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The ecumenicism of hatred is a great breaker-down
of precise intellectual discriminations.

—RICHARD HOFSTADTER,
THE PARANOID STYLE IN AMERICAN POLITICS
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INTRODUCTION
Birthers, Birchers, and Death Panels

On February 18, 2010, The New York Times ran a story about a significant undercurrent within the Tea Party movement. “Urged on by conservative commentators,” it said, “waves of newly minted activists are turning to once-obscure books and Web sites and discovering a set of ideas long dismissed as the preserve of conspiracy theorists.… In this view, Mr. Obama and many of his predecessors (including George W. Bush) have deliberately undermined the Constitution and free enterprise for the benefit of a shadowy international network of wealthy elites.”

It wasn’t exactly news to me. In the fall of 2009, I published a book called Cults, Conspiracies, and Secret Societies. I had written it to satisfy my curiosity about, as one of my blurbers put it, “the wilder reaches of human belief”—and, more particularly, about totalizing systems of thought and faith, a subject I had become interested in while I was researching my previous book, ’Isms & ’Ologies. By the time I finished writing it, I’d learned all I thought I’d ever need to know about the New World Order and its demonic financiers, from the Templars of the twelfth century to the Illuminati, the Elders of Zion, and the Bilderberg elites today.

I delivered Cults to my publisher just after Election Day 2008. When the copyedited manuscript came back to me in January, I couldn’t help noticing that the controversy about the president-elect’s birth certificate wasn’t fading; in fact, it was beginning to gain some real traction. I considered adding a paragraph or two to bring the book up to date but after due reflection decided that references to such a transitory political derangement might just as easily date it. “Who will remember any of this in six months?” I thought.

Had I ventured to define birtherism back then, I would have called it the wishful notion, cherished by a hard core of Obama haters, that he is a citizen of Kenya or Indonesia and hence ineligible to be president. Birthers believe that a sinister cabal created a false identity for Obama that would enable him to be elected president despite his foreign birth, one that was sophisticated enough to pass muster at the highest levels yet so shoddy that anyone with a modem and a few minutes to spare could crack it. His Social Security number, for example, had originally been assigned to a Connecticut resident who was born in the 1890S,1 and it was just one of the dozens that Obama was purported to have used;2 the computer-generated short-form birth certificate that he did provide was said to lack the raised seal that would have ensured its authenticity. And why, they asked (until April 27, 2011, when he did), didn’t he release the handwritten long-form certification of live birth that was signed by the doctor who delivered him?a Such a conspiracy would have required either supernatural forethought or time travel, as not only is a birth certificate with a raised seal and signature3 on file in Hawaii’s office of vital records but contemporaneous announcements of Obama’s birth were printed in two Honolulu newspapers.4

But citizen or not, who’s to say that Obama’s not a Communist sleeper, a Manchurian candidate who wasn’t just destined for the presidency but literally bred for it? Lisa Schiffren—who made her name writing speeches for Dan Quayle when he was vice president, most famously the one that attacked television’s Murphy Brown for having a child out of wedlock—played with these notions in a piece she wrote for National Review Online in February 2008. “I don’t know how Barack Obama’s parents met,” she noted, before going on to pointedly assert that mixed-race children of Obama’s age tend to be “the product of very culturally specific unions … For a white woman to marry a black man in 1958, or 60, there was almost inevitably a connection to explicit Communist politics.… It was, of course, an explicit tactic of the Communist party to stir up discontent among American blacks, with an eye toward using them as the leading edge of the revolution.”5 Other bloggers have speculated that Obama’s real father was Malcolm X6 or the Communist writer Frank Marshall Davis.7

By the time my book hit the stores, I’d seen the words “Where’s the Birth Certificate?” printed in ten-foot-tall letters on a billboard beside Interstate 78, not far from Harrisburg, Pennsylvania.b Not just birthers but Tea Partiers were ubiquitous on talk radio, cable TV, and conservative Web sites like Newsmax, Townhall, and WorldNetDaily. Rumors of one world government, creeping Socialism, and Latin American plots to conquer and annex the southwestern states, once the stuff of cheaply printed samizdat publications and shortwave radio broadcasts from backwoods compounds with biblical names, were being trumpeted by big-name pundits and even some elected officials. The Five Thousand Year Leap: 28 Great Ideas That Changed the World, a thirty-year-old book by the late anti-Communist conspiracy theorist W. Cleon Skousen, was perched atop the Amazon best-seller list with a new foreword by cable TV and talk radio’s Glenn Beck.

Now best remembered in far-right-wing Mormon circles, Skousen drew a straight line from the biblical patriarchs through America’s founding fathers and found them equally inspired, but in general he took a more dire view of things; most of the time he seemed convinced that he was living in the Republic’s last days. “There is an extremely high-powered, well-financed campaign afoot to abolish the United States Constitution,” he wrote in 1971 in Law & Order (a trade magazine for policemen that he edited), sounding uncommonly then as Glenn Beck does now.8 And as long as we’re on the subject of the then hugely popular, agenda-setting Beck (with the expiration of his contract with Fox News, Beck’s future as a TV personality is up in the air), most of his September 2, 2009, Fox News show was devoted to an exposé of the subliminal propaganda that he’d discerned embedded in art deco sculptures, murals, and wall friezes at Rockefeller Center—stunning proof, for those who know how to see it, that its builder, John D. Rockefeller, was a crypto-Communist. It was hardly a coincidence, Beck insinuated, that Fox News’s archrival MSNBC—the employer of Beck’s ideological adversaries and ratings rivals Keith Olbermann (who has since left the network) and Rachel Maddow—would be headquartered in a place so replete with images of hammers and sickles.9 Oddly enough, Fox News’s headquarters is also located in Rockefeller Center, albeit in a newer, more reliably capitalistic precinct of the vast complex. Walled off from its neighbors’ insidious influences, 1221 Avenue of the Americas, one can only presume, is the West Berlin of television news.

But it wasn’t just conspiracies that people were talking about as my book went out into the world; secret societies and cults were enjoying a renaissance too. Stewart Rhodes’s Oath Keepers,c which enlists soldiers and policemen to swear to disobey any orders they deem unconstitutional, was just getting off the ground. Some of the most vociferous early opponents of health-care reform—the ones who first started painting Hitler mustaches on pictures of Barack Obama—turned out to be not Tea Partiers exactly but followers of Lyndon LaRouche.10

On the wider cultural front, the novelist Dan Brown, whose mega-best-selling Angels & Demons and The Da Vinci Code had revived some of the most egregious anti-Catholic stereotypes of the Know-Nothing era, was getting ready to launch his next blockbuster. Instead of scheming cardinals and Opus Dei hit men, The Lost Symbol focused on Freemasons in Washington, D.C., with all of their esoteric secrets and hidden histories. In Brown’s telling, the awesomely powerful Masons—billionaires, politicians, and paradigm-changing scientists—not only quaff rare vintages from human skulls but are on the brink of discovering the secret of eternal life.

Ingenious deconstructions of videos by rappers like Jay-Z, Rihanna, and the cult star Lady Gaga were popping up all over the Internet, exposing their cultic and conspiratorial content. The 2009 MTV Music Awards, the Web site the Vigilant Citizen reported,d was “a large scale occult ceremony, complete with an initiation, a prayer and even a blood sacrifice.” Millions of people were downloading documentaries like Zeitgeist: The Movie (2007) and Zeitgeist: Addendum (2008), which a reviewer for the Web aggregator Boing Boing likened to “the John Birch Society on acid.”11 We were living in strange times.

In his seminal essay of the same name, written in 1964, the historian Richard Hofstadter defined the “paranoid style of political thought” as the belief in “the existence of a vast, insidious, preternaturally effective international conspiratorial network designed to perpetrate acts of the most fiendish character.”12 In the months after Cults, Conspiracies, and Secret Societies came out, I was able to observe this “paranoid style” for myself, up close and personal.

For one thing, I had launched a blog.e Almost before I knew it, I found myself arguing with Birchers and birthersf on a fairly regular basis—many of whom had clicked on my URL in the expectation that I was a purveyor of conspiracy theories myself. What struck me, over and over again, was how old most of their causes turned out to be. Americans have been demonizing blacks, non-Protestant Christians, freethinkers, Asians, and Jews since colonial times. Our fear and resentment of central banks dates back to Alexander Hamilton’s day. The Tea Party may be new, but most of the ideas that animate it have been in circulation for decades. The animosities toward Mexican immigrants, legal and illegal, that Tea Party candidates in southwestern states have been espousing rouse echoes of the Zoot Suit Riots in Los Angeles in 1943 or, reaching back even further, of the anti-coolie riots in the 1870s, which culminated in the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. From a comment posted by the independent researcher Ernie Lazar, I learned that Kent Courtney, the secretary of the segregationist States’ Rights Party of Louisiana, had urged its members to mail tea bags to their congressmen as a protest against taxation as early as 1959.13 Today’s anti-Sharia movement bears a distinct resemblance to anti-Semitic movements of the past.

One day, as I was preparing my notes for a talk that I had been invited to give at a Masonic temple in Manhattan, I noticed this announcement on a 9/11 Truth Web site:


Arthur Goldwag is a self styled “conspiracy debunker,” who rather than vehemently attacking our movement claims we are sadly misinformed.… I urge all Patriots in NYC particularly Masons to join me in confronting this so called debunker and NWO apologist.



I spotted its author as soon as I took my place behind the lectern. He was seated in the middle of the second row, pointing a video camera at me—implicitly putting me on notice that any lies I told would be duly recorded and exposed. He was bearded and wore his hair in dreadlocks; his T-shirt was emblazoned with an image of the twin towers. When I opened the floor for questions, he introduced himself as a Mason, a member of the John Birch Society, and a constitutionalist. In the exchange that followed (which was surprisingly low-key, to my great relief), I told him that I didn’t understand how he could accuse me of apologizing for a New World Order that I don’t even believe exists.

He answered me with a question of his own. “How do you feel about the Bilderbergers holding their meetings in contravention of the Logan Act of 1799?”

I admitted that I wasn’t familiar with the statute.g One of his cohorts asked me if I believed that “the Whore of Babylon” in the book of Revelation prophesied the Vatican. I told her that while I don’t personally put much stock in prophecies, I acknowledge that there are those who do, some of whom do indeed interpret the Whore of Babylon in precisely that light.

“Do you know about the Club of Rome?” she asked.

“Not enough to talk about it in a public forum,” I answered cautiously, but I knew where she was going. According to a significant body of conspiracist literature, the Club of Rome isn’t the global think tank that it pretends to be, dedicated to the search for solutions to the problems of sustainability and managed growth. No, it is a neo-Malthusian front for the global elite’s genocidal plan to exterminate nine-tenths of the world’s population by means of starvation and forced sterilization—a project conceived by the eugenicists at the Rockefeller Foundation and Planned Parenthood and carried on today by Bill Gates, Warren Buffett, and Oprah Winfrey.14

And speaking of the John Birch Society, when the American Conservative Union Foundation announced that the JBS would be a co-sponsor of its 2010 Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC), I commented on my blog about the group’s spotty—not to mention morally and intellectually inconsistent—record on civil rights. Its characterization of Nelson Mandela as a “communist terrorist thug,” for example, comported oddly with its supposed zeal for liberty. How is it, I asked, that hard-right conservatives, who threaten to rise up against their own government over such comparatively mild offenses as cap-and-trade legislation, can become so squeamish and legal-minded when a foreigner halfway around the world takes up arms against as patently indefensible a system as apartheid? Isn’t it always a cause for celebration when the tree of liberty is refreshed with the blood of tyrants?h Hal Shurtleff, a JBS spokesman, took the trouble to post a reply. Mandela’s “own writing and actions condemn him,” he commented. “He was a proud communist revolutionary and his ANC engaged in horrible crimes including the ‘necklace’—burning people alive. Is this what you condone?”

Apartheid itself, in other words, bore none of the onus for the hideous violence that engulfed South Africa for so many years; only the movement that arose to combat it. The logic might not be consistent, but the hatred is. The John Birch Society might not say so in so many words (in fact its Web site is replete with stock pictures of blacks, Asians, and other minorities), but it doesn’t exactly perceive where the moral problem lies with a system that keeps the races confined to their own separate spheres. Many of its members deplore the loss of such an effective arrangement in this country. And it wasn’t just the extremists of the John Birch Society. The International Freedom Foundation, a pro-apartheid advocacy group that was secretly funded by the government of South Africa in the late 1980s, whose advisory board included the U.S. senator Jesse Helms and congressmen Phil Crane, Bob Dornan, and James Inhofe, claimed to be “dedicated to the promotion of individual freedom throughout the world.”15 Apartheid and freedom. Try to square that circle.

Some of the same people who are so quick to compare Obama to Hitler also deny that the Holocaust happened—or allow that if some Jews did die at the Nazis’ hands, it wasn’t anything that they didn’t deserve. “I submit, Arthur,” my dreadlocked Masonic constitutionalist said when he buttonholed me after my talk, “that it’s possible to be a Holocaust revisionist and not be an anti-Semite.”

It would almost be comical if so many people didn’t think that way—and if so many politicians weren’t courting their votes.

In November 2009, the Anti-Defamation League issued a report called “Rage Grows in America,” which, like the New York Times article I quoted earlier, noted the “intense strain of anti-government distrust and anger, colored by a streak of paranoia and belief in conspiracies,” that had been sweeping the country in the wake of the Obama election.16 It singled out such groups as the Tea Party, birthers, Oath Keepers, and Three Percenters (a radical gun owner’s rights group “committed to the Restoration of the Founders’ Republic” that takes its name from a widely reported but completely unfactual statistic—that only 3 percent of Americans participated in the Revolutionary War), as well as the syndicated radio host Alex Jones and Richard Poplawski, one of Jones’s loyal listeners, “a budding white supremacist who became angry after the election of Obama” and killed three Pittsburgh policemen with an assault rifle. I blogged about the report, and someone calling himself Cliff posted a comment, expressing his outrage at the ADL’s paranoid delusions. And then he proved that in this case at least, the ADL was on to something real.

