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CHAPTER 1
Defining Hysteria
What It Is . . . and What It Isn’t
Something momentous occurred on the morning of December 15, 2008—an event that was overlooked by the national press at the time and has gone largely unnoticed still. On that morning, a former Marine infantryman by the name of Kevin J. Murray filed a federal lawsuit in Michigan against the Treasury Department and the Federal Reserve, arguing that the government bailout of the insurance giant AIG violated the First Amendment of the Constitution. AIG was providing special types of financial products to Muslims that complied with the legal code of the Islamic religion, known as Sharia law. Now that AIG was funded by the government, Murray alleged, the government had violated the constitutionally mandated separation of church and state.
At the time, I was working as a reporter for US News & World Report, and the magnitude of the event wasn’t immediately apparent—to me or to anyone else. Murray’s claim was soon dismissed, and just as quickly forgotten. But as I read more about the case in the weeks after he filed suit, I began to see that something much deeper was at work.
Murray hadn’t initiated the lawsuit on his own—he was aided by a network of conservatives on the far right, and chief among them was the Thomas More Law Center, a public interest law firm that filed the lawsuit on his behalf. Murray’s lawyers clearly thought the suit was about much more than AIG alone. “Make no mistake,” declared Richard Thompson, the president and chief counsel for the center, “there is an internal cultural jihad underway against our great nation, and I fear that many of our political leaders are unwittingly complicit in it.” Others began to compare the lawsuit to a global fight against Islamic terrorism that was now being staged on two fronts. One was a violent struggle, which had been conducted overtly with hijacked planes and deadly roadside explosives, but the other battle was cultural—and was being waged in secret. This cultural war, they warned, had only now just gotten under way.
In the months after Murray first filed his suit, claims about the hidden threat of Sharia law began to slowly gather steam, moving from the fringes of American political discourse closer to the center stage. In March of 2009, for example, Fox News host Glenn Beck accused Harold Koh, the dean of Yale Law School and the Obama Administration’s nominee for the position of legal advisor to the Department of State, of supporting the rule of Sharia law over the US Constitution. But instead of dismissing these claims as outright absurd, others soon rallied to Beck’s cause. Prominent members of the GOP like Karl Rove and John Bolton, the former ambassador to the UN, began echoing versions of Beck’s accusations.
By the next year, Republicans in the Oklahoma legislature had introduced a measure to make the use of Sharia law illegal in the state. “This is a war for the survival of America,” Representative Rex Duncan, the politician behind the ballot measure, would say on national television. “It’s a cultural war, it’s a social war, it’s a war for the survival of our country.” In the following weeks and months, the movement would expand even further, winning over hundreds of state legislators, tens of thousands of grassroots supporters, and even a handful of members of Congress (as we will see in chapter 6). At the time of this writing, voters in nearly one in five states in the union have elected to ban Sharia law—an astonishing feat for any political movement, little less one premised upon demonizing the world’s second-largest religion.
Was this nascent political movement a new type of phenomenon in American politics? Or did it channel something essential, something common to more than our era alone? How did these seemingly wild claims—vilifying a religion with more than 1.6 billion adherents—fit into historical context? With these questions in mind, I began to research the forgotten movements of our nation’s political history—beginning with the dawn of the Revolution, and spanning to the present day—only to learn that there was much more to these accusations than meets the eye. Consider, for example, the following claim, from an 1835 volume written by Samuel F. B. Morse, the inventor of the single-wire telegraph, describing a Catholic conspiracy to overthrow the US government:
Foreign spies have clothed themselves in a religious dress, and so awe-struck are our journalists at its sacred texture, or so unable or unwilling to discern the difference between the man and his mask, that they start away in fear.

Or this claim, part of the 1892 platform of the Populist Party, focused on the widespread belief that American monetary policy was being set by an international syndicate of bankers:
A vast conspiracy against mankind has been organized on two continents, and it is rapidly taking possession of the world. If not met and overthrown at once it forebodes terrible social convulsions, the destruction of civilization, or the establishment of an absolute despotism.

Or this declaration from the 2010 bestselling book, The Grand Jihad, written by former federal prosecutor Andrew C. McCarthy, arguing that President Obama is in league with Islamic extremists, waging an ideological war against the United States from within:
A civilization fights to preserve itself or it dies. Has ours become so hollow, such a pale imitation of its former self? Do we lack the capacity even to speak of the evils arrayed against us? Have we become so cowardly that our censure is reserved for our saviors, not our pillagers? The conspirators are banking on it.

