with the new conspiracism. Scapegoat-
ing conspiracism gives resentment a target. And scapegoating 
conspiracism is wholly negative. It does not offer an improve-
ment in one’s situation but rather the satisfaction of pulling 
 others down. It expresses righ teous anger. And like the new 
conspiracism, scapegoating can overcome lethargy. It is stim-
ulating. It is a form of vicarious action.

Scapegoating can be combined with assaults on po liti cal 
opponents— clearly so when the opposition is cast as support-
ers of a despised group. We see Trump bringing three of his 
stock conspiracist claims together— scapegoating of Mexican 
immigrants, voter fraud, and the Demo cratic Party as a conspir-
atorial group aimed at destroying him and the nation. “Demo-
crats are the prob lem,” he tweeted. “They  don’t care about 
crime and want illegal immigrants, no  matter how bad they may 
be, to pour into and infest our Country like MS-13. They  can’t 
win on their terrible policies, so they view them as potential 
voters!”45 This is presidential conspiracism, unique in its de-
structive power. It is the subject of chapter 3.
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3
Presidential Conspiracism

Presidential conspiracism is potent  because the presidential of-
fice is itself so power ful. Executive authority has increased in 
response to national emergencies and presidential (and popu-
lar) frustration with Congress. As impor tant, since Theodore 
Roo se velt and Woodrow Wilson, the American presidency has 
been a rhetorical presidency. The president is expected to speak 
directly to the  people, to articulate a national purpose, to de-
velop a legislative program, and to lead a party that carries the 
president’s vision forward. Before Teddy Roo se velt, presidents 
 were expected to be restrained and distant, more like guard-
ians of the Constitution than like popu lar leaders. Over the 
course of the twentieth  century, the latent rhetorical power of 
the office was liberated in the name of presidential leadership.1 
“Rhetorical power,” as the po liti cal scientist Jeffrey Tulis says, 
“is a very special case of executive power. . . .  It is a power 
itself.”2

Presidents shape the national agenda and they also have the 
capacity to confer recognition: who is seen as a full participant 
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in the life of the nation, what  causes and which groups get seen 
and noticed and honored, which stories and explanations make 
sense of who we are and where we are  going. So when con-
spiracism moves into the White House, it functions to divide 
the country against itself. Trump’s conspiracism encourages 
 people to disparage the ideal of national unity and to replace 
it with something more suspicious, more hateful, and more 
ferocious.

Of course, division, hatred, and vio lence are often center 
stage in politics. “The latent  causes of faction,” as James Madi-
son wrote in the Federalist, no. 10, are “sown in the nature of 
man.”3 Nothing is more difficult in politics than bringing  people 
together to cooperate for their mutual advantage. And bring-
ing  people together requires inspiring them to see themselves 
as a  people, in spite of the differences of interest and identity 
that divide them. We see this at the founding, when the task of 
unification was so urgent.  After remarking on the blessing of 
“one connected, fertile, wide  spreading country” in the Feder-
alist, no. 2, Publius ( here, John Jay) wrote, “Providence has 
been pleased to give this one connected country to one united 
 people— a  people descended from the same ancestors, speak-
ing the same language, professing the same religion, attached 
to the same princi ples of government, very similar in their 
manners and customs.”4 This description of identity was a 
misrepre sen ta tion then, as it is now— consciously so, as we 
know from reading Madison’s Federalist essays on factions in 
Amer i ca. Publius would have known that Catholics predomi-
nated in Mary land and Congregationalists in Mas sa chu setts, 
the slave economy in Georgia and in de pen dent farmers in 
Maine.

But it was a misrepre sen ta tion designed to improve the 
country. The invocation of unity, which over time has been 
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expanded to take account of minority groups and  others who 
fell outside Jay’s notion of unity based on similarity, has been 
a defining ele ment of presidential leadership. At its most force-
ful, it brings  people together by persuading them to embrace 
an ideal of unity that goes beyond what the con temporary facts 
might warrant.  Every modern president before 2017 took some 
care not to turn one part of the  people against another. “ There 
is not a liberal Amer i ca and a conservative Amer i ca,” Barack 
Obama said in the speech that made him a presidential con-
tender. “ There’s the United States of Amer i ca.”5

By contrast, recall Donald Trump’s campaign announce-
ment speech: Mexico is “not sending their best. . . .   They’re 
bringing drugs.  They’re bringing crime.  They’re rapists.”6 
Divisive conspiracism is a consistent feature of Trump’s pres-
idency. At a New Hampshire campaign stop in September 
2015, Trump was asked about the Muslim “prob lem” in the 
United States and the “training camps growing where they 
[Muslims] want to kill us.” The questioner was alluding to the 
rumor that Muslim communities in the US operate military 
camps to prepare members to conduct terrorist raids. Notwith-
standing the absence of any evidence for the notion— and in 
spite of the fact that some Americans in the grips of the story 
have themselves plotted to attack Muslim communities7— 
Trump stoked the fear: “You know, a lot of  people are saying 
that, and a lot of  people are saying that bad  things are happen-
ing out  there.  We’re  going to be looking at that and plenty of 
other  things.”8

The power of the president as commander in chief, as the 
one singularly responsible for identifying imminent existential 
threats to the nation, means that when the president scape-
goats, it can seem patriotic to fear and hate and to act on  these 
emotions. The president has the power to ratify scapegoating 
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and normalize conspiracism—to render it a tool for politicians 
to use to attract support and sway opinion. Beyond that, pres-
idential conspiracism becomes a rationale for degrading ordi-
nary demo cratic institutions, creating what we  will show is a 
“malignant normality.”

Presidential conspiracism is doubly unique. Trump has 
unique personal characteristics, for one  thing. For another, the 
presidency allows him to act on conspiracism in ways unique 
to the office, with incomparably destructive consequences. 
Conspiracism allied with presumptive authority and institu-
tional power means that the president’s claim to own real ity is 
accompanied by the capacity to act on it. We are, in the words 
of poet C. K. Williams, “mortified by his absurd power.”9

Conspiracism, Populist Style

It is tempting to identify conspiracism with pop u lism. The 
combination is seen in Turkey, where President Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan’s narrative of an attempted coup against his govern-
ment constituted a full- blown conspiracy theory that he lev-
eraged to justify cracking down on opposition parties.10 In the 
United Kingdom, the populist revolt against the Eu ro pean 
Union in the Brexit referendum was associated with conspira-
cism.11 Conspiracism and a populist style come together as they 
do in Trump, but it is a  mistake to see them as inextricably 
tied.12  There are impor tant differences. And conspiracism is an 
in de pen dent force with its own distinctive effects.

Although pop u lism is an elusive label, we see a near- perfect 
expression of pop u lism as a po liti cal style in Trump’s campaign 
announcement screed against “Mexican rapists” and in his re-
peated rhetorical appeal to the real Americans: “The only 
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impor tant  thing is the unification of the  people,” Trump says, 
“ because the other  people  don’t mean anything.”13 He has not 
disassociated himself from a radically exclusionary definition 
of  those  people who do mean something. Pop u lism can be de-
fined in precisely  these terms— the po liti cal assumption that the 
 people are a homogeneous, unified  whole and that this “we” is 
being betrayed by a cabal of elites at home and globally.

Populists claim to channel the  will of the  people.  Every po-
liti cal candidate and party speaks for some  people, of course, 
but populists designate themselves the real  people, the virtu-
ous heart and soul of the nation, and they experience failure 
to recognize their status as an injury as real as any material 
harm—as a humiliation. The crux of pop u lism, then, is insis-
tence on the sole legitimate authority of the au then tic, spon-
taneous “voice of the  people.” And pop u lism may incline to 
suppress the residue, the alien fragments, the outsiders. Jan- 
Werner Müller puts what we call “holism” at the center of 
pop u lism’s “inner logic.”14 The title of an acute study of pop u-
lism puts it succinctly: Anti- pluralism.15

Sometimes pop u lism and conspiracism share the inner logic 
of antipluralism. As pop u lism is about the vindication of the 
real  people against elites, so conspiracism aims at exposing a 
cabal secretly plotting to betray the  people. For his part, Trump 
casts himself not just as a preternaturally strong leader but as a 
defender of the  people against  these cabals. He rouses support-
ers not only by reminding them of his improbable victory but 
also by insisting that he remains the victim of an ongoing con-
spiracy. His daily communications with his followers are flush 
with charges of secret machinations directed at him personally 
and as president, and, by the transitive logic of identity, at 
them, “his”  people. Conspiracism is, for him, at the crux of 
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populist discourse and of presidential communications to the 
nation.

Pop u lism and conspiracism come together in Trump in a 
way that is hard to unravel. Yet if Trump merges conspira-
cism and a populist style, the pairing is awkward. Looked at 
closely, the fit can be strained. Where pop u lism lauds the un-
constrained, untutored, intuitive voice of the  people, the new 
conspiracists have a special power to see nefarious dealings that 
 others  don’t. They have their own brand of elitism; they are a 
com pany of cognoscenti with special knowledge, identifying 
“false flags” and discerning the workings of a “deep state.” They 
are members of an inner circle with a privileged ability to de-
code the hidden  causes of  things. They are not the spontane-
ous, intuitive  people of populist ideology.

 There is this difference too: nothing in pop u lism entails an 
assault on argument, evidence, and common sense. One of the 
most striking features of the new conspiracism is precisely its 
assault on real ity, which we discuss in chapter 6. What ever its 
depreciation of constitutional constraints on the  will of the 
majority or its dissatisfaction with the existing system of repre-
sen ta tion, pop u lism does not seek to replace evidence, argu-
ment, and commonsense grounds of understanding with 
convoluted conjurings and unsupported assertions. Conspira-
cism is a distinctive threat, and it has distinctive effects that 
pop u lism does not— delegitimation of demo cratic institu-
tions and psychological disorientation. Po liti cal theorist Nadia 
Urbinati argues that pop u lism, though hostile to po liti cal par-
ties and to pluralism, remains within the confines of represen-
tative democracy.16 It is tied to elections and committed to 
majoritarianism. Populists have always cast themselves as re-
formers. But the new conspiracism is not reformist. It has a 
purely destructive arc.
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Trump’s Presidential Conspiracism

Trump is the embodiment of the new conspiracism on fre-
quent, sometimes daily, public display: the “deep state” planted 
a spy in his 2016 campaign; MSNBC host Joe Scarborough 
was involved in the death of one of his staffers; Justice Anto-
nin Scalia might have been murdered (“They say they found 
a pillow on his face, which is a pretty unusual place to find a 
pillow”); and, of course, Obama was not born in the United 
States (Trump’s investigators “ can’t believe what  they’re find-
ing”).17 From the day Trump took office, conspiracism had a 
home in the White House. For example, early in 2017 a 
military- intelligence- style document circulated among mem-
bers of his National Security Council and  others close to the 
president. Titled “The Echo Chamber,” the conspiracist docu-
ment claimed to have uncovered a plan of “coordinated attacks” 
on the new administration’s foreign policy carried out by a 
covert network of former aides to Obama operating out of a 
“war room.”18

The president’s conspiracism is sometimes imported, as it 
was in this case, but often it is his own invention, a reflection 
of his own sense of real ity. This is its most dangerous aspect. 
Trump appears to live in the real ity he has created by interpret-
ing the world through his own personal needs. His unreality 
often seems, even to observers who are not professional psy-
chologists, to answer to a drive to represent the world in a 
way that affirms his sense of himself— a combination of vic-
timization and grandiosity (the target of “the biggest hoax in 
history”). His torrent of conspiracist claims— the National 
Park Ser vice concealing the true size of his inaugural crowd; 
the masses of illegal voters casting ballots for Hillary Clinton 
in a rigged election— posits a real ity conforming to power ful 
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personal imperatives. His victory in the Electoral College 
could not be the  whole story  because it did not correspond 
to his conviction that his win was monumental— the widest 
margin in history; he seems not to have been able to confront 
the humbling fact that he had fewer votes than Hillary Clin-
ton. When on January 19, 2018, Congress could not agree on 
a bud get resolution and the federal government was shut down, 
Trump’s comment was characteristically, breathtakingly self- 
referential: the Demo crats orchestrated the crisis to detract 
from the anniversary of his inauguration!19 To his mind, the 
investigation into his campaign’s pos si ble collusion with Rus-
sians during the 2016 election is a “witch hunt.” In dismissing 
or remaining  silent in response to testimony of the chiefs of 
 every intelligence agency, in demanding personal loyalty from 
federal law enforcement, the attorney general, the FBI, and 
the Special Counsel’s Office, he demonstrates that the require-
ments of national security do not figure prominently in his 
real ity.

All this is aligned with unashamed aggressiveness and invo-
cations of vio lence— not just violent rhe toric but encourage-
ment of  actual physical harm. During the presidential campaign 
he expressed nostalgia for the “old days” when he would have 
been allowed to punch a protester in the face, and he offered 
to pay the  legal fees of supporters who assaulted protesters. He 
also leveled this threat in connection with the possibility that 
Hillary Clinton would appoint a Supreme Court justice who 
would “essentially abolish the Second Amendment”: “If she 
gets to pick her judges, nothing you can do folks. . . .  Although 
the Second Amendment  people— maybe  there is, I  don’t 
know.”20 His accelerating attacks on the press have required 
news organ izations to attach security guards to reporters cov-
ering his rallies.
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Trump’s conspiracism says a lot about him, personally: his 
cruelty and inclination to insult and cause pain, his reckless-
ness, his impulsiveness, and his heedless failure to anticipate 
the consequences of his fabrications. It also speaks to the char-
acter of the new conspiracism, for Trump’s mind- set fits with 
a way of thinking that does not admit the existence of an in de-
pen dent world recalcitrant to our desires and wishes. The 
birther example illustrates this. Trump pursued it relentlessly, 
indifferent to the fact of the  matter. This was his entrée into 
politics, and he persisted in it throughout the campaign, with 
just one demurral when it seemed useful. The lingering charge 
in his mind is “true enough.” Birtherism has become a touch-
stone for white identity politics, an ele ment of tribal soli-
darity. But for understanding presidential conspiracism, the 
point is that it persists  because Trump has no available source 
of knowledge other than what he imagines in the fierce, un-
ceasing effort to assert his own real ity. When a reporter asked 
him whom he talks with for information and advice, Trump 
was perfectly consistent: “The answer is me. Me. I talk to 
myself.”21

The journalist Maria Konnikova has written that the fre-
quency and seeming irrelevance of Trump’s eruptions of “al-
ternative facts” indicate that he lies “for the pure joy of it.”22 
But his myriad falsehoods, although spontaneous, are not in-
souciant. And when it comes to conspiracism specifically, the 
plea sure princi ple is not in evidence, only explosive assertions 
of his own account of real ity.

Truth, Lies, and the President’s Claim to Own Real ity

Liars do not claim to own real ity. True, they lie and misrepre-
sent a par tic u lar set of facts or events. But they assume and 
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exploit a background condition of veracity. Liars do not cre-
ate a real ity  wholesale; their goal is to deny a par tic u lar ver-
ity to achieve a par tic u lar purpose. Trump, like most  people, 
tells useful lies, or tries to. Some of his lies are preposterous and 
easily refuted— for example, his claim that the Access Holly wood 
tape that recorded his boasts of sexual harassment was doc-
tored. The same  thing happened when, in an attempt to dis-
tance himself from his campaign man ag er, Paul Manafort, who 
was indicted and convicted on multiple criminal charges, 
Trump claimed, “He worked for me, what, for 49 days or some-
thing?”; the  actual number was 144 days during a critical time 
in the run for the presidency.23 A momentous instance occurred 
at the 2018 summit meeting with Rus sian president Vladimir 
Putin. Asked  whether he accepted American intelligence re-
ports that it was Rus sia that intervened in the 2016 election, 
Trump echoed Putin’s denial: “I have President Putin. He just 
said it’s not Rus sia. I  will say this. I  don’t see any reason why it 
would be.” Encountering outrage at home, he backpedaled, 
said he misspoke, and amended the rec ord to read, “I  don’t see 
any reason why it  wouldn’t be Rus sia.” This was widely charac-
terized as a lie.

If Trump sometimes lies for the same reason every one 
does, to protect himself and for some advantage, still, lying 
seems to be the wrong term to describe many of his speech 
acts. Better to say that he emits endless falsehoods and at an 
astonishing rate— every day for the first forty days of his presi-
dency; over 3,000 falsehoods as of May 2018; 21 in one speech 
in Missouri.24 A report in July 2018 documented the increasing 
frequency of his deviations from fact— going from making 4.9 
false claims a day to making 6.5 a day.25

Liars want their lies to be believed as if they  were the truth, 
but it is not clear that Trump cares  whether his falsehoods are 
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believed; he seems to care only that they are affirmed. He wants 
the power to make  others assent to his version of real ity. When 
Sean Spicer, Trump’s first press secretary, said that Trump’s 
inauguration had “the largest audience ever to witness an in-
auguration,” he may not have intended for  people to believe 
him, only to describe the world Trump wished for, and thus to 
enact Trump’s own power. It was not a lie but rather an act of 
submission.

This is how the first president of the Czech Republic, Vaclav 
Havel, writing as a dissident in 1978, described the public 
speech of everyday life in Communist Czecho slo va kia in his 
essay “The Power of the Powerless.” Havel invokes a sign hung 
in the win dow of a corner store: “Workers of the World, Unite!” 
The grocer hung the sign in the win dow  because the entity that 
delivered the fruits and vegetables dropped off this official 
sign, and the greengrocer did as he was supposed to. He put that 
sign in the win dow, Havel says, “simply  because it has been 
done that way for years,  because every body does it, and  because 
that is the way it has to be. If he  were to refuse,  there could 
be trou ble.”26 In Havel’s essay, the greengrocer’s invocation of 
working- class unity was not about genuine conviction; the 
sign only conveyed that the storekeeper complied with au-
thority. He submitted, as did the White House press secre-
tary when he repeated Trump’s assertion about the size of his 
inaugural crowd.

 There is another way to try to characterize the claim to own 
real ity, one that conforms to phi los o pher Harry Frankfurt’s 
concept of bullshit, which he defines as an indifference to the 
truth or falsity of  things.27 In the myriad falsehoods he utters 
 every day, Trump is manifestly indifferent to the truth of what 
he says. But his conspiracism is diff er ent. It is not bullshit. He 
is not blithely indifferent to the truth or falsity of his conspiracist 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:24 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



70 cHAPtEr 3

claims. He pres ents an emphatic picture of po liti cal real ity, 
and he cares very much that  others affirm his real ity.

The power to make  people affirm the message is the power 
to impose real ity. But brute facts are stubborn obstacles, as the 
phi los o pher Hannah Arendt argued. She illustrates the point 
by telling of French prime minister Georges Clemenceau’s an-
swer to a question about how  future historians would assign 
guilt for the outbreak of World War I: “I know for certain that 
they  will not say Belgium invaded Germany.”28 What Arendt 
calls brute facticity impedes  those who want the power to re-
make the world according to their desires.

The question for politics is how politicians respond to the 
re sis tance facts impose on them. Trump wants to obliterate 
facts that frustrate his wishes and desires, and the new conspir-
acism is the tool he instinctively reaches for to create a new 
real ity. For him, frustrating facts are not truths to be accom-
modated but rather fictions created by forces that conspire 
against him. Many of Trump’s falsehoods come and go; they 
are reversed or dropped in the moment. But unlike the ava-
lanche of lies and falsehoods, which hardly register before the 
next news cycle condemns them to oblivion, his conspiracist 
charges have long life. They are repeated over and over. His 
signature conspiracist claims do not die. In Trump’s real ity, 
Obama’s presidency is illegitimate, busloads of fraudulent voters 
threw the New Hampshire presidential election, Trump’s in-
auguration crowd was the largest ever, and the investigation 
into Rus sian assaults on American democracy is a witch  hunt. 
Trump inhabits that made-up world. The pictures of what 
is happening, which serve his aggrandizement (or constitute 
his armor against humiliation), are the only pictures he can 
register.
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 There is no doubt about the consequences in any case: 
 because of the rhetorical power of his office and his institutional 
capacity as president, his compromised relation to real ity as-
cends from a private to a public condition.  Because he is 
president, his conspiracism is not merely a concoction of his 
own private mind; it becomes a public  thing. As president, 
Trump’s conspiracist claims have initial authority, a moment 
of presumptive plausibility, that they would other wise lack. 
Despite the astonishment and confusion that follow each 
fresh claim on the president’s Twitter feed, his conspiracist ac-
cusations command attention and generate attempts to inter-
pret them in a way that makes them coherent. All this comes 
with the office.

So Trump’s conspiracist real ity has consequences for our 
real ity. It is something his supporters adopt and repeat, that of-
ficials in the White House and across the executive agencies 
are compelled to accept or to discreetly ignore, that Republi-
can officials— almost to a person— acquiesce in a show of par-
tisan reticence, and that thousands of civil servants and  others 
must accommodate as they go about the now besieged and 
often distorted business of government. Trump imposes his 
real ity on the country. That is the distinctive threat of the new 
conspiracism when it occupies the White House.

Creating “Malignant Normality”

Amplified by presidential power, conspiracism’s cumulative 
effect is the long- term delegitimation of the institutions of 
American democracy.  There is also the immediate distortion 
of  these institutions as the president degrades them in the 
ser vice of his conspiracist claims. On one hand, Trump’s new 
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conspiracism is gesture and innuendo, with no attempt to 
ascertain the truth of his claims, though as president in com-
mand of  every part of the intelligence apparatus, he could. On 
the other hand, he commands officials and commandeers in-
stitutions to substantiate his real ity. We have what psychiatrist 
and historian Robert Jay Lifton calls “malignant normality,” 
where  people accommodate themselves to distorted pro cesses 
and inverted purposes.29 In  doing so, they make the malignant 
normal.

The feat of exploiting and corrupting critical institutions 
and the officials who run them is repeated over and over. The 
president accuses key government agencies of engaging in 
conspiracy and at the same time commissions them to affirm 
his charges and to expose and punish the alleged conspirators. 
“Uninhibited by the traditional protocols of his office, he makes 
the most incendiary assertions based on shreds of suspicion. . . .  
 After setting off a public firestorm with no proof, he then calls 
for investigation to find the missing evidence.”30

A story on Fox News gets Trump’s immediate attention and 
he demands that the Justice Department investigate the Clinton 
Foundation, for example. Or, at the president’s request, then– 
CIA director Mike Pompeo meets with William Binney, a con-
spiracist who suggests that the hack of Demo cratic National 
Committee emails was an inside job.31 Congressional com-
mittees are recruited and special commissions are created to 
chase down Trump’s claims that a specific conspiracy is in the 
works. He established a spurious Presidential Advisory Com-
mission on Election Integrity charged, in effect, with confirm-
ing his claim that or ga nized voter fraud cost him the popu lar 
vote. Its mandate was to engage in a “quixotic search for non-
ex is tent evidence.”32 We have become familiar with the com-
mandeering of institutions for conspiracist purposes and the 
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manufacture of ad hoc arenas for “investigating” conspiracist 
allegations. The commission is a prime example of how con-
spiracist claims are now “making their way into the halls of 
Congress, and wasting the time of allies, intelligence officials 
and the FBI director.”33

Conspiracism in power does double damage to demo cratic 
institutions and pro cesses: it si mul ta neously denigrates them 
and enlists the very same debunked institutions to confirm con-
spiracist claims. That is, conspiracism si mul ta neously delegit-
imates and corrupts. Take Trump’s unsupported accusation 
that Obama ordered the tapping of phone lines in Trump Tower. 
Trump charged congressional investigative committees with 
looking into this unsupportable tale of abuse of power. He en-
listed Homeland Security secretary John Kelly to defend the 
claim as best he could on CNN, where Kelly said that “the pres-
ident must have his reasons.” As New York Times columnist 
Thomas Friedman wrote, “Then why  doesn’t the secretary of 
homeland security know them and why  doesn’t the president 
share them? And . . .  why are you on tele vi sion . . .  saying the 
President has reasons but not saying what they are? That’s how 
a morally bankrupt president soils every one around him, even 
such a good man.”34

A president who regularly attacks the press as purveyors 
of “fake news” and enemies of the  people would have been 
extraordinary and is now routine. Yet malignant normality 
involves more than the routinization of unpre ce dented and 
destructive presidential language and be hav ior. We have ma-
lignant normality when the ordinary business of elected 
representatives, administrators, and civil servants is turned 
upside down or inverted inside out. Many in government ac-
commodate and do what is demanded of them. The duty of ex-
ecutive branch officials is to serve the duly elected president, 
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regardless of party or program. This obligation, which  under 
ordinary circumstances supports the constitutional order, 
comes to threaten it. From the White House press secretary, 
whose job becomes endorsing the president’s falsehoods, to 
the director of national intelligence, who cannot both serve 
the president and accurately report the threat Rus sia poses to 
American elections, malignant normality endows routine 
obligations with destructive consequences. Accommoda-
tion to malignant normality advances the momentum of 
delegitimation.

We see how the longer- term pro cess of delegitimation goes: 
a conspiracist president tilts against his own government— 
against the Justice Department, the State Department, and 
potentially  every agency he directs. Offended by the “deep 
state” that he imagines plots against him, the president first ig-
nores and then eliminates the  career bureaucrats who (in his 
mind) impede him. Initially,  these agencies look illegitimate 
mostly to the com pany of conspiracists and the president’s own 
base. Beleaguered, ignored, harried, and underfunded, the 
agencies— once staffed by professionals who responsibly 
served what ever party is in power— are progressively gutted 
and demoralized. As they lose competence and capacity, they 
 will come to look more and more illegitimate to more and more 
 people. The steady stream of conspiracist claims has cumula-
tive force.

This is the uniqueness of presidential conspiracism: con-
spiracist accounts of real ity can be realized. Pro cesses ranging 
from information gathering to established norms of decision- 
making are cast aside as impediments to getting at the con-
spiracist truth of how  things  really are.  Under conditions of 
malignant normality, what was once unthinkable becomes 
ordinary. And when that happens, it can become normal to 
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assault the institutions on which democracy depends and make 
them look illegitimate.

Trump and the Parties

One institution on which democracy depends is po liti cal par-
ties, and that is where delegitimation begins. In chapter 4 we 
 will take an extended look at this pro cess; we  will show that 
the assault on parties amounts to a rejection of po liti cal plu-
ralism and po liti cal opposition, and that the pro cess of dele-
gitimation turns on the charge that po liti cal candidates and 
parties themselves are conspiracies. Trump, who is both a con-
spiracist and an antipartisan, who is hostile to the critical 
place of parties in democracy, fuels this pro cess.

Over most of his life, Trump was neither a Demo crat nor a 
Republican. He campaigned for the Reform Party nomination 
in 1999 (hoping to enlist another tele vi sion celebrity, Oprah 
Winfrey, as his vice presidential  running mate). He considered 
challenging George W. Bush in 2004, saying on CNN, “In many 
cases I prob ably identify more as a Demo crat.”35 He is an acci-
dental partisan who opportunistically ran for president on 
the Republican ticket and confessed, “I’m not sure I got  there 
through deep analy sis. . . .  When I give speeches sometimes I’ll 
sign autographs and I’ll get to talk to  people and learn a lot 
about the party.”36 He ran against sixteen primary challengers, 
whom he gleefully emasculated. He won without the support 
of the national Republican leadership, party elites, or donors 
who  were in anguish over his campaign, fearful that his dark, 
racist, and sexist rhe toric would be a long- term disaster for 
the party. He does not characterize his supporters as Repub-
licans. One commentator described Trump as “the first in de-
pen dent to hold the presidency since the advent of the 
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two- party system” 150 years ago. But “in de pen dent” is mis-
leading if it suggests a centrist or moderate pose.37 The po liti-
cal con sul tant Roger Stone put it in terms Trump would agree 
with: “He is bigger than the Republican Party.”38

As president, Trump does not see the Republican Party—
or any party—as the source of his power; hence his ephem-
eral alliances with Republican representatives and frequent 
attacks on both congressional Demo crats and  Republicans. 
He demeans leaders of both parties, including Senate majority 
leader Mitch McConnell: “Our leaders are stupid. Our politi-
cians are stupid.”39 He campaigns against the reelection of sit-
ting Republican senators, threatening their slim majority.40 
He feints at making “deals” with congressional Demo crats. 
He exploits the deep division within the Republican Party— 
applauding the radical conservative caucus and obstructing 
the leadership’s attempt at putting the factions of the party to-
gether in a way that would allow them, when they  were the ma-
jority party in Congress, to govern. To the extent that Trump is 
interested in governing, he shows only sporadic interest in 
building an organ ization that can carry his policies and princi-
ples into the  future. Seen this way, Trump is not, in fact, com-
mitted to governing at all. He has pet policies, which he tries to 
institute by executive order, but his own disinterest in govern-
ing and indifference to hiring  people  adept at administration 
often make a mash even of them.

This description of Trump as antiparty may sound startling, 
given that he has successfully recruited the allegiance of Re-
publican voters. He does value the loyalty and affirmation of 
his supporters in the electorate. He encourages them to form 
a personal connection to him. In that way he has also tied the 
electoral fortunes of Republican candidates to his own. But he 
values the party only insofar as it is identified with him, not as 
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a carrier of princi ples and programs that defined Republicans 
before him. Nor does he call the party to organize around new 
princi ples that could continue to define it  after him.

Trump is consistent only in his inconsistency— his capri-
cious passing preferences, his frustrations and reversals, and 
his conspiracist distortions of po liti cal real ity. He leaves Repub-
licans (and every one  else) flummoxed and at odds. One day, 
he urges members of Congress not to pass any immigration bill 
and rather to wait  until  after the midterm elections, when more 
Republicans  will have been elected. Five days  later, he urges— 
via an ALL CAPS tweet— those same members of Congress to 
pass a comprehensive immigration reform bill.41 An or ga nized 
Republican Party with a recognizable po liti cal identity may not 
survive his presidency. Indeed, the po liti cal commentator 
Charles Blow declares it already defunct: “The pre- Trump Re-
publican Party is dead; the zombie Trump party now lives in 
its stead.”42

This is the man and  these are the circumstances  under which 
the delegitimation of po liti cal parties is carried on. One way or 
another, Trump’s presidency  will come to an end— perhaps it 
 will have ended by the time this book goes to press— but the 
disruptive force of conspiracism may not. What Trump has 
started,  future presidents— not to mention members of Con-
gress, senators, governors, and mayors— may emulate. He has 
made the new conspiracism a useful po liti cal practice and dem-
onstrated its force. Moreover, neither the technology that 
fuels it nor the way repetition on social networks (“a lot of 
 people are saying”) validates it is  going away. And  there’s this: 
we noted in chapter 1 that conspiracism is a stamp of being a 
po liti cal outsider willing to overturn the regular order.  Future 
demagogues, if we allow them to rise,  will not resist using it as 
a signal and a tool.
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Trump is of interest as he directs our attention to the dele-
gitimation of demo cratic foundations. In the next section we 
take a deep plunge into this pro cess of delegitimation. We show 
why po liti cal parties and knowledge- producing institutions are 
foundational, why they are conspiracists’ targets, and how 
delegitimation works.
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SECTION II

DELEGITIMATING 
DEMOCRACY

They are yellow forms
Composed of curves
Bulging  toward the base.
They are touched red.

They are not flat surfaces
Having curved outlines.
They are round
Tapering  toward the top.
. . . .  . . . .  . . . .  . . . .  . . . .
The pears are not seen
As the observer  wills.
wAllAcE StEVEnS, “Study oF two PEArS”
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4
Po liti cal Parties

Conspiracist claims have traveled from the margins of po liti-
cal life to the White House, and with presidential power come 
unique dangers. We have described this alarming shift. We have 
given it a name— the new conspiracism— and identified its di-
vergence from classic conspiracy theory. And we have signaled 
its malignant effects— the delegitimation of demo cratic insti-
tutions and the disorientation of many citizens. Conspiracism 
sows mistrust, degrades po liti cal reasoning, and wrecks 
the forms and terms of ordinary po liti cal disagreement. It is a 
potent force that subverts democracy’s meaning, value, and 
authority.

The new conspiracism’s targets are not arbitrary. They are 
democracy’s critical foundations. The targets are key institu-
tions and epistemological foundations as well, meaning “ways 
of knowing” that make demo cratic government and politics 
pos si ble. Grasping the danger also entails explaining how the 
pro cess of delegitimating  these foundations actually works. 
Our initial look at the new conspiracism from a perch high off 
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the ground is a start.  Here and in chapter 5 we take a deep 
plunge into conspiracist delegitimation, and in chapter 6 we 
look in detail at the experience of disorientation.

The new conspiracists spew attacks, expressing not only 
long- held grievances but also innumerable  others as they arise 
and reveling in the outrage their claims generate. But while it 
may seem quixotic and diffuse, the new conspiracism consis-
tently circles around an identifiable set of targets: po liti cal par-
ties and knowledge- producing institutions. What makes the 
attack on  these ele ments of democracy so dangerous? The an-
swer is that parties and elections, on one hand, and the admin-
istrative state dependent on expert knowledge, on the other 
hand, are two foundations of demo cratic government. Neither 
demo cratic politics nor governing can be carried on without 
them; as a practical, operational  matter, both are essential. 
They are also foundational in another sense: they provide 
twin grounds of demo cratic legitimacy. As phi los o pher Pierre 
Rosanvallon puts it,  there is “an inescapable dualism” to democ-
racy; “it has to arrange for periodic choice among significantly 
diff er ent individuals and programs, and it must establish insti-
tutions that rise above  those differences to promote the general 
interest.”1

Po liti cal repre sen ta tion via contested elections or ga nized by 
parties is the formal defining characteristic of modern democ-
racy. Parties, partisanship, and elections are where interests, 
opinions, judgments, and values are  shaped and come into 
conflict. Representatives are selected in a pro cess of regulated 
party rivalry. Parties and partisanship are the direct institu-
tional expression of social and po liti cal pluralism and of the 
fact that, in democracy, opposition is expected and legitimate.

A second foundation of democracy is epistemic: modern 
democracy depends on expert knowledge. This comes to bear 
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especially in what has come to be called the administrative 
state, which comprises the myriad agencies staffed by  career 
professionals who rely on specialized knowledge they create or 
draw on from research institutions and from civil society 
groups outside government. This is the basis for formulating, 
implementing, and enforcing public policy touching every-
thing from safe  water to consumer protection to interest rates 
and banking rules.  These scientists, statisticians, economists, 
and ethicists are not elected; they are insulated to a reasonable 
extent from po liti cal controversies and partisan influence. They 
are “disinterested” as a  matter of professional discipline and 
seek to apply impartial standards in the general interest.

In this section, we focus on the moral and po liti cal value of 
 these twin foundations of democracy, and we show how the 
pro cess of delegitimation works. We plunge into the grim de-
tails of conspiracist assaults on parties and partisanship and on 
knowledge- producing institutions, beginning in this chapter 
with parties.

Parties and Representative Democracy

Among conspiracists’ targets, the assault on po liti cal parties is 
not occasional but incessant, and it aligns with a long- standing 
American antipathy to parties and partisans. Despite being the 
defining institution of representative democracy—in the formal 
po liti cal science definition, democracy is a system in which two 
or more parties compete for the popu lar vote in  free and fair 
elections— parties and partisanship are commonly maligned. 
Aversion does not always take the extreme form of claiming 
that parties are conspiracies, but that is what we have  today. 
This characterization is crucial, for the delegitimation of 
parties that proceeds by classifying them as conspiracies 
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should be understood as an attack on democracy.  Because an-
tipathy  toward parties and partisans is commonplace, we  don’t 
as readily spring to their defense  today as we do, for exam-
ple, to the defense of the FBI or CIA against attacks that they 
harbor conspiracies. To understand why the conspiracist at-
tack on parties is an attack on democracy, we need to under-
stand why parties are critical and irreplaceable demo cratic 
institutions.

Without po liti cal parties, democracy takes a radically pop-
ulist form.2 The one, homogeneous, “true”  people stand  behind 
their leader without the party as an intermediary institution. 
Pop u lism is, as we have argued, antipluralist. And, for their part, 
parties are the institutional expression and guarantors of 
po liti cal pluralism. They connect the natu ral pluralism of a  free 
society— churches, clubs, interest groups, civic associations— 
with the formal institutions of government. They connect 
candidates and programs to the loyalties and interests of citi-
zens. The relation is reciprocal: parties bring the  doings of 
the national government within the sightlines of citizens.3

Parties are essential to representative democracy in prag-
matic ways: selecting candidates, forming majorities, organ-
izing legislatures, and providing the glue across state and 
national politics.  There is also a demonstrable relationship 
between partisanship and high levels of voter participation.4 
But, beyond the pragmatic  things that parties do for democ-
racy,  there is this fundamental  thing: parties translate the plu-
ralism of society into or ga nized po liti cal conflict. They do the 
work of drawing po liti cally relevant lines of division and shap-
ing the system of conflict that  orders demo cratic politics and 
decision- making. Parties are not simply reflections of disagree-
ments and conflicts that exist in de pen dent of politics. Parties 
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and partisans or ga nize conflict in the pro cess of creating 
co ali tions.5

Party competition is constitutive. It creates a system of 
conflict. It “stages the  battle.” An astute theorist of parties, 
Maurice Duverger, captures the creative aspect of translating 
pluralism into politics through meta phors of natu ral and artis-
tic creation: parties crystallize, coagulate, synthesize, smooth 
down, and mold.6 Creativity in politics is rarely recognized, and 
when it is, the focus is on founding moments or constitutional 
design, transformative social movements or revolution— not 
on “normal politics.”7 Yet everyday demo cratic politics requires 
creativity and po liti cal ingenuity  because neither “the  people” 
nor “the majority” nor the “opposition” exists on its own. Par-
ties make democracy happen.

The creative role of parties means that in one re spect the 
traditional complaint about parties is correct: parties do chal-
lenge the  imagined unity or holism of the po liti cal order. On 
one hand, po liti cal parties seek to bring  people together in 
majority co ali tions to govern. On the other, they create and 
exacerbate divisions. Indeed, partiality and opposition are their 
raison d’être. While parties at their best are oriented to a con-
ception of the common good, they nonetheless always stand 
for a part rather than the  whole.

Parties also create partisans— citizens who identify with 
a party. Partisanship is the po liti cal identity of  those who ac-
cept po liti cal pluralism, are not averse to its inharmonious 
cacophony, and who do not see conflict as something to be 
overcome. At its best (which is not all the time, clearly) parti-
sanship’s moral significance is located  here, in the commit-
ment to pluralism and regulated po liti cal rivalry. While they 
try to speak to every one, partisans do not imagine they speak 
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for every one. And it takes self- discipline to acknowledge par-
tiality and resist the urge to claim the mantle of the nation, to 
pretend to represent all “real” Americans. Partisans are not 
always faithful to this obligation, but representative democ-
racy depends on their acknowledging (as the word “partisan” 
suggests) that they are only a part and not the  whole. It takes 
discipline to accept that  every victory is partial and temporary, 
only good  until the next election.

 Every anti- liberal, antidemo cratic ideology rejects po liti cal 
pluralism and its incarnation in po liti cal parties. We have 
already pointed out how pop u lism identifies the one “true” 
 people and rejects claims of belonging by  others. Authoritari-
anism insists on a single, sovereign guiding  will. Fascism glo-
rifies one volk— the rest of the population is a contamination 
that must be excised for the health of the  whole. Nationalism 
is commonly rooted in a single ethnic and cultural identity. 
Marxism sees one class, the proletariat, initiating the final 
emancipatory revolution. For holists of  every stripe, po liti cal 
parties are a symptom of abhorrent divisions, and by their 
avowed partiality to a par tic u lar interest, opinion, princi ple, or 
ambition— a partiality confirmed by the existence of rival 
parties— they are abominable.  Today’s conspiracist mind- set 
exhibits this loathing, and is antiparty as we  will show.

The practice of or ga nized, open competition for power, 
which can be summarized in the phrase “the legitimate oppo-
sition,” only began in the nineteenth  century. Before that,  every 
effort to overturn the ruling group was a conspiracy, and all 
conspiracies  were by definition seditious. The rise of regu-
lated party rivalry and, with it, the loyal opposition—an op-
position that aims to replace the ruling group but does not 
aim to overturn the  whole regime or the constitution— might 
have made the very concept of po liti cal conspiracy obsolete. 
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Why secretly conspire to overturn  those in power when you 
can or ga nize partisans in the open? Parties bring po liti cal con-
flict out in the open, but in the historical transition from cabal to 
demo cratic institution, open partisanship is no tonic for  those 
who loathe po liti cal pluralism. For holists of  every stripe, the 
regulated rivalry of parties, the notion of a loyal opposition, 
and the institution of contested elections are all anathema.

The alarming response  today by  those who reject the value 
of conflict and opposition is to delegitimate parties. They do 
this by once again casting parties as conspiracies. The new con-
spiracists see themselves as standing for the greatness of the 
real Amer i ca and see the opposition party as the  enemy.  After 
his first State of the Union address, Donald Trump spoke of 
Demo crats who did not applaud as being un- American, even 
treasonous. “Can we call that treason?” Trump asked. “Why 
not? I mean, they certainly  didn’t seem to love our country 
very much.” He continued, “Even on positive news,  really pos-
itive news like that, they  were like death and un- American,” 
he said, repeating, “un- American. Somebody said treasonous. 
I mean, yeah, I guess, why not.”8 His press secretary followed 
up: Demo crats need to decide “ whether they hate the presi-
dent more than they love their country.”9

The Pro cess of Delegitimation

Per sis tent conspiracist denigration of parties and partisanship 
has the effect of delegitimating them. The pro cess does not hap-
pen all at once. It proceeds piece by piece, slowly enough that 
one might not perceive what is at stake, especially given back-
ground conditions in which Americans have often disparaged 
parties and partisanship. We isolate three steps by which the new 
conspiracism takes us beyond virulent partisan antagonism to 
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delegitimation. This is not to suggest that each step takes place 
in order. The “steps” are conceptual rather than chronological. 
In fact, they are all being taken si mul ta neously.

The pro cess starts by delegitimating opposition candidates 
and party leaders. Birtherism depicted Barack Obama’s presi-
dency as a violation of the Constitution, and Trump is the chief 
birther, who referred to Obama as the “quote ‘president.’ ”10 He 
brought the conspiracist accusation from the periphery to the 
mainstream of po liti cal discourse, where it infected the formal 
pro cesses of elections and threatened to keep Obama’s name 
from appearing on the Kansas ballot in the reelection campaign 
of 2012. Referring to the accusation that Obama was foreign- 
born and therefore his name should not appear on the ballot, 
Kansas secretary of state Kris Kobach said at the time, “I  don’t 
think it’s a frivolous objection. . . .  I do think the factual rec ord 
could be supplemented.”11 This was as Obama was finishing his 
first term as president and more than a year  after the White 
House released his long- form birth certificate.

In the 2016 election, the power of conspiracism was har-
nessed to delegitimate Hillary Clinton’s candidacy by repre-
senting her as a criminal. Clinton was implicated in a  grand 
scheme to weaken Amer i ca, a scheme “that encompassed the 
entire global power structure— the banks, the government, the 
media, the guardians of secular culture, as well as financial ti-
tans including the billionaire investor George Soros, Federal 
Reserve Chairwoman Janet Yellen, and Goldman Sachs CEO 
Lloyd Blankfein.”12  There are no commonsense bound aries of 
plausibility when it comes to Clinton, who was also charged 
with drug  running, murder, and pedophilia. “Lock her up!” is 
a perfect example of the new conspiracist bare assertion.

Delegitimation continues with an attack on the entire op-
position party. The attack does not stop at saying that the 
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opposing party is wrong  because it propounds a flawed un-
derstanding of the public interest. It entails more than mis-
trust of the opposition and cynicism about motives. And it is 
not content to dispense with civility. For example, in connec-
tion with the 2018 midterm elections, Trump warned that if 
Demo crats win a majority in Congress they  will not only “over-
turn every thing  we’ve done” but do it “violently.” He identified 
the  whole party with militant groups like Antifa— “and you 
look at some of  these groups,  these are violent  people.”13 The 
opposition is cast as a danger to the nation. This amounts to 
the delegitimation of a defining ele ment of representative 
democracy: the idea of the loyal opposition.