“Sure Russia won the war; they (and the jews that run it) write the propaganda,” he wrote. “Look at the holohoax.… I say burn every Judea concern to the ground and do not stop until they are smoldering hulks, TV stations, banks, the lot. A Chrystalnacht for the 21st century … believe it.” He posted again the next day and again the day after that, until I finally blocked him from commenting. I was genuinely shocked and disturbed by the violence of his language; since then, I’ve become inured to it: he was the first of his kind to visit my blog but very far from the last.

The frontier of wing-nuttery where Cliff and his peers reside doesn’t even begin until you’ve trekked miles beyond the farthest bounds of the lunatic fringe, but increasingly we find ourselves in this strange territory. What else is one to make of an article like the one that was posted on Andrew Breitbart’s Big Government blog in the spring of 2010 by Frank Gaffney, a deputy secretary of defense under Ronald Reagan, the founder and president of the Center for Security Policy, and a member in good standing of the Republican Washington establishment? Headlined “Can This Possibly Be True? New Obama Missile Defense Logo Includes a Crescent,” it uncritically endorsed a semiotic interpretation of the U.S. Missile Defense Agency’s newly minted logo that had been advanced by a blogger named Christopher Logan,i as a conscious “morphing of the Islamic crescent and star with the Obama campaign logo”—stunning evidence, as Gaffney put it, of “various, ominous and far more clear-cut acts of submission to Shariah by President Obama and his team.”

It is as ingenious a reading as anything that Dan Brown’s symbologist hero Robert Langdon might have come up with, so long as you are willing to overlook the fact that the logo was redesigned and approved long before the 2008 election, when the man in the White House was still a born-again Christian and a Republican. To Gaffney’s credit, he issued a retraction within a day or two, but this wild, unsubstantiated claim did little to undermine his credibility with the Right, which continues to cite him as an authority on the Islamist threat. On January 4, 2011, he issued his most paranoid warning yet, in an interview in WorldNetDaily, when he accused jihadist interests of infiltrating CPAC, of all things. “What’s going on in conservative circles should give everyone real cause for concern. What it bespeaks,” he continued, channeling Dr. Strangelove’s General Jack Ripper, “is an effort to penetrate and influence conservatives, who are the most likely and perhaps only community in America who will stand up to and ultimately help ensure the defeat of this seditious totalitarian program.”17

The JBS’s reluctance to condemn apartheid, Gaffney’s paranoia about Islam, Cliff’s detestation of the Jews, and the demonization of the Club of Rome is ridiculous, hateful, cartoon-crazy stuff, but it’s all of a piece. And it resonates beautifully with themes that putatively mainstream politicians also play for the general public, blatantly pandering to its lowest common denominator, like Sarah Palin’s politicization of her baby, Trig, who has Down Syndrome (any liberal, she insinuates, would have cold-bloodedly aborted him) and her talk of Obama’s “death panels” for the elderly and developmentally impaired.j

Their message is clear: Liberalism may present itself as compassionate and caring and enlightened, but don’t be fooled. Not only do its nagging, overbearing followers presume to know what is best for you, but the philosophy they subscribe to is vicious and totalitarian, no different in kind from Stalinism or Nazism. The conservative writer Jonah Goldberg struck some of the same notes in his influential 2008 book, Liberal Fascism: The Secret History of the American Left from Mussolini to the Politics of Meaning, with its memorable cover illustration of a smiley face wearing a Hitler mustache. The nanny state is transcendentally evil. Left to its own devices, progressivism will carry us down the same slippery slope that led to Auschwitz and the gulags. Just listen to Judson Phillips, the founder of Tea Party Nation, speaking at a rally in Wisconsin on August 6, 2011: “I will tell you ladies and gentlemen, I detest and despise everything the left stands for. How anybody can endorse and embrace an ideology that has killed a billion people in the last century is beyond me.”18

To quote Hofstadter again:


The distinguishing thing about the paranoid style is not that its exponents see conspiracies or plots here and there in history, but that they regard a “vast” or “gigantic” conspiracy as the motive force in historical events. History is a conspiracy, set in motion by demonic forces of almost transcendent power, and what is felt to be needed to defeat it is not the usual methods of political give-and-take, but an all-out crusade. The paranoid spokesman sees the fate of this conspiracy in apocalyptic terms—he traffics in the birth and death of whole worlds, whole political orders, whole systems of human values.19



When my book ’Isms & ’Ologies: All the Movements, Ideologies, & Doctrines That Have Shaped Our World came out in 2007, Tavis Smiley had me on his radio show. His first question brought me up short. “I couldn’t help noticing,” he said, “that one very important ‘ism’ is missing from your book’s index—racism.”

“That’s because,” I improvised, “I confined myself to specific systems of thought. I wrote about racist philosophies, but racism in general signals the absence of thought.” I could tell he wasn’t convinced, and to tell you the truth, I wasn’t either. For what it’s worth, that was when the seed of this book was planted in my head. Its topic, as I first conceived it, would be the role of organized hatreds in the historical arc of American politics.

As it’s turned out, The New Hate is less about prejudice than it is about America’s long-standing penchant for conspiratorial thinking, its never-ending quest for scapegoats. Hate groups have been active on the periphery of American politics since colonial times; many of them have exerted a significant, albeit largely unacknowledged, influence on its mainstream. Their targets haven’t just been people of other races, national origins, and religious faiths (or lack thereof). Income levels and years of schooling, sexual preference, gender, and political affiliation have all sufficed at one time or another to mark a person as belonging to a group that is dangerously “other.”

The most salient feature of what I have come to call the New Hate is its sameness across time and space. The most depressing thing about the demagogues who tirelessly exploit it—in pamphlets and books and partisan newspapers two centuries ago, on Web sites, electronic social networks, and twenty-four-hour cable news today—is how much alike they all turn out to be.


a On May 8, 2011, Joseph Farah, the editor of WorldNetDaily, declared the long form a transparent forgery. “There are new facts being uncovered about Obama’s birth and his life, his parentage, that would seemingly render moot the question of where he was born,” he wrote. “In other words, I have moved from believing Obama has something to hide to believing what he has to hide is the fact that he is just plain constitutionally ineligible to be president” (“The Birth Certificate Debate—It’s Not Over,” http://www.wnd.com/index.php?fa=PAGE.view&pageId=296293). On May 21, Jerome R. Corsi dropped the other shoe when “ ‘The Obama Code’ Hidden Messages in Birth Document?” was published in WorldNetDaily (http://www.wnd.com/?pageId=301329). The article revealed that when Hawaii State Registrar Alvin T. Onaka’s signature is magnified 800 percent, “the distinct form of a smiley face can be seen on the side of the ‘a’ in Onaka’s first name.” The implication is obvious: the forger is “laughing at those who take the document seriously.”

b The billboard campaign was the brainchild of Joseph Farah; see http://www.wnd.com/index.php?fa=PAGE.view&pageId=172125.

c Its motto is “Not on Our Watch.” Here are the ten orders its members vow to disobey (abridged from the organization’s Web site, http://oathkeepers.org/oath/):

1. We will NOT obey orders to disarm the American people.

2.… to conduct warrantless searches of the American people.