While any one of these statements could have been pronounced at the height of McCarthyism in the early 1950s, these quotations were uttered several decades apart. As Mark Twain is said to have put it, history may not repeat itself, but it sure does rhyme. And in each case, huge portions of the American public bought into these accusations—not indefinitely, to be sure, but for a time.
A closer look at American history reveals that there is a marked trend underlying these claims. Every few decades, a striking political phenomenon emerges, based upon the fear that a secret network has infiltrated American society and threatens destruction from the inside. Even more fascinating is the fact that this type of movement is not relegated to the fringes of the political arena—it routinely takes center stage. Wide swaths of the American public, its leaders, and its intellectuals buy into the conspiracy theory, ready to sacrifice whatever they must—basic constitutional rights, for example—to keep the internal enemy at bay. Stranger still is the fact that the history of this tendency remains largely unexplored, in both the academic literature and in the popular press.
What explains this phenomenon? This book seeks to illustrate, through five separate examples, stretching from the 1790s to today, that America’s sense of self-identity routinely comes under pressure, with the result that certain groups confront a loss in status. Engaging in political hysteria is how these groups seek to get it back. The following pages will detail stories of blacklists and scapegoating, conspiracies and cover-ups—tales that follow a similar shape and contour throughout American history. By looking at a handful of these movements, a startlingly recognizable pattern will emerge, one that sheds light on the state of American politics and identity today.
[image: image]
But first, a note about the expression “hysteria” itself. Hysteria is a psychological term, used throughout history to describe different types of psychological illnesses, usually in the broadest terms. The word has its origins in the Greek term for “uterus,” symbolizing the animal spirit women carried that craved children and created life. In ancient times, women who came down with fits of panic or rage were often described as hysterical—as having become possessed by their uterine spirit. The word has been used repeatedly to describe all sorts of mental ailments ever since, ailments that the best scientific minds of the day were unable to understand. Witchcraft, panic attacks, depression, sexual anxiety—all of these have been described as hysteria at different periods of time.
So too has this vague term been used to describe mass psychological phenomena, though again with little precision. Social trends throughout the last few hundred years have been labeled as “mass hysteria” when groups of people make the same senseless, and usually impulsive, decisions. The supposed epidemic of suicides in young European men after the publication of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s 1774 novel, The Sorrows of Young Werther, in which the young protagonist brings his own life to an end, was described as an epidemic of hysteria. In the late 1930s, a New York radio station aired an all-too-convincing story about an invading army from Mars. Thousands of distressed listeners took to the streets, vacating their homes and panicking as if the apocalypse was near. This episode, too, was referred to as hysteria.
This book, however, aims at something different. In the following pages, I will use the term “hysteria” to refer to a specific type of political phenomenon, with specific features and common characteristics—a phenomenon that I will spend much of this introductory chapter defining. Unlike in past instances, I will not use the term to describe the psychological states of those who lead these types of movements, nor will I use the term to describe the psychological states of their followers. Here hysteria is a strictly political term, meant to describe American political movements—though there is no reason it could not be applied to movements in other countries as well. This is a book about American history, after all, and I leave the international dimensions of this analysis to others.
So just where, exactly, does the story of political hysteria begin? Like so many tales about America, this one begins not on American soil, but in France.
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Our story starts with Gustave Le Bon. Le Bon was a French doctor by trade, but it was his philosophical writings that would earn him renown and, at the age of thirty-five, enough money to stop working. Free from the standard concerns of daily life, Le Bon used the interlude from his professional life wisely, traveling the world, indulging his intellect, and learning about the latest scientific theories. Of all the theories in vogue, what struck Le Bon the most was the idea of the “unconscious,” a theory of growing popularity in the 1890s, the decade that would turn out to be one of the most important of Le Bon’s intellectual career. The unconscious was thought to be a mental force hidden from our minds, one that could affect what we think and how we feel without our knowing it. It explained how, despite the growing role of reason and of science in modern society, human beings still behaved in irrational ways. It would be a seminal theory, shaping the works of Sigmund Freud and Carl Gustav Jung, two of the most important figures in modern psychology. But for Le Bon, the theory of the unconscious also explained something different, something far more important than the operating principles of one single human mind: He thought that it governed the way that societies functioned at large.
