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ABSTRACT

One frequently encounters innuendoes, charges,
allegations, threats, and rationales of conspiracy in studying the
role of rhetoric in social movemeantz. While "full discussion of
cempeting ideas," holds high repute, "people meeting to plot some
acticn," is disreputable and under some conditions illegal. This
pagér focuses on existing definitions of conspiracy in the fields of
law éialagy, and g@litical Sciencé, Thé authar ﬂisfinguisheg
t*les tD answer th:ee quEStlﬂﬁE‘ ,1) what are the ph;lasaphlc bases
of conspiracy? (2) What sorts of persons are prone to believe that a
conspiracy exists? (3) And what criteria must be present before a
consgiracy is credible? (Author/LG)
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tmiversity of Wisconsin werve master-minding the destruction,
Depending on who you are and what vou're reading, yvon v be
familiar with so-called conspiracies such as these:  the Commonist
conspiracy, the Jewish conspiracy, the Socialist conspiracy, the
conspiracy of the Illuminati, tpe Papal conspiracy, the Rothschild
conspiracy, the conspiracy to assasinate President Kennedv, the
Watergate conspiracy, the Chicago 8§ conspiracy, the Hale Chauvinist
conspiracy, the Feminist conspiracy, the Panther conspiracy, the

FBI conspiracy to eliminate the iBlack Panthers, EtEgl There would

almost appear to be several conspiracies for every reform movement.
But counting alleged conspiracics does not account for them.

Specifically in this paper, I want to account for the wide-

spread use and apparent susceptibility of people in reform move-

ments and in establishments to conspiracy appeals,

To do so, [ propese 1o Focus on these questions: What is a

H

conspiracy? Are there some types of persons who are more likely
Lo Search éut aﬁd discover conspiracies than others? And, how
spiracies and psychological conspiracies?

By common definition, you and ¥ would be conspirators if we
met in the notel iobby and agreed te steal & water pitcher from
one of these meeting rooms, Lven if we did not actuaily steat

-~ and that's conspiracy. Jlon-

spiracy involves twe or more people agreeing to do an uniawful

In his essay entitled "The Development of the English Law of

Conspiracy," J. W. Bryan notes that conspiracy was first written



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

‘¥
into Iinglish law in 1305.7 At that time, conspiracy was |imited

to secret agreements whose object was to hinder or pervert the
administration of justice. In other words, conspiracy was re-
stricted to instances of bringing false witness against innocent
people in the law courts. In 1611, conspiracy was gxteﬁded to pro-

tect the King against plots to overthrow him. .Jason Lpstein, in

his book, The Great Conspiracy Trial details the next historic de-
velopment ; |
"By the nineteenth century, the theory of conspiracy in
American law camn to include '"concerted actions to ac-

complish some purpose, not in itself criminal, by crim-

%

inai means.

Oddly enough Big Business further increased the scope of con-
Splra:y law with the advent of federal repulations against price-
fixing and unfair trusts. If a single company scts its prices to
undercut and destroy the competition, that's fine. But if two
companies combine -- and this joining together is the defining
characteristic of conspiracy law -- if two companies combine to
set prices, then the law says that o conspiracy has occured,

So then -- what is a conspirucy? Lejaily, it consists of two

Gr more o o something Illegal. A reform mova-
ment by most definitions invoives a group of neanle WoTking cogothar

-~ or-we could say "‘combining’ to bring about some change in axist-
ing veliefs, attitudes, customs, practices, policies, rules, iaws,

or I suppose, governments, Sometimes, as in the case of Father
Groppi's efforts to integrate certain residential areas of Milwau-

kee in 1969, the reform movement is directed at chanplng xisting
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students show up.  No uxplnn:it:i%ni% =~ no phone calls.  The point

of my contrived example is this: Would you sceept conspiracy as

@ reasonable c—xpinn;;tim*n of the absence? 1 ihi.nk s0. Technically,
4 classroom rﬁlc doesn't have the status of a statutory, codified
law, but the concerted action of thesc mythical students accom-

plished something akin to a crime -- a per rceived and an imminent

Y to you and your job.

thus I offer an answer to the question: What is a conspiracy?
Lepally onc nceds three ingredients: (A) a group who by

their concerted action (B) intended (C) to commit a crime

Practically =-- and_I'm tempted to say rhetorically =-- wh-n
a person has rcason to believe that a perceived and an
imminen: danger to himself is caused by the concerted ac-
tions of some group, for that person a conspiracy probably

There is a loosc concept in my practical definition of conspir-

acy -- the concept of person. To get at this notion, we need to
ask -- arc there some types of persons who are more likely to search

o.. and discover conspiracies than others? The answers to this

Talcott Parsons, a sociologist who studied the con-

spiracy appeals of Joseph McCarthy claims that people

who were fearful ‘of chang

ﬁw

ing va.ues easily accen;ed

the "eastern liberal esctabiishment" as the cause of

o 4
their fesar.
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Gary Allen, author of None Dare Call it Conspiracy,

sounds his alarm apainst the "Insiders" the current
descendants of the Rothschild conspiracy, to readers
who fit this description. I quote herc from his first
chapter. 'Something is bugging you, but you aren't
sure what. We keep clecting new Presidents who scem-

ingly promise faithfully to halt the world-wide Commu-

" nist advance, put the blocks to extravagant government

spending, douse the fires of inflation, put the ecconomy
on an even keel, reverse the trend whiéﬁ is turning the
country into é moral sewer, and toss the criminals into
the hoosegow where they belong., Yet, despite high hopes

and glittering campaign promises, these problems caoicin-
, : - .