3.… to detain American citizens as “unlawful enemy combatants” or to subject them to military tribunal.

4.… to impose martial law or a “state of emergency” on a state.

5.… to invade and subjugate any state that asserts its sovereignty.

6.… to blockade American cities, thus turning them into giant concentration camps.

7.… to force American citizens into any form of detention camps under any pretext.

8.… to assist or support the use of any foreign troops on U.S. soil against the American people to “keep the peace” or to “maintain control.”

9.… to confiscate the property of the American people, including food and other essential supplies.

10. We will NOT obey any orders which infringe on the right of the people to free speech, to peaceably assemble, and to petition their government for a redress of grievances.

d See http://vigilantcitizen.com. This snippet from “The Transhumanist and Police State Agenda in Pop Music,” one of Vigilant Citizen’s typically well-written, impressively erudite articles, provides a fair sample of its preoccupations: “Articles on this site have explored the way Illuminati symbolism, based on secret society occultism, has been reflected in popular videos. Exposing and desensitizing the world to the elite’s sacred symbols is, however, only one aspect of their agenda. Other aspects of Illuminati control are reflected in today’s popular music as well, including: mass mind control, transhumanism (the ‘robotization’ of the human body) and the gradual introduction of a virtual police state. Through the news, movies and the music industry, this agenda is being insidiously presented to the masses, using various techniques.”

e My blog can be found at www.arthurgoldwag.com. All of my posts are archived, and there are links to pieces I’ve placed at Boing Boing, the Southern Poverty Law Center, and elsewhere.

f An op-ed piece I placed in the Chicago Tribune on September 23, 2009, was headlined “Birthers, Birchers, and the Paranoid Style of Politics.”

g I know now that the Logan Act imposes a fine and up to three years’ imprisonment on uncredentialed private American citizens who engage in unsanctioned negotiations with foreign officials about “any disputes or controversies with the United States.” It was passed in 1799 after George Logan, a Philadelphia physician, persuaded Talleyrand to lift France’s embargo on U.S. merchant ships and to release the sailors and ships it had seized—something that President Adams’s official diplomatic envoys had manifestly failed to do. Though it has prompted a handful of indictments, no one has ever been prosecuted because of the Logan Act, never mind imprisoned or fined. The act was last amended in 1994; the Congressional Research Service published a concise history and analysis of it in 2006, which can be found at http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/RL33265.pdf.

h “What country can preserve its liberties if their rulers are not warned from time to time that their people preserve the spirit of resistance? Let them take arms.… What signify a few lives lost in a century or two? The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots & tyrants. It is its natural manure” (Thomas Jefferson to William Smith, November 13, 1787). The quotation was printed on the back of the T-shirt that Timothy McVeigh was wearing when he was arrested after the Oklahoma City bombing.

i Gaffney’s blog post is archived at http://biggovernment.com/fgaffney/2010/02/24/can-this-possibly-be-true-new-obama-missile-defense-logo-includes-a-crescent/. Logan’s can be found at http://loganswarning.com/2010/02/23/us-missile-defense-agency-changes-%20logo-to-obamaislamic-crescent-hybrid/. “I will never state that Obama is a Muslim until I see him on his knees praying to Allah,” Logan’s begins, “but even if he is not the results would be basically the same. He is as pro-Islamic as they come.”

j Ironically, so-called Trig Truthers have created a body of conspiracy theory of their own, in which Palin faked her pregnancy in pursuit of political advantage. I will have more to say about this in chapter 2, “What Is ‘Conspiracy Theory’?”.




1.
The Paranoid Style of Hatred

’Tis surprising to see how rapidly a panic will sometimes run through a country,” Thomas Paine wrote in The Crisis on December 23, 1776.


Their duration is always short; the mind soon grows through them, and acquires a firmer habit than before. But their peculiar advantage is, that they are the touchstones of sincerity and hypocrisy, and bring things and men to light, which might otherwise have lain forever undiscovered.… They sift out the hidden thoughts of man, and hold them up in public to the world.



Though our country might not be in quite such desperate straits today, these too are “times that try men’s souls,” to reprise The Crisis’s famous opening line. In 2008, a decades-long pseudo-boom, one that transferred billions of dollars into the coffers of the richest Americans while average Americans saw their income fall or barely keep track with inflation, ended with a spectacular bust. The economy has remained in a swoon ever since, and the working class and the poor have been hardest hit by far.a In addition to their rising economic insecurities, many white, native-born Americans have taken alarmed notice of the accelerating racial and cultural changes affecting regions of the country that were once insulated from them.

America’s politics and culture are increasingly polarized. The people who attend exurban mega-churches and relate the Dred Scott decision to Roe v. Wade truly don’t have many points of contact with big-city liberals who regard gay marriage as the nation’s most burning civil rights issue. Wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, the threat of terrorism, rising gas prices, the off-shoring of manufacturing jobs, and the terminal decline of once-great industrial cities have raised the nation’s level of anxiety and alienation to the breaking point. And through it all, the echo chamber of twenty-four-hour opinion-driven cable-TV news and Web sites ensures that people’s political predispositions are constantly reinforced. As Bill Bishop wrote of this new epoch in American life in his book The Big Sort: Why the Clustering of Like-Minded America Is Tearing Us Apart, “Americans were forming tribes.… Social psychologists had studied like-minded groups and could predict how people living and worshiping in homogeneous groups would react: as people heard their beliefs reflected and amplified, they would become more extreme in their thinking.… Americans were busy creating social resonators, and the hum that filled the air was the reverberated and amplified sound of their own voices and beliefs.”1

If the election of America’s first African American president was a source of pride for many, it also, in Tom Paine’s words, brought many hidden feelings to light, and not all of them have been edifying. Viral, Photoshopped images of President Obama in an African witch doctor’s getup, of Mrs. Obama with her face morphed into an ape’s, of watermelons growing on the White House lawn, and of the president and first lady dressed like a pimp and a prostitute have been popping up in in-boxes everywhere—some of them sent by political activists who would describe themselves as conservative and mainstream. The October 2008 newsletter of the Chaffey Community Republican Women of San Bernardino, California, for example, featured a mock food stamp emblazoned with Obama’s image, surrounded by buckets of fried chicken and wedges of watermelon. The group’s president, Diane Fedele, was devastated when an angry African American member went to the press and her joke was widely misinterpreted as racist. “I absolutely apologize to anyone who was offended. That clearly wasn’t my attempt [sic],” she declared, adding for good measure that she had once supported Alan Keyes.2

“I am an imperfect Christian lady who tries her best to live a Christ-like honoring life. I would never do anything to intentionally harm or berate others regardless of ethnicity. Everyone who knows me knows that to be true,” Marilyn Davenport of the Orange County Republican Central Committee contritely declared in an e-mail in April 2011, a few days after she’d forwarded a family portrait of chimps, with Obama’s face superimposed over the baby’s, to her fellow committee members. The caption under the picture read, “Now you know why no birth certificate.”3

It’s easy to dismiss the lapses of these political small-timers; but what about seasoned pros who should have known better (and who undoubtedly did)? Laura Ingraham’s satiric book The Obama Diaries was replete with jabs about Michelle Obama’s ravenous appetite for ribs. “I’ve designed a whole line of Michelle Obama Fitness Apparel with Under Armour,” Ingraham’s fictional version of the White House social secretary Desiree Rogers confided in the pages of her journal. “It uses an all-new material called Expandex. As Big Mama back in New Orleans used to say: ‘If the gumbo tastes bitter, throw more sugar in the next roux.’ ”4

In September 2010, an excerpt from Dinesh D’Souza’s book The Roots of Obama’s Rage appeared in Forbes; it argued that Obama, “the most anti-business president in a generation, perhaps in American history,” can be best understood in reference to an article that his father, who disappeared from Obama’s life when he was two years old, published in the East Africa Journal in 1965, called “Problems Facing Our Socialism.”

“Incredibly,” D’Souza concludes, “the U.S. is being ruled according to the dreams of a Luo tribesman of the 1950s.”


This philandering, inebriated African socialist, who raged against the world for denying him the realization of his anticolonial ambitions, is now setting the nation’s agenda through the reincarnation of his dreams in his son.… The invisible father provides the inspiration, and the son dutifully gets the job done. America today is governed by a ghost.5



Never mind that the “anti-business” Obama, who surrounded himself with such Socialists as Paul Volcker, Larry Summers, Robert Rubin, and Timothy Geithner, was the same president who was widely castigated for bailing out banks and big corporations like GM (the TARP program was enacted during the Bush administration but mostly carried out by Obama’s). In an interview in National Review Online, the former House Speaker and 2012 presidential hopeful Newt Gingrich applauded D’Souza’s “stunning insight.”


What if [Obama] is so outside our comprehension, that only if you understand Kenyan, anti-colonial behavior, can you begin to piece together [his actions]? … This is a person who is fundamentally out of touch with how the world works, who happened to have played a wonderful con, as a result of which he is now president.6



And here’s radio talker Rush Limbaugh—who wields so much influence over his tens of millions of daily listeners that he’s been called the “titular head of the Republican Party”—spouting off about an ugly incident that occurred on a school bus in September 2009, when a gang of black kids set upon one of their white schoolmates:


It’s Obama’s America, is it not? Obama’s America, white kids getting beat up on school buses now. You put your kids on a school bus, you expect safety but in Obama’s America the white kids now get beat up with the black kids cheering, “Yay, right on, right on, right on, right on,” and, of course, everybody says the white kid deserved it, he was born a racist, he’s white.7



On August 4, 2011, on the eve of Standard & Poor’s historic downgrade of the United States’ debt rating, the Dow Jones Industrial Average plunged some five hundred points. Rush Limbaugh explained to his listeners that it was all a part of Obama’s plan. “This guy obviously has got a new role model,” he quipped. “Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe. The next thing to look out for is for Obama to take the farms. Well … that’s what Mugabe did, he took the white people’s farms.”8 A year earlier, on July 2, 2010, during a show that his Web site transcribed under the headline “It’s Payback Time: The Obama Economy Is Purposeful Disaster,” Limbaugh had told his audience, “What the Democrats are trying to do is create … a perpetual underclass enslaved to the Democrat Party.”


Many people ask me … Who is Obama? Why is he doing this? … We’re now governed by people who do not like the country, who do not have the same reverence for it that we do.… I think that he’s been raised, educated, and believes on his own that … we have become as large as we are not because of any uniqueness or exceptionalism or greatness but because we’ve simply discriminated against the real people that made the country work, all the minorities.… Now it’s payback time.9



A perpetual underclass enslaved to the Democrats. The specter of “slavery” has been a perennial theme in American political polemics, from rants against the British during the run-up to the Revolutionary War to Henry Ford’s International Jew. “The crisis is arrived when we must assert our rights, or submit to every imposition, that can be heaped upon us, till custom and use shall make us as tame and abject as slaves, as the blacks we rule over with such arbitrary sway,” George Washington wrote in 1774, revealing, perhaps, a guilty ambivalence about the peculiar institution that kept his beloved Mount Vernon going.10 “The inescapable truth,” Ronald Reagan hyperbolized in 1960, “is that we are at war and we are losing that war simply because we don’t or won’t realize we are in it. We have ten years. Not ten years to make up our mind, but ten years to win or lose—by 1970 the world will be all slave or all free.”11 Speaking at the Western Conservative Summit in Denver, Colorado, on July 9, 2010, the Minnesota congresswoman Michele Bachmann quoted from a letter that John Jay had addressed to the “Oppressed Inhabitants of Canada” in 1775: “We are determined to live free or not at all. And we are resolved that posterity shall never reproach us with having brought slaves into the world.”12 “What has transpired in the last eighteen months,” Bachmann continued, is “turning our country into a nation of slaves.”13

To indulge in a bit of armchair psychologizing, I believe Limbaugh’s use of the word “enslaved” is telling. Since his own thinking is over-determined by his racial animus, he presumes that his adversaries’ minds work in much the same way. The historian David Brion Davis has noted how nativist writings gave their authors the opportunity to push “the sins of individuals, or of the nation as a whole … off upon the shoulders of the enemy,” where they could be “punished in righteous anger.”14 Or maybe it’s not personal at all; maybe Limbaugh is just tooting on a dog whistle, sending a not-so-subtle signal to those who are wired to hear it that the world has turned upside down, that while millions of white people struggle to make ends meet, a black man lords it over them in the White House.

This phenomenon, of course, isn’t remotely new. The scene on Limbaugh’s school bus evokes the nightmare vision of the South in the days of Reconstruction in Thomas Dixon’s 1905 novel, The Clansman, where “a white man has no right a negro need respect” and “the children of the breed of men who speak the tongue of Burns and Shakespeare … have been disarmed and made subject to the black spawn of an African jungle.”15 The film it inspired, D. W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation, gave the Ku Klux Klan, which had been moribund since the 1870s, a second life. At its peak in the 1920s, the revived KKK claimed more than four million members nationwide. “Against us,” a spokesman proclaimed, “are all the forces of the mixed alliance composed of alienism, Romanism, hyphenism, Bolshevism, and un-Americanism which aim to use this country as a dumping ground for the fermenting races of the Old World.”16 Not to mention the Negroes, of course. And the Jews.

I can remember my mother telling me about the night—this would have been in Brooklyn, in the late 1930s—that one of her neighbors got drunk and shouted “Heil Hitler!” out his window. After that, her family knew he was a Bundist and could no longer look him in the eye. Though he was far from a right-winger in his economic ideas, Father Coughlin’s radio broadcasts (I will have much more to say about Charles Edward Coughlin and his social justice movement in later chapters) are often pointed to as the most notorious example of anti-Semitism in the FDR era, but other anti-Semitic writers and activists enjoyed sizable followings too. For example, there was William Dudley Pelley, the publisher of the magazine Liberation and the founder of the overtly Fascist, uniformed organization called the Silver Legion (also known as the Silver Shirts or SS). Here are a few choice lines from Pelley’s pamphlet The 45 Questions Most Frequently Asked About the Jews with the Answers by Pelley:


37. Why did the Jews deny Christ? Christ was the outstanding “Jew-Baiter” of His day.… Christ was identified as an “enemy” of the Jews; and the Jews know of but one way in which to treat their enemies: Kill them!

42. How can we condemn or persecute people who cannot help having been born into the Jewish race? We should consider that we are neither condemning nor persecuting, when we look squarely at the Jewish Enigma in modern society, recognize its fundamentals for what they are, and declare that after due discrimination, we do not want them further materialized in a country which recognizes the Christian moral code as all that epitomizes true spiritual greatness.… If we want a clean country to live in, we’ve got to be willing to do our parts toward its constant sanitation.17



The patently bogus “Prophecy of Benjamin Franklin,” ostensibly transcribed from a diary that the South Carolina delegate Charles Cotesworth Pinckney kept during the Constitutional Convention of 1787, appeared in Pelley’s Liberation around 1934. “I fully agree with General Washington that we must protect this young nation from an insidious influence and penetration,” an impassioned Franklin is said to have told the assembled delegates.


That menace, gentlemen, is the Jews … they are vampires, and vampires do not live on vampires.… They must subsist on Christians and other people not of their race. If you do not exclude them from these United States, in this Constitution, in less than 200 years they will have swarmed here in such great numbers that they will dominate and devour the land.18



As transparent a forgery as it is, racist publications continue to cite it today (and not just in America; the late Osama bin Laden referred to it in his 2002 “Letter to America”: “The Jews have taken control of your economy, through which they have then taken control of your media, and now control all aspects of your life making you their servants and achieving their aims at your expense; precisely what Benjamin Franklin warned you against”).19 Pelley also devised a new explanation for America’s Civil War, which began, in his telling, when Lionel Rothschild ordered Judah Benjamin to exploit the slavery question. Pelley’s biographer Scott Beekman summarizes the rest:


Lincoln, who hated the international bankers, began issuing paper money to break their power and, therefore, had to be killed (by the Jewish John Wilkes Booth). England and France, following Rothschild dictates, sided with the south while Emperor Maximilian arrived in Mexico in 1864 with two hundred million francs provided by the Rothschilds to carry out their program of Western hemispheric domination. Benjamin Disraeli then worked out a deal by which Napoleon III could have Texas and Louisiana, with the Confederacy’s consent, if he sent French troops against the Union. The plan was foiled at the last moment when America’s great friend, the Russian czar, sent his fleets to New York and San Francisco and put them at Lincoln’s disposal.20



The poet Ezra Pound subscribed to Liberation; Pelley’s ideas had a profound influence on his own thinking about banks and the Jews, and their echoes can be discerned to this day in the writings of Lyndon LaRouche and even Ron Paul. I will have more to say about Pelley in a later chapter as well.

Then there was Elizabeth Kirkpatrick Dilling, whose many books included The Plot Against Christianity (reprinted as The Jewish Religion: Its Influence Today in 1964), an exposé of the secret precepts of Talmudism, a subject that Robert Edward Edmondson was also deeply interested in. “Knowing that pitiless publicity is the only cure for public evils,” he wrote shortly after he was charged with “libeling all persons of the Jewish religion” (the case was thrown out of court in 1938), “I started on a campaign to expose Jewish Anti-Americanism and Talmudic Communism which has been called the ‘Code of Hell.’ ”21 Kansas’s Reverend Gerald Burton Winrod,b the “Jayhawk Nazi,” published the widely distributed magazines The Defender and The Revealer. In 1936, The Revealer printed a genealogy of Franklin Roosevelt that traced his ancestry to the Jewish Rosenvelts in seventeenth-century Holland. “Roosevelt inevitably draws upon his Jewish ancestry,” the accompanying article concluded. “It is, therefore, as natural for him to be a radical, as it is for others to be true Americans.… HE IS NOT ONE OF US! This may also explain why he attaches so little importance to his word of honor, and has no hesitation in breaking his promises.”22

None of it was new then either. Just as in other times of great stress and transition, Depression-era Americans were breathing an atmosphere that was toxic with fear and anger and confusion. Many of them were seeking not just a comprehensible explanation for their very real problems but a scapegoat, a villain they could blame them on. If Obama haters today see blacks and Muslims and immigrants where FDR haters saw Jews, in earlier eras the enemy was just as likely to be Catholics or Freemasons.

Slightly more than a century before the stock market crash that ushered in the Great Depression (on September 11, 1826, for collectors of significant dates), a would-be revealer of Masonic secrets named William Morgan was arrested in upstate New York. After a stranger paid his bail, he was never seen again; almost certainly he was murdered by local Masons who were trying—in vain, as it turned out—to prevent his book, Illustrations of Masonry, from being published. “Masonry is to the modern world what the whore of Babylon was to the ancient,” its introduction read. It “is the beast with seven heads and ten horns, ready to tear out our bowels and scatter them to the four winds of heaven.”


Masonry … works … unseen, at all silent hours, and secret times and places; and like death, when summoning his diseases, pounces upon its devoted subject, and lays him prostrate in the dust. Like the great enemy of man, it has shown its cloven foot, and put the public upon its guard against its secret machinations.23



The outrage inspired by Morgan’s untimely fate was so intense and widespread that a national anti-Masonic political movement took wing. For collectors of eerie coincidences, its first national convention was held on September 11, 1830, in Philadelphia.

A few years later, in 1834, the portrait artist and telegraph inventor, Samuel F. B. Morse, became convinced that the Vienna-led Holy Alliance of Catholic nations was gearing up for an all-out crusade against American liberties. “Our institutions,” he wrote, are “at the mercy of a body of foreigners, officered by foreigners, and held completely under the control of a foreign power.”


Is not the evidence I have exhibited … sufficiently strong to prove to my countrymen the existence of a foreign conspiracy against the liberties of the country? … Is not the enemy already organized in the land? … We may sleep, but the enemy is awake; he is straining every nerve to possess himself of our fair land.24



Morse’s hatred was visceral, but there was nothing new about it. His fears of foreign subversion had been drummed into him since his earliest childhood; his father, Jedidiah, had fulminated against Adam Weishaupt’s Illuminati (still the bane of conspiracists in our own day) from his Charlestown, Massachusetts, pulpit back in the 1790s.

Fifty years after Morse’s nightmares about a Catholic fifth column had come to naught, populist Silverites were attributing the nation’s social and economic ills to a Jewish/English bankers’ conspiracy that had achieved its treacherous ends with the “Crime of 1873,” the Fourth Coinage Act that effectively demonetized silver. “So secretly was this done,” E. J. Farmer related in 1886, “that General Grant, who signed the law, did not know it.”


The parties who concocted that law understood its purpose, however, and no doubt received their reward, whether it was in 30 pieces of gold, or more. They as completely sold out the nation, as Judas sold out Christ.… These conspirators have kept up their Cataline assemblages ever since, and, backed by England, have their daggers ever ready to strike down the silver dollar.25



We’ve already heard from some of Roosevelt’s adversaries in the 1930s, so let’s skip ahead to Senator Joseph McCarthy. “How can we account for our present position unless we believe that men high in this Government are concerting to deliver us to disaster?” he fulminated from the floor of the Senate on June 14, 1951. “This must be the product of a great conspiracy, a conspiracy on a scale so immense as to dwarf any previous such venture in the history of man.” In 1960 the Tulsa-based Billy James Hargis, leader of the Christian Crusade, warned that “segregation and racism” were an artificial social crisis “instigated by the Communists within America to add racial hatred to class hatred.” The Communists, he added, “have more freedom in America than do the non-Communist, patriotic Christian-American people of America.”26

Two years later Dan Smoot, a former FBI man and radio pundit, published The Invisible Government, an exposé of the pro-Communist agenda of the Council on Foreign Relations, not to mention such other subversive organizations as the Advertising Council, the American Civil Liberties Union, the National Conference of Christians and Jews, the American Association for the United Nations, and the Foreign Policy Association. “Modern ‘liberalism,’ ” he said, “has abandoned American constitutional government and replaced it with democratic centralism, which, in fundamental theory, is identical with the democratic centralism of the Soviet Union, and of every other major nation existing today.”27 The Communists had already won.

Reading all these quotations out of context (and I’ve hardly scratched the surface of what’s out there; I said nothing about the Yellow Peril, Islamo-Fascism, Satanists, blue-eyed devils, or UFOs, to name a very few other objects of conspiracist obsession), you’d think that America had ever been the plaything of wicked interlopers—that its leaders were congenitally weak-minded and corrupt, its military timid and inept, its citizenry complacent and gullible, and its vaunted free enterprise system neither enterprising nor free.

Most people are at least vaguely aware of the miasma of paranoid ideas that swirl around the extreme ends of the American political spectrum. Neo-Nazi white supremacists are of one mind with Louis Farrakhan when it comes to their thinking about the monstrous avarice of Jewish financiers; gun-toting sovereign citizen survivalists and antiglobalist anarchists alike presume that the U.S. government is deliberately poisoning its citizens through fluoridated water, bogus vaccinations, and chemtrails in the sky. What’s new today is how far into the mainstream many of those themes have penetrated—or to put it more precisely, how far to the right the whole political current has shifted.

The New Hate is the same as the Old Hate—only now it’s hiding in plain sight. Some of its themes may be subtly updated: the Hungarian-born Jewish billionaire George Soros stands in for the Rothschilds; ACORN and the Service Employees International Union occupy a space that used to be reserved for anarcho-syndicalism or international Communism. The New Hate’s appeals to racism and nativism and fear are often subtly coded; those egregious Photoshopped images notwithstanding, the Tea Party and its Republican fellow travelers are more likely to deride the president as the protégé of 1960s-vintage leftists, a thuggish Chicago pol, an anticolonialist alien, or a crypto-Muslim than as a black man per se. For the most part, Obama haters prefer to take a page out of their enemies’ book and cast themselves as the victims of reverse racism, as Rush Limbaugh did in his response to the infamous “wise Latina” speech that Sonia Sotomayor delivered in Berkeley, California, in 2001. Sotomayor had unapologetically laid claim to the notion that “our gender and national origins may and will make a difference in our judging.”28 Rush Limbaugh, who judges men and women by the content of their characters rather than the color of their skin, was appalled. “How do you get promoted in a Barack Obama administration?” he asked.


By hating white people. Or even saying you do.… Make white people a new oppressed minority.… They’re moving to the back of the bus.… That’s the modern day Republican party. The equivalent of the old South. The new oppressed minority.29



On the eve of the November 2010 midterms, Obama told a joke on the hustings about how the Republicans had steered the car of state into a ditch. Now they’re asking for the keys back, he said, so they can drive it again. “They can come along for the ride,” went his punch line, “but they have to sit in the back.” A chorus of Fox News talking heads took extravagant offense, saying that Obama was consigning Republicans to the “back of the bus.” “If this is a racial metaphor,” Jon Stewart retorted acidly, “you aren’t Rosa Parks; you’re Miss Daisy.”30

Chuck Baldwin is a preacher, politician, and radio talk show host who ran for president in 2008 on the ultraconservative Constitution Party ticket and received Ron Paul’s endorsement. In the summer of 2009, he published a column that revived a theme that hadn’t been much heard of since the heyday of the Patriot movement in the Clinton years, one that is also touched on in the Oath Keepers’ sixth and seventh pledges—the notorious FEMA camps. “That our federal government is building large numbers of ‘holding areas’ or internment camps seems to be an established fact,” he wrote. “The only questions that remain are ‘Why?’ and ‘For whom?’ ”


At this point, the imagination can take us anywhere, but it is not a little disconcerting when the same federal government that is building these internment camps begins categorizing Christians, conservatives, people who support the Second Amendment, people who oppose abortion and homosexual marriage, people who oppose the North American Union and the New World Order, people who oppose the United Nations and illegal immigration, and people who voted for Ron Paul or Chuck Baldwin as “extremists,” or “potential dangerous militia members.”31



It is beyond Orwellian: Barack Obama, America’s first multiracial president, is a racist, a man who, in Glenn Beck’s words, harbors a “deep-seated hatred of white people, of white culture.”32 Liberals, progressives—the people who protested the Patriot Act and who are still lobbying the government to close Gitmo, an all-too-real “holding area”—are constructing concentration camps for conservative, heterosexual, gun-owning Christian whites. But as outrageous as it may be, there is nothing new about the idea. As far back as 1956, the passage of the Alaska Mental Health Enabling Act gave rise to rumors that the government was laying the groundwork for a northern gulag where its conservative enemies could be confined and brainwashed. The meme originated with Leigh F. Burkeland of the anti-Communist Minute Women of the U.S.A., who, first in a mimeographed broadside and then in a much-reprinted editorial in the Santa Ana Register, claimed that “this legislation … will place every resident of the United States at the mercy of the whims and fancies of any person with whom they might have a disagreement, causing a charge of ‘mental illness’ to be placed against them with immediate deportation to SIBERIA, USA!” Conspiracists as far afield as Scientology’s L. Ron Hubbard and Dan Smoot fanned the flames.33 The senator who finally steered the act to passage was, of all people, Barry Goldwater.

People are pattern seekers and storytellers; it’s a fundamental aspect of our nature. We ponder events and try to make sense of them; we transform otherwise dry chronicles into narratives, with beginnings, middles, and ends, heroes and villains, and, most important, universally applicable lessons and morals. This is where myths come from, with their answers to questions about how the world was created, the origin of mankind and the conquest of fire, how cities and nations came to be, and why the gods so often lose their tempers with us.

The stories the New Hate tells are concocted out of those same kinds of primal materials. They evoke the snake in the grass and the kiss in the garden of Gethsemane; they call forth echoes of Ahab and Jezebel, idol worshippers who subverted a holy kingdom and brought the wrath of God down upon it. They scold us for our lapses and show us what we need to do to get back in God’s good graces; they confirm our worst instincts about people whom we have already been culturally programmed to dislike. As such, they have an irresistible emotional appeal, and self-sealing as they are, their very familiarity seems to confirm their truth.

In its more objective manifestations, the systematic study of causes and effects, that same proclivity for storytelling provides a foundation for philosophy and science. At its least rigorous, it gives rise to sexist and racist pseudoscience—to anecdote-driven studies that purport to prove that girls are bad at math or that black people are genetically disposed to low IQs. Thoroughly discredited by the horrors of the Third Reich, the American eugenics movement has been mostly forgotten today (except, as we have seen, when the Club of Rome, “death panels,” or legal abortion is on the agenda). But it did exist, and its racist fallacies provided a basis for American policy.

“To admit the unchangeable differentiation of race in its modern scientific meaning is to admit inevitably the existence of superiority in one race and of inferiority in another,” Madison Grant wrote in 1916, in his hugely influential The Passing of the Great Race; or, The Racial Basis of European History. “Neither the black, nor the brown, nor the yellow, nor the red will conquer the white in battle. But if the valuable elements in the Nordic race mix with inferior strains or die out through race suicide, then the citadel of civilization will fall for mere lack of defenders.”34

In 1921, Vice President–elect Calvin Coolidge reflected on the necessity of immigration restrictions in the pages of Good Housekeeping magazine. “Biological laws tell us that certain divergent people will not mix or blend,” he wrote. “The Nordics propagate themselves successfully. With other races, the outcome shows deterioration on both sides. Quality of mind and body suggests that observance of ethnic law is as great a necessity to a nation as immigration law.”35

Grant’s and other eugenicists’ findings were used to justify the Immigration Act of 1924, which cut the country’s quota of immigrants to a total of 164,667 per year (less than 20 percent of the annual average before World War I) and then to 150,000 in 1927. The proportionate share from each country was set at “two per centum of the number of foreign-born individuals of such nationality resident in the Continental United States as determined by the United States Census of 1890.”36 By pegging the percentages to a thirty-year-old census, it guaranteed that the flow of Italian immigrants, which had swelled dramatically in the early twentieth century, would be cut by more than 90 percent; Jewish immigration from Russia and eastern Europe was cut to a trickle as well. Since Asians were already barred from naturalization or landownership by existing laws, they were excluded outright.

Senator Ellison DuRant “Cotton Ed” Smith of South Carolina argued for the bill’s passage from the floor of the Senate:


If you were to go abroad and someone were to meet you and say, “I met a typical American,” what would flash into your mind as a typical American, the typical representative of that new Nation? Would it be the son of an Italian immigrant, the son of a German immigrant, the son of any of the breeds from the Orient, the son of the denizens of Africa? … I would like for the Members of the Senate to read that book just recently published by Madison Grant, The Passing of a Great Race. Thank God we have in America perhaps the largest percentage of any country in the world of the pure, unadulterated Anglo-Saxon stock; certainly the greatest of any nation in the Nordic breed. It is for the preservation of that splendid stock that has characterized us that I would make this not an asylum for the oppressed of all countries, but a country to assimilate and perfect that splendid type of manhood that has made America the foremost Nation in her progress and in her power, and yet the youngest of all the nations.37



Ayn Rand is not a writer I often agree with, but her words on racism seem particularly appropriate in this context; I wish I’d quoted them in ’Isms & ’Ologies. Racism, she said, is “a doctrine of, by and for brutes … a barnyard or stock-farm version of collectivism, appropriate to a mentality that differentiates between various breeds of animals, but not between animals and men.”38

Racially inflected conspiracism surely influenced the decision to intern California’s Japanese Americans after the outbreak of World War II, whether they were citizens or not. Lieutenant General J. L. DeWitt’s official report on the evacuation noted that “because of the ties of race, the intense feeling of filial piety and the strong bonds of common tradition, culture and customs, this population presented a tightly knit racial group.… While it is believed that some were loyal, it was known that many were not.”


It could not be established, of course, that the location of thousands of Japanese adjacent to strategic points verified the existence of some vast conspiracy to which all of them were parties. Some of them doubtless resided there through mere coincidence. It seems equally beyond doubt, however, that the presence of others was not mere coincidence.39



Congressman John Elliott Rankin of Mississippi was less politic. “Do not forget that once a Japanese always a Japanese,” he remarked. “I say it is of vital importance that we get rid of every Japanese whether in Hawaii or on the mainland. They violate every sacred promise, every canon of honor and decency.”40

In 2004, as more and more stories about seemingly arbitrary detentions and extraordinary renditions of resident aliens were coming to light and the civil liberty implications of the Patriot Act were, however belatedly, finally being discussed in the media, the Asian American blogger Michelle Malkin asserted her Americanist bona fides with the publication of her book In Defense of Internment: The Case for “Racial Profiling” in World War II and the War on Terror. Roosevelt and his people thought long and hard before they interned the Japanese of California, she averred, in what is perhaps the only full-throated defense of an FDR program or policy that has ever been published by Regnery or favorably reviewed in the National Review. Malkin not only praised FDR; she criticized conservatism’s most sacred of sacred cows. “The most damaging legacy” of the $1.65 billion compensation package and formal apology that Ronald Reagan delivered to the so-called victims of the Japanese internments, she wrote, “has been its impact on national security efforts” today:


The ethnic grievance industry and civil liberties Chicken Littles wield the reparations law like a bludgeon over the War on Terror debate. No defensive wartime measure that takes into account race, ethnicity or nationality can be contemplated, let alone implemented, without government officials being likened to the “racist” overseers of America’s World War II “concentration camps.” … a nation paralyzed by political correctness in wartime is a nation in peril.41



Amusingly enough, when Obama’s Department of Homeland Security issued its report on the potential security risks posed by right-wing extremist groups in April 2010 (“Rightwing Extremism: Current Economic and Political Climate Fueling Resurgence in Radicalization and Recruitment”), Malkin was downright apoplectic.42 This “piece of crap report … is a sweeping indictment of conservatives,” she sputtered, sounding for all the world like an outraged member of the ACLU. “In Obama land,” she added, in a less judicious spirit than General DeWitt’s, “there are no coincidences. It is no coincidence that this report echoes Tea Party–bashing left-wing blogs … and demonizes the very Americans who will be protesting in the thousands … for the nationwide Tax Day Tea Party.”43 While ethnicity and race are appropriate reasons to target American citizens for special scrutiny or even to preemptively deprive them of their rights and liberties, Malkin believes, membership in groups that openly advocate violent attacks on federal officials is nobody’s business but one’s own—so long as the groups describe themselves as “conservative” rather than Islamic.

Kowtowing to Tea Partyism, more and more mainstream Republicans are throwing around incendiary words and phrases like “tyranny” and “slavery” on the campaign trail; candidates are basing their whole “brands” on their
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