And how did Le Bon come to this conclusion? Horses.
One of Le Bon’s greatest fascinations had been the training of horses, about which he studied and wrote extensively. Le Bon had learned from horses that reason was less a matter of intelligence and more a matter of the forces of psychology—simple repetition, for example, could drastically alter the way horses thought. But Le Bon also noticed something else: Horses behaved differently when they were in groups, that the mind of one horse seemed to unconsciously affect the minds of the others. One rebellious horse, for example, could change the disposition of the entire group, even if none of the horses had been rebellious previously. Le Bon called this effect “mental contagion,” in which the disposition of one horse spread to the others through the unconscious, somewhat like a contagious disease.
Soon Le Bon began to apply this idea to humans, and to human society. He found fame in this approach with the publication of The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind in 1895. The book was a seminal work in collective psychology, and in the study of society at large—one that continues to shape the thinking of psychologists, political scientists, and sociologists to this day. Here, for example, is how Le Bon believed crowds worked: First, as the individual begins to identify with the crowd, he becomes anonymous. Then, as more and more members of the crowd gain anonymity, the crowd becomes its own sort of entity, with its own form of collective unconscious. Lastly, the individual surrenders his own identity to the crowd, losing consciousness of his own behavior and acting without the constraints of logic or responsibility.
Le Bon had one more key insight, one that explains how groups of otherwise rational humans could act in astoundingly irrational ways: The crowd operates according to its lowest common denominator. According to Le Bon, the least intelligent member of the crowd sets the standard for the actions of the entire group; it was as if a crowd is composed of a chain of human intellects, and “higher” thoughts would fail to transmit at intellectual weak points in the chain. What the crowd could understand were the thoughts that every one of its members could grasp. In this way, the crowd was a deeply ominous force in society. It wasn’t just the triumph of the collective over the individual, but the triumph of our basest impulses over our highest ones. The crowd was an outlet for human beings’ most animalistic desires.
The explanatory power of Le Bon’s theory was astounding. Le Bon explained, in the language of the psychological theories of the day, how groups of otherwise rational individuals could come together and act like uncivilized animals. These concerns were very real in the 1890s. Academics had spent the last century attempting to understand how the French Revolution, a political movement explicitly dedicated to reason and democracy, had given way to widespread public chaos. One of the most potent symbols of the French Revolution, after all, had been the guillotine, not the ballot box. Other instances of barbarism dotted the nineteenth century too—riots, pogroms, lynchings, and the like.
What made Le Bon’s theory even more relevant was that, by the time of the 1890s, the masses—as opposed to less populous elite classes—were gaining more and more responsibility in countries throughout the West. In the United States, for example, African Americans and immigrants had become an increasingly large political constituency. By 1920, just a few decades off, women would be able to vote. “The entry of the popular classes into political life,” wrote Le Bon, “is one of the most striking characteristics of our epoch of transition.” How crowds functioned would thus determine the future of society, and Le Bon’s pessimistic account was cause for great concern. If Le Bon was right, the twentieth century would be marked by the rise of mob mentality and senseless violence would soon ensue. Less than two decades before World War I, and four from the outbreak of World War II, these predictions were not so far off.
But Le Bon’s account operated at the most abstract levels. It explained how otherwise rational individuals could come together to behave irrationally—a sort of baseline explanation for episodes that resembled political hysteria, but a very crude one nonetheless. It did not explain, for example, how these individuals united to form political constituencies, nor did it explain the motivations behind these groups or their timing. Why, for example, were some people attracted to irrational crowds while others were not? And it is here that Richard Hofstadter comes in.
A professor of history at Columbia University, Hofstadter blended Le Bon’s focus on mass psychology with a deep understanding of American history and culture. His account of political hysteria would ultimately revolutionize the way that academics and journalists think about episodes of political hysteria to this day.
Hofstadter had watched the rise and fall of McCarthyism in the early 1950s from his perch at Columbia, but it was during the elections of 1952 that the subject of political psychology caught Hofstadter’s eye. The election pitted the intellectual Democrat Adlai Stevenson against the plainspoken Dwight Eisenhower. And though Eisenhower won by a landslide, as was predicted, what surprised Hofstadter was what he called the “anti-intellectualism” of the American public—that Stevenson was not simply disliked for his pointed intelligence, but widely hated. There was something cultural about Stevenson’s loss, Hofstadter thought, something beyond politics alone. What Hofstadter saw in the 1952 elections was a complete rejection of the academic class, and this intrigued him as much as it stung.