 Because this step is so impor tant, how the opposition party 
comes to be cast as illegitimate demands an extended look. The 
disqualification of parties is sometimes a  legal  matter, deter-
mined by the Constitution itself. In many countries with con-
stitutions written  after World War II,  there are provisions for 
banning certain parties.  Those provisions are based on the idea 
that a certain party is opposed to the regime itself (the Nazi 
Party in Germany, for example), that it betrays the identity of 
the country, and that it threatens the security of the state. The 
US Constitution, written before the era of demo cratic parties, 
has no clause officially banning certain parties. In the US, dele-
gitimation is carried on in the arena of public opinion. We are 
now seeing that happen as the new conspiracists bring their 
charges against the opposition party. And when they do, they 
exploit the same arguments that might be used to formally dis-
qualify parties in other countries.

One claim is that the opposition party acts unconstitution-
ally: it abuses authority and passes illegal legislation or executive 
 orders— for example, the charge that Obama is a “lawless presi-
dent” who, with the acquiescence of partisans in Congress, 
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repeatedly took unilateral and unconstitutional action on gun 
control, gay rights, the minimum wage, contraception, and 
climate change.14 His administration amounted to, it was said, 
an “eight- year constitutional crisis.”15 To be sure, disagreements 
about the bound aries of presidential power have fueled parti-
san contestation from the 1790s to the pres ent. George W. Bush, 
for example, was said to abuse his authority by appending to 
legislation signing statements that sometimes contradicted 
Congress’s intent for the law he was reluctantly signing.16 
Questioning the bounds of presidential authority is part of 
normal politics. But when it extends to saying that virtually 
every thing a president and his party does in office is a willful 
violation of constitutional constraints, then po liti cal contes-
tation slides into delegitimation.

A second delegitimating charge is more elusive: the oppo-
sition party conspires to subvert foundational values to a de-
gree that alters national identity. The charge is that the party’s 
covert goal is to deny Amer i ca as a Christian nation, depreci-
ate Amer i ca as a white nation, empower “takers and suckers,” 
and cede sovereignty to the “new world order.” The claim is 
 simple: an entire group— Muslims, “liberals,” Jews, African 
Americans— harbors ambitions to seize control, and the oppo-
sition party uses the electoral pro cess to ally with them to cre-
ate a rival society, an alien nation. The opposition is said to be 
nothing less than an existential threat.

Delegitimation nearly always involves a third charge: the 
opposition is willfully ruinous, treasonous. The party’s policy 
of international aggression, or its failures to act aggressively, are 
not just in effec tive or immoral but in fact designed to weaken 
the nation militarily and materially. Thus, Demo cratic partisans 
are said to be deliberately reducing Amer i ca’s defenses, igno-
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miniously degrading its stature in the world, and giving away 
its resources. The party is a front directed, dominated, disci-
plined, and controlled by malicious forces who have made their 
way into government. The opposition is collaborating with for-
eign powers or is the pawn of hostile governments. Hillary 
Clinton “meets in secret with international banks to plot the 
destruction of U.S. sovereignty.”17 Marco Rubio accused Obama 
of the same  thing— selling out the country to foreign powers: 
“Let’s dispel the fiction that Barack Obama  doesn’t know what 
he’s  doing,” Rubio said on the campaign trail. “He knows ex-
actly what he’s  doing. He’s trying to change the country.”18

The effect is delegitimation. From the conspiracist stand-
point, a victory for Demo crats is not just a loss for Trump 
Republicans; it is the result of nefarious dealings, and it is dan-
gerous. As a result, conspiracists cannot accept, as partisans 
must, that defeat is temporary. For them,  there is no question 
of a cycle of elections bringing parties to power alternately or 
of parties sharing power. Rather, the opposition must be dis-
abled from effectively occupying office. It must be rendered im-
potent. That was Steve Bannon’s consolation at a moment 
when he thought Trump could not win the election: “Our 
back-up strategy is to fuck her [Hillary Clinton] up so bad that 
she  can’t govern.”19

Delegitimation of the opposition party is also carried on by 
disenfranchising its partisans. Partisan efforts to create struc-
tural electoral advantage for themselves have a long history. But 
voter suppression  today is justified in conspiracist terms. The 
mechanisms of disenfranchisement include creating obstacles 
to registration, narrowing win dows for voting, reducing the 
availability of polling places, requiring specific forms of iden-
tification, and purging voter rolls.  These mea sures are meant 
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to legally disenfranchise voters or to create voter confusion and 
intimidation. The moves are strategic—to entrench Republican 
majorities— but the effort is now inseparable from the conspir-
acist claim that unnamed forces are delivering millions of 
fraudulent voters to the polls. The putative “prob lem of voter 
fraud” is at the heart of Trump’s signature conspiracy tale about 
how he lost the popu lar vote.

This is delegitimation: representing the opposition can-
didate as a criminal and the opposition party as a  whole as a 
dangerous  enemy to be not only defeated electorally but in 
fact neutralized. This is not party politics as usual. It is a criti-
cal step in the undoing of a demo cratic system of parties and 
partisanship.

The culminating step is to impugn all po liti cal parties. In 
this view, Demo crats are not the only ones with nefarious, 
concealed aims. Republicans are complicit. They are weak 
dupes or willful co- conspirators. Both parties own the rigged 
status quo. They form a duopoly. Conspiracists see collusion 
between parties equally responsible for marauding immi-
grants, Muslim terrorists, and the collapse of national sover-
eignty and identity.

Trump is perfectly cast to preside over this moment. Parties 
and partisans frustrate him. He is impulsive and would work 
without and around them, bully them, or disregard them. And 
no party or partisan is immune from his diffuse conspiracist 
claims. This third step  toward the delegitimation of parties per 
se— delegitimation of the defining institution of democracy 
and our system of representation—is now discernible.

What is already in full- blown, Technicolor effect is the dele-
gitimation of a system of repre sen ta tion that embraces po liti cal 
pluralism, a system requiring regulated rivalry, loyal opposi-
tion, and the bedrock demo cratic “agreeing to disagree.”

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:24 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



PolItIcAl PArtIES 93

The Contrast: Progressive Antipartyism

The new conspiracist assault on parties feeds off a long history 
of antipartyism in Amer i ca. But it has very  little in common 
with the most impor tant antiparty movement, Progressivism, 
whose  wholesale attacks on the party system  were justified as 
a defense of democracy. The antiparty charge has historically 
been made this way in the name of making the system more 
demo cratic. In this re spect, conspiracist antipartyism is some-
thing new; it aims not to improve democracy but rather to 
delegitimate it.

Progressivism in the late nineteenth  century decried parties 
as “perverters of the demo cratic spirit.”20 Parties and the in-
terests they served amounted to a system of corruption, collu-
sion, and fraud. Their antidemo cratic instruments included 
party bosses, patronage, spoils, and voters who  were not per-
suaded but bought. (In a twist, the suffragette Charlotte Perkins 
Gilman described po liti cal parties as institutional expres-
sions of “inextricable masculinity” and anticipated that once 
 women  were enfranchised, “a flourishing demo cratic gov-
ernment [could] be carried on without any parties at all.”)21 
Progressives connected the dots to reveal patterns of corrup-
tion. They called it muckraking. They revealed a conspirato-
rial combination of corporate monopolies and party bosses.

Their purpose was to wrest power from po liti cal machines, 
and in place of parties Progressives championed what they saw 
as morally improving institutions. Among them  were nonpar-
tisan local government and public commissions that relied on 
nonpartisan expertise. Acknowledging that po liti cal repre sen-
ta tion and elections might be necessary, Progressives promoted 
primary elections in which candidates  were not identified 
with a party and voters  were in de pen dents, not partisans. 
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Above all, though, Progressives championed direct participa-
tory action over po liti cal repre sen ta tion: initiatives and refer-
enda, mechanisms to recall elected officials, constitutional 
conventions, and experiments in deliberative democracy by 
ordinary citizens. Progressives could talk about parties as per-
verters of democracy  because they had a theory of democracy.

Conspiracist antipartyism  today is not the product of sober 
confrontation with the limitations of party democracy. Indeed, 
it is divorced from institutional considerations of repre sen ta-
tion altogether. Nor do conspiracists uphold a purified image 
of democracy in which in de pen dents replace partisans; their 
appeal is not to voters who describe themselves as in de pen-
dents and claim to make their decisions about candidates case 
by case without consideration of the collective partisan “we.” 
The new conspiracism assaults parties and partisanship, but 
not for the sake of reform; it is wholly negative.

For our part, we think the Progressives went too far in their 
derogation of parties and partisanship. We  don’t cede the moral 
high ground to in de pen dents and technocrats. And we do not 
champion direct participatory democracy. But despite our crit-
icisms of this view, we recognize that Progressive antiparti-
sanship was motivated by a desire to renovate democracy, to 
elevate it and purify it and make it more legitimate.

Another American po liti cal tradition— pragmatism—is also 
antiparty, and it provides another contrast to conspiracist dele-
gitimation. A perennial feature of American politics is the prag-
matic call to “just fix it,” or, “How about being realistic and just 
solving the prob lem?” From this standpoint, parties seem like 
 needless sources of gridlock, obstacles to getting  things done. 
For his part, Trump valorizes action over discussion. As he 
says, “The prob lem with politicians is that [ they’re] all talk and 
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no action. It’s true. All talk, it’s all bullshit.”22 And he says, “Only 
I can fix it.” Trump’s boast  doesn’t align with pragmatism any 
more than it does with Progressivism, though. Pragmatism is a 
collective pro cess of demo cratic decision- making. It focuses on 
specific prob lems, policies, and outcomes, and it looks to spe-
cialized knowledge and expertise. Pragmatism is concrete, spe-
cific, and technocratic. The new conspiracist mind- set, in con-
trast, is intractably unpragmatic, uninterested in the intricacies 
of decision- making and policy- making. The new conspiracism 
is not about making democracy or government work at all.

The Partisan Penumbra

We’ve set out the steps conspiracism takes in delegitimating 
not this or that partisan or party but the system of po liti cal 
repre sen ta tion, which rests on the princi ple of regulated party 
rivalry and commitment to seeing the opposition as a loyal op-
position. Still, our conclusion that the new conspiracism is 
antiparty may be jarring.  After all, it is rightly charged to the 
president and many of his appointed officials, and it has the 
sometimes implicit, often pronounced, support of Republicans 
in Congress. The Left has its conspiracists, but they do not yet 
approach the new conspiracists in number or influence. Above 
all, the Left is not party to the delegitimizing thrust of the new 
conspiracism. Given this asymmetry,  isn’t the new conspira-
cism itself partisan?

Ultimately, conspiracist delegitimation of parties and parti-
sanship is not restricted to one po liti cal actor or one side of an 
issue, one ideology or one party. But in the more immediate 
near term, conspiracism is aligned with radical conservatism. 
This alignment is visible in the effect of the new conspiracism—
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the way it assaults government. We call this the new conspira-
cism’s “partisan penumbra.”

What explains the alliance of conspiracists and radical con-
servatives is their mutual hostility to active government, in par-
tic u lar to the complex business of regulation and enforcement 
located in the administrative state. The administrative state, 
with its capacity to design and implement complicated, long- 
term policy, is the legacy of the Progressive Era and the New 
Deal.  Because of this legacy, conservatives have always been 
wary of it, and radical conservatives opposed to it. The new 
conspiracism shares and amplifies this opposition. Bannon ad-
vocates “deconstruction of the administrative state.” The echo 
is audible in Trump’s presidential proclamation: the United 
States needs “a good ‘shutdown.’ ”23 The result, in this moment, 
is congruence between conspiracism and radical conservatism 
 housed in the Republican Party with its slogan, “Government 
is not the solution to our prob lems. It is the prob lem.”

In its modest iteration, conservatism sought to correct the 
alleged excesses of New Deal liberalism. As Ronald Reagan ex-
plained, in his youth he shared the goals of Franklin D. Roo se-
velt and the New Deal, but, as he saw it, the Demo cratic Party 
became more extreme. “I  didn’t leave the Demo cratic Party,” 
Reagan pronounced. “The party left me.” It was also Reagan 
who gave Republicanism its antigovernment organ izing 
princi ple. In its current iteration, conservatism seeks to re-
verse the New Deal legacy altogether. This more radical and 
destructive impulse was exemplified by Rick Perry when he 
insisted during the presidential campaign of 2011 that he 
would eliminate three federal agencies, but could only name 
two. The specifics do not  matter— what  matters is that gov-
ernment be dismantled.
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 Here is how conspiracism’s partisan penumbra— its alliance 
with radical conservatism— works. Antigovernment partisans 
in office run into a formidable obstacle: in practice, dismantling 
government programs is unpop u lar.  People expect govern-
ment to protect them from dangerous products, to monitor 
the safety of the  water and food supply, to assist victims of natu-
ral disasters, to ensure access to health care, to regulate markets, 
to prosecute frauds, and so on. When Republicans campaign, 
they tout their commitment to fiscal responsibility, and Repub-
lican voters may echo the ideology of shrunken government 
and astringency, but not when it comes to any par tic u lar pol-
icy.24 “The typical conservative cycle runs from backlash 
[against liberal policies] to embrace [hardline conservative 
positions] to disappointment.” In 2017, while controlling all 
three branches of government, Republicans enacted enormous 
increases in government spending, “reversing the only major 
policy victory of the Tea Party insurgents in 2011.” The po liti-
cal scientist Matt Grossmann concluded, “The cycle is born 
of the infeasibility of conservative goals, especially the Amer-
ican right’s attempt to reverse the growth of the welfare and 
administrative state.” Radical Republican conservatism is “a 
reactionary backlash rather than an alternative governing 
program.”25

This is the radical conservative predicament: How to de-
stroy the programs and the institutions that implement them, 
which  people like and endorse? The answer is not to destroy 
them directly, but instead to delegitimate the infrastructure 
of the administrative state, and that attack is now effectively 
carried on in conspiracist terms. Trump is not any sort of 
recognizable Republican, but his actions align with radical 
conservatism: attacking the integrity and expertise of civil 
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servants in agencies, hollowing out departments, firing scien-
tists, data collectors,  lawyers versed in administration and regu-
lation. Conspiracism helps accomplish what conservatives 
in office cannot by delegitimating the  people and institutions 
that deliver  these policies. This alignment expands the market 
for conspiracism. It does for radical conservatism some of what 
it cannot do for itself.

In the moment, this allies many Republicans with conspir-
acism and gives it a partisan penumbra. But this is not to say 
that the new conspiracists see themselves as bound to the Re-
publican Party or as promoting a partisan program. In the end, 
the new conspiracism is not a partisan proj ect. The communi-
ties of special knowledge that conspiracists delegitimate— the 
doctors, economists, and engineers who regulate the safety of 
airplanes or steward the macroeconomy  toward low inflation 
and sustainable growth—do not belong to one side of the par-
tisan divide. They are what is necessary to make government 
capable and responsive to popu lar wants and needs. To under-
mine them is not to damage liberalism or progressivism or 
the Left or Demo crats or errant Republicans but rather to 
damage democracy.

That said, for the moment the partisan penumbra of the new 
conspiracism is indisputably conservative and Republican. 
While the Left is drawn to classic conspiracism, when it comes 
to the new conspiracism, it is a  mistake to imagine symmetry 
between the Left and the Right.26 Left conspiracism is not about 
the delegitimation of demo cratic institutions. Though it may 
seem entrenched, the conspiracist alliance with radical conser-
vatism is contingent, and ultimately the new conspiracism  will 
devour its Republican fellow travelers. For conspiracism is a 
force that is antithetical to any governing philosophy and to 
any party. It is the acid that dissolves the institutions and 
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processes— the parties, partisanship, and, as we see in chap-
ter  5, the apparatus of knowledge- based policy— that make 
democracy work.

Weak Parties, Polarized Parties: Conditions 
for Conspiracist Delegitimation

The outcome of the conspiracist attack on parties is delegiti-
mation. But escalating conspiracist assaults on parties do not 
arise in a vacuum. Parties are vulnerable targets. The orga-
nizational apparatus of both major parties had been weakened 
so that, by the time of the 2016 election, official party endorse-
ments had  little weight, and party leaders had  little capacity 
to prevent a “hostile takeover” of presidential primaries by 
outsider candidates. In large part, the vulnerability of parties 
has to do with money. Wealthy individuals and in de pen dent 
groups spend vast sums advertising in support of candidates 
and issues as they see fit, so that party leaders and organ izations 
no longer control access to campaign funding. They have lost 
much of their capacity to vet candidates and hold the party 
together for governing.

Something  else has made parties vulnerable to conspiracist 
attack: po liti cal polarization. Demo crats and Republicans in of-
fice have moved to the liberal and conservative extremes. And 
 whether or not most citizens are more ideologically extreme 
than they have been (po liti cal scientists dispute this point), 
they are sorting themselves along polarized party lines. The re-
sult is a palpable and mea sur able polarization in politics and 
even, alarmingly, in social life. In a 2016 Pew Research Center 
study, majorities in both parties expressed very unfavorable 
views of the other party and found the other party a source not 
only of frustration but also of fear and anger. “More than half 
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of Demo crats (55%) say the Republican Party makes them 
‘afraid,’ while 49% of Republicans say the same about the 
Demo cratic Party.” The proportions are higher among parti-
sans who report “high po liti cal engagement.” “Thermometer 
ratings” of hot to cold are very low (“frigid”) for the other par-
ty’s candidate. Large percentages of partisans say the  people 
of the opposite party are more closed- minded, immoral, lazy, 
dishonest, and unintelligent than other Americans.27 That helps 
account for a telling statistic: 49  percent of Republicans and 
33   percent of Demo crats said they would be “displeased” if 
their child married someone of the other party.28 Above all, 
growing numbers see the opposing party as a “threat.”29

For many partisans, the substantive grounds of division get 
eclipsed by the blazing fact of division itself. Then  there is no 
place, no appetite, and no gratitude for the moderates and 
compromisers. Po liti cal polarization invites  people to see their 
po liti cal opponents as intractable foes. This prepares the way 
for conspiracist delegitimation, which sees po liti cal opponents 
as enemies, as an existential threat. Weak party organ izations 
and polarization are fertile ground for new conspiracist dele-
gitimation of parties as a foundation of democracy.

The same partisan polarization has weakened knowledge- 
producing institutions, making them vulnerable to the new 
conspiracist delegitimation. In chapter 5 we analyze the con-
spiracist assaults on knowledge, from  simple facts to commu-
nities of expertise to the  free press. Conspiracism attacks not 
only knowledge but also skepticism: the capacity to recognize 
that certainty is provisional and the capacity for self- correction. 
Both are essential for demo cratic government, both are virtues 
necessary for demo cratic citizenship, and both are targets of 
the new conspiracists.
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5
Knowledge

Administrative and intelligence agencies of government, uni-
versities and research centers, communities of expertise, and 
responsible media all create, assess, correct, and improve the 
universe of knowledge essential to reasoning about politics and 
policy. Conspiracism assaults knowledge- producing institu-
tions in ways that are both destructive to democracy and per-
sonally disorienting, for, ultimately, conspiracists alter what 
it means to know something: they claim to own real ity, and 
they seek (with growing success) to impose their real ity on 
every one.

The new conspiracist mind- set blurs the line between mis-
information and good information. It stubbornly asserts and 
reasserts “both demonstrably false claims and unsubstantiated 
beliefs about the world that are contradicted by the best avail-
able evidence and expert opinion.”1 The assault on knowledge 
begins with rejection of particulars but culminates in denial of 
the standing of institutions that produce information, begin-
ning with government agencies— the intelligence agencies, 
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the Occupational Safety and Health Administration, the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency, the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, the Congressional Bud get Office, the National 
Institutes of Health, scientific advisory boards, bureaus of sta-
tistics, government auditors, and bureaucrats in the Internal 
Revenue Ser vice. It wantonly discredits nongovernmental 
sources— scientists, social scientists, public health and educa-
tion professionals, and research universities. It denies standing 
to public interest groups and media companies that serve as 
watchdogs of distortion in the flow of information and expla-
nation. “So  don’t make the  mistake of dismissing the assault on 
the Congressional Bud get Office as some kind of technical dis-
pute,” the economist Paul Krugman cautions. “It’s part of a 
much bigger strug gle, in which what’s  really at stake is  whether 
ignorance is strength,  whether the man in the White House is 
the sole arbiter of truth.”2

Trump in fact pres ents himself as the arbiter of fact. He in-
sisted that the official figure of deaths in Puerto Rico caused 
by Hurricane Maria in 2018 was wildly inflated, tweeting, “3000  
 people did not die . . .  this was done by the Demo crats in order 
to make me look as bad as pos si ble.” The correct number, he 
claimed, was in the range of “6 to 18.”3 The new conspiracism 
politicizes the pro cess by which facts are produced and shrouds 
facts themselves in a conspiracist cloud.

Delegitimation of authoritatively produced facts and con-
clusions has potentially dire consequences: the cumulative ef-
fect of long- standing attacks on vaccination and on policies to 
reduce green house gas emissions may be fatal. Elected officials 
who certainly know better go along, as Senator Rand Paul, a 
physician, did when, confronted with the conspiracist view 
that the measles vaccine  causes autism— a claim contradicted 
emphatically by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
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and the American Acad emy of Pediatrics—he equivocated. 
Responding to a question during a Republican debate in the 
fall of 2015 about the spurious vaccine- autism link, he an-
swered, “I’m all for vaccines, but I’m also for freedom.”4 The 
senator understands herd immunity, which requires a high 
threshold of a community to be vaccinated, he knows that the 
vaccine- autism link is fraudulent, and he knows that  there is 
no conspiracy to cover up the so- called link. His stand for “free-
dom” supports the freedom to ignore science and to refuse to 
comply with regulations protecting public health. The result 
is that physicians anticipate major outbreaks of preventable 
diseases. Conspiracism has the capacity to ignite a “disinfor-
mation pandemic.”5

An iconic exchange from January 22, 2017, crystallizes the 
conspiracist assault on knowledge. On NBC’s Meet the Press, 
Chuck Todd asked presidential adviser Kellyanne Conway why 
the White House press secretary had repeated Donald Trump’s 
demonstrably false claim that the National Park Ser vice had 
doctored photo graphs to diminish the size of the crowd at his 
inauguration. Conway said, “ You’re saying it’s a falsehood. . . .  
And our press secretary gave alternative facts to that.” Todd re-
sponded, “Wait a minute, alternative facts? Alternative facts. . . .  
Look, alternative facts are not facts.  They’re falsehoods.”6 The 
conspiracist response is not to try to validate the “alternative 
fact” but rather to reject facts and deny the authority of institu-
tions that produce them.

Rejecting  Simple Facts: Obama’s Birth Certificate

The birther conspiracy, which claims that Barack Obama was 
born in  Kenya and was ineligible for the presidency  under 
the requirements of the Constitution, is a prime example of 
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rejection of  simple, verifiable facts. The conspiracy was born 
in 2008, the work of a California dentist, Orly Taitz. Within a 
year it was afloat—an identifiable bit of malicious flotsam 
swirling amid the larger current of opposition to Obama. In 
2011 Trump became what the New York Times called “a non-
stop ‘birther.’ ” On Fox News, he implored the president to 
prove his native birth: “Why  doesn’t he show his birth certifi-
cate?” On NBC, Trump said, “I’m starting to think that he was 
not born  here,” and, “He grew up and nobody knew him.” Over 
and over again, Trump asserted that he had sent a team of in-
vestigators to Hawaii to unearth information: “They cannot 
believe what they are finding.”7 Trump amplified the allegation 
of foreignness by suggesting that Obama was a secret Muslim: 
“He cannot give a birth certificate. . . .  He  doesn’t have a birth 
certificate, or, if he does,  there’s something on that certificate 
that is very bad for him. . . .  Where it says ‘religion’ it might 
have ‘Muslim.’ ”8 (Birth certificates in the United States do not 
list religion.)

Birtherism, like the new conspiracism generally, takes the 
form of sheer assertion. Its spread was assisted by the failure 
of many po liti cal leaders to speak truth to conspiracy. Plenty 
of officials remained  silent; plenty of  others chimed in. Sena-
tor Ted Cruz told supporters, “We need to send Barack Obama 
back to Chicago. I would like to send him back to  Kenya.” In 
200 9 thirteen Republican members of Congress sponsored a 
bill requiring presidential candidates to include in official pa-
pers a copy of their birth certificates— pandering to  those who 
insisted that Obama had failed to produce reliable documen-
tation. A typical Republican response to the birther claim was 
support without responsibility: “I would love to know more. 
What I know is troubling enough.”9 In the same way, officials 
claimed ignorance when asked to provide evidence for Trump’s 
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charge that former president Obama had tapped his phones by 
saying, “That’s above my pay grade.”10 When President Obama 
produced his long- form birth certificate proving that he was 
born in Honolulu, public belief in birtherism declined overall, 
polling shows, indicating ac cep tance of official rec ord keeping. 
But no documentation could cause hard- core birthers to stop 
repeating, much less correct, the conspiratorial accusation.11

It turns out that conspiracist claims are easy to create, and 
easy for officials to embellish, endorse, or just allow to play out. 
What lies  behind complicity by insinuation, equivocation, or 
silence? As we detail in chapter 7, representatives are vulnera-
ble to angry constituents who subscribe to conspiracy. When 
reelection is in jeopardy, or an official is haunted by the specter 
of a potential primary challenge, silence or coy encouragement 
seems a safer posture than correcting the rec ord and offending 
one’s supporters.

Without official equivocation, conspiracism could not 
spread from the periphery to the mainstream. Mainstream 
media are more likely to report on  these claims when they 
come from a member of Congress, a governor, or the chairper-
son of the Republican Party. Silence on the part of leaders 
contributes to the confusion of citizens, who can think that 
when elected officials do not rebut birtherism,  there must be 
“something  there.” Equivocation gives the birther claim an 
aura of respectability as, at a minimum, a subject that warrants 
discussion. And it maddens and confounds officials and citi-
zens who accept official evidence of Obama’s birthplace, who 
recognize birtherism as an attempt to delegitimize the first 
African American president, and who understand that the 
polarized partisan divide is now epistemic as well as po liti cal. 
Conspiracism creates a schism over what it means to know 
something.
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Most officials who stand aside in silence, or who, like Cruz, 
subtly encourage the conspiracy, are cynically, po liti cally self- 
protective. They enable the conspiracy, but what  really fuels it 
and keeps it burning are  those of a diff er ent cast who them-
selves possess the conspiracist mind- set— like Trump. Obama 
released his birth certificate in 2008, and his long- form birth 
certificate in 2012. Even  after that, Trump tweeted that “an ex-
tremely credible source” called him to tell him the long- form 
certificate was a fraud.12 Trump doubled down on the birther 
conspiracy in 2013, when the health director of Hawaii was 
killed in a plane accident: “How amazing, the State Health 
Director who verified copies of Obama’s ‘birth certificate’ died 
in plane crash  today. All  others lived.”13 It was only when he 
came  under severe questioning in September 2016,  after re-
ceiving the Republican presidential nomination, that Trump 
grudgingly conceded that Obama was born in the United States. 
Even then, he did something astonishing—he attributed the 
origin of the birther claim to Hillary Clinton.14 This impulsive 
add-on conspiracy reveals that the new conspiracism is not 
about making sense of a confusing world but rather about tribal 
identity and tribal enmity.

Birtherism epitomizes intransigent denial of  simple facts. 
Denial does not stop with unjustified rejection of the rec ords 
of ordinary civil servants working in the Hawaii state govern-
ment, however. Nor are  simple facts the only  thing at stake. 
Knowledge is less a repository of settled facts than it is a pro-
cess by which we come to understand the world. This pro cess 
has integrity when it is disciplined and unbiased—as scientists 
or professionals in the news media try to be. The new con-
spiracist assault is expansive, and it ultimately takes aim at 
knowledge- producing institutions  wholesale. Consider the 
dangerous assault on the science of climate change.
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The Assault on Expert Knowledge: Climate Change

The attack on climate science comes from two sources: self- 
interested corporations like Exxon, together with their parti-
san defenders in the Republican Party, and new conspiracists 
peddling the notion that climate change is a hoax. The first 
takes the form of an intense but other wise conventional po liti-
cal attack charging that climate scientists are biased. It claims 
that scientists have corrupted the integrity of their research 
 because of their partisan leanings or precommitment to a set 
of conclusions about global warming and its regulatory solu-
tions. The new conspiracists’ climate- change hoax attack is, by 
contrast, more fundamental and ultimately more corrosive 
 because it is invulnerable to refutation and correction. When 
climate change is characterized as a hoax, the charge is not 
that climate scientists fail to re spect the norms of scientific re-
search or that they fail to submit their findings to peer review 
or that the science is ideologically biased. Climate conspira-
cists reject the  whole of climate science findings with a bare 
assertion: “Hoax.” They disseminate it and repeat it  until it 
makes a regular appearance in public life and becomes plau-
sible, at least to some.

The infamous unalloyed conspiracist claim is Senator James 
Inhofe’s: “With all the hysteria, all the fear, all the phony sci-
ence, could it be that manmade global warming is the greatest 
hoax ever perpetrated on the American  people?”15 Trump calls 
it a “Chinese hoax” and serves it up with conspiratorial intent: 
“The concept of global warming was created by and for the 
Chinese in order to make United States manufacturing non- 
competitive.”16 Conspiracist claims are ongoing: we are treated 
to the assertion that the idea of climate change is spread by en-
vironmental groups acting as foreign agents.17 The president’s 
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account of the ruse now extends to a global conspiracy of sci-
entists themselves, and he justifies his ongoing climate denial 
with “ people are saying.”  After Trump told CBS reporter Les-
ley Stahl, “They say that we had hurricanes that  were far 
worse than what we just had with Michael,” Stahl pushed back, 
“Who says that? ‘They say?’ ” In response, Trump simply re-
peated his mantra: “ People say.  People say that . . .”18

Oil companies and Republican officials who charge climate 
scientists with bias make arguments that can be refuted by 
showing that the science is not biased. Accusations of bad faith 
and bias, of distortion and misinformation, are an ugly politics 
to be sure; it is certainly not politics according to the delibera-
tive ideal in which reasons are met with reasons in a common 
effort to justify public policy in the most convincing way. But 
it is a politics in which it is pos si ble for intentional misinfor-
mation to be countered by better information. In contrast to 
the corporate misinformation campaign, the new conspiracist 
“hoax” deniers serve up not misinformation but fabulation.

The corporate attack on climate science is tangled and se-
cretive, so that ferreting out and exposing  these machinations 
has been difficult. Nevertheless, the charge of corporate con-
spiracy has proved to be warranted. Exxon (which in 1998 
merged with Mobil to form ExxonMobil) modeled its decep-
tion on the original strategy of the tobacco industry: a system-
atic effort of a small group of corporate- funded scientists to 
 counter medical findings that smoking was a cause of cancer.19 
Employing some of the same scientists, the fossil fuel industry 
funded so- called experts to cast doubt on global warming. Ear-
lier, Exxon had itself done state- of- the- art climate research, 
but the com pany reversed itself in 1988 when legislative efforts 
to address climate change by regulating carbon emissions  were 
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gathering force. In an attempt to influence public opinion and 
to change the terms of the legislative debate, Exxon began to 
support denial groups and make demonstrably false claims: the 
com pany head stated in 1997, “The earth is cooler  today than 
it was twenty years ago.”20

ExxonMobil and its corporate cousins in the fossil fuel in-
dustry have concrete interests to defend: they fear “stranded 
assets”— oil and gas in the ground that would be unmarketable 
or less valuable if limits  were imposed on fossil fuel production. 
In ser vice to profitability, they have tried to shape public pol-
icy by distorting the public’s understanding of the threat posed 
by climate change. They are engaged in an intentional misin-
formation campaign. They understand the scientific consensus 
but are trying to obscure it. They do not have a compromised 
relation to real ity; they are corrupt.

And in their misinformation campaign, they claim the au-
thority of science for themselves. Coteries of billionaires and 
conservative activists have created their own institutes, pub-
lishing outlets, and lobbying operations to demote what they 
represent as the liberal hegemony in research and policy. They 
do this by producing alternative facts. A 2013 study of climate- 
change denial publications shows that 83   percent of them 
have ties to conservative think tanks— the Cato Institute, the 
Heartland Institute, the Competitive Enterprise Institute, the 
Hoover Institution, and  others.21

While the corporate misinformation campaign accepts 
the idea of expertise in princi ple— and even produces its own 
pseudoexperts to rival scientific experts— the new conspira-
cist climate- change denial represents a more complete rejec-
tion of expertise. The goal of climate- change hoaxers is not to 
persuade legislators and regulators; it is not programmatic. 
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For  those who claim climate change is a hoax, climate science is 
just one target in the sweeping attack on the authority of spe-
cialized knowledge. Expertise as such is disdained.

So we now have a potent brew: the conspiracist mind- set 
broadcasting that climate change is a hoax aimed at weaken-
ing Amer i ca, wrapped up with a cynical design by fossil fuel 
corporations and their po liti cal allies to undermine facts in 
order to protect their financial interests. The conspiracist de-
niers allow the corporate deniers to become more extreme and 
even more closed to the normal terms of po liti cal discussion 
and negotiation. Conspiracism pushes Republican officials into 
acquiescing in the idea of a climate- change hoax, even if they 
do not affirm it. Instead, they equivocate and resort to the man-
tra “I am not a scientist.” Flirtation with  wholesale climate- 
change denial makes it easier for them to reject any policy to 
address global warming. It has allowed dark money to have a 
more extreme effect. As conservative po liti cal con sul tant Karl 
Rove said to oil executives in Dallas, “ People call us a vast right- 
wing conspiracy, but  we’re  really a half- assed right- wing con-
spiracy. Now it’s time to get serious.”22 They did.

Up  until 2010, it was common for Republican candidates to 
run on a “green energy” platform, even to support cap- and- 
trade policies as a way to mitigate carbon emissions. But  after 
the Supreme Court Citizens United decision liberated corpo-
rate money in po liti cal campaigns,  things changed. Charles and 
David Koch, who own 84  percent of the oil refining com pany 
Koch Industries, poured money into a campaign to pressure 
Republicans into opposing any action on global warming. Their 
strategy worked: “Republicans who asserted support for cli-
mate change legislation or the seriousness of the climate 
threat saw their money dry up or faced a primary challenger.” 
By 2017, when Trump initiated US withdrawal from the Paris 
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Agreement on climate change,  every member of the elected 
Republican leadership united in praise of the drastic move.23

Taken together, conspiracist hoax claims and the corporate 
misinformation and campaign funding strategy suppress the re-
alities of climate change and distort public discussion in re-
markable ways. For example, they have resulted in a gag rule 
that prevents the military from taking facts about climate 
change into account in its planning. A 2003 Pentagon report 
recognized rising sea levels and desertification as security 
threats, and a 2014 Department of Defense report “categorized 
climate conflict as a near term strategic challenge.” Yet 216 
members of Congress supported an amendment blocking the 
military from considering the impact of climate change in its 
strategic planning.24 In another case, the word climate was 
eliminated from the mission statement of the National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration.25 Across the board, offices 
and programs with responsibility for collecting and analyzing 
data are eliminated or starved of resources; the Trump admin-
istration Environmental Protection Agency announced its in-
tention to defund satellites and ocean buoys that keep track of 
climate changes. As environmental activist Bill McKibben 
wrote, “ We’re not just  going to ignore the mounting evidence, 
 we’re  going to stop collecting it.”26 Government scientists and 
other professionals responsible for estimating the risks of cli-
mate change are not the only ones whose work is obstructed 
and who face this malignant normality; on a vast swath of is-
sues affecting public health and security,  whole agencies are 
 going dark.

The nexus of assaults on climate science advances the incre-
mental corrosion of specialized knowledge. It severely inhib-
its government from guarding against the global danger of 
the extinction of species and destruction of  human habitats. 
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Conspiracism may abet a par tic u lar set of corporate interests 
 today, but arrant denigration of factuality, scientific research, 
and expertise degrades government decision- making. It is un-
dermining not only one par tic u lar set of policies on one issue— 
climate change— but  every policy and  every program.

Fake News

We have seen how the new conspiracism rejects facts, as in the 
birther story, and how it denigrates expertise, as in the climate- 
change hoax conspiracy. Its assault extends further to denying 
standing to the institutions that produce knowledge— most no-
tably,  today, the  free press. Every one can see that Trump and 
other politicians attack the press. What is less appreciated is 
that this is an ele ment in the broader new conspiracist 
phenomenon.

Politics is frequently a scene of baseless and defamatory ac-
cusations and strategic lies, but as used  today, the charge “fake 
news” is something new.27 It goes beyond the claim of a delib-
erate misinformation campaign, of misleading reports and 
malicious fakery.28 The charge is not simply a label applied to 
news coverage that is erroneous or deceptive or biased. Fake 
news is an accusation of conspiracy. It is meant to convey that 
the mainstream news media are secretly colluding to defeat 
Trump and to disempower his supporters.

For example, Trump  adopted a claim from the conspiracist 
website Infowars (“Scandal: Mass Media Whitewashes Islamic 
Terror in Berlin”) that the media  were deliberately refusing to 
report terrorist attacks. “It’s gotten to a point where it’s not 
even being reported,” Trump asserted, during (of all  things) a 
talk to military leaders at Central Command. “And in many 
cases the very, very dishonest press  doesn’t want to report it. 
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They have their reasons, and you understand that.”29 “Fake 
news” as a conspiracist charge has become a part of everyday 
politics: in the first year of his presidency, Trump tweeted 
about fake news 180 times.30 He is not alone in seeing the media 
itself as a conspiracy. A host of conservative broadcasters de-
monize the mainstream press, labeling the New York Times, the 
Washington Post, CNN, and other outlets “drive- bys,” as in 
drive-by killers.31 In fact, the very term mainstream has become 
a term of abuse: it is a red line, demarking a category of jour-
nalism that is beyond the pale.

Donald J. Trump ✔@r e a lD o n a ld Tr u mp
f a ke ne ws  media knowingly  doesn’t tell the truth. A 
 great danger to our country. The failing @nytimes has 
become a joke. Likewise @CNN. Sad!

10:09 PM—24 Feb 2017
25,62425,624 Retweets  103,893103,893 likes32

Fake news conspiracism is not a theory—it is a rallying cry. 
The mainstream media in Trump’s characterization is “the 
opposition party”33 and, worse, the “ enemy of the  people.”34 
 Here, too, rage and repetition are key to delegitimation: “I’m 
making this pre sen ta tion directly to the American  people. . . .  
The press, honestly, is out of control. . . .  I watch CNN. It’s so 
much anger and hatred. . . .  The public gets it. . . .  They start 
screaming at CNN.” The next day the president tweeted, “The 
f a ke ne ws  media (failing@nytimes, @NBCNews, @ABC, 
@CBS, @CNN) is not my  enemy. It is the  enemy of the Amer-
ican  People.”35 At a South Carolina rally, he singled out the 
reporters covering his event: “ These  people back  here are 
the worst. . . .  They are so dishonest. . . .  Absolute scum. Re-
member that. Scum. Scum. Totally dishonest  people.”36 At a 
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subsequent rally, Trump again raised the specter of vio lence, 
proclaiming that he would not execute reporters: “I hate 
some of  these  people, I hate ’em,” Trump said. “But I would 
never kill them. . . .  Uh, let’s see, uh. . . .  No, I would never 
do that.”37

We quote Trump’s words at length in order to emphasize 
that the charge of fake news diverges from the way in which 
politicians regularly vilify the media. Think of Richard Nixon: 
“The press is the  enemy,” he said, “ because  they’re trying to 
stick the knife right in our groin.”38 Nixon was speaking pri-
vately to his closest advisers; Trump is pugnaciously vilifying 
the press as a public  enemy in public. His aim is to destroy the 
legitimacy of the press as an in de pen dent source of knowledge 
by representing it as an or ga nized conspiracy.

It bears saying that reporting is an irreplaceable resource for 
government accountability. The press provides the forum 
where public figures and citizens bear witness to events.  There 
is no substitute for the ser vice that a  free press renders to de-
mocracy— a press corps that sees it as a professional responsi-
bility to engage in a pro cess of employing reliable sources to 
render an account of events that is as accurate as pos si ble. The 
point of incessant charges of “fake news” is to deny standing to 
the press not with the comparatively benign portrait of an insti-
tution that does not care about getting  things right but with the 
dark portrait of an institution with nefarious reasons for mis-
leading the public. The conspiracist substitute for the stan-
dards that constitute journalistic integrity is, as we have said, 
repetition and the affirmation of unsupported claims. Consider 
this exchange between the president and conservative news 
anchor Bill O’Reilly. Asked  whether  there is any validity to re-
ports that Trump is unable to back up his claim that three mil-
lion illegal alien votes cost him the popu lar vote, the president 
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replied by invoking the only source of validation that mattered: 
“Many  people have come out and said I’m right.”39

 These conspiracist charges have an impact. “Nearly all Re-
publicans and Republican- leaning in de pen dents (92%) think 
that traditional news outlets report false or misleading stories 
at least sometimes,” and “more than two- thirds (65%) say fake 
news is usually reported  because ‘ people have an agenda.’ ”40 
The comprehensive way in which conspiracism denies stand-
ing to the press has now raised alarm even among conserva-
tives who recognize that they went too far in the past in their 
attacks on the press. Charles Sykes, a conservative radio talk 
show host, took stock: his audience “has been conditioned to 
reject reporting from news sites outside of the conservative 
media ecosystem.” The price, he said, “turned out to be far 
higher than [he]  imagined.” He continued, “The cumulative 
effect of the attacks was to delegitimize  these outlets and es-
sentially destroy much of the right’s immunity to false informa-
tion. We thought we  were creating a savvier, more skeptical 
audience. Instead, we opened the door for President Trump, 
who found an audience that could be easily misled.”41

The Assault on Skepticism

What  we’ve discussed— the assault on  simple fact, expert 
knowledge, and the press—is no secret  today. Do Facts  Matter?, 
asks the title of a recent book by two po liti cal scientists, and 
the implication of the question is that the place of elemental 
facts in public decision- making has been eroded.42 This ac-
count and  others like it attribute the erosion in large part to 
po liti cal polarization and back- and- forth charges of partisan 
bias. Since the start of mass survey research, po liti cal scientists 
have learned how partisan bias forms a perceptual screen that 
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distorts  people’s view of the world. So does motivated reason-
ing and confirmation bias, which we discussed in chapter 2. All 
this is problematic for demo cratic politics, but it can be de-
fended against. Its worst distortions are corrigible. In princi-
ple, po liti cal polarization can abate, bias can be disclosed, and 
facticity can be restored.

Our point in this chapter is that the new conspiracist inven-
tion of real ity introduces a diff er ent assault on knowledge. Its 
fabulations sever the connection between assertions and be-
liefs on the one hand and anything verifiable in the world on 
the other. This immunizes conspiracist claims from scrutiny 
and doubt. What follows is that the new conspiracists under-
cut not only knowledge but also skepticism. This  matters, first, 
 because the assault on skepticism is damaging to democracy. 
It is also impor tant to refute  those scholars of conspiracism 
who represent it as an adventurous exercise in critical think-
ing and radical doubt.

A romantic characterization has it that conspiracism is a 
skeptical disposition. Conspiracism, the argument goes, 
“disrupt[s] complacent, consensual, transparent theories of 
politics” and involves us “in a reiterative back- and- forth that 
mobilizes doubt and reassurance. . . .  The narrative pivot . . .  
involves the step away from belief and into skepticism.”43 Con-
spiracy entrepreneurs encourage this description. They adopt 
the label of critical thinkers for themselves. When the respon-
sible media attempt to negate conspiracist narratives like 
Pizzagate, conspiracists accept the challenge. They characterize 
mainstream factual accounts as evidence of the media’s par-
ticipation in the conspiracy.44 In addition, they exploit main-
stream refutations as an occasion for asking, “Who do you 
trust?” They rebut the charge that they are fantastic propaga-
tors of “fake news” directly. On the contrary, they argue, they 
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are the critical thinkers. As they see it, their alternative sites 
are teaching information consumers to be skeptical, to see 
themselves as “citizen journalists,” to get all the facts and make 
up their own minds. (As did the armed conspiracist who 
turned up at the pizzeria in Washington, DC, ready to “self- 
investigate” the alleged child sex ring.)45

In fact, the new conspiracism is the  enemy of skepticism, 
of intellectual humility and openness to the possibility of error 
and correction. As  we’ve seen, its proponents deny the stand-
ing of knowledge- producing institutions and reject  simple 
facts, expert judgment, and the reliability of researchers and 
journalists. They reject the resources necessary for testing their 
assumptions. Their certainty is at odds with skepticism; they 
are without residual doubt that things are as they represent 
them. So the new conspiracism doubles down: it corrodes 
both knowledge and skepticism.

Knowledge- producing institutions are essential to democ-
racy; so is skepticism. Experts should not be deferred to simply 
 because of their bona fides— their degrees or their status. Nor 
should the authority of knowledge- producing institutions such 
as the  free press, the scientific community, or data-  and analysis- 
oriented governmental agencies be accepted without ques-
tion. Experts are sometimes wrong, science incomplete, and 
facts, theories, and explanations inaccurate— even absent cor-
ruption and bad intentions. Orthodox approaches can stifle 
new and better ones, and the normative assumptions and judg-
ments  behind expert claims can be hidden.

We are aware that the pro cesses that generate knowledge 
are such that what we think we know can be wrong. The pro-
cesses sometimes produce failures. Think of security agencies’ 
intelligence about weapons of mass destruction in Iraq or the 
deregulation of financial institutions in the 1980s and 1990s.  
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Our best “intelligence” may be wrong; the best economists may 
be wrong. Beyond error,  there is the possibility of corruption. 
Officials and sometimes entire agencies of government can 
turn against the  people they are meant to serve, like the fed-
eral and state agencies whose bad science and cover- ups hid the 
egregious po liti cal decisions that allowed the public  water sup-
ply in Flint, Michigan, to be contaminated with high levels of 
lead.46 The result was large- scale environmental injustice, and 
this violation of the public trust is not an isolated one.

 There are good reasons, then, for demo cratic citizens to 
withhold deference, to raise questions about experts, and to 
hold them accountable for their judgments. This is  wholesome 
skepticism. Conspiracism is not skepticism. In its indiscrimi-
nate denial of standing to knowledge- producing institutions, 
it undercuts the basis for criticism: a commitment to evidence, 
impartial analy sis, and ongoing research. And conspiracism 
undercuts the habits of doubt that empower us to question 
and test how we know what we think we know.

Specialized knowledge is essential to democracy, but we ac-
knowledge that it is also a challenge to democracy  because it 
raises the specter of rule by experts— what phi los o pher Jürgen 
Habermas called technocracy. Our defense of knowledge- 
producing institutions does not imply the view that  those who 
produce knowledge have authoritative understanding of how 
it should be deployed in the po liti cal world. Often what is at 
issue is not the scientific or philosophic truth of  things as 
judged by the internal standards of the expert community but 
rather their significance and weight for the purposes of poli-
tics.47 What facts, arguments, and conclusions justify or con-
demn a decision is a  matter of po liti cal judgment. That is why 
skepticism requires bridging the world of expertise and demo-
cratic politics, and it is most effective when institutions are 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:24 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



KnowlEdgE 119

designed to give it a place in decision- making.  Toward this end, 
demo cratic theorists and public officials who champion citizen 
participation have  imagined, designed, and experimented with 
venues for decision- making like “citizen juries,” “mini publics,” 
and “deliberative polls,” where moderators guide discussion 
between experts and citizen- deciders. The po liti cal theorist 
Zeynep Pamuk has proposed a “science court” where citizens 
would question experts directly, demand clarification, probe 
normative assumptions, and interrogate the strength of evi-
dence and certainty of findings and their implications.48

Albert Einstein captured the essential difference between 
epistemic authority and po liti cal authority in his caution about 
the role of expertise in democracy: “Into the village square we 
must carry the facts of atomic energy. . . .  The nuclear age di-
rectly concerns  every person in the civilized world. . . .  Choices 
about survival depend ultimately on decisions made in the vil-
lage square.”49 His point is not that citizens should be partici-
pants in nuclear physics research but rather that the use of the 
technology— the annihilating weapon physicists created—is 
properly a demo cratic decision. The same caution applies 
to the place of expertise in ordinary as well as extraordinary 
 matters.

Skepticism and knowledge- producing institutions go 
together, and the conspiracist attack on knowledge is also an 
attack on skepticism. Knowledge does not demand certainty; 
it demands doubt. Even when we are persuaded that, all  things 
considered, the available evidence and argument point in a cer-
tain direction, even  after we have resolved to go in that direc-
tion, we should be alive to the possibility that in spite of our 
best effort to get it right, we got it wrong. Our assurance of 
being right relies on doubt and an iterative pro cess of question-
ing. And a plurality of knowledge- producing institutions is 
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skepticism’s resource. The wealth of specialized knowledge, of 
science and social science and ethical perspectives, provides 
platforms from which we consider when experts are wrong, 
when science is incomplete, when our best understanding of 
facts and theories and explanations is limited or flawed, and 
when reasons match or  don’t match the values we bring to pol-
itics. Conspiracists embrace the self- conception that they are 
skeptics and critical thinkers. But their own epistemic closure 
undercuts the capacity for skepticism. When knowledge- based 
pluralism is closed down, when sources are delegitimized and 
thrust outside the orbit of consideration, when conspiracist 
transmitters have lost the capacity for receiving, the framework 
of questioning and assurance is undone.

Degrading Democracy

Three degradations of democracy are the predictable result of 
the new conspiracist rejection of  simple facts, knowledge- 
producing institutions, and a  free press. First, absent common 
ground, without the possibility of a shared set of facts, stan-
dards of verification, and modes of argument, the reasons 
under lying decisions become illegible. Policy- making is always 
messy and often a  matter of “muddling through,” but conspir-
acism makes it even more chaotic and difficult to hold to ac-
count. Misinformation, falsehood, and sheer fabulation seep 
in. The terrain of politics becomes quicksand.  There is no mech-
anism for self- correction. This is a caution to officials who are 
po liti cally self- serving fellow travelers in  these assaults on 
knowledge: the conspiracist story “can be an effective po liti-
cal tactic. Believing your own alternative facts, however, is usu-
ally not so smart.”50
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A second consequence of conspiracist assaults on knowl-
edge is to prepare the ground for popu lar ac cep tance of ex-
treme actions by conspiracists in power. A conspiracist vision 
of terrorism and a plot to impose sharia law is presented as jus-
tification for banning Muslim immigrants and incites private 
citizens to intimidation and vio lence against Muslim Ameri-
cans. A conspiracist vision of “carnage” in inner cities prepares 
the way for denouncing constraints on law enforcement and 
encouraging rough be hav ior by police. A conspiracist claim that 
the election is rigged is justification for more and more mea-
sures of voter suppression. Calling the Justice Department’s 
investigation into Rus sian interference in the election a pro-
spective coup d’état clears the way for foreign governments to 
make more aggressive efforts to subvert American elections. 
This dynamic operates internationally. Trump’s daily repeti-
tion of the charge “fake news” has become “a cudgel for strong-
men,” providing a license to autocrats and dictators to escalate 
their own attacks on journalists.51

Conspiracism delivers a third assault: the disorientation that 
results from the steady barrage of its fabulist claims. We know 
from experience that the relentless challenge to our sense of 
real ity—to our common sense—is baffling and dispiriting. 
Looked at more closely, we can understand that it is a special 
kind of attack on what it means to know something. Conspira-
cists, including the president, claim to own real ity and to im-
pose this real ity on the nation.
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6
Who Owns Real ity?

When po liti cal parties are delegitimized, this defining institu-
tion of democracy cannot do its work of shaping elections, 
repre sen ta tion, and the terms of po liti cal contestation. When 
knowledge- producing institutions are delegitimized, they can-
not do their work of creating, assessing, and correcting the uni-
verse of facts and arguments we need to make decisions about 
politics and policy.

Yet conspiracism’s destructive drive is not reducible to the 
delegitimation of po liti cal parties and of facts, experts, and 
knowledge- producing institutions, grave as this is. Something 
 else is  going on when the new conspiracists are at the helm and 
have  free rein in politics. This “something  else” is disorientation, 
and  here we explain the radical disorientation most  people feel 
when confronted with a steady stream of ungrounded con-
spiracist claims. Closed to the world of shared understanding, 
conspiracism distorts what it means to know something. At 
a deeper level, the new conspiracists claim to own real ity, 
and in  doing so, they assault our common sense of real ity. We 
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experience a special form of anxiety and disorientation. We 
have been unwillingly drafted into a contest over who owns 
real ity.

The conspiracist in chief has the mind- set and the institu-
tional levers to create his own real ity and impose it on the na-
tion. When conspiracists are in a position to impose their 
compromised sense of real ity on us, they do not only produce 
an account of what is happening that deviates from and often 
inverts our understanding of the world. They also thrust us 
 toward what we think of as the end of demo cratic politics, for 
without a shared understanding of what it means to know 
something and to hold a common account of the essential con-
tours of po liti cal real ity, collective po liti cal action is impossi-
ble. Common sense is the required touchstone of demo cratic 
public life, and it is  under attack.

Whom Do You Trust?

Conspiracist fabulations have a disorienting effect on many 
who encounter them. What is responsible for this is the re-
nunciation of the shared realm of facts and experience, which 
leaves them untethered to the world. Put simply, conspiracism 
pays no fealty to the common world. We have noted the self- 
sealing quality and re sis tance to contrary facts and arguments 
that characterize conspiracists, as well as the way they commu-
nicate their own understanding of  things in the form of bare 
assertion. The new conspiracism is monologic, not dialogic. 
Or, in other terms, the new conspiracists are transmitters, not 
receivers.

When we say that the new conspiracists simply assert  things 
and expect  others to affirm and repeat them, without evidence 
or connection to anything verifiable, we do not mean to posit 
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a crude epistemology in which true beliefs are based only on 
observations that we directly collect and investigations that we 
directly conduct. Much of what we know, or think we know, 
we take on trust.

We “know” that vaccines do not cause autism in part 
 because we trust the scientists at the Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention who, based on research, attest that this is 
the case. We “know” that natu ral se lection explains the diver-
sity of species even though we have never studied the fossil 
rec ord personally  because we acknowledge the authority of 
paleontologists who subject their conjectures to the scrutiny 
of  others through a pro cess of publicizing findings, testing 
and refining them, and opening themselves to the possibility 
of refutation. This of course is the pro cess that goes by the 
popu lar name “the scientific method.”  Little of our knowledge 
depends on direct access to the relevant data or on investiga-
tions we carry out ourselves or on direct personal experience. 
We rely on  others.

The fiduciary basis of knowledge makes us vulnerable; if the 
community in which we place our trust gets it wrong or is cor-
rupt, then what we take to be knowledge may be unjustified 
and erroneous. Some put their trust in a community of scien-
tists and public health officials who affirm that vaccines do not 
cause autism;  others put their trust in an internet community 
of anonymous conspiracists who affirm that Hillary Clinton’s 
campaign chairman is  running an international child sex- 
trafficking ring out of a pizzeria. What is the difference?

At the level of the individual who gets his or her knowledge 
from  others,  there is not much difference. The difference is 
found at another level, in the characteristics that define the com-
munity whose authority we accept on trust. In one case,  these 
communities are defined by their commitment to publicize the 
evidence on which their conclusions are based, and thus to 
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subject them to the scrutiny of  others. In the other case, the 
community is defined by access to private knowledge that is 
unsharable, and by tribal loyalty. The community propagating 
Pizzagate is defined by the secret key that allowed it to deci-
pher the meaning of Podesta’s emails, and by its irrepressible 
loathing of Hillary Clinton.

When we decide what community is worthy of epistemic 
trust, we are implicitly also deciding what it means to know 
something. Reflecting on Donald Trump’s historical mishmash 
of a statement that Andrew Jackson was angry about the Civil 
War (which began sixteen years  after Jackson’s death), George 
 Will dissected the president’s words to underscore the essen-
tial character of his thought. It is not that Trump suffers the 
disability of an untrained mind tied to “stratospheric self- 
confidence,”  Will wrote, or that he is intellectually slothful and 
misinformed or totally ignorant of ordinary  matters of history 
and of the fact that he has no knowledge of that about which he 
speaks, or that he is indifferent to being bereft of information. 
It is not that he is cognitively impaired. “The prob lem  isn’t that 
he does not know this or that, or that he does not know that he 
does not know this or that. Rather, the dangerous  thing is that 
he does not know what it is to know something.” This is dan-
gerous in a president,  Will observes, for it “leaves him suscep-
tible to being blown about by gusts of factoids that cling like lint 
to a disorderly mind.”1 And when that mind demands that its 
real ity be accepted as how  things are, we are embattled by an 
assault on our sense of what it means to know something.

Common Sense

Democracy sometimes depends on trust in communities of 
special knowledge  because it is impossible for  every person to 
work up a scientifically grounded understanding of  every 
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domain of expertise that is relevant to politics (and every-
thing  else in life). Politics is not all about expertise, though. It 
is also about what we know from experience. It is about our 
understanding of what is plausible and implausible in the 
world of intractable facts. And it is about widely shared judg-
ments that form the moral horizon line for a community. 
One does not need an expert ethicist to know that torture is 
inhumane in the extreme, for instance. Nor does one need an 
expert psychologist to know that separating young refugee 
 children from their parents is traumatic. The shared world of 
facticity and moral judgment is what we think of as common 
sense, “that part of our mind and that portion of inherited 
wisdom,” writes po liti cal theorist Hannah Arendt, “which all 
men have in common in any civilization.”2

Conspiracist claims often defy common sense in its collo-
quial meaning: they seem absurd to  those who do not believe 
them. Take the claim that the US government helped plan the 
9/11 attacks. Why would the government (and who in the gov-
ernment?) attack its own citizens and its own Defense Depart-
ment? Or, to take the Jade Helm conspiracy of 2015, what 
motive would drive the US Army to invade the state of Texas, 
disarm the population, and declare martial law? The weight of 
po liti cal history and absence of any plausible reason put the 
conspiracist charge outside the bounds of common sense.

Common sense points to  things every one can be assumed 
to know. Some philosophic accounts of common sense see it 
as an innate moral sense or an instinctive understanding or a 
truth about the world that has the consent of all mankind.3 That 
is not what we are proposing  here. Other invocations of com-
mon sense see it as a mark of the reasonableness of some prac-
tical mea sure, as Thomas Friedman does when he invokes 
common sense as a counterweight to the conspiracist charge 
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that gun control advocates are plotting to overturn the Sec-
ond Amendment and “take every one’s gun away.” As he says, 
“They know full well that a commonsense banning of all mil-
itary assault weapons, high- capacity magazines and bump 
stocks, or mandating universal background checks for gun 
buyers or to prevent terrorists and the mentally ill from buying 
guns, would not curb the constitutional right to bear arms.”4 
Characterizing something as a  matter of common sense points, 
rhetorically, to the ground to which  people can be rallied in 
agreement that a contrary claim is “beyond the pale.”

On our understanding, common sense refers to our ac cep-
tance of the intractable facts about the world and our already 
existing shared experience and understanding about our so-
cial world. That is what conspiracism betrays. We need  these 
two ele ments— facticity and common interpretation— for any 
collective action in democracy. Po liti cal discussion is only 
pos si ble when we have a stock of shared understandings— this is 
what common sense supplies. If such and such is a  matter of 
common sense, it is ordinarily not something that can only be 
appreciated by experts or by par tic u lar groups or tribes.

Conspiracism destroys the inclusiveness of the “common” 
by privileging part of the  people— always just a few, who affirm 
a par tic u lar view of real ity that is dominated by the unclear but 
pres ent danger coming from enemies within. True, the new 
conspiracists appeal to the assent of  others— that is exactly the 
force of the Trumpian phrase “a lot of  people are saying.”5 On 
its face, one might think that appeal to “a lot of  people” is an 
appeal to what every one can see and understand. That is its 
rhetorical power—it pretends to comply with exactly the  thing 
it betrays, common sense. When the new conspiracists support 
the charge of a rigged election by claiming “a lot of  people are 
saying,” they are not appealing to what every one can see, 
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however. On the contrary, “ people are saying” entails a dynamic 
of exclusion by singling out  those who “get it,” who grasp the 
true, unrevealed state of affairs.  These knowers constitute a co-
gnoscenti who affirm one another’s divergent sense of real ity. 
“ People are saying” is a wink to  those who belong to the inner 
circle. It assigns authority to certify real ity to a set of  people 
“like us.” Conspiracism departs from the world in which “our 
lives, thoughts, and public discourse are invisibly restrained by 
the commonplace, shared assumptions that pass for common 
sense.”6

Common sense refers to shared perceptions, experiences, 
and moral sensibilities, which make democracy pos si ble. 
 Because we share them, we can reflect on them and refer to 
them in our arguments and assessments and po liti cal decisions. 
Common sense creates a world in which it is pos si ble for  people 
to exchange reasons and feelings that “make sense” to one 
another— even  under conditions of diversity and po liti cal con-
flict. Common sense is a resource against the tyranny that im-
poses its own real ity. This is why Arendt called common sense 
“the po liti cal sense par excellence.”7

Arendt wrote fiercely about what she called the “sensus 
communis” against the background of the loss of common 
sense inflicted by twentieth- century totalitarianism. The “hor-
rible originality” of totalitarianism “exploded our categories 
of po liti cal thought and our standards for moral judgment,” she 
wrote. Totalitarianism is our common touchstone of a regime 
using terror, propaganda, conspiracy theory, and or ga nized 
vio lence to control and reshape not only po liti cal be hav ior but 
also how  people think and what they think, sublimating or even 
erasing what they used to know. It epitomizes a regime that 
claims to own real ity and creates its own malignant normality, 
which ordinary  people are obliged to live within. As Arendt 
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observed about the effects of totalitarianism, “The growth of 
meaninglessness has been accompanied by loss of common 
sense.”8

We invoke Arendt’s reflections not to say that the new con-
spiracism is like totalitarianism or aspires to it. The twenty- first 
 century has brought its own dangers. We invoke Arendt to un-
derscore conspiracism’s destructiveness. And to underscore 
that, new  century though it is, common sense is still the 
ground of demo cratic politics. Common sense is the po liti cal 
sense par excellence, Arendt advised,  because the capacity for 
po liti cal action and common sense entail each other. When 
that connection is broken, politics comes to an end. Without 
recourse to the sometimes unspoken shared understanding of 
social and po liti cal real ity embodied in common sense, the 
scope for collective po liti cal action closes down. It is closed 
down by disorientation. It is closed down by the fact that a 
new schism has opened up and taken over.

A Dif er ent Kind of Polarization

Conspiracism has created a schism more profound and corro-
sive than the partisan polarization that has beset American 
politics in recent years. This epistemic polarization has special 
force. It creates divergent accounts of po liti cal real ity. It am-
plifies disorientation. And it has the capacity to reshape our re-
lations to  others.

We are talking about a condition in which some inhabit a 
world where their common sense tells them that it is absurd 
to suppose Hillary Clinton’s campaign chairman is  running an 
international child sex ring from a pizzeria in northwest Wash-
ington, DC, and  others inhabit a world where that is plausible. 
 There is no conversation that can build a translation bridge 
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connecting this epistemic divide; conspiracism fractures the 
common po liti cal world.

Where the new conspiracism extinguishes common sense, 
 there can be no argument or negotiation or compromise— all 
of which require some shared terrain of facts and a shared 
horizon of what it means to know something.

What makes this especially disturbing is that epistemic po-
larization reaches “all the way down,” producing, as we said, 
polarization at the deep level of mind— distorting what it means 
to know something. The new conspiracist polarization pursues 
us all the way down in another re spect: it extends from the pub-
lic sphere and the internet and media into the relations that 
shape our everyday lives. In this way conspiracism distorts a 
 whole range of social and personal interactions.

 Here is what we mean. As conspiracist narratives enter our 
workplaces and relations with  family and neighbors, they 
eclipse the distinctive characters and experiences of  these dif-
fer ent domains. Conspiracism distorts our experience of  these 
domains in a uniquely troubling way. We know that the sepa-
rate spheres of life— the workplace, voluntary associations, 
informal social groups, the intimate sphere of  family and 
friends— are characterized by diff er ent sets of norms and ex-
pectations. And we relate to one another differently when we 
relate as citizens, neighbors, or members of a religious con-
gregation. We have many- sided personalities, and we flourish 
when we can make moral use of pluralism. A pluralism of sep-
arate spheres and shifting involvements among them— that is 
the personal meaning and value of living in a  free civil society. 
Conspiracism produces epistemic polarization, which can 
overwhelm the distinct norms and expectations that define 
 these separate spheres and that shape our experiences  there. 
Our way of relating to  others in voluntary associations or 
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neighborhoods or workplaces is flattened out. The atmosphere 
is charged. We begin to ask just one question about  others, a 
question that comes to us from the po liti cal sphere but is not 
the usual po liti cal query: not, Do they share my politics? or, Do 
they agree with me about how to vote? but rather, Do we in-
habit the same real ity?

We are by now accustomed to partisan polarization. Since 
the 2016 campaign, it has intensified;  people who might not 
have thought about how friends or neighbors voted in the elec-
tion now cared intensely. The vote for president became a 
source of alienation of affection and strained or severed rela-
tions. Coworkers, neighbors, and  family members who sup-
ported the opposition  were now viewed as alien, even as 
demented.  People went to psychiatrists about their ruptured 
friendships and sleepless nights, and psychiatrists went to their 
psychiatrists. We’ve experienced this for ourselves or heard or 
read reports like this one: “I feel like I’ve been living with a lot of 
 people wearing masks, who have been hiding their true selves, 
and now, with this vote, their true selves are more apparent.”9

Similarly, many  people have experienced epistemic polar-
ization firsthand and close by. For  those who think  there is no 
evidence to show that Hillary Clinton is given to violent crim-
inality, to learn that a friend thinks she ran a pedophile opera-
tion would alter the relationship, if not destroy it.  There is no 
common ground on which a conspiracist and a disbeliever 
can stand to argue about the  matter. To discover that a friend 
subscribes to the QAnon conspiracy, to which we turn shortly, 
is to see an abyss open up between you.

Conspiracism produces a more disorienting schism than 
partisan polarization  because it affects both po liti cal values and 
identity and basic perceptions of the world. And  these are dif-
ficult to cabin or contain; totalizing, conspiracism begins to 
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infect domains outside politics. Disorientation is accompanied 
by anxiety when we witness conspiracists in power attempt-
ing to impose their real ity on us. Conspiracist- minded officials 
and their followers are caught up in fabulations immune to rea-
soned refutation. Their real ity is unrecognizable as real ity. And 
adding to our disorientation is that we see many  people accom-
modate themselves to it.

The dark possibility spreading out from this epistemic gap 
is the end of politics. Given  free rein, conspiracism augurs not 
an end to government— coercion by state officials  will continue, 
 after all— but an end to politics. Politics is the clash of com-
peting interests and opinions, joined to argumentation and ne-
gotiation, from which collective decisions emerge. It is  shaped 
by pro cesses and institutions judged legitimate. But politics 
is also the arena in which the common sense of ordinary  people 
sets the terms of a shared real ity. We are far from the end of 
politics. But this is what is at stake in the assault on demo cratic 
foundations—on parties and knowledge— and in the war on 
common sense that gives life to the unsettling question, Who 
owns real ity?

Fabulation

The challenge of alternate real ity arose in a pointed way in the 
summer of 2018, when supporters began to appear at Trump 
rallies carry ing signs and wearing shirts with the block letter 
Q printed on them. The signs referred to the QAnon conspir-
acy we mentioned in chapter 1, a conspiracy so convoluted as 
to almost defy description.  Here is a summary. It begins with 
Pizzagate, the allegation that Hillary Clinton and her campaign 
chairman colluded in an international child sex ring centered 
in a Washington, DC, pizzeria. It then extends the Pizzagate plot 
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by casting  every president since Ronald Reagan as a participant 
in child sex trafficking.  Every president, that is, except Trump— 
who alone is taking on a “worldwide ring of blackmailers” 
that includes  these child sex traffickers, as well as liberal glo-
balists and Jewish bankers. According to QAnon, the Mueller 
investigation into Rus sian interference in the 2016 election 
is itself a ruse. Actually, according to QAnon, Trump and the 
special prosecutor are acting together to distract attention 
from their secret plan to shut down the ring, which has infil-
trated the US government. The day of reckoning is approaching 
when Trump  will declare open war on the conspiracy, assisted 
by John F. Kennedy Jr., who faked his death and  will now re-
turn. Tens of thousands of arrests  will be made and thousands 
of corporate CEOs  will resign. Their covert rule  will be ended, 
their secret power overturned, and Hillary Clinton  will be locked 
up. “This is what draining the swamp looks like,” says one 
poster on the 8chan message board. QAnon is about a con-
spiracy to thwart a conspiracy.10

QAnon’s development is instructive. It began with posts on 
the 4chan message board left by “Q,” putatively an anonymous 
government employee who claimed high- level access to the 
secret plan. Message boards like 4chan and 8chan are virtual 
communities where conspiracists gather and exchange suspi-
cions and conjectures. Q posts his clues, or “crumbs,” as they 
are called, and anonymous posters step in to unpack their 
meaning. The rambling, expansive, incoherent character of 
the conspiracy reflects its origins in hundreds and thousands 
of separate “researchers” who analyze and “validate” Q’s clues.11 
For instance, a photo graph of Trump receiving a basketball 
jersey from the University of Alabama with the number sev-
enteen on it is taken as verification of the Q conspiracy— the let-
ter Q is the seventeenth in the alphabet. In fact, the number 
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refers to the year 2017, and the same team gave President 
Barack Obama a jersey bearing the number fifteen in 2015.12 
The pro cess mimics collaboration and peer review: someone 
posts a hypothesis and  others ignore it, reject it, or accept it. 
Something is accepted when  others on the board repeat it and 
build on it. This is the endpoint of the new conspiracist pro-
cess at work: bare assertion validated by affirmation—by “a lot 
of  people are saying”— culminating in a piling up of fabulation 
on fabulation.

Like much of the new conspiracism, QAnon began with 
conspiracy entrepreneurs. Investigators at NBC traced its 
source to two message board moderators at 4chan who reached 
out to Tracy Diaz, a conspiracy entrepreneur whose videos 
had a small YouTube following. Diaz posted videos about the 
conspiracy and her stock  rose: as she said, “ Because I cover 
Q, I got a fan base.” Her videos, viewed over eight million times, 
became her source of income. Meanwhile, the 4chan modera-
tors built a following as well. They moved discussions to Red-
dit, from which they then jumped to Facebook, which in turn 
steered a much larger audience to 4chan. And they started a 
24/7 YouTube channel that offered viewers all QAnon, all the 
time, and that they used to collect donations.13

QAnon is so preposterous, it is tempting to ignore it. As 
critic Tim Smith- Laing put it, QAnon “is so Byzantine in the 
labyrinth it has constructed around itself it’s laughable.”14 QA-
non’s following was not large. But as celebrities like Roseanne 
Barr and Curt Schilling endorsed QAnon, it grew. Its reach was 
amplified when followers who showed up at Trump rallies 
with signs and shirts saying “We Are Q,” got national press 
coverage. QAnon shows the new conspiracism moving from 
once obscure message boards to the most vis i ble public spaces 
of demo cratic life.
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The details of QAnon illustrate how the new conspiracism 
has brought us into a fight over the basic ele ments of real ity and 
prompt the disorienting recognition that common sense is no 
longer common. What we see at a Trump rally where  people 
hold up Q signs is not only the fact that we inhabit diff er ent 
realities but also an indicator of the intention of some to make 
their distorted sense of real ity a public affair. QAnon is not dis-
passionate; it is the fighting face of the most bizarre conspira-
cist narratives in politics. What if QAnon or a concoction like 
it spreads? What if the question QAnon followers ask at the 
Trump rallies— “Are you with us?”— takes hold in electoral pol-
itics? What if the demand is made of candidates and officials 
to affirm this compromised account of real ity? What if chal-
lenges to common sense increase and increasingly shape po-
liti cal life?

We think that QAnon represents an ephemeral ele ment at 
the fringe of popu lar po liti cal culture. Still, we see in it the new 
conspiracist claim to own real ity, and we see how verification 
is a  matter of repetition and assent. We see the assault on com-
mon sense. Our own sense, however, is that common sense 
can prove more formidable than the forceful ascent of the new 
conspiracism might have us believe.

Common Sense as Re sis tance

The very  thing that is at stake  here— common sense—is also a 
resource for protecting democracy against conspiracism. It 
always has been. The idea of common sense has a po liti cal his-
tory rooted in the philosophy of the Scottish Enlightenment, 
inserted into the Declaration of In de pen dence in the form of 
“self- evident truths,” and pop u lar ized in the most impor tant 
American revolutionary tract, Thomas Paine’s Common Sense.15 
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Paine’s  great pamphlet offers us a model of common sense as 
the basis of democracy and as the touchstone of resistance—
in his case against the malignant normality of colonial rule.

Paine addressed his pamphlet to ordinary Americans 
throughout the colonies; an estimated 150,000 copies  were cir-
culated. His task was to persuade the  people that the goal of 
the revolution should not be limited to repealing oppressive 
policies. Rather than reconciliation, the revolution should aim 
at in de pen dence and a demo cratic republic. “Common sense 
is firmly on the side of the  people and thus opposed to the 
rulership of kings,”16 Paine wrote, and he dissected all the 
inaccessible, mystifying ele ments of monarchic and colonial 
ideology. “ Under how many subtleties, or absurdities, has 
the divine right to govern been imposed on the credulity of 
mankind,” he wrote, and set out to dispel  these subtleties and 
absurdities. He was the consummate rhetorician of common 
sense, turning royalist obfuscations upside down— “ There is 
something very absurd, in supposing a continent to be perpet-
ually governed by an island.”17 And against the traditionalist 
British claim that age confers wisdom, he commended youth 
as the seed time of good habits.

Paine fueled American po liti cal outrage by teaching that the 
British claims to rule  were an assault on Americans’ common 
sense, understood as the plain good sense of the many as op-
posed to the mystifications of an inherited nobility and the 
Crown. Common sense belongs to the  people generally and 
contrasts with the obfuscation, hy poc risy, dogma, and demand 
for deference that come from authorities who use their claim 
to esoteric knowledge to prevent ordinary  people from ques-
tioning their authority. It refers to shared experience as the 
basis for  those  things every one can be expected to know. The 
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first accent is on common, then, the sense of  things shared by 
the  great mass of  people. Like phi los o phers of common sense 
before him, Paine insisted that a true grasp of  things is acces-
sible to every one. All that Americans needed to understand the 
real ity of their po liti cal situation— the malice directed at them 
and what must be done— was plain speech and deliberation 
among themselves about what was  going on and what common 
sense directed them to do.

Paine’s accent falls equally on the second ele ment of com-
mon sense—on sensibility— which points to common sense 
as an emotional and motivational force. The feelings of out-
rage Americans felt against the British, who oppressed them 
and against whom they  were already in bloody conflict,  were 
not only justified but irreversible. Once lost, deference can-
not be regained.  Enemy “extinguishes  every other name and 
title,” Paine wrote.18 Common sense made po liti cal in de-
pen dence emotionally inevitable. Early in American history, 
then, common sense was invoked during a crisis of po liti cal 
legitimacy, and its import was self- protective and demo-
cratic. And from then to now, assaults on common sense have 
aroused in many strong emotions and something like visceral 
re sis tance.

In the eigh teenth  century, Paine’s Common Sense was a ral-
lying cry and a resource in the fight against the willfulness and 
arbitrariness of a king who had his own view of po liti cal real ity 
and who imposed it on the colonies.  Today, common sense is a 
resource for fighting the new conspiracists, who also claim to 
own real ity. When conspiracism takes hold in a president who 
has the scope of power captured by the phrase “the imperial 
presidency,” we are right to see presidential conspiracism as will-
ful, arbitrary rule.19 We are right to invoke Paine and counterpose 
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common sense to conspiracism. Paine’s confidence in common 
sense made American in de pen dence pos si ble. Common sense 
is necessary to protect democracy  today.

Common sense operates at a deep level, undergirding our 
institutions and supporting our sense of being a  people. Histo-
rian Gordon Wood argued that the success of the United States 
over time owes less to the  great founding document of the Con-
stitution or to the country’s institutional arrangements, as so 
many have argued. Rather, it owes to “the common sense of the 
American  people throughout our entire history, and our con-
tinued success  will depend upon that common sense.”20 We 
hear a note of demo cratic optimism whenever common sense 
is invoked— just as we invoke it now as a bulwark against con-
spiracist claims to own real ity.  There are ways to resist conspir-
acism, and they strike us as  matters of common sense. They 
are speaking truth to conspiracy and enacting democracy, and 
they are the subject of chapter 7.
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7
Speaking Truth

A chasm separates  those who assent to the accusations of the 
new conspiracism and  those who cannot comprehend conspir-
acism’s popu lar reception, much less its sway in halls of power, 
and who fear its consequences. We fear conspiracist assaults on 
the integrity of parties and elections and on the authority of 
knowledge- producing institutions. We fear the conscription of 
thought, violations of common sense, and conspiracists’ claim 
to own real ity. At stake in speaking truth to conspiracy is the 
reassertion of common sense and the stanching of the delegiti-
mation of democracy.

If the stakes are high, so are the obstacles to refutation and 
repair. The closed conspiracist mind- set is immunized against 
contradictory evidence and argument, and invulnerable to cor-
rection. Speaking truth to conspiracy is hobbled by the fact 
that so many officials accommodate conspiracy charges and re-
main  silent.

The most obvious answer to conspiracism would seem to 
be transparency: combat charges of secrecy with openness, so 
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citizens can see and hear leaders at work. Since John Wilkes 
first published the proceedings of the British Parliament (and 
was sent to the Tower of London for  doing so), faith in trans-
parency has never wavered. Transparency has become a man-
tra invoked by ethicists, public officials, the media, advocacy 
groups that monitor government, and citizens hoping to hold 
representatives accountable.1 The demand for transparency is 
all the more power ful  because the national security state clas-
sifies far too much material and creates a background of secrecy 
that only a few are permitted to penetrate.2 Doubtless this con-
tributes to conspiracist tendencies to see what is secret as ne-
farious. Nevertheless, transparency works to prevent po liti cal 
corruption and misconduct. It is a deterrent. And transparency 
plays an indisputable part in facilitating po liti cal accountabil-
ity. Transparency is now formally required in a variety of ways 
and extends to legislation, executive  orders, regulations, court 
decisions, the data used in making decisions, the rec ords of ar-
gument and reasons, and the authors of policy and names of 
 those in opposition.

Yet transparency does not work automatically; on its own, 
publicity  will not cure corruption or enable po liti cal ac-
countability, nor  will it ensure that even the most absurd 
conspiracist claims  will be refuted.3 Transparency “places it in 
the public domain, but does not guarantee that anybody  will 
find it, understand it or grasp its relevance.”4 Every thing made 
public must be brought to the attention of some part of the 
public. Every thing must be interpreted. Who selects and 
frames interpretations? For what purpose, and what audience? 
The products of transparency can be manipulated and mar-
keted, and conspiracists can twist and exploit the very materi-
als transparency makes accessible.

Conspiracism flourishes  today in our comparatively open 
democracy in spite of the regulations that compel a  great deal 
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of transparency. Official sources of information that are meant 
to dispel conspiratorial beliefs end up enhancing them— this 
happens, for instance, when official sources contain redac-
tions.5 But for conspiracists, documents released by govern-
ment agencies or congressional committees are just more 
evidence of fabrication, hoax, and covers for impending coups. 
Transparency, the upside- down conspiracist argument goes, is 
itself a deception. In fact, however, conspiracism is not  really 
a complaint about incomplete openness. It is not a demand for 
more transparency. When conspiracists attack “pretended 
transparency,” it does not mean that they want true transpar-
ency. Conspiracism is not fundamentally concerned with an-
ticorruption or accountability, the two purposes transparency 
serves.

Speaking truth to conspiracy is not a  matter of making 
 things more transparent. It is disarming when it is,  because it 
uses verifiable information to support an interpretation of the 
actions of po liti cal men and  women that makes sense of  things 
to citizens. In the po liti cal theorist Pierre Rosanvallon’s terms, 
we need legibility, not just transparency.6

So, who speaks truth to conspiracy, or should? What is ef-
fective truth speaking, anyway? What entrenched obstacles 
inhibit speaking out and, often enough, then renders it tooth-
less? What  else do we need to disarm conspiracism and repair 
its effects?

The Texas Takeover Conspiracy

The first obstacle to contesting conspiracism is reticence— 
refusal to speak out. Consider, for instance, the so- called mili-
tary takeover of Texas of 2015. Often, when conspiracy theorists 
charge the government with gross malfeasance— alleging, for 
instance, that the federal government plotted the bombing of 
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the Pentagon and World Trade Center in 2001 or that John F. 
Kennedy’s assassination was the product of CIA meddling in 
Cuba— knowledgeable government representatives have de-
fended an official version of the event, buttressed by evidence, 
investigations, and reports. But in the summer of 2015, when 
some Texans came to believe that the United States Army was 
plotting to invade the state, officials instead signaled their 
sympathy for  those who suspected a conspiracy. The Texas 
takeover conspiracy began when the United States Army an-
nounced that it would be staging a summer military training 
exercise stretching across seven western and southwestern 
states. Called Jade Helm 15, the exercise was intended to train 
special forces to operate in unfamiliar terrain. The army re-
leased an unintentionally provocative map that labeled Texas, 
Utah, and southernmost California “ enemy” territory and 
Colorado, Nevada, and most of California “friendly” territory; 
the “ enemy” was red and the “friendly” territory, blue.7

The unhappy coincidence, which the military should have 
foreseen, is that 2008 and 2012 election maps showed Re-
publican states in red and Demo cratic states in blue. As a re-
sult, the announcement of the training exercise, along with 
the accompanying map, immediately excited conspiracist sus-
picions. Alex Jones expertly fertilized such fears with his insis-
tence that the army planned to take over Texas, disarm the 
population, and jail key po liti cal leaders, who, in Texas,  were 
Republicans. He  later refined his charge to hold that the army 
was preparing the population for an eventual takeover by ha-
bituating  people to the sight of soldiers and military equip-
ment in civilian areas. By then the story had escalated: the 
United States Army was not merely  going to invade and oc-
cupy Texas but was also  going to disarm the population and 
impose martial law.8
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In itself, that a secretive army training exercise taking place 
in civilian areas— a plan accompanied by maps that mirrored 
the partisan divide in the country— might arouse suspicion is 
not altogether surprising. What was extraordinary was the re-
action of numerous public officials. Leaders like Greg Abbott, 
the governor of Texas, did not try to calm popu lar fears or re-
sist conspiracist delusions with reasonable explanations based 
on their knowledge of events. Instead, officials signaled that 
they, too, had concerns. Abbott went so far as to task the Texas 
State Guard with monitoring the military operation on behalf 
of the state: “During the training operation,” Abbott wrote to 
the guard, “it is impor tant that Texans know their safety, con-
stitutional rights, private property rights and civil liberties  will 
not be infringed.”9 While Abbott’s letter elicited ridicule else-
where in the nation, he was not the only official to go along 
with conspiracist stories.10 As Texas congressman Louie Gohm-
ert said, “The map of this exercise needs to change, the names 
on the map need to change, and the tone of the exercise needs 
to be completely revamped so the federal government is not 
intentionally practicing war against its own states.”11 Abbott 
chose not to speak truth to conspiracy: as one Republican for-
mer Texas state representative wrote, Abbott should make de-
cisions based on “facts and evidence” and stop “pandering to 
 idiots.”12

The governor’s complicity in conspiracism was rooted in 
the partisan connection. To the extent that his own supporters 
and constituents believed that the army was planning to invade 
Texas, Abbott was  under pressure to show that he not only 
understood their worries but also shared them. And that is 
where the failure lies. To understand a worry is in some sense 
to acknowledge that the worry is reasonable. It takes rhetorical 
care to both communicate that one understands what  people 
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think and also correct it. By representing himself as sharing 
the worry of a military takeover, he failed to fulfill his respon-
sibility to not only express an understanding but also correct 
a misunderstanding by telling his constituents that their fears 
are unfounded and dangerous. He abdicated his responsibility 
to maintain a partisan connection that works in two direc-
tions. The two- way connection transmits information not 
only from the citizens to government but also from the govern-
ment to citizens.

Most  people stand at a distance from the institutions of gov-
ernment, especially when government acts on a continental 
scale. Washington, DC, is a long way from Midland, Texas— 
geographically and culturally. The partisan connection is the 
principal tether linking ordinary citizens and the national 
government— including the leaders who plan military exercises 
like Jade Helm. It is the responsibility of representatives to call 
on that connection—to strengthen the tether by acknowledg-
ing popu lar fears, but at the same time, to speak the truth. Top 
to bottom, the governor, members of Congress, and state leg-
islators failed in this obligation, and failed the  people of Texas.

The Partisan Connection

Let’s look closely at the partisan connection and its significance 
for conspiracism. As we discussed in chapter 4, parties link the 
social pluralism we find in a  free society to the formal institu-
tions of government. They or ga nize the pluralist array of inter-
ests and opinions and bring them into public life. To serve 
that purpose, parties have to connect to popu lar views on the 
ground. In part, this is a  matter of organ ization: elected offi-
cials and party leaders are or ga nized territorially to connect 
to constituents and partisan supporters at  every level, from 
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national arenas to street- corner society. They must be respon-
sive not only to an undefined public but also to par tic u lar groups 
and associations, their constituents, their supporters, and 
potential supporters. Representatives need to look and sound 
as if they might share popu lar sensibilities. The more suspicious 
their constituents are of government, the more representa-
tives  will need to address their mistrust. They need to edu-
cate citizens about government and offer true explanations of 
public actions while refuting unwarranted ones. When it is 
unwarranted to think that the military is planning to take over 
Texas, demo cratically elected representatives need to say so, 
plainly. Yet at the same time  these same leaders need to ac-
knowledge the fears of the  people they represent. They need 
to connect.

This connection is sometimes sustained by recognizing that 
conspiracism comes with the imprimatur of the foundational 
demo cratic demand for “eternal vigilance.” If government  were 
in fact wholly trustworthy and  every conspiracist claim  were 
false, we could attribute all conspiracist thinking to paranoia 
or bad faith. But skepticism is always warranted, and some con-
spiracist claims are true. The trust that representatives culti-
vate enables them to assuage fears and convince citizens that a 
par tic u lar conspiracy claim is indeed false. Insofar as conspir-
acist stories are spread and  adopted  because of their source— 
because  people identify with the person (now including the 
president) or social group pushing the narrative of secret agents 
and malignant intent— only another compelling source with 
which  people identify can get attention. When repre sen ta tion 
works well, officials can fill that role.

When it works, the partisan connection, which is the soul 
of po liti cal repre sen ta tion, goes in two directions. In one di-
rection, representatives transmit and crystallize the interests, 
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views, desires, and fears of voters and bring them into the for-
mal institutions of government. In the other direction, repre-
sentatives educate voters’ interests and address their fears.

The partisan connection is not working well  today. The new 
conspiracism, as  we’ve noted, has a partisan penumbra that 
aligns it with the extreme right. As we said in chapter 4, we see 
an alignment between conservative ideology, which draws its 
energy from antigovernmentalism and anti- internationalism, 
on the one hand, and the rash of conspiracist claims about the 
“deep state” and betrayal of real Americans, on the other. The 
partisan penumbra means that Republican officials have a 
presumptive advantage in comparison to Demo crats or non-
partisan civil servants in refuting conspiracist claims. Their 
corrections are more likely to elicit trust from conservatives 
and Republicans in the electorate. But what we see  today are 
elected Republican officials who, instead of speaking truth, 
calculate that their own electoral survival and the success of 
their favored policies are better ensured by acquiescing to 
conspiracism.  There is a virtually united front of elected of-
ficials, donors, and partisan activists. And so, representa-
tives placate, avoid questions, refrain from comment, utter 
platitudes, and remain  silent. Some affirm conspiracist claims 
themselves.

Of course, obstacles to speaking out are strongest when 
conspiracist charges are leveled against the po liti cal opposi-
tion.  Every Republican felt compelled to affirm, for instance, 
the allegation that Hillary Clinton conspired as secretary of 
state to cover up the details of the 2012 attack on the Ameri-
can mission in Benghazi, Libya, in which ambassador J. Chris-
topher Stevens was killed. The partisan imperative to attack 
Clinton overwhelmed the need to both get at the facts and 
speak truth about them. This is undiluted partisan reticence. 
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Representatives accommodated themselves to conspiracism’s 
malignant normality.

Failure to speak truth to conspiracy changes the complex-
ion of the partisan connection. Rooted in calculations of elec-
toral survival and party loyalty, reticence raises the question in 
constituents’ minds, indeed in the public mind,  whether party 
leaders and representatives mean what they say. When are they 
accommodating conspiracism in bad faith? When are they ac-
tively peddling stories they know are false? When are they pan-
dering to and exploiting popu lar fears or donors’ threats? Can 
they be trusted when it comes to fundamental untruths that 
degrade democracy?

Conspiracism brings us face to face with both the partisan 
connection and the limits of the hold that partisanship should 
have on demo cratically elected representatives. The character 
of representatives is revealed by how they respond to threats, 
and conspiracy claims pres ent palpable tests of their moral 
mettle. They must be willing to point out that conspiracist 
claims are false even when  these claims also function as an at-
tack on the opposition party, just as they must hold their own 
party accountable for condescending to conspiracism. They 
must be willing to step out of the partisan penumbra, to loosen 
or cut the partisan connection, to say, as Senator Jeff Flake did, 
“We are not  here simply to mark time. Sustained incumbency 
is certainly not the point of seeking office and  there are times 
when we must risk our  careers in  favor of our princi ples. Now 
is such a time.”13

Po liti cal Representatives: The First Line of Defense

Speaking truth to conspiracy is a moral and po liti cal impera-
tive, and it is a sign of dangerous times that so few responsible 
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officeholders do. Consider Representative John Ratcliffe’s 
charge in January 2018: “We learned  today about information 
that in the immediate aftermath of his election,  there may have 
been a ‘secret society’ of folks within the Department of Jus-
tice and the FBI . . .  working against [Donald Trump].” Rat-
cliffe continued, “I’m not saying that actually happened.”14 
Two days  later,  after the ominous text message about a “secret 
society” was widely identified as a joke between two FBI em-
ployees rather than evidence of a plot, another Republican, 
Senator Ron Johnson, backed off and allowed that it might have 
been written in jest. But still he equivocated: “It’s a real pos-
sibility,” Johnson said.15 This falls short of disavowal of a con-
spiracy within the FBI, clearly, and falls shorter still of a sober 
defense of the agency or the Justice Department. And the con-
spiracist purpose has been achieved. Doubts are planted, and 
a share of the country  will discount anything federal law en-
forcement says about FBI investigations, particularly as regards 
Trump. Such officeholders are contributing to the delegitima-
tion of a crucial government institution and the rule of law.

Some do have the integrity to speak truth. At a 2008 rally 
when John McCain was  running against Barack Obama for 
the presidency, a questioner confessed to McCain that she 
felt she could not trust Obama  because “he’s an Arab.” At 
the time, the birther conspiracy was dogging the Obama 
campaign. McCain, however— eliciting boos from his own 
supporters— refused to indulge the forces of delegitimation. 
“No,  ma’am: no,  ma’am,” McCain said. “He’s a decent  family 
man, a citizen that I just happen to have disagreements with 
on fundamental issues, and that’s what this campaign is all 
about. He’s not.”16

Another example of speaking truth comes in the speech we 
mentioned earlier by Flake, when he condemned both Trump’s 
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be hav ior and partisan reticence. “It is time for our complicity 
and our accommodation of the unacceptable to end,” Flake in-
sisted. Invoking the first- person plural, “we,” he refers both to 
his fellow legislators in general and to his party: “ Were the shoe 
on the other foot, we Republicans— would we Republicans 
meekly accept such be hav ior on display from dominant Demo-
crats? Of course, we  wouldn’t, and we would be wrong if we 
did.” He went on, “When we remain  silent and fail to act . . .  
 because we might make enemies,  because we might alienate 
the base,  because we might provoke a primary challenge, 
 because ad infinitum, ad nauseam . . .  we dishonor our princi-
ples and forsake our obligations.”17

McCain’s action and Flake’s speech  were widely noted and 
admired, but neither received public affirmation from other 
Republicans in Congress. Flake’s Senate speech was not fol-
lowed by a raft of promises (not even just a few) vowing, “I  will 
not be complicit or  silent.”

Can we expect this kind of principled opposition to conspir-
acism and allied pathologies of lying and vilification to get 
attention outside Washington, DC, and beyond its moment? 
Looking back, we may find that  there was a right time, a mo-
ment of “opening,” when personal witnessing and a phalanx of 
speaking out  really stanched conspiracism or its effects. Per-
haps speeches like  these, even if they  didn’t motivate  others to 
follow in the moment, nonetheless opened some minds.

Speaking truth to conspiracy is not just for po liti cal repre-
sentatives, of course. We rely on the press as well. Our capac-
ity as citizens, and indeed the capacity of officials, to dispute 
conspiracist claims depends on arduous reporting and credi-
ble sources. Experts, too, both inside and outside government, 
whose authority derives from special knowledge, must speak 
out—as scientists do in the case of climate change when they 
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educate, advocate, and mobilize, taking on the role of “witness-
ing professionals.”18 Civil society groups speak truth to con-
spiracy as a regular part of their work. Some defend the rights 
of groups that conspiracists scapegoat, such as mi grants. Pri-
vate citizens speak out personally and individually, too, in a 
host of informal settings where “a lot of  people are saying” is 
critically assessed.

Still, as a practical  matter, po liti cal officials are the sine qua 
non when it comes to answering conspiracism. Courts protect 
against many violations of constitutional law and, of course, 
uphold due pro cess in criminal proceedings. They are bulwarks 
against some of the cruelest and most arbitrary mea sures 
against mi grants— separation of  children from their parents, for 
example, by executive order. And  these mea sures themselves 
come wrapped up in conspiracist claims. But judges do not 
“speak truth to conspiracy.” When po liti cal representatives 
have it both ways by passively acquiescing in conspiracist 
charges and avoiding straightforward refutation, no other in-
stitution can step in and do what they  will not. When only a 
handful of Republicans break ranks with conspiracists in their 
party and with the conspiracist president, when they exhibit 
so- called loyalty and pres ent “the image of a unified party,” 
when they fail to disrupt the exacerbated polarized po liti cal 
dynamics that are now epistemic as well as partisan, they im-
plicitly accept  these claims.19 They do not even try to build 
co ali tions across the po liti cal spectrum to oppose conspira-
cism. They fail to do what they might in spite of the fact that 
conspiracism is infecting and distorting the business of their 
own institution, the United States Congress.

Speaking truth to conspiracy underscores the discipline re-
quired of partisanship and po liti cal repre sen ta tion. We speak 
of discipline advisedly  because, like all discipline, it is a felt 
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experience, arduous and uncomfortable. Discipline requires 
officials to recognize threats to demo cratic legitimacy in ab-
surd stories concocted from  whole cloth. It requires the effort 
to recognize in the surface noise of demo cratic politics what is 
genuinely damaging.20 Speaking truth to conspiracism as both 
a moral  matter and a po liti cal responsibility requires officials 
to risk retribution from their own party leadership. Some con-
spiracist charges require them to step outside the partisan 
penumbra even if it means loosening the partisan connection, 
and even if it means electoral defeat.

Getting through to Open Minds

Representatives must overcome reticence, refuse to acqui-
esce, and speak truth to conspiracy, but still  there are imped-
iments to stanching the dangerous claims that delegitimate 
democracy. With all conspiracism, classic and new, the coun-
terstrategy of speaking truth runs up against the wall of closed 
minds. With classic conspiracism— the kind that collects evi-
dence, that tries to connect all the dots, that offers theories 
and explanations— speaking truth to conspiracy is often in-
effec tive. The conspiracist’s sealed mind- set is resistant to in-
tervention. Conspiracists categorize contrary evidence as part 
of the conspiracy itself, and competing evidence is especially 
suspect when it comes from the very sources said to be part of 
the plan: po liti cal officials or government commissions or the 
mainstream press.

 These qualities of mind— epistemic closure, or a self- sealing 
re sis tance to all challenging facts— also make the new conspir-
acism difficult to correct and contest. It is all the more difficult 
in the case of the new conspiracism  because so often the “evi-
dence” consists only of bare assertion, “a lot of  people are 
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saying.” In addition,  there’s the tribal ele ment of the new con-
spiracism: identification with a group for which conspiracist 
stories are a regular way of viewing the po liti cal world. The 
tribal ele ment imposes a real cost on changing one’s mind. Call 
it the reputational obstacle to acknowledging false belief.

This consideration lies  behind a proposal by law professors 
Cass Sunstein and Adrian Vermeule for reaching “hard- core” 
holders of false beliefs: they suggest infiltrating conspiracist 
groups. “Planting doubts” and “introducing beneficial cogni-
tive diversity” is their prescription for repairing conspiracists’ 
“crippled epistemology.” Government, on this view, should 
attempt to “debias or disable its purveyors” in this fashion.21 
Their proposal for a government- sponsored conspiracy to 
combat conspiracy recalls the efforts by J. Edgar Hoover, the 
founding director of the FBI, who ran a counterintelligence 
program from 1956 to 1971 that, among other illegal and im-
proper techniques, infiltrated civil rights groups.22 Infiltrating 
conspiracist groups is a similar offense against civil liberties— 
especially when the group is not a terrorist cell or some other 
violent association.  Today, like- minded  people who create and 
spread conspiracist ideas form networks transformed by the 
revolution in communications technology. They are not groups 
in the sense of face- to- face associations, in contrast to the 
Montana militia, for instance, but are networks digitally dis-
persed across the world. Anyone is  free to participate in the 
online discussions. But  were the government to infiltrate such 
discussions (and we now see that this has indeed been done, 
including by a hostile foreign government, using a variety of 
camouflages), the effort would sooner or  later be exposed. The 
result would be to fertilize and presumptively justify the very 
conspiracism it intends to combat.
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The law professors propose to fight fire with fire: to conspire 
against conspiracy. But sometimes the best way to fight this fire 
is with  water: to meet conspiracist charges with what ever truth 
we can command, pronounced openly and plainly. Correction 
emerges from a pro cess of submitting propositions to the scru-
tiny of evidence dispassionately and meticulously collected. 
Yet this process— mimicked by classic conspiracism and repu-
diated by the new conspiracism—is unlikely to be effective for 
 those who assent to fabulations. With re spect to them, one can 
hardly exaggerate the depth of the authority deficit that afflicts 
anyone claiming to be in a position of knowledge. The delegiti-
mation of knowledge- producing institutions has been effec-
tive. As one penitent conservative lamented, “The gatekeepers 
have lost all credibility in the minds of consumers, I  don’t see 
how you reverse it.”23

The prob lem is not only that gatekeepers have lost author-
ity but also that the gatekeeping function itself has almost dis-
appeared. As priestly epistemic authority over the word of 
God was displaced by the fifteenth- century invention of the 
movable- type printing press and the subsequent printing of 
the Bible in vernacular languages, so con temporary authori-
ties have been sidelined by digital technology, which allows any-
one to disseminate words and images at very  little cost. When 
publication was very expensive, scholars, editors, and pub-
lishers exercised an unavoidable gatekeeping function: they 
deci ded what was worthy of dissemination. When the limited 
spectrum of public airways was the only way to broadcast 
voice and video, producers could decide what was worthy of 
being aired. Now  there is no limit to the text and images that 
can be broadcast over Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, and web-
sites like Infowars. As the volume of what can be communicated 
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 approaches infinity and the cost approaches zero, the conven-
tional gatekeeping function recedes.

Apple, Google, Facebook, and other platforms have tiptoed 
into gatekeeping. In the summer of 2018 they removed conspir-
acist content produced by Alex Jones and his site Infowars. In 
justifying its decision, Facebook said that Jones  violated its 
community standards by “glorifying vio lence” and “using de-
humanizing language to describe  people who are transgender, 
Muslim, and immigrants.”24 Facebook would not reveal how it 
categorized the violation, nor how many times Jones’s Face-
book pages ran afoul of the community standards before the 
content was removed. In contrast to the traditional media like 
newspapers, Facebook’s editorial function is both opaque and 
diffident. It is as if the com pany wants to pretend that it can re-
main just a tool  people use to connect, rather than acknowl-
edging its status as the twenty- first- century equivalent of the 
newspaper and the network news broadcast. As a result of 
identifying itself only as a profit- maximizing corporation, 
rather than also as a public trust, the com pany has been slow 
to recognize its civic responsibility and the difficult decisions 
that entails.

Still, it is pos si ble that Facebook and companies like it  will 
re create some kind of gatekeeping function. Already, they are 
fitfully moving away from a passive posture of openness that 
permits anyone to post anything. Even now, Facebook employs 
“third- party fact checkers” who assess the accuracy of arti-
cles in the News Feed.25 It is pos si ble that fact checking  will 
develop into a profession with its own internal standards, its 
own ethics, and its own professional modes of certification 
and testing. If the profession develops and is integrated into 
digital platforms like Facebook, the gatekeeping function 
could be refashioned.
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We may well be skeptical that any new epistemic authority 
could succeed when it comes to closed conspiracist minds. 
But meeting the po liti cal challenge does not require persuad-
ing every one; it only requires reaching open minds. And the 
challenge  here is not only the decline of gatekeeping but also 
the corollary prob lem of information overload. Given the stag-
gering frequency and velocity of conspiracist charges, the bur-
den of speaking truth is incessant, which itself may become 
fatiguing. It can wear out both  those who are challenging con-
spiracism and ordinary citizens who have to keep up.

The difficulty of capturing attention also owes to asym-
metry: conspiracy without the theory deals in sound bites: 
“Rigged!” It is easy to state, spread, and swallow. It flows  here 
and  there through the capillaries of public culture. Refutation 
of faulty facts and examination of faulty claims are not “sexy”: 
“The debunk seldom travels as far as the conspiracy claim and, 
indeed, it can help keep the claim con spic u ous.”26

Scholars of misinformation have argued that refutation and 
denial may sometimes have the unintended effect of reinforc-
ing the very conspiracist belief that is being discredited. As we 
noted in chapter 2, in the most vexing cases, actively rebutting 
conspiracist charges may have the effect of cementing them in 
 people’s minds— this is called the “backfire effect.”27 On this 
view, erroneous understanding is amplified in the pro cess of 
refutation. So it is not surprising to find some po liti cal observ-
ers arguing that the best strategy is to ignore conspiracism and 
its cousin falsehoods and lies, on grounds that, in practice, the 
act of rebuttal underscores conspiracist claims and gives them 
a degree of credibility.28 Yet recent studies show that correc-
tions can be absorbed, or at least they may not have the per-
verse backfire effect of strengthening the views they are meant 
to refute.29 Fact checking can increase the reputational costs 
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for po liti cal officials who disregard the accuracy of their state-
ments.30 A reasonable conclusion is that to diagnose the threat 
that conspiracism poses, to unravel its logic, to falsify its spe-
cific claims, to call out the conspiracists, and to point to its de-
structive consequences are all necessary, though they are not 
guaranteed to disarm it.

But the strategy of speaking truth, even when it makes a dif-
ference, is insufficient if it is not accompanied by po liti cal 
action. The idea that all one needs to do is describe  things as 
accurately as pos si ble points to an unexpected symmetry be-
tween the new conspiracism and the strategy of speaking truth: 
both hold that declarations are enough to save the nation or 
change the world. For new conspiracists, it’s as if invoking a 
malignant plot is enough. All the energy is in declaring, repeat-
ing, and affirming ruses. Exposing per se is all the work that 
needs to be done. The point of symmetry lies  here, in the thought 
that exposing the faults in conspiracist claims is all that need be 
done.  There is  little reason to put all our faith in the efficacy of 
exposure, if unmasking and revealing  don’t prompt additional 
action. “What is the basis for assuming that it [exposure]  will 
surprise or disturb, never mind motivate, anyone to learn that 
a given social manifestation is artificial, self- contradictory . . .  
phantasmatic, or even violent?”31 When conspiracism begins to 
appear normal, and when it hijacks institutions and inverts 
demo cratic pro cesses, relegitimating democracy requires more 
than speaking truth. It demands a reassertion of standard demo-
cratic ways of  going about the business of politics.

Enacting Democracy

Speaking truth to conspiracism is an effort to contain its ef-
fects. But refutation is one  thing; relegitimation is another. Re-
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versing the damage done to the meaning, value, and authority 
of demo cratic institutions is its own challenge. What we call 
enacting democracy is a way to not merely contain the force of 
conspiracism but also to relegitimate demo cratic institutions. 
Performed over and over, it has a cumulative effect. It is not what 
busy officials normally do. In fact, it is difficult to find examples 
of it  because it simply has not been seen as necessary. But 
 enacting democracy is what they can and should do now.

By demo cratic enactment, we mean more than faithful ad-
herence to the regular po liti cal and  legal pro cesses of consti-
tutional democracy. In addition, it entails a literal articulation 
of how each step in the pro cess of legislating, prosecuting, reg-
ulating, or investigating (or even campaigning) adheres to fair 
pro cesses. Enacting democracy entails attesting to the value of 
 these practices. It explains what regular pro cesses are about 
and, in the course of explaining, demonstrates and avows com-
mitment to them.  We’re talking about politics as pedagogy.

Enacting democracy is more than giving justifications for 
decisions. To be sure, justification is the focus of a  great deal of 
academic demo cratic theory, especially theories of delibera-
tion.  These focus on offering reasons that all can accept as the 
standard for decision- making—as if all of democracy  were an 
extended legislative debate about par tic u lar policies. But de-
mocracy is also about institutions, not just deliberation. It 
involves delineated lines of authority and regular pro cesses. 
We’ve shown that conspiracism distorts institutional prac-
tices.  Under  these conditions, enacting democracy— upholding 
regular pro cesses and explaining them—is essential.

Relegitimation is a slow, extended affair. For it to take hold, 
citizens need to witness exhibitions of institutional integrity. 
An exemplary instance of enacting democracy occurred  after 
Trump created the spurious Presidential Advisory Commission 
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on Election Integrity. The commission was tasked, in effect, 
with confirming his conspiracist claim that massive voter 
fraud, on the order of three million illegal ballots, accounts for 
his loss of the popu lar vote. Trump’s signature claim has no 
basis in fact and has been conclusively rebutted. With minor 
exceptions and the expected errors in rec ord keeping (failing 
to differentiate  people with the same name, failing to remove 
deceased individuals from the rolls, failing to rec ord moves out 
of state, and so on), voter fraud allegations investigated by 
states, by social scientists, and by journalists have been dis-
counted. As one team of po liti cal scientists put it, “The best 
estimate of the percentage of noncitizens who vote is zero.”32 
Another group of researchers reports that “the expansive voter 
fraud concerns espoused by Donald Trump and  those allied 
with him are not grounded in any observable features of the 
2016 election.”33

Kris Kobach, the Republican Kansas secretary of state who 
is identified as “the man  behind Trump’s voter- fraud obses-
sion,” and who is a fierce champion of punitive voting re-
strictions, was appointed vice- chair of the commission.34 His 
history of inventing  legal obstacles to registration and voting, 
of disenfranchising voters over technicalities, and of intimidat-
ing would-be voters should have been disqualifying.35 But 
we are no longer surprised by the hijacking of institutions 
for conspiracist purposes or the manufacture of ad hoc are-
nas for “investigating” conspiracist allegations. The commis-
sion is a prime example of a “quixotic search for non ex is tent 
evidence.”36

What followed was an encouraging enactment of democ-
racy as re sis tance to conspiracism. The commission demanded 
that  every state turn over its complete voter files (including 
 every voter’s name, address, date of birth, voter history from 
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2006 on, party identification, voting rec ords, military status, 
overseas citizen information, prosecution for electoral crimes, 
and felony convictions, as well as the last four digits of each 
voter’s Social Security number). It also announced an inten-
tion to make this information public. Almost  every state refused 
to hand over its data. Some states sent only publicly available 
information;  others would not comply at all. New York gov-
ernor Andrew Cuomo, a Demo crat, said his state “refuses to 
perpetuate the myth [that] voter fraud played a role in our elec-
tion.”37 The commission has also been sued by a privacy watch-
dog group and civil rights and voting rights groups.  Those 
who resisted the commission and explained why— governors, 
secretaries of state, and citizen groups— enacted democracy. It 
was effective: in January 2018, the president precipitously dis-
banded the commission.

Enacting democracy is vital even when it is not aimed at 
combatting specific conspiracist charges. Consider the US at-
torney who, in the face of po liti cal pressure to subvert regular 
practice, explained the  legal pro cess of criminal prosecution. 
On Halloween night in 2017, Sayfullo Saipov, a  legal US resi-
dent, used a rented truck to strike cyclists, pedestrians, and a 
school bus in a terrorist attack in New York City. Eight  people 
died and  others  were wounded. Trump went immediately on 
Twitter to say, “Send him to Gitmo!”— the controversial deten-
tion fa cil i ty at Guantanamo, Cuba, that falls outside the regu-
lar justice system. The president called our system of justice a 
“joke” and a “laughingstock.” He demanded capital punishment 
for “the animal.”38

The day  after the attack, Joon H. Kim, the acting US attor-
ney for the Southern District of New York, made a public ap-
pearance to explain to a stunned national audience the charges 
quickly brought against Saipov. He commended the FBI and 
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other law enforcement agencies for their swift action. Agents 
had collected the perpetrator’s cell phones— “conducted pur-
suant to a court ordered wiretap,” Kim carefully added. Agents 
had interrogated the suspect and gotten a confession in what 
was, Kim carefully added, a “Mirandized interview.” He re-
minded viewers of the number of infamous terrorists who 
had been successfully prosecuted and sentenced through the 
regular federal system. He did not mention Trump or his dele-
gitimating attacks on the system of justice.39 He did not have 
to. He enacted the role of responsible US attorney. He exhib-
ited dignity and confidence in  legal due pro cesses.40 It was a 
moment of demo cratic pedagogy.

Enacting democracy can require officials to confront dele-
gitimating conspiracism personally as well as officially when 
they become its targets. Embattled FBI deputy assistant direc-
tor Peter Strzok became a target of attack when private emails 
he exchanged with his girlfriend during the 2016 election be-
came public and showed him casting aspersions on Trump (as 
well as other candidates). Strzok was drawn into the broader 
attack on the Justice Department and FBI leveled by the pres-
ident and his congressional allies who saw the investigation of 
Rus sian intervention in US elections as part of a conspiracy 
within the government. They cast Strzok as part of that or ga-
nized conspiracy. Called to testify before a hostile Republican- 
led House Judiciary and Oversight Committee, Strzok went 
beyond a defensive disavowal of personal wrongdoing. He de-
tailed the institutional safeguards— the entrenched procedures 
and hierarchy of accountability— that guard against politiciza-
tion in the Justice Department: “At  every step, at  every inves-
tigative decision,  there  were multiple layers of  people above 
me, assistant director, deputy director, director of the F.B.I., 
and multiple layers of  people below me, section chiefs, unit 
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chiefs and analysts, all of whom  were involved in  these deci-
sions. They would not tolerate any improper be hav ior in me 
any more than I would tolerate it in them.” Strzok explained 
that the normal practices of the department would prevent any 
individual from indulging his or her personal po liti cal prefer-
ences. “The suggestion that I, in some dark chamber in the 
F.B.I., would somehow cast aside all  these procedures, all of 
 these safeguards and do this is astounding to me. It  couldn’t 
happen.”41

Strzok had become the canary in the coal mine: a mea sure 
of how the delegitimating force of conspiracism touches not 
only the Rus sia investigation but the entire Department of 
Justice. Of course, his description of close oversight within 
the department only confirmed conspiracists’ notion that the 
plot  really did involve the agency as a  whole, the “deep state.” 
Strzok, like other principals caught up in the conspiracy narra-
tive, was aware of this: “I understand that my sworn testimony 
 will not be enough for some  people. . . .  Many Americans are 
now skeptical of anything they hear out of Washington.”42 
He did not expect his testimony to permeate conspiracists’ 
closed minds. He intended to educate open minds. Strzok 
laid out what citizens may not have known but need to know 
about how internal hierarchical organ ization and entrenched 
pro cesses are designed to ensure that due pro cess is followed 
and the rule of law upheld. This is a fraught example  because, 
in part, Strzok was defending himself. But in the context of 
malignant normality, it is a compelling instance of how offi-
cials can enact democracy.

Enacting democracy helps make government legible. As we 
said, fighting conspiracism is  going to take more than transpar-
ency. Transparency has to do with publicizing the workings of 
officials, the day- to- day business of governing. Legibility is 
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about making sense of power— identifying the holders of influ-
ence and the sources of their influence, understanding the ma-
terial and cultural stakes of each po liti cal contest, and reading 
clearly who are the winners and losers of electoral and policy 
outcomes.43 Enacting democracy helps citizens see all this. Po-
liti cal representatives and administrative officials committed to 
the pedagogy we call enacting democracy can do a lot to put 
power dynamics into sharp focus.

The business of classic conspiracism, warranted or not, was 
precisely to prove that the real configuration of power was con-
cealed. The new conspiracism, with its innuendo and bare 
assertion, does not even try to make sense of power. And by 
delegitimating demo cratic institutions, the new conspiricism 
actually obscures power. When they work well, demo cratic in-
stitutions allow power relations to be correctly perceived. 
Officials who enact democracy take on the responsibility of 
ensuring that the clash of interests is vis i ble; that the pre-
dictable impact of po liti cal decisions— the costs and benefits 
to diff er ent groups—is brought out for all to see. Enacting de-
mocracy makes politics legible. It is a force against conspiracism 
and its delegitimating effects.

The two activities to repair the damage of delegitimation— 
speaking truth to conspiracy and enacting democracy—do not 
call for heroic virtues. Senator Flake’s speech about principled 
re sis tance was laudable, a fulfillment of an obligation he took 
on as a po liti cal representative, but it was not heroic. Losing 
an election or giving up a Senate seat is not a grave sacrifice. 
Nobody is being imprisoned, exiled, or killed. Electoral defeats 
and the electoral success of opposition candidates are mod-
est, regular occurrences in democracy, and they should be seen 
that way. They define democracy. In the same way, US attor-
ney Kim’s public statement was an ordinary, low- key, public 
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 explanation of law enforcement practice that was notable only 
 because of the extraordinary situation. We are fortunate; so far 
we  don’t need Albert Camus’s rebel or courageous re sis tance 
fighters battling tyranny. We just need honest witnesses who 
speak truth to conspiracism and pay attention to the pedagog-
ical moments built into everyday po liti cal life. So far, however, 
we have too few.
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Conclusion
tHE crISIS oF dEmocrAcy

Democracy in the United States and Eu rope is threatened in 
ways few  imagined pos si ble only a short time ago. Many of us 
assumed that the demo cratic foundations laid  after World War 
II and consolidated with the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989  were 
unshakeable. Now they look less resilient. To some eyes, they 
appear fragile. As defenders of constitutional democracy, we 
find ourselves on the defensive. We thought that democracy 
had severe flaws, we recognized demo cratic deficits, but we be-
lieved in the possibility of reform. Was our confidence in the 
progressive arc of democracy premature, or naïve, or a sign that 
we  were complacent  because we  were being well served, or 
perhaps utterly unfounded from the start? Did we underesti-
mate antidemo cratic forces brewing in society? The signs  were 
 there. For many years, public opinion polls had documented 
diminishing support for demo cratic institutions.1 In the past 
two years, mea sures of civil and po liti cal freedom, which once 
had declined only in autocracies and dictatorships, took a turn 
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for the worse: in 2016, “it was established that democracies . . .  
dominated the list of countries suffering setbacks.”2 Roberto 
Stefan Foa and Yascha Mounk give a name to this pro cess: 
“deconsolidation.”3

We have been startled into thought. The  causes of po liti cal 
change can only be understood with hindsight, and we have 
 little dispassionate distance. For us, right now, and not only in 
the United States, understanding begins with noting that 
“ there’s something happening  here” and trying to grasp what 
that is. Galvanized by events,  lawyers document disregard for 
the rule of law and constitutional limits; seasoned po liti cal ob-
servers rec ord violations of informal demo cratic norms such 
as tolerance and restraint; journalists chronicle and correct the 
avalanche of official lies and falsehoods at the same time that 
they contend with threats to the in de pen dence of the press; 
psychiatrists point to dangerous patterns of overt derision and 
hostility  toward individuals and  whole groups by the president 
and other public officials; and civil rights organ izations docu-
ment an increase in hate crimes.

Scholars, too, spring into reflection. Some look for lessons 
from the past. Drawing on the history of demo cratic failings 
from Weimar Germany to Juan Perón’s Argentina, po liti cal 
scientists identify the “guardrails” that keep democracy on 
track and the warning signs of incipient authoritarianism.4 
Po liti cal theorists return with new urgency to old questions 
about challenges to the moral foundations of constitutional 
democracy.5

The new conspiracism is but one entrant in the lineup of dis-
ruptive forces. In the United States, it has moved from the 
fringe and has taken up residence in the highest levels of gov-
ernment, and it makes an appearance in day- to- day po liti cal 
life. Our focus has not been the entire domain of conspiracism 
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but rather  those claims that strike at the heart of regular demo-
cratic politics: rigged elections, plans to impose martial law, 
depictions of po liti cal opponents as criminal, a Department of 
Justice planning a coup against the president.

David Runciman suggests that “the spread of conspiracy 
theories is a symptom of our growing uncertainty about 
where the threat  really lies.”6 We have argued that the new 
conspiracism is itself a threat to democracy. In the context of 
what is referred to as the lit er a ture on “how democracies die,” 
we  don’t propose the new conspiracism as a sufficient way of 
framing what is happening. The new conspiracism is not the 
engine of  every crisis of democracy, nor does it figure in  every 
crisis of democracy. Malignancy abounds, and not all degra-
dations of democracy go together. The new conspiracism is 
more than simply an offshoot or epiphenomenon of other 
forces such as authoritarianism or strident pop u lism. Once it 
secures a foothold in public life, conspiracism has in de pen-
dent force.

While classic conspiracy theories arise all over the world, 
as of now the new conspiracism is most evident in the United 
States. Even where classic conspiracy theories abound,  there 
is  little evidence of the kind of bare assertion and fabulist con-
coction that characterize the new conspiracism. But  there is 
reason to think this  will change. The developments we describe 
in the United States over the last de cade are likely to come to 
the democracies of Eu rope, to India, and elsewhere. New com-
munications technologies that eliminate the traditional gate-
keeping functions of the media create an opening. Conspiracy 
entrepreneurs seize on this opening. So do opportunistic poli-
ticians. And the power that the new conspiracism can exert in 
politics is amplified, as we see, when po liti cal parties and other 
institutions are weakened and in disarray.  Because all  these 
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 factors are in play, the new conspiracism is unlikely to be con-
tained to the United States.

Wherever it arises, the corrosive effects of the new conspir-
acism are distinctive: to delegitimate foundational demo cratic 
institutions and, in a more personal mode, to disorient us. 
Although disorientation is so widespread that it amounts to a 
collective condition, it is also ours personally and individually.

Disorientation

An obscure pizzeria in northwest Washington, DC, becomes, 
in the eyes of some, a center of international child sex traffick-
ing run by Hillary Clinton’s campaign chairman. A summer 
military training exercise becomes, in the eyes of some, an at-
tempt by the United States Army to impose martial law on the 
state of Texas. The murder of twenty elementary school stu-
dents in Newtown, Connecticut, becomes, in the eyes of 
some, a US government action designed to advance gun con-
trol legislation. An election without any notable irregularities 
adverse to the successful Republican nominee becomes, in the 
eyes of some (in par tic u lar, the president himself ), a “rigged” 
election.

The frequency of such charges, the baffling quality of the 
narrative concoctions, and their free- floating nature, unteth-
ered as they are to anything observable in the real world, con-
tribute to the new conspiracism’s disorienting effect. We are 
disoriented by the realization that what is absurd to some is 
true enough to  others. And we are talking not about evalua-
tions of par tic u lar policies, in the way that a new tariff policy 
might seem sensible to some and nonsensical to  others, but 
rather about basic perceptions of po liti cal real ity. We have be-
come accustomed to partisan polarization, the gap in the way 
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Demo crats and Republicans evaluate public officials, public 
policies, and one another. The new conspiracism moves us 
from gap to chasm, for epistemic polarization ultimately dis-
solves our common sense of the world, as we discussed in 
chapter 6.

A shared world of basic perceptions and a shared sense 
of  elemental causation—of what counts as plausible or 
farfetched— allows us to make ourselves understandable to 
each other even when we disagree. Disagreement may be many 
 things: passionate, troubling, unpleasant, destructive, or even 
illuminating and productive. But in itself, it is not disorienting. 
On the contrary, to have a clear sense of what you disagree with 
is to have a po liti cal orientation. Knowing what we are against 
is often a more stable point of orientation than knowing what 
we are for. But  under conditions in which we cannot make 
ourselves understandable to each other, disagreement itself 
becomes impossible.  There  will still be government, and it 
may preserve demo cratic forms, but it  will be a political world 
in which we cannot understand each other.

Disorientation is a personal as well as collective condition. 
When  those in power claim to own real ity and impose their 
real ity on public life, what happens to ours? What becomes of 
us as inhabitants of a common world that no longer seems a 
world in common? We experience anxiety, rage, and a sense 
of helpless confusion. Diagnosing disorientation is the first step 
in overcoming it.

Delegitimation

“I’m the only one that  matters,” the president says, in the course 
of dismissing an accumulation of high- level vacancies at the 
Department of State, crippling the backbone of US diplomacy.7 
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He is pointing not only to his extraordinary interpretation of 
executive authority but also, and just as ominously, to the be-
lief that he needs to know nothing more than the content of his 
own mind. He calls the  free press the “ enemy of the  people” 
and provokes violent confrontations with reporters. We have 
no need of  those who do the hard work to excavate facts— it’s 
all “fake news” anyway. He teaches his supporters to disdain 
experts— they all lend themselves to the ser vice of global elites 
and to the deep- state conspiracy machinating against him. As 
for his opponents in elections? They too are enemies of the 
 people. His opponent in the last election, the one he defeated 
in the Electoral College, should be “locked up.”

This is the delegitimation of knowledge and the delegitima-
tion of parties— and Donald Trump is only its most power ful 
agent. At  every turn, the new conspiracism assaults the integrity 
and in de pen dence of knowledge- producing institutions. Per-
haps  because experts deal in specialized terms that often defy 
general understanding, they are po liti cally vulnerable: they can 
be cast as a cabal. This is exactly what the new conspiracism 
does. Insofar as it delegitimates knowledge- producing institu-
tions, conspiracism also incapacitates demo cratic government. 
And it does not proceed surgically; delegitimation extends across 
the board.

The delegitimation of parties also incapacitates democracy. 
As we see it  today, the pro cess starts by attacking par tic u lar 
candidates and party leaders as criminal or treasonous, extends 
to partisan opposition in general, and ultimately assaults par-
ties and partisanship  wholesale. This takes us back to a time be-
fore the idea of the legitimate opposition took hold. It reverts 
to a time before the ac cep tance that open, or ga nized po liti cal 
opposition is essential to politics in pluralist socie ties and to po-
liti cal accountability. And it does not accept the regulated 
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party rivalry that ensures a peaceful transfer of office. It takes 
us back to a time when parties  were seen as conspiracies. For 
the new conspiracists, that is just what parties are, and they set 
out not only to make partisans impotent but in fact to delegiti-
mate them.

Witnesses to the crisis of democracy often attempt to pre-
dict how democracies die or, in other terms, how they end. We 
do not think delegitimation is dramatic, like a po liti cal revolu-
tion, or sudden, like an executive order that in a stroke initi-
ates a catastrophic or regime- changing policy. Conspiracist 
delegitimation is a way of hollowing out democracy. And it 
gives citizens new reasons to think that constitutional democ-
racy cannot be made to work and is not theirs.

This is happening now. The delegitimation of parties pre-
vents  people from coming together  after elections. The rituals 
of unity— concession speeches, inauguration ceremonies, State 
of the Union addresses—no longer function. They no longer 
give the losing side confidence that regular succession  will hold 
and that the next election could carry their candidate to office— 
not if each side thinks the other is an illegitimate participant 
in public life. The delegitimation of knowledge- producing in-
stitutions deprives decision makers of elemental information 
they need to govern well. As the quality of public decisions de-
grades, citizens justifiably lose confidence that demo cratic 
government can serve the public interest, or even just their 
own interest.

Worst- Case Scenarios

What happens if the new conspiracism is sustained over many 
election cycles, over de cades? What if the architecture of 
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democracy is still standing but the meaning, value, and concern 
for the public good that lived within this framework have left 
the building?

Let’s take a cold- eyed look at conceivable worst- case sce-
narios, beginning with disorientation.

What if Trump’s admonition— “Just remember: what  you’re 
seeing and what  you’re reading is not what’s happening”—is re-
peated over and over, over time?8 A state of surprise and dis-
orientation may not be personally sustainable. Some  people 
 will endure it and muster the resources to assert the shared 
grounds of common sense in their own lives and in public life. 
But  others  will avoid sustained disorientation by acquiescing 
in conspiracist narratives. They  will adjust. They  will accom-
modate. They  will join the com pany of  those for whom con-
spiracist charges are “true enough.” The most likely scenario 
for most, however,  will be tuning out: retreating into private 
life and distancing themselves emotionally from  every bit of 
news about public life.9 Call it resignation, or numbing.

Consider next a worst- case scenario for degraded 
knowledge- producing institutions. A recent study by the 
American Acad emy of Arts and Sciences reports that, when 
asked what comes to mind when they hear the phrase “scien-
tific research,” 52  percent of study participants  were unable to 
give any response at all.10 Proj ect that into the  future, recog-
nizing that the peril is not just ignorance— itself a fatal incapac-
ity when science is crucial for meeting catastrophic situations 
like climate change— but rejection of support for science 
altogether.

Malignant normality,  we’ve argued, corrupts democracy by 
implicating officials who are just  doing their jobs in the con-
torted real ity of the new conspiracism. Malignant normality 
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affects experts within government: their work is interfered 
with, their data are destroyed, and they are prevented from 
gathering new data. Their reports are ignored or rejected as 
hoaxes.  Those who stand up for the integrity of their profes-
sion are hounded, sidelined, pushed out. The results can be 
disastrous— pandemics, for example, or government bud gets 
untethered to calculations so that they result in recessions, or 
policies so ineptly designed and insufficient to meet prob lems 
that the result is the further collapse of systems of health care.

The worst- case scenario for po liti cal parties and elections 
is equally grim.  Today the president of the United States asserts 
that his po liti cal opponents— the Demo cratic Party and its 2016 
presidential nominee, Hillary Clinton— conspired to facilitate 
fraudulent voting and thus “rig” the presidential election. 
Fast- forward to a  future election when Trump’s po liti cal de-
scendant is  running for the presidency. And imagine that 
this candidate, on election night, is declared the loser. Imag-
ine that in the hours  after the election result is announced, the 
candidate does what Trump threatened to do if the election 
did not go his way—he or she refuses to concede. “I cannot 
concede  because this election, like the last one, was rigged. In 
fact, I did not lose . . .  and I  will never concede.”

In this scenario, the partisan reticence we described kicks 
in. Members of Congress issue noncommittal statements in-
sisting, “Irregularities need to be investigated.” The chief jus-
tice of the Supreme Court announces that he  will not participate 
in the inauguration before getting to the bottom of  these alle-
gations even if the charges of a rigged election are free- floating, 
unspecific, and virtually impossible to investigate. But no 
 matter; polls show that between 46 and 49  percent of the coun-
try— a number roughly equaling the percentage who voted for 
the losing candidate— believe the election was rigged.
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Worst- case scenarios prompt some observers to caution, 
“Prepare for regime change, not policy change.”11 Other forces 
may result in replacing democracy with a rival regime, but for 
its part, the new conspiracism is not driving us  toward author-
itarianism or illiberal pop u lism or neo- fascism. It is hollowing 
out democracy, not constructing something  else. It is delegiti-
mating demo cratic institutions. It is disorienting citizens. The 
question it raises is,  Will citizens continue to recognize their 
own government as demo cratic? And then  there is the ques-
tion,  Will they care?

What Next?

Two responses mitigate and contain the corrosive conse-
quences of the new conspiracism. First is enacting democ-
racy: a strenuous adherence to the regular pro cesses and forms 
of public decision- making. Democracy is “enacted” when of-
ficials explic itly draw attention to the importance of adhering 
to  these forms and practices. The way to demystify govern-
mental power is to make the pro cesses of legislation and adju-
dication legible.12  Today, the one exercise of power that is 
clear is presidential decree— precisely the exercise of power 
the Constitution was designed to constrain.

For its part, speaking truth to conspiracy counteracts its 
corrosive force. What  matters most is that officials with a con-
nection to voters, with ties to concrete communities and so-
cial groups—in other words, elected officials— speak truth to 
conspiracy. Partisans trust fellow partisans more than they do 
reporters, professors, scientists, and unelected officials. The 
partisan connection needs to be two- directional: both a chan-
nel for citizens to transmit interests, views, and sentiments to 
government and one for officials to educate them and make 
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government legible. The partisan connection is among the most 
impor tant purposes of repre sen ta tion, if also among the 
most overlooked. It calls for speaking truth to conspiracy.

We see both responses to conspiracism at work. We see of-
ficials who insist on regular order and are determined to enact 
democracy. And we see some public officials—as well as the 
press, advocacy groups, civil society associations, and private 
citizens— determined to speak truth to conspiracy.

 Future generations  will judge us, no doubt, when it comes 
to democracy’s  will and capacity to provide a modicum of se-
curity and prosperity, to mitigate entrenched in equality, and 
to avoid catastrophe—to pull survival of the  human habitat out 
from our careless destruction of the environment. Conspira-
cism is incapacitating and leads to po liti cal dysfunction; that 
is one reason to strike out against it. But  will  future generations 
care about democracy itself? Only if we resist the core conspir-
acist claim to own real ity and its obliteration of common 
sense and a common po liti cal world. Democracy  will retain its 
meaning and value only if citizens see it as the way to build that 
common world, and see their part in this proj ect.

We echo the conspiracist in chief ’s warning: “ There’s some-
thing  going on that’s  really,  really bad. And we better get smart, 
and we better get tough, or  we’re not  going to have much of 
a country left. O.K.?”13 But we turn the warning back on itself. 
We are paying attention. We are smart enough to enact de-
mocracy, tough enough to speak truth to conspiracism. Our 
formidable po liti cal challenge is to recognize that “it is not 
enough, in this war of hoaxes and delusions and perpetuated 
lies, to be merely honest. It is necessary also to be wise.”14
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A NOTE ON THE TYPE

This book has been composed in Adobe Text and Gotham.  
Adobe Text, designed by Robert Slimbach for Adobe,  
bridges the gap between fifteenth- and sixteenth-century  
calligraphic and eighteenth-century Modern styles.  
Gotham, inspired by New York street signs, was designed  
by Tobias Frere-Jones for Hoefler & Co.
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