= = Bl == Q
ue to worsen no matter who is in office.”

Sociologist Franz Neumann claims that a person is sus-

ceptible to conspiracy appeals if he belongs to a froup
s f i . =
which is threatened by a loss of status. By way of

illustration, David Carter, a doctoral candidate at lowa
who is currently studying the NFO movement reports that
in much of the Iiterature produced by the ieadérﬁ_af

the National Farm Urganization, the plipght of the Ameri-

can farmer is attributea to, "international money."

Hans Toch uses the labels "authoritarian' and "athno-

centric" to describe the susceptible persan;7 Rokeach
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reduces open-close mindedness to 'the extent to whieh
1. . : L3 . ,,*,inS,,éﬁus,,
there is reliance on absolute authority; while Linsctt
and Raab divide people into monist and pluralist camps
with the monist camp being most susceptible to conspir-
. i
acy appeals.
Lnough -- the immediate conclusion would scem to he this:
Those who are susceptible to censpiracy appeals tend to be ripid,
authoritarian, and anxious. But-most people on some occasions
would tend to fit these descriptors. And, because anvone tends

direction of his wishes

[
pltn

to distort his perceptions of reality in the
and fears, then, in a situation when someone is rigid, authoritar-
ian, or anxious and when confronted with a perceived and imminent
danger he will probably distort his perceptions of zvents in the

direction of his fears. For example, after the Chicaro Convention
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interviews, authoritics in
the Yippies intended to put LSD in the city water supply. Mayo¥

Daley perceived that a conspiracy was underway. Also, a few months
ago the Democratic lleadquarters at Watergatc were apparently " ugped.
George McGovern perceived that a conspiracy was underway.

The point that I'm stressing is this: OUne need rnot be a mem-
ber of the Radical Right or Left or a psfchlatriz candidate to per-
ceive conspiracies. To the extent that you and 1 place a strong,
positive value on anything -- 1like’ praperty privacy, scholarly

axtent
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ence, security, moral behavior, etc., -- and
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that you and I arc susceptible to soveconc's claim that a conapiroc

=€ our perccived and imminent threat,
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It seems to me, however, that a rhetorical critic of o reforn
movement must have some way to assess conspliracy appeals whieh he
is likely to encounter. That is, a critic should be able to deter-
mine whether the appeals have any factual basis and whether or not
a conspiracy is a valid explanation for the imminent danger per-
ceived by the refarmers, 'The problem is lessened if the refornm
novement is an h1%tar1cal one DQCHU%E a critic usvally has access
to more cvidence. For cxample, the conspiracy of Nazi officers to
assasinate Hitler was clearly a real conspiracy and sufficient evi-
dence is now available to substantiate the claim. low then might
a critic of an on-going reform movement disti ingu uish between an actual
conspiracy and -- what I will call -- a psychological couspiracy

To do so, I suggest that the critic --

(1) determinc whether the alleged conspirators have a specific

identity. The more amorphous the designation given to

the alleged conspirators, i.c., “the Insiders,” ‘'the led

" the

Menace," "the Select Few," or worst of ali, "them,

more 1i ;ely the gﬁhﬁplfu v is psychologicai.

{2} VDetermine whether the alleged conspirators had the apper-

Tunity to piot. i pot, & coaspiracy can'i oxist,
(3) Uetermine whether all the inrended 'victims' agree that
sufficient evidence exists to verify the existence of

conspiracy. Disagreement would suggest that an actual

conspiracy is unlikely,
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(4) determine whether the alleped conspirators coopeorate i
making evidence available to those in the reform wovenent.
Destroying or concecalinp cvidence would indicate the prob-
ability of ﬁn actual conspiracy.

(5) determinc whether all of the alleged conspirators would
secure cqual gains from successfully carrying out the
plot, or would suffer cqual losses from unsuccessfully
carrying out the nlot. Inequity of gain or loss would

suggest that an actual conspiracy is unlikely.

(6) determine whether the alleped :énspiracy is used to cx-
plain disparate and discrete past events. Actual con-
spiracies usually have a si“qle;ssPecifiz objective;
psychological conspiracies tend to be repectitive, long-
term, and serve to explain a vast array of events,

Thése criteria can hardly be said to have infallible power. But

they do provide some guidelines for making an important distinction
in Gur'analysis of the place of conspiracy appeals in a social move-

ment.
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