And so Hofstadter began one of the most productive stretches of his career, attempting to analyze the irrationalities of American politics. Why, for example, would Americans reject some of the most intelligent members of society, simply because of their intelligence? As Hofstadter looked to McCarthyism, which would begin to implode around 1954, he saw a similar type of irrationality at work. Why had the anti-communists been more focused on the threat of domestic communism, when a much more dire threat actually existed in the foreign policy arena? How could these political movements be so clearly irrational, and so clearly self-defeating, and yet gain widespread success?
The answer, Hofstadter believed, rested partially on timing and partially on psychology. First, Hofstadter thought that episodes of political hysteria only occurred during periods of economic booms. During booms, he argued, different classes of American society are freed from more materialistic worries—from concerns about taxes and economic policy, for example—and are able to engage in status politics. In status politics, social classes compete against each other for dominant positions in society, seeking influence and positions of power. Status politics is less about the competition for wealth, and more about the competition for prestige, generally defined as the approval, respect, or admiration accorded to one group by other members of society—a crucial concept for Hofstadter, and one that will be key to understanding the movements outlined in the pages to come. Whereas in class politics groups compete for economic resources, in status politics groups compete for prestige. Throughout the course of status competition, some classes win big, some lose big, and others fall in between. Hofstadter asserted that it is the losing classes that engage in the scapegoating and irrationality that characterized periods like McCarthyism. Driving periods of mass hysteria were thus some type of group-based social concerns. The groups that were lower on the totem pole, that had lost social prestige, were the ones most likely to engage in this type of hysteria.
But Hofstadter also thought there was more than timing alone to these periods of mass irrationality. He thought there was an element of psychology as well, and here is where he introduced his famous term “the paranoid style in American politics,” first in a lecture and later in a book by that same name. The “paranoid style” was a political disposition that he thought afflicted segments of American society, one that caused certain Americans to see politics as a clash between good and evil, and one in which compromise—the cornerstone of democracy—became all but impossible. The paranoid American “does not see social conflict as something to be mediated and compromised, in the manner of the working politician,” wrote Hofstadter. “Since what is at stake is always a conflict between absolute good and absolute evil, the quality needed is not a willingness to compromise but the will to fight things out to a finish. Nothing but complete victory will do.”
It was thus much more than simple status politics that was at work in periods of hysteria. For Hofstadter, hysteria came about when periods of economic success aligned with a specific group’s loss in social status—with the “paranoid” Americans’ decline on the societal totem pole. As with genetic diseases, specific groups of Americans were “at risk” for hysteria, in Hofstadter’s view. When these predisposed groups suffered a loss in status during periods of economic growth, periods of political hysteria would soon ensue.
[image: image]
A blending of Le Bon and Hofstadter’s views has become the dominant explanation for periods of political hysteria, and widely persists to this day. This “traditional account” of hysteria focuses on collective psychology, explaining periods of political hysteria as the product of mob mentality among the declining classes.
And yet for all the genius behind Le Bon and Hofstadter’s views, there is one major problem with their combined approach: The traditional account gets hysteria wrong.
Indeed, this traditional account obscures the actual factors behind political hysteria, and as I will contend in the pages that follow, hides its true importance. This failure has significant implications for an understanding of the processes at work in political hysteria—and for understanding American history itself. The rest of this chapter will outline the basic tenets of my theory of political hysteria, before turning to the stories themselves.
We begin by highlighting the most problematic aspect of the traditional account. That problem? The traditional account treats hysteria as the result of mob mentality, rather than national politics, and in this respect it is deeply mistaken. For the truth is that theories of mob mentality are better fit for explaining riots after football games than for explaining national political movements. “Crowds don’t have central nervous systems,” according to Clark McPhail, an emeritus professor of sociology at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, hinting at why the traditional account can only go so far when applied to national politics. Crowds simply cannot be analyzed as if they had a collective mind. So too do episodes of hysteria differ from mob mentality. Each episode is made up of coalitions of individuals, each with diverging needs and differing worldviews. Each is prone to factionalism. And each is ultimately rooted in political concerns.
