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Volker Heins

Critical theory and the traps
of conspiracy thinking

Abstract Historically, blatantly untrue and defamatory conspiracy theories
had disastrous consequences for those who were portrayed in them as evil-
doers. At the same time, conspiratorial agreements at the expense of the
common good between powerful groups in society do exist and have
occasionally been uncovered. Against this background, the article describes
different ways in which critical theory has looked at conspiracies. First, an
attempt is made to show that Max Horkheimer’s notes on ‘rackets’ are an
ambitious but flawed attempt to theorize conspiracy. It is argued that
Horkheimer’s theory is imbued by the very conspiracy thinking that he
proposed to criticize. Second, the author suggests recovering Franz
Neumann’s concept of ‘political alienation’ as a more appropriate starting
point to think critically about the ethical and epistemological questions
raised by conspiracy theories.

Key words Theodor Adorno · alienation · conspiracy · critical theory ·
Max Horkheimer · Franz Neumann · rackets

I

According to received wisdom, modern society is determined by anony-
mous mechanisms and constraints: systems, markets, faceless bureau-
cracies. Society without a human subject is the corollary to a nature
without morality, the study of which has taken the place of the age-old
popular belief in spirits and witches lurking behind the surface of reality
with inscrutable powers to harm or benefit us. However, this picture of
a modern society without either organizing center or background subject
has done little to modify the ideas of many ordinary citizens about the
origins of particular events and trends. Society continues to be regarded
as the product of secret agreements. ‘All is one’, complained critics of
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the totally administered world, while people in general still believe in
autonomous subjects plotting against the common good: ‘They are all
in cahoots.’

Conspiracy theories embrace a broad spectrum of genres and range
from the millenarian worldviews that are cultivated in the USA by right-
wing militias and short-wave radio stations down to wonderfully surreal
urban legends that would have us believe, for example, that the German
town of Bielefeld does not exist – despite the existence of various indi-
cators such as license plates and a frequently mentioned university.1 Many
of the conspiracy theories that have grown up around the deaths of Elvis
Presley, John F. Kennedy or Princess Diana were, of course, dead serious.
In France and Germany bestsellers have appeared claiming that the
terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 (on the Pentagon) simply did not
happen, and that the Twin Towers in New York were blown up from
the inside or that the suicide bombers were in the pay of the CIA or the
Mossad.2 In Cairo journalists have recently reported that ‘evidence’
exists to prove that the tsunami that ravaged the coastal regions of the
Indian Ocean at the end of 2004 was in reality a side effect of a top
secret nuclear test on the high seas – a test conducted by Israeli and Indian
forces.3 This list could be extended indefinitely. A Google search for
‘conspiracy theories’ yields 691,000 results.

Now, a glance at the history of anti-Semitism reveals that conspiracy
theories can have very real consequences and are capable of creating a
highly disquieting social reality.4 This explains why critics have regu-
larly turned their attention to this curious phenomenon. In what follows
I first offer a brief overview of the developments in the criticism of
conspiracy theories and the social preconditions of their origins and
dissemination. This criticism suffers from its inability to distinguish
between rationally unacceptable conspiracy theories and rational
hypotheses about actual conspiracies. I then show that such a distinction
seems to make its first appearance in Max Horkheimer’s notes on the
role of ‘rackets’ in modern society. I argue, however, that this attempt
at a critical theory of socially harmful group formations is misconceived.
Instead, I loosely follow Franz Neumann in putting forward the idea
that the popular appeal of conspiracy theories can be thought of as the
expression of social and political alienation which is widespread in a
society governed by technocratic elites shielded from the population at
large. Yet, as it turns out, this is but a first step in the direction of a critical
social theory of conspiracies and conspirational patterns of thought.

II

The standard criticism is that conspiracy theories are based on psycho-
logically conditioned misperceptions: ‘A conspiracy theory is the fear of
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a nonexistent conspiracy. Conspiracy refers to an act, conspiracy theory
to a perception.’5 Along similar lines, Hannah Arendt has located conspir-
acy theories in the framework of her analysis of manipulative totali-
tarian movements and their propaganda.6 Where the fear of conspiracies
is immune to every rational consideration it serves only to fuel political
terror – a mechanism that has been shown to have been at work in the
dynamics of the French Revolution.7 Finally, in the 1960s the American
historian Richard Hofstadter, who was the first to react against the
rationalist trend in early political science by emphasizing the influence
of unconscious motives and status anxiety on political actions, showed
that even in liberal democracies conspiracy thinking can create a specifi-
cally ‘paranoid style’.8 This entire tradition from Arendt via Hofstadter
to Daniel Pipes can be traced back to Jean Calvin’s criticism of the
Anabaptist sects of his day and their ‘fantastic’ notions that were un-
constrained by empirical observation or argument of any kind.9

Accordingly, conspiracy theories are characterized by a specific style
of thinking that constitutes a threat to the survival of liberal democracy
and that may become a vehicle for the rise of totalitarian forms of rule
if collective anxieties become focused on a single fantasmatic enemy,
such as ‘the Jews’ or ‘Trotskyism’. Liberal analysis privileges the scrutiny
of political leaders and the specific distortions of perception to which
the role of leadership may be subject in modern societies. Politicians
have adversaries that may represent a threat and they thus face the
problem of having to generate trust without themselves placing too
much trust in their environment. Vigilance and the careful observation
of one’s adversaries are important cognitive presuppositions for the
profession of the politician and the costs of placing one’s trust recklessly
may be exorbitantly high. The entirely rational fear of falling prey to
dirty tricks and conspiracies may, however, become a public danