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Dedication
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Epigraph

Don’t call everything a conspiracy, as they do, and don’t live in dread of what frightens them.

—ISAIAH 8:12
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Introduction: Panic, Denial, and the Paranoid Style of Democratic Party Politics

The central belief of every moron is that he is the victim of a mysterious conspiracy.

—H. L. MENCKEN

For several years now, I’ve been accused of being a dupe for Russia, even though I’ve never once written or said a single favorable word about Vladimir Putin.

When I’m not fronting for Slavic autocrats, I’m being paid off by the National Rifle Association, American Israel Public Affairs Committee, Federalist Society, Big Oil, Big Pharma, Big Grocery, and a host of other groups that have, quite rudely, never given me a penny to spread their message.

In the contemporary political world, a conservative might be dumb or maybe evil, owned by insidious billionaires or foreign governments plotting to overthrow our democracy, but they can never be good-faith political adversaries. Democrats no longer argue about policy. They accuse you of sedition.

Indeed, with the Democratic Party’s “progressive” turn in the past few years has come a religious superiority complex that imbues them with an uncompromising certitude. For those who see themselves as only legitimate champions of justice, tolerance, and decency, it is inconceivable that anyone could honestly prefer the selfish, violent intolerance of the conservative agenda. There must be some unseen force pulling the strings. A conspiracy is almost surely afoot.

Loosely defined, a “conspiracy theory” is a belief that some influential but furtive groups are plotting or responsible for events or phenomena beyond our control. The notion is propelled by a never-ending string of disparate events and half-truths, threaded together to create a narrative that’s often impossible to disprove. These conspiracy theories, conveniently, grow with every question and every denial.

Now, this book doesn’t argue that Republicans, or any political faction, are immune from conspiratorial thinking. Whether people believe Beyoncé is running the Illuminati or Rothschild space lasers are wreaking havoc on the environment, every faction has its unhinged conspiracists. This is the norm since Pericles of Athens.

To some extent, every demographic group is susceptible to this paranoia. It all depends on your upbringing, your political disposition, and your generation. Middle-aged Americans, for instance, are more likely to believe that John F. Kennedy was assassinated by the CIA, whereas Millennials are more likely to believe “jet fuel can’t melt steel beams.” Today’s college students? They are more likely to believe . . . well, lots of insane things.

Politics has always had the unfortunate ability to transform seemingly rational, decent individuals into hysterical, unthinking mobs of partisans. Anyone who follows today’s political discourse knows this all too well.

This book makes the case that over the past decades, the American left and its institutions have mainstreamed a unique brand of political paranoia. The modern Democratic Party’s policy prescriptions—even what it views as our most pressing societal problems—are increasingly tethered to groundless or sensationalized anxieties, myths, revisionist histories, pseudoscientific alarmism, and outright lies.

For modern Democrats, every political loss, no matter how inconsequential, threatens democracy, if not the earth’s very existence. H. L. Mencken famously quipped, “The whole aim of practical politics is to keep the populace alarmed (and hence clamorous to be led to safety) by an endless series of hobgoblins, most of them imaginary.” Well, as we’ll see, for the contemporary Democratic Party it’s hysteria and apocalypticism all the way down.

“BlueAnon.” That’s what conservatives on social media have taken to calling this collection of elected officials, professors, reporters, columnists, fabulists, rando Democrats, and Chicken Little. The moniker is as good as any, but it also offers us a useful juxtaposition.

The name “BlueAnon” plays off the far-right cult of “QAnon,” an insane conspiracy that revolves around an anonymous individual or group known as “Q.” As far as I can make out, the movement believes that a cabal of satanic, cannibalistic child molesters, operating a Washington, DC, pizza parlor, are running a global child sex-trafficking ring.

Listen, I’m pretty tough on the left, but that’s a bit too far, even for me. Still, Democrats ensure us that conspiratorial movements like QAnon are gaining a “foothold” in the GOP. Its “themes,” they say, are already a central concern for conservatives. As far as I can tell, there have been perhaps a handful of QAnon-adjacent candidates running for Congress—if that. I’ve learned far more about QAnon from reading left-wing outlets than from any conservative sources. And it’s not particularly close.

I’m not alone. In 2020, in the midst of the media’s obsession with the cult, polls found that less than half of Republicans had ever even heard of QAnon. In truth, I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone who’s openly professed to be a QAnoner, and I spend a lot of time around conservatives. That doesn’t mean adherents don’t exist, but it speaks to just how fringy and unacceptable it is even among very conservative people, let alone more mainstream Republicans.

In contrast, ask yourself how many Democrats believe conservatives are plotting to institute a Republic of Gilead, or scheming to revive the Confederacy. How many believe that the Russians stole the 2016 presidential election? How many believe “book bans” were thriving in red states, or that one can’t “say gay” in Florida, or that Republicans were planning their own Nuremberg Rallies, or that the Supreme Court is secretly run by a cabal of oligarchs, or that the world is going to be a giant fireball in twelve years.

Despite perceptions of the right as fringe and conspiracy-minded, the American left is far better at creating, disseminating, and internalizing conspiracy theories. To understand why, begin by comparing the aesthetic and tonal quality of QAnon and the conspiracies spread by the modern left. The right’s ham-fisted theories are often crude, palpably screwy, and largely inconsequential to policy. But the left’s conspiracies and hoaxes are laundered through mass media, polished off with high production values, calibrated for maximum plausibility, and draped in a patina of legitimacy.

Most of the right’s conspiracy theories are spread by deranged characters and marginal social media voices. Some are more popular than they should be, yes. But the left’s deception is broadcast by trusted television hosts, politicians, public health officials, journalists, former federal intelligence officials in suits who appear on MSNBC, CNN, and NBC News armed with impressive degrees and résumés.

The biggest difference between Alex Jones and Rachel Maddow is the haircut.

How did we get here? When I began writing political opinions around twenty years ago, there were still loads of debates across the ideological spectrum. Blogs had recently popped up. Unconstrained by the physical restrictions of paper or the blessing of gatekeepers, the blog age offered an explosion of interesting takes covering mainstream policy, culture, and a host of hyperspecific topics.

“Democratized” media, as it was soon called, also meant an army of amateurs could fact-check, debunk conspiracy theories, and keep establishment media organizations honest. Bloggers, most famously, took down the then-mighty CBS newsman Dan Rather, who had pushed fake documents regarding George W. Bush’s time in the Air Force reserve service on 60 Minutes. This takedown occurred only a few months before the 2004 presidential election. It was a significant moment.

All of that was great. After that, online interactions became faster, and shorter, and dumber, not to mention a lot meaner. As social media grew in prominence, “news cycles” were atomized by the 24/7 barrage of stories, images, and opinions. The incentives of social media are warped, undermining thoughtful interactions and supercharging anxiety. It is the perfect petri dish for conspiracy theories.

For starters, spreading a lie in 280-character missives takes negligible work or skill. Any twit clout-chaser can please the mob. An expediently edited or a contextless quote or a misrepresentation of hypothetical musings, or even a poorly worded sentence, can attract thousands looking to confirm their priors. Social media makes it easy for attention-chasers to cobble together events and package them into effective disinformation. Almost instantaneously, they are spread wide and far. The louder, more dishonest, and more idiotic your theories, the better the response.

Social media also altered how political parties and journalists function. “Too good to check” became the unstated ethos of the modern political media—especially if it was directed against the right. The media is supposed to be tempering partisan fearmongering and debunking the conspiracy theories of the masses. The opposite is happening.

Today, the swamps of social media are where television producers find segment fodder and editors go for their insights and reporters congregate to fine-tune their bias. This is where the historians, intellectuals, and experts vie for “attaboy” retweets from their deranged followers, rather than seeking deeper comprehension of the world.

Whether they are credulous lightweights or devious participants, reporters feed the beast, if that beast helps Democrats. Today there is barely any countervailing force to stop BlueAnon from doing its work.

Republicans, of course, aren’t so lucky. With awe-inspiring and pedantic precision, an army of reporters and “fact-checkers” sift through every utterance by every GOP candidate, condemning even the slightest deviation from the most literal truth.

Most conservative conspiracies—whether they are spread by randos on Facebook or by former presidents—are smothered in fact-checks from major media organizations, even if it turns out the conspiracy theory was, in fact, true (truths are often smothered alongside lies, but that’s another story).

So, when Donald Trump contends an election is “rigged,” rest assured that every major media institution—not to mention a contingent of conservatives—will jump into action to push back against his claims. When Democrats make similar contentions, as they have with gusto for decades, no matter how dubious or outlandish or easily disproved their theories, virtually every left-wing institution will be mobilized to give it a hearing, if not legitimacy.

There have been so many ginned-up moral panics over the past few years that it’s difficult to keep track of them all. Once exposed, they tend to dissipate into the ether while we all move on to the next frenzy. One panic simply compounds the next, to create a continuum of paranoia. And anyway, by the time the Covington kids or Jussie Smollett hoaxes were debunked, BlueAnon had moved on to the next panic or the next smear. It is impossible to keep up.

Don’t expect any mea culpas, because dishonesty is the point. The more successful the conspiracy theory, the more those who engage in it are rewarded with prestigious jobs and more attention.

The other driving forces in BlueAnon are the increasingly radicalized ideology of the left and the reality they face.

Many on the left seem to be under the impression that because they’ve earned a social science degree from a prestigious school or live in an urban environment or vote Democratic, they are immune from conspiratorial thinking. As you’ll see in the coming pages (or any time you turn on MSNBC), that is clearly not the case. Some of the biggest whack-jobs in the country are perched in the political science departments of our local universities or on the editorial boards of major newspapers.

Some, alas, are running the country.

The “progressives,” socialists, Marxists, and “social justice” warriors who now infest the Democratic Party believe that the government can control outcomes for hundreds of millions of people. They believe in the potential of an omnipotent, omnipresent, and omnibenevolent state to solve every political, social, and even personal problem anyone may face. In this utopian delusion, they envision a government that can bring about universal fairness, and override human nature.

So, it makes all the sense in the world that the left believes their political adversaries have the magical power to control the mechanisms of the world as well. It’s the nature of progressivism to view the world in zero-sum terms, where all that really matters is who has the power. In this world, Americans are either victims or oppressors—the latter buttressed by the alleged rampant injustices of capitalism and racism and scheming forces lurking in the shadows.

Traditionally, it’s the dispossessed—or those who think of themselves as powerless—who are most prone to believing and promoting conspiracy theories. Somehow the modern left, which controls or influences virtually all major American institutions—corporate media, the academic world, the federal government—has pulled off the trick of running the country while playing the victim at the same time.

This is why some conservatives have correctly argued that the contemporary left’s neurotic worldview is necessitated by the Democratic Party’s many cultural victories over the past decades. Without BlueAnon, the left would run out of victims to “help” and enemies to slay. Many of the modern left’s central issues would be rendered useless. Consequently, they create new traumas, condemn imaginary crimes, and warn of nefarious cabals.

BlueAnon convinces its constituents that they are without agency, lorded over by shadowy billionaires, aspiring fascists, and “minority rule.” Every setback needs a conspiracy theory to make sense. Communicating through elusive “dog whistles” and propped up by “dark money,” conservatives can only succeed if they ally with foreign adversaries and extremists to roll back “democracy,” strip women and minorities of human rights, steal from the poor and give to the rich, and even destroy the earth.

Despite all this, we are constantly being warned that it’s conservatives who are the unhinged conspiracy theorists.

Virtually the entire legacy media, editorial boards of major newspapers, cable news “experts,” professors, our elites, pollsters, left-wing pundits, late-night talk-show hosts, and ordinary Democrats all contend, with great confidence, that conservatives are bonkers. One can’t visit a mainstream political website these days without running across some hand-wringing article lamenting the rise of right-wing disinformation and misinformation.

Major news outlets assign entire teams of journalists to take deep dives into the creepy underbelly of the conservative web—message boards, Reddits, Twitter threads—to root out the latest nutty trends, making sure to give the right’s fringe voices far more attention than they ever could have hoped to find otherwise.

Sociologists at prestigious universities cook up studies confirming that conservatives are more susceptible to conspiracy theories, while political “scientists” warn us that the trend isn’t merely urgent but an “existential” menace to our every way of life.

Elected officials use all these warnings as a justification to propose illiberal regulations to tackle the alleged avalanche of right-wing lies. And those who run our federal agencies deputize themselves arbiters of Truth, and push censorship to cleanse the people of this scourge of falsehood.

Democrats have been convinced that Republicans aren’t merely hateful but dangerously gullible, antireason, and antiscience. Any person who doesn’t accept that every instance of inclement weather portends the end of the planet is branded a nihilistic knuckle dragger. Leftists stick sanctimonious signs on their front lawns to declare to passersby that in their house, unlike yours, “science is real.”

As we’ll see, there’s just one big problem: it’s mostly projection.
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The Vast Right-Wing Conspiracy Will Never Die

Yes, Virginia, there is a vast right-wing conspiracy.

—PAUL KRUGMAN

On January 27, 1998, First Lady Hillary Clinton appeared on NBC’s popular Today show and declared that a “vast right-wing conspiracy” had concocted a rumor about her husband, Bill, carrying on an affair with a White House intern named Monica Lewinsky.1

Hillary, who was aware of Gennifer Flowers, Paula Jones, and several of Bill’s other extramarital relationships, told millions of Americans watching that morning that the very idea of her husband engaging in a dalliance with a young woman was so absurd it could only have been cooked up by “mean-spirited” conservative adversaries (among them, apparently, her husband’s own attorney general, Janet Reno, who was investigating the incident).

Clinton hadn’t dropped the phrase “vast right-wing conspiracy” spontaneously that morning. The term had been test-driven by Democratic Party consultants a few years earlier as they tried to find ways to diffuse the seemingly endless scandals that were dogging the corrupt first couple.2 In a 1995 White House counsel memo, Clinton staffers mapped out an imaginary “conspiracy commerce” that had turned “fantasy” into “fact.” The process, they contended, began with partisans at conservative magazines and think tanks, where tawdry stories about the Clintons were invented. Those rumors were then laundered through government officials and major media outlets.

As the Washington Post’s David Maraniss noted in 1998, it was modus operandi for the Clintons to deflect accusations of wrongdoing by blaming them on a “reckless conspiracy launched by desperate opponents.”3 This formula, as we’ll see, would become modus operandi for the entire American left.

Admittedly, as was the case with every president since George Washington, conspiracy theories attached themselves to the Clintons. The emergence of the internet guaranteed that those conspiracies spread faster and wider than ever before. The corrupt predilections of the Clintons imbued those theories with a bit more believability.

As it turned out, of course, the stories about Bill and Lewinsky were no “fantasy.” That, however, did not deter Hillary from spending the next three decades cautioning the country about the treachery that had been launched against her and her husband. During her presidential campaign in 2016, the former first lady warned that the vast right-wing conspiracy was not only alive but more dangerous and “better funded” than ever. New “multibillionaires” like the Koch brothers, Hillary cautioned, were funding the effort because they wanted “to control our country” and “rig the economy so they can get richer and richer.”

Clinton, who knew well that the libertarian Kochs—who supported, among many other issues, school choice for the poor and across-the-board tax cuts—opposed the candidacy of the populist Donald Trump, went on to say that there was “no doubt about who the players are, what they’re trying to achieve. . . . It’s real, and we’re going to beat it.”4

Alas, Hillary did not beat “it.” What she did was launch the most successful conspiracy theory in American political history.

Despite perceptions, Democrats are no strangers to political conspiracy mongering. During the Trump era, George W. Bush would be portrayed as the honorable head of a once-rational Republican Party, but during his presidency Democrats regularly accused him of colluding to further fascistic policies; of fighting wars in the Middle East for personal, monetary gain; and of running international schemes to bring the nation into ruin.

Alleging that Republicans harbored dreams of resurrecting Nazi policies harks back to the early 1960s, at least, when Arizona senator Barry Goldwater took the Republican nomination. “The stench of fascism is in the air,” then–California governor Pat Brown famously declared. The practice revved up after Ronald Reagan won the presidency. Democratic representative William Clay of Missouri warned that the Gipper was “trying to replace the Bill of Rights with fascist precepts lifted verbatim from Mein Kampf.”5

By the time W. won the presidency, the entire Democratic Party and its institutions were calling or intimating that the Republican president was a “crypto fascist.” Leftist megadonor George Soros wrote that the former Texas governor displayed the “supremacist ideology of Nazi Germany.”6 Democratic senator Robert Byrd of West Virginia said that Bush reminded him of Nazi propagandist Hermann Goering.7 (To be fair, as a former Klansman, Byrd probably knew a thing or two about Aryan supremacists.) “Bush the Despot” was the headline of a piece penned by Bill Clinton aide and Hillary confidant Sidney Blumenthal in 2005.8 An ad on MoveOn.org, then a powerful activist group, began with an image of Adolf Hitler morphing into President Bush with the tagline “What were war crimes in 1945 is foreign policy in 2003.”9

In those days, comparing a politician to a Nazi was still sort of big news. It would soon become the norm.

By the mid-2000s, the Democratic Party began drifting toward progressivism, a movement predicated on the belief of zero-sum economy ideas, where shadowy men control the fortunes of powerless citizens. The hard left infused the Democratic Party with an even more pronounced conspiratorial outlook.

Though progressive Howard Dean lost the nomination in 2004 to the institutional pick, John Kerry, his rise in the party—he would become chairman of the Democratic National Committee—was a harbinger for this new style of politics.

In a 2003 interview with NPR’s popular host Diane Rehm, Dean was asked what he made of President George W. Bush’s “suppressing” the independent investigation into the 9/11 terror attacks.10

Rehm, a longtime left-wing host on the tax-funded radio broadcast, was herself a dabbler in conspiracies. Only a few years later, the host would famously ask the socialist Bernie Sanders if he benefited from “dual citizenship with Israel,” a claim often used by antisemites to intimate a lack of patriotic loyalty.11 When a confused Sanders responded that he was not in possession of any such citizenship, Rehm assured him that she was working off a “list” of influential Jews in America, no doubt procured from some shady corner of the web.

In any event, in this instance, Dean explained to Rehm that he didn’t know for sure about the Saudis, but there were “many theories” being bandied about, and the most interesting one he’d heard was that President Bush “was warned ahead of time by the Saudis.”12

Dean, you see, was just asking questions, his defenders explained.

It was unsurprising that a few years earlier Dean was the first major Democrat to float the concept that Bush ignored tangible, actionable warnings from the Saudis about 9/11—a story that probably originated at World Socialist magazine.13 Perhaps that’s where Dean, at the time the most left-leaning presidential political candidate in postwar American history, latched on to the belief.

More interestingly, Dean’s comments garnered only scant media attention at the time, and not a single genuine denunciation from a Democratic Party leader. Dean “neither apologized nor repudiated himself for passing along this urban legend,” wrote the late conservative journalist Robert Novak at the time, nor was he asked to do so.14 Dean, as it turns out, was merely conveying the outlook of a significant bloc of the Democratic Party.

While researching this book, I noticed that most studies investigating 9/11 “trutherism” have connected the outlook to the extreme right wing. But that fact shouldn’t distract us from the fact that trutherism was, and probably is, quite popular on the mainstream left.

When an Ohio University poll for Scripps Howard asked Democrats in 2006, “How likely is it that people in the federal government either assisted in the 9/11 attacks or took no action to stop the attacks because they wanted the United States to go to war in the Middle East?,” 22.6 percent said it was “very likely” and another 28.2 percent said it was “somewhat likely.”15

Or in other words, over half of Democrats believed, or were open to believing, that the president probably had foreknowledge of the 9/11 attacks.

A 2007 Zogby poll found that 42 percent of Democrats believed that Bush had participated in the death of over three thousand Americans on 9/11 or let it happen for personal gain.16 That same year, then–Democratic congressman Keith Ellison, soon-to-be deputy DNC head, was still comparing the 9/11 attacks to the Reichstag Fire—the pretext for the Nazi takeover of Germany in 1933.17

The conspiracy theory about 9/11 did not recede with time. A 2016 Chapman University study would find that more than half of Americans still believed that the government was concealing what really happened in the 2001 attacks. Though the poll did not ask for party affiliation, it is almost surely the case, judging from history, that Democrats made up a larger percentage.18

Conspiracy theories about the Bush administration were incredibly popular in the 2000s. Let’s not forget director Michael Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11, a compendium of many of the well-worn myths of the age. Released in 2004, it offers a pristine example of old-fashioned conspiracizing, bundling a batch of disparate incidents and half-truths to tell an unfalsifiable tale of intrigue.

The “documentary” wasn’t screened for ex-hippies and anti-WTO Antifa types on campuses in Berkeley or Boulder, as similar leftist documentaries in the past. It was released widely by Miramax, at the time owned by the family-friendly Disney, and home to numerous indie hits. Just try to imagine an iconic American film company backing a movie about QAnon or the Rothschild weather machine. It would simply never happen.

Fahrenheit 9/11 begins by accusing Fox News of engineering Bush’s victory by prematurely calling the 2000 election. Moore, who found fame with his anticapitalist film Roger and Me, then alleges Florida officials were guilty of voter fraud—though no such scheme had ever been uncovered, much less prosecuted.

The movie then dives into darker conspiracies surrounding the Bush family’s connections to the Saudi Arabian theocracy. The Bushes’ oil concerns, Moore argued, were secretly funded by various Sunni Arab families, including the bin Laden family through intermediaries. The president, we learn, did not invade Afghanistan to avenge 9/11, but to enrich himself by building a natural gas pipeline to the Indian Ocean. And Osama bin Laden, believe it or not, was in on it.

Moore wasn’t alone. Numerous other works of pseudojournalism would emerge in the 2000s along these lines. Russ Baker, who had written for the New York Times and Washington Post, penned the bestselling Family of Secrets, alleging that the Bush family were also participants in the Watergate scandal and the assassination of John F. Kennedy. They got around.

Bush the warmonger both targeted Muslims and protected Islamic terror groups—which, let’s just say, was a heavy lift. Fahrenheit 9/11 is on par with something an imaginative conspiracy theorist on YouTube these days might pull together on his iPhone. The difference is that far from being ignored by critics or the public, it was a massive success.

Fahrenheit 9/11 was not only the top-grossing movie its opening weekend, making $23.9 million in the United States and Canada—more than most documentaries make in their entire existences—but it became the third most successful documentary in history, making over $221 million.19

The country’s best-known critic at the time, Roger Ebert, gave the documentary three and a half stars out of four, writing that Moore “brings a fresh impact to familiar material by the way he marshals his images.” The film was the first documentary to win the Palme d’Or in Cannes since oceanographer Jacques Cousteau won for the classic The Silent World in 1956. As of this writing, the film holds an approval rating of 82 percent on Rotten Tomatoes.

When Moore won the Oscar for his agitprop documentary Bowling for Columbine, he called Bush a “fictitious president” who had unleashed a war “for fictitious reasons” in Iraq, and got a standing ovation from the crowd.20

Filmmakers and artists still occasionally flirt with 9/11 trutherism. In the original cut of NYC Epicenters: 9/11–21-2021½, released in 2021 on HBO, Spike Lee gave prominent airtime to Truthers, treating them as equals to scientific experts. “The amount of heat that it takes to make steel melt, that temperature’s not reached,” the famous director told the New York Times.21 The same people who would feign horror at “birtherism,” the claim that Obama was not born in the United States, were participants in movements that put that conspiracy to shame. The main difference, one that will continue to dominate American media, was that Democrats were not asked repeatedly to dismiss these partisan fantasies or answer for them—despite its popularity among their constituents.

The left’s conspiratorial nature was tempered somewhat during the Obama years, since the left was again in charge.

Then again, when the populist libertarian Tea Party movement emerged as a political force, it was quickly framed as “AstroTurfed”—which is to say an orchestrated campaign made to look like a grassroots effort that actually had its string pulled by wealthy conservative puppet masters. There was little evidence that the organic demonstrations had anything to do with big funders, though big funders would try to jump on the bandwagon as the movement succeeded.

The Tea Party was regularly accused of acting “like terrorists,” as then–vice president Joe Biden reportedly put it.22 Nancy Pelosi lied that the movement was “carrying swastikas and symbols like that to a town meeting on health care.”23 Bestselling author and New York Times writer Thomas Friedman called the Tea Party the “Hezbollah faction”24 of the GOP, and his colleague Joe Nocera advised the conservatives to “put aside their suicide vests.”25

Unlike some of the Black Lives Matters or anti-Israel protesters, Tea Party activists had not once engaged in an act of political violence, much less terrorism.

During the Obamacare debates, Democrats framed opposition—which polls showed was most of the nation at the time—as a movement backed by Big Pharma (which had helped write Obamacare) intent on keeping the poor in destitution.

One progressive Democratic House member, Alan Grayson, held up a sign that read, “The Republican Health Care Plan: Die Quickly,” during a House floor speech.26

No Democrat, as far as I can tell, refuted this characterization.

The big conspiratorial topic during the Obama years was “birtherism,” the belief that Barack Obama wasn’t a natural-born U.S. citizen and thus was ineligible to be president. The left-wing media was perpetually fascinated that conservatives believed this allegedly racist story. There was endless polling and hundreds of pieces written about the harmful nature of birtherism and what it said about conservatives and the nation. Elected Republicans were incessantly implored to mobilize and quash the claim.

In truth, birtherism was given outsize importance. Yes, in 2011 Donald Trump, still nominally a member of the Reform Party, made it an issue. Until then, and later, no notable Republican of any consequence pushed birtherism. Senator Lindsey Graham called it “crazy.” Senator Marco Rubio said he was “more concerned with issues that are happening back here on planet Earth.”27 The then-editor of the influential RedState.com, Erick Erickson, banned “truthism” from the site’s community.28 Popular radio talk-show hosts like Mark Levin and Glenn Beck called it a myth. In 2008 GOP presidential candidate John McCain was booed for dismissing birtherism at a town hall meeting.29 In 2012 candidate Mitt Romney said “the citizenship test has been passed.”30

What most Americans might not recall is that like numerous other conspiracies adopted by the right, the roots of “birtherism” can be traced to the left.

The story probably goes back to Obama’s days in Chicago. It was likely Hillary Clinton’s supporters who began the widespread fueling of the claim, circulating anonymous emails contending that opponent Barack Obama had been born in Africa and not the United States.31 James Asher, former McClatchy Newspapers Washington bureau chief, claims Hillary’s hatchet man Sidney Blumenthal “strongly urged me to investigate the exact place of President Obama’s birth, which he suggested was in Kenya. We assigned a reporter to go to Kenya, and that reporter determined that the allegation was false.”32 (Blumenthal denied ever speaking to Asher about the issue.)

The media also conveniently forgets that the left liked to ratchet up similar questions about presidential eligibility. In 2008, Democrats began to make a big deal out of GOP presidential candidate John McCain’s birth to two American parents in the Panama Canal Zone. NBC News justice correspondent Pete Williams claimed that the Arizona senator’s candidacy was a “serious question with no clear answer.”33 The New York Times and Washington Post published numerous pieces about the nonissue.

Much the same thing occurred in 2016, after Texas senator Ted Cruz pulled off a surprising win in the Iowa Republican caucuses. Because of his birth in Calgary, Alberta, to a Cuban father and an American mother, suddenly the senator’s eligibility became a big topic of conversation. Donald Trump took up the Cruz birther conspiracy, as well.

Only days after Cruz’s win in Iowa, numerous stories about his eligibility appeared in major media outlets. Harvard Law School held a forum for two constitutional scholars to debate whether Cruz should be disqualified from the presidency.34

There were very clear answers, however: the Texas senator was as eligible as any other American citizen, including Barack Obama.

There is, incidentally, really nothing inherently wrong with asking questions about candidates. However, once those questions are answered, it is time to move on. It is almost surely the case that if a media-sanctioned iteration of birtherism would have emerged had either of those Republicans won, considering the left’s history of leaning into those questions when it suits their purposes. Almost surely, considering the disposition of modern Democrats, the answer is yes.

DEMOCRATS HAVE NEVER LOST A PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION, AND THEY NEVER WILL

You can run the best campaign. You can even become the nominee. And you can have the election stolen from you.

—HILLARY CLINTON35

For all their shrilling about “democracy” and election denialism, it should not be forgotten that the contemporary left has yet to accept the legitimacy of a presidential loss in the twenty-first century.

What am I saying? Democrats have barely accepted the legitimacy of any presidential election loss in the past fifty years. Past, present, or future, it doesn’t really matter, BlueAnon simply can’t live with the thought of Americans denying them power.

In March 2023, for instance, the New York Times published a long profile about a Texas Republican political operative named Ben Barnes.

Now in his mid-eighties, Barnes is alleged to have successfully sabotaged the reelection campaign of President Jimmy Carter back in 1980 at the behest of Ronald Reagan’s campaign.36 The retired politico told the Times he could “vividly” recollect being sent on a secret mission to the Middle East by his mentor, John B. Connally Jr., the former governor of Texas and then-Reagan advocate who “was running for secretary of state or secretary of defense.”

As the Times helpfully pointed out, “Mr. Carter’s best chance for victory was to free the 52 Americans held captive [by Iranian revolutionaries in Tehran] before Election Day.”

So, off went Barnes, purportedly to meet with “a host of regional leaders to deliver a blunt message to be passed to Iran: Don’t release the hostages before the election. Mr. Reagan will win and give you a better deal.” According to this little-known functionary, the plan worked. As the Times’ Peter Baker explained, Carter’s camp had “long suspected that Mr. [William] Casey or someone else in Mr. Reagan’s orbit sought to secretly torpedo efforts to liberate the hostages before the election.”

Once the Times embraces a story, it becomes canon on the American left. Thus the Barnes story was immediately regurgitated by scores of columnists and leftist intellectuals.

“Ronald Reagan’s ‘October Surprise’ Plot Was Real After All,” read the headline at popular progressive Jacobin magazine.37 “Lawmaker Confirms ‘October Surprise’ Plot to Sabotage Jimmy Carter’s Reelection,” a New York magazine piece recounted.38 “Revealed: the secret plot that brought down Jimmy Carter,” wrote the Telegraph.39 PBS ran an entire segment trying to convince themselves the idea was conceivable.40 “It’s All but Settled: The Reagan Campaign Delayed the Release of the Iranian Hostages,” said the New Republic.41

Pundits and journalists spread the story across social media, as well. James Fallows, who is not some fringe Substacker but rather an award-winning writer for the (once) prestigious Atlantic magazine, took to the web to contend that “OF COURSE” the Iranians, who were anti-Carter and pro–Ronald Reagan, had tried to manipulate the results.42

Carter was cheated out of the presidency. Even Reagan, one of the most popular presidents in American history, was only victorious because of a seditious plan to steal the election. The preordained leftward trajectory of American political life, consequently, was altered forever by the scheme. Another election stolen from its rightful party.

Times readers may not have been aware that Barnes’s story was knocking around in the media for decades. Leftist fictions do not die; they are merely repackaged. As the historian Daniel Pipes notes, the first person to theorize that Reagan engineered an “October surprise” by colluding with Iranian revolutionaries was the infamous conspiracy theorist Lyndon LaRouche. Just after the election in December 1980, his magazine Executive Intelligence Review cited Iranian sources and “top level intelligence sources in Reagan’s inner circle,” who claimed that former secretary of state Henry Kissinger was the dealmaker.43

LaRouche, incidentally, is typically portrayed by historians and media as an extension of right-wing nuttery. His politics, however, never followed any coherent (or sane) ideological arch. LaRouche, in fact, began his political life as a Trotskyist. His first presidential run was under the U.S. Labor Party banner in 1976. As proponents of nationalizing education and health care, among other decidedly left-wing positions, LaRouchites did quite well among Democratic constituents during the 1980s.44 So successful was his small army of proselytizers that national Democrats began to worry they might steal a consequential number of votes in certain districts.45

In any event, the Reagan-stole-the-1980-election theory would then be filtered up “a media food chain,” as Hillary Clinton might say, making the big time in 1991 when the same New York Times allocated nearly the entire editorial page to a piece authored by a former naval officer and foreign policy expert named Gary Sick, who contended that “individuals associated with the Reagan-Bush campaign of 1980 met secretly with Iranian officials to delay the release of the American hostages until after the U.S. election. For this favor, Iran was allegedly rewarded with a substantial supply of arms from Israel.”46 Sick expanded on his “covert political coup” theory in a book titled October Surprise: America’s Hostages in Iran and the Election of Ronald Reagan, which was published that year.

Let’s remember that George H. W. Bush was then president, and hanging this plot on his former boss would be politically beneficial for Democrats.

That said, in the 1990s there were still some mainstream journalists who valued professional ethics over partisan activism. Even left-leaning publications like the Village Voice, New Republic (at the time, still a respected center-left journalistic outfit), and others debunked Sick’s story. Newsweek, which had over three million readers at the time, concluded, after “interviews with government officials and other knowledgeable sources around the world,” that “the key claims of the purported eyewitnesses and accusers simply do not hold up.”47

On top of all that, there were not one but two congressional inquiries into the claim. A House committee, chaired by Democrat Lee Hamilton, found that there was “wholly insufficient credible evidence” of any communications between Reagan campaign officials and the Iranian government and “no credible evidence” that Republicans desired a delayed release of the hostages.48 Another 1992 Senate investigation found that “by any standard, the credible evidence now known falls far short of supporting the allegation of an agreement between the Reagan campaign and Iran to delay the release of the hostages.”49

Then, like now, however, the veracity of the conspiracy theory wasn’t the point. The point was feeding the perception that something was wrong to taint the election in the eyes of voters.

It worked. By 1994, a study by pollsters at the academic journal Political Psychology found that 55 percent of respondents believed it was “definitely” true or “probably” true that “Ronald Reagan and George Bush collaborated with the Iranians so that the American hostages would not be released until after the 1980 elections.” Only 34 percent of those asked believed it was “definitely” or “probably” false.50

Now, perhaps one day some intrepid reporter will uncover a memo that proves Barnes’s contentions were real. I highly doubt it. Because, like all good conspiracy theories, a story that is impossible to prove is also impossible to disprove. That is why journalists have an obligation to corroborate claims before spreading them.

As it stands, the Times spent little space grappling with alternative possibilities to the stolen-election speculation. It does not explain why Reagan would pick a Texan with so little clout or foreign policy experience to take on this astonishing task. It does not ponder why Sunni leaders in Egypt or Saudi Arabia or the Jewish politicians of Israel would trust, much less pass along, this extraordinary offer. It does not wonder why, if Barnes successfully dissuaded theocratic Iranian revolutionaries from releasing American hostages to help Reagan win, Connally was not offered secretary of state or secretary of defense jobs.

It is worth stressing the exceptionally poor quality of the New York Times’ journalism—because it is the same kind of shoddy “reporting” that is the earmark of BlueAnon.

Not only did the Times fail to provide a single contemporaneous witness to substantiate Barnes’s forty-three-year-old tale, but the paper did not provide a letter, not even scribbles on a notepad, or any voice recordings, nor bank record nor canceled check to corroborate the plot. The Times piece was loaded with conjecture and journalistic verbiage. It is the same formula it uses for an array of conspiracy theories, including the Russia Collusion hoax.

It is essentially impossible to imagine a major establishment newspaper running some far-fetched evidence-free conjecture about a Democratic president engaging in what amounts to sedition. Yet the Times opened its pages, spending thousands of words, relaying accusations that had no merit or proof. Because, as we’ll see, virtually any left-wing fantasy about an election being subverted by Republicans will merit, at the very least, a hearing from major left-wing journalistic institutions.

Then again, the revisionist stolen 1980 presidential election merely joins the stolen 2000 presidential election and the stolen presidential 2004 election and the stolen 2016 presidential election in the continuum of mythological events that have snatched elections from their rightful victors. The left can’t countenance losing. It is impossible for them to accept that voters, in full possession of their agency, faculties, and good sense, made a conscious decision to reject “progress.”

It’s gotta be something else.

2000

Despite his destructive legacy, left-wing revisionists like to place former vice president Al Gore in the pantheon of great statesmen, as a man who stepped aside to save the country from a prolonged, divisive battle that would undermine the public’s trust in elections. Gore’s story is often retold as a juxtaposition against Republican inflexibility and denialism of the 2020s.

It is a fable. Gore only walked away from the presidency after the Supreme Court deprived him of any other plausible, legal path to try to claim victory in Florida. Like Trump, he was left with no other choice.

At the time, the entire left was captured by an array of conspiracies—fed and nurtured by Democrats and a pliant media. The vice president, it should be remembered, relied on a slew of bizarre claims when refusing to concede the 2000 election, setting a precedent of attacking the integrity of the electoral system for personal gain, and then dragging the nation through an absurdly acrimonious constitutional crisis that was not grounded in any reality.

Despite ostensibly conceding, it should be remembered, Gore has never definitively accepted his loss. In 2002, he alleged he “would have won” if every vote in Florida was counted and that he “absolutely” believed he would become president after the ordered recount. Even as late as 2017, Gore was saying, “Actually, I think I carried Florida.”

The reality is that the courts did allow counting the Florida votes to finish in 2000. In every count, Bush won. It was Gore who then demanded selective recounts in the most heavily Democratic counties—without offering any genuine legal cause other than its being too close for his liking.

Imagine the reaction from the media if Trump demanded that Georgia or Pennsylvania recount only certain districts that possibly benefited him in 2020.

Democrats soon settled on the infamous “hanging or dimpled chads” hysteria, and the media went about finding allegedly confused voters who purported wrongly cast ballots, a claim that would never, and could never, be verified—though media also spread the unprovable rumor that Floridians, confused by the ballot, had accidentally voted for third-party candidate Patrick Buchanan.51

At the time, Gore’s lawyer Mark Herron instructed Democratic recount observers how to challenge Republican-heavy absentee ballots from U.S. military overseas.52 Ron Klain, the Gore campaign’s general counsel and later Joe Biden’s chief of staff, led the charge in trying to exclude military votes.53

As this went on, Gore and media outlets worked to delegitimize the results, knowing full well that, outside an unconstitutional revote, there would be no way to know. It was only then that Gore decided to throw it to the courts. That’s when seven U.S. Supreme Court justices agreed that there was an Equal Protection Clause violation when attempting to use different standards of determining the validity of votes. Then five of the justices decided that the law still mattered, finding that no constitutional grounds existed for ignoring state law allowing recounts to go past a December 12 deadline.

Only when all those legal options were exhausted, when there was no court to petition, and there was nothing left to gain, did Gore, like Trump, finally walk away.

Even if the U.S. Supreme Court had allowed a hand recount to go on, using the loosest
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“Agreat, great writer.”
—Rush Limhaugh
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