Yet the traditional account of hysteria still dominates, and this book aims to correct this mistaken reading. It aims to show how political hysteria provides a window into American society, functioning as a sort of bellwether into the larger forces at work. Indeed, hysteria holds the key not just to understanding periods of so-called political irrationality, but to American politics and its history as a whole. Hysteria, at its core, boils down to an argument about group identity—it is a way of defining who we are by defining whom we are against. From this vantage point, there are two key points to understanding how political hysteria works. The first is that hysteria arises at times of profound change in America’s national identity. The second is that each movement is focused on an outside threat. For those less interested in the theoretical underpinnings of political hysteria than in the characters and dramas that make up the movement’s history, you will be forgiven for turning straight to the stories of the episodes themselves, starting with chapter 2. In the meantime, we will begin with hysteria’s connection to national identity.
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America’s national identity has not been forged easily, nor has it ever been static. National identity is the “glue” that holds the country together, a common vision behind which Americans unite. It is affirmed and reaffirmed in popular culture, political speeches, patriotic songs, and in books and magazine articles. National identity is a tricky thing, for in one sense it is a pure abstraction, a series of arguments about what it means to be an American. Yet in another sense, it is very real: Millions of individuals help shape America’s national identity every day, in the way a gun owner proudly cleans the barrel of his shotgun, for example, or when an immigrant tries to hide her accent in the checkout line at the grocery store. National identity is ultimately what America has gone to war to defend. It is, in essence, a process—and a fluid one at that.
Changes in America’s national identity are constantly taking place—some subtly, others more overt—for this is precisely how national identity works. When the country was founded, for example, blacks were not perceived to actually be “American”—in most states they were expressly barred from exercising any political rights, both freed and slave alike. In 1862, President Lincoln would tell a delegation of free blacks visiting the White House to go back to Africa. A century later, though not without much struggle and bloodshed, the civil rights movement would change the nation, spelling the end for legalized segregation, and leading to huge advancements in the legal, economic, and social rights of African Americans. Nearly fifty years after that, an African American would be elected to the most powerful political office in the country—and this is just the most extreme example of these shifts.
So what, exactly, does America’s national identity look like? Essentially, it can be summed up in three main arguments, each of which has been used throughout our history to define what the “United States” represents—what, in effect, keeps the United States united. Think of these arguments as “ingredients” in the American “recipe,” as three separate stories—sometimes overlapping, sometimes contradicting—that Americans have told themselves to explain who they are. Each argument is crucial to understanding movements of political hysteria and can be summed up in the following phrase: Americanism is based on Community, Descent, and Equality, or ABCDE for short.
Community acknowledges that America comprises a patchwork of local entities, and that smaller allegiances often come before national ones. Call it a product of federalism or republican ideals, community is at its core a pragmatic argument about America’s national identity, for it has allowed the country the room to compromise over some of its grander principles. A nation made up of local allegiances, after all, permits its communities to make decisions that might contradict each other on a larger scale—decisions like, for example, whether to abolish slavery. Under this view, communities in the North could put aside their differences with their Southern neighbors, at least in the short term, on the theory that regional disagreements needed to be subjugated to other, more pressing national concerns. For the first hundred years of the country’s existence, this was the dominant view of American identity—that America’s national identity was more local than national, more a patchwork of differing identities than one cohesive whole. For this reason community is a weak argument, precisely because it allows local identities to trump national interest. Before the Civil War, for example, Americans routinely referred to the US as “these United States,” using the plural to emphasize local allegiances over national ones. By the end of the war, Americans would begin to use the singular “the United States,” indicating that after nearly a hundred years of the country’s existence, they were now finally part of one America, and it was around this time that community began to wane. A strong national identity, forged by years of profound physical and ideological struggle, began to set in.
If community no longer provides a sufficiently broad umbrella for national identity, what about the argument for descent, that it is ultimately the identity of our forbearers that makes us who we are? Since this argument defines Americans according to certain criteria of race, religion, or ethnicity, it is usually associated with the racist elements of American society and periods when blacks, Native Americans, Catholics, Asians, and Jews, among others, were excluded from playing an equal role in American society. And this is surely true. Most of the arguments for descent have emphasized the white Anglo-Saxon’s place in American history, and they have been used to exclude immigrant or nonwhite populations. But descent has also been used to emphasize Americans’ European roots in less overtly racist ways. The modern version of descent, for example, focuses on Judeo-Christian values as central to America’s national identity, and many American politicians, in both the Democratic and Republican parties, have gone on record defending one or another version of this argument.
Finally, we might argue—and it is this argument that modern Americans are most familiar with—that what we most share in common is the belief in certain ideals, like opportunity and liberty, embodied in the Declaration of Independence and the Bill of Rights, and that these ideals apply to all of us equally by virtue of our Americanness. It was in defense of this principle of egalitarianism, for example, that President Woodrow Wilson once told a group of new citizens that being an American meant harboring allegiance “to no one” in particular, but rather to “a great ideal, to a great body of principles, to a great hope.” Today, we define our national identity in terms of equality, and our contemporary political debates are largely focused on just what this means—it is generally framed by liberals as equal opportunity for all Americans (and associated with social welfare programs), while conservatives generally focus on equal access to universal freedoms (associated with the “small government” approach). What I call equality here is also known as the American Creed, a term first popularized by the sociologist Gunnar Myrdal in the 1940s. Some contemporary thinkers, however, argue that nations need more than mere common values to forge an identity—they need things like race, ethnicity, and geography—and this has been the case for most of American history as well. It is only in the last half of the twentieth century that equality has come to play such a defining role in our national identity.
These three main building blocks of America’s national identity—community, descent, and equality—have been used throughout the country’s history to create a common vision about what it means to be an American, and to unite America’s myriad groups behind one national ideal. Each element’s role has waxed and waned as the country evolved, as national crises like the Civil War or the civil rights movement brought out contradictions in Americans’ shared self-image. The proportion of each element in America’s national identity has, in short, shifted over time.
But just how, exactly, does America’s national identity change?
Put simply, if national identity boils down to a series of arguments about what holds the country together, then all it takes to change the nation’s identity is new arguments and new believers—a shift, for example, from community and descent to an identity that emphasizes equality. Politicians change the way they talk about America, journalists and academics emphasize new values, and the American public supports these changes.
A defining feature of this view of the shaping of national identity is that different groups may subscribe to varied notions about what it means to be an American—and indeed, they often do. Because forging a national identity is a process, there is room for competing arguments among groups. One period’s conception of American identity might then manifest varying levels of tension. And the competing arguments offered by various groups are frequently connected to their own social status, to their own vision of their place in American society. To use the most striking example, the slave owner’s vision of America was intimately connected to his own level of social prestige, and America’s move toward greater equality in the aftermath of the Civil War undercut his standing in society. But this is also the case with groups that have less overtly at stake. Historically, for example, Christian groups have placed great weight on the declaration that America is “a Christian nation” as a way of ensuring their group’s prestige and maintaining its dominance—and many such groups continue to do so today. In this way, status politics and national identity are deeply entwined. America’s national identity is the ultimate codification of group prestige, an ever-shifting battleground in which groups vie for influence and approval on the national stage.
This means that when American national identity comes under pressure, certain groups will find that their vision of America’s identity is no longer compatible with the rest of society’s—just like the slave owners during the Civil War. The sociologist Joseph Gusfield called groups like American slave owners “doomed classes.” During periods of profound change, he wrote, “social systems and cultures die slowly, leaving their rear guards behind to fight delaying action. . . . The dishonoring of their values is a part of the process of cultural and social change.” It is precisely these groups that form the constituencies for movements of political hysteria. Hysteria is the way America’s “doomed classes” confront their loss of prestige.
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If political hysteria arises at times of abrupt ruptures in America’s sense of itself as a nation, then it makes sense why such movements appear when they do—not simply in periods of economic booms, but when changes in national identity spur some groups to try to reclaim their declining prestige.
But what do such movements look like in the flesh? What marks their rhetoric? And what do their followers actually believe? The answer relates to a shared sense of threat. At times of profound shifts in America’s national identity, a loss of prestige poses a very real threat to certain groups, one that helps motivate a movement’s supporters to take action. The dilemma for such movements, however, is that the threat is usually philosophical. It is cultural. It is an idea. It is ultimately intangible. And this is a big problem for political movements. Political movements are, after all, constructed through mobilization—they are built by convincing their constituents of the specific need to act. But it is hard to rally supporters around an invisible threat, around an abstract ideal, no matter how damaging the threat might be. It wasn’t Nazism that Americans fought during World War II, for example—it was the Nazis.
Political hysteria overcomes this difficulty by projecting real threats onto symbolic threats, by creating a physical stand-in to symbolize the harm its constituency is actually confronting. Symbolic threats come in the form of outside groups or secret organizations—and the more conspicuous, the more compelling. Ethnic and religious groups, for example, have both served as symbolic threats for movements of political hysteria. The most persuasive symbols tend to be groups with powerful leaders and an operating ideology that is new or different, one that’s easy to paint as an alien danger. The very act of labeling a group’s ideology as alien, after all, can highlight what’s indigenous and familiar to everyone else around. But there is more to symbolic threats than their foreign nature, just as there is more to political hysteria than xenophobia alone. Successful symbolic threats must be fashioned into compelling explanations for the real threat that Americans are actually facing—that a secret group of communists, for example, is manipulating American foreign policy, as was widely believed during the height of McCarthyism, based on American missteps abroad that seemed to favor the Soviet Union and a communist-like program of domestic welfare at home. The more conceivable the explanation, and the more plausible the connection between the symbolic and real threats, the more successful the hysteria will be.
Yet again, however, it is worth emphasizing that this explanation is not meant to serve as a psychological diagnosis of the supporters of movements of hysteria, as if they were projecting childhood traumas from the distant past. This type of psychological analysis has plagued past attempts at understanding political hysteria, and is precisely what we are trying to avoid in these pages. The projection from real to symbolic threats is merely meant to illustrate the appeal such movements wield among their followers, and the explanatory powers that movements of hysteria hold. It is precisely because such threats are symbolic, that they stand for something much greater, that seemingly illogical arguments are able to play such a forceful role on the national political stage. Similarly, this is not to say that a movement’s members do not actually believe the conspiracy theories they peddle—as we will see in the following pages, many of the members of the movements explored in this book actually believed in the righteousness of their cause, as if nothing less than the fate of the world depended on it. While it is doubtful that McCarthy actually believed the charges he made, for example, the same cannot be said for many of his supporters.
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At this point, we have overviewed the traditional account of political hysteria and the main reasons it leads us astray. We highlighted the way that America’s national identity is formed from a series of overlapping arguments. We have shown how America’s identity changes, how these changes create “doomed classes,” and how political hysteria arises from these doomed groups’ status concerns. And we outlined the connection between the real threats underlying each movement and the symbolic threat that each movement is purportedly focused upon. We have, in essence, explained why hysteria arises and what it looks like when it does. But what makes political hysteria different from other types of mainstream political movements? And how can we tell if a seemingly irrational movement is political hysteria or something else? These are intriguing questions, and the answers lie in comparing political hysteria to the general phenomenon it is most often confused with: political extremism.
Political scientists talk about extremism in a variety of ways. Some define extremism as the advocacy of violence over political compromise. Others plot segments of society across the political spectrum, and define extremism as any political movement that occurs on the far ends of that spectrum. The crucial point in all such notions lies in the fact that labeling a group as “extremist” marginalizes that group’s role in the wider political discourse. To call a group “extremist” is to say that it occurs on the fringes of society, far outside the mainstream. The violent political movements of the 1960s and 1970s, such as the Weather Underground or the Black Panthers, were clearly extremist movements, as are many of the anti-government “Patriot” movements of today. They were rooted in the fringes of American politics, with relatively few adherents. And in this sense, they were clearly extreme.
At first blush, political hysteria seems quite similar to general political extremism. Both types of movements, after all, share a fascination with conspiracies, and they often take the form of crusades. To an outsider, both types of movements always seem irrational. But political hysteria isn’t your ordinary flavor of political extremism—it is a specific brand of extremism. And that is because political hysteria does not erupt on the fringes of the political spectrum, as do other extreme movements, but rather it occurs in the mainstream. Movements of hysteria garner a widespread following. Key members of society turn out in support, state and national legislatures become infused with the movement’s rhetoric, and huge swaths of the public subscribe to the movement’s worldview. At the peak of McCarthyism, for example, 50 percent of the American public supported the senator and his witch hunts. This was no marginal phenomenon. Other movements of hysteria have followed the same pattern, moving from the fringes of political discourse to the center, with varying levels of success.
Another key feature of political hysteria is the way it treats the groups that make up its symbolic threat. When movements of political hysteria reject a group, for example, they generally do not espouse violence against that group, as most extremist movements usually do. Rather, they will attempt to prevent its members from playing a meaningful role in the formation of American identity, to denigrate their place in society, and ultimately to lessen their prestige. And this, after all, makes sense. Because political hysteria is ultimately about restoring each movement’s vision of America’s national identity, the movement’s major aims are confined to the realm of status concerns. Political hysteria is not generally about physical expulsion, but about recapturing one group’s role in America’s identity by denigrating the role of another. It is ultimately about regaining social prestige.
The life span of each movement is another unique feature of political hysteria. Unlike most forms of extremism, which dwell at the margins of society for extended periods of time, hysteria flares up and dies out rather quickly, at least in relation to the threat it arose to purportedly confront. Political hysteria, as a mainstream phenomenon, is ultimately a transient one. It is as if a violent storm had swept through, the dark clouds vanished, and the perpetrators of the episode suddenly disgraced—despite the fact that the major threats continue to exist, such as the Soviet Union in the case of McCarthyism. The Soviet menace, after all, continued to confront the United States, both inside and out, for roughly four decades after McCarthyism’s downfall. “The American people always see through a counterfeit,” Harry Truman once quipped, it just “takes a little time.”
Political hysteria occurs time and time again throughout American history, and it is a deeply disturbing phenomenon at that, with grave consequences to our laws and our freedoms. Movements of political hysteria routinely isolate and harm the most vulnerable among us, most commonly recent immigrants and minorities, inflicting long-term economic pain that can last generations. For each of the five episodes of political hysteria that I explore in the following chapters, I will look at the particular threat the movement rose to confront, its claims for who was to blame, the tools used to accomplish its ends, and how successful it was in convincing more Americans of its arguments over a longer period of time. The ultimate aim of this book is to describe not simply what political hysteria is, but how and why it is so successful, so that its past instances may be more fully understood and its future dangers avoided. But there is much more to political hysteria than can be described in this introductory chapter alone. Indeed, the real key to understanding the strange and fascinating tale of political hysteria lies in the stories of the five movements that fill the subsequent pages—in the characters and personalities that mark each episode, and in the stories of crime and intrigue at the heart of each movement. Our first begins on May 9, 1798.




CHAPTER 2
America’s First Time
Jedidiah Morse and the Anti-Illuminati Movement
May 9, 1798, was much more than an ordinary weekday in the life of the newborn republic, and much more than an ordinary spring day at one Charlestown, Massachusetts, church. Just six weeks earlier, President John Adams, then only one year into his presidency, had declared the day a time of national fast and prayer, urging Americans to come together and atone for their communal sins. “The United States of America are at present placed in a hazardous and afflictive situation by the unfriendly disposition, conduct, and demands of a foreign power,” declared Adams, referring to France. The former American ally had just begun seizing US ships—hundreds of them—in response to the United States’s support for Great Britain, now at war with France for its fifth straight year. Adams asked that the nation’s citizens pray that the conflict with France, later referred to as the “Quasi-War,” not be allowed to worsen.
And so priests and worried citizens across the country gathered together to spend their day in prayer and contemplation. But for one New England pastor by the name of Jedidiah Morse, national fast day was about much more than mere prayer. To the parishioners who crowded the pews of the First Congregational Church of Charlestown, Massachusetts, that day, the tall reverend with beady eyes and powdered, silken hair would offer not just an explanation for the chaos that threatened to engulf the newborn nation—he would also offer a cure.
Today was a “day of trouble, of reviling and blasphemy,” proclaimed the thirty-six-year-old minister. “Our newspapers teem with slander and personal invective and abuse. Our rulers, grown grey, many of them, in the service of their country . . . are yet stigmatized continually.” The future, said Morse, was bleak, but it was not without hope. At least, not yet.
A secret network of conspirators had been operating within the country for years, he declared. “It is part of a deep-laid and extensive plan, which has for many years been in operation in Europe.” From this plan “we may trace that torrent of irreligion, and abuse of every thing good and praise-worthy, which, at the present time, threatens to overwhelm the world.” Morse, in short, had stumbled upon a conspiracy so immense, involving so many foreigners, that it threatened the very existence of the nation. And now, for the first time, he was willing to utter its name on American shores. The conspiracy, he declared, stemmed from an international society known as the Illuminati.
Morse went on to blame the Illuminati for everything from the French Revolution in Europe, which had begun nearly ten years earlier in 1789, to the political divisions in the United States. Loyal Federalist and supporter of President Adams that he was, it stood to reason that the political opposition, spearheaded by Thomas Jefferson and intellectuals like Thomas Paine, were members of the Illuminati as well. And so did Morse’s sermon veer from an international conspiracy theory to one with domestic political ends. If America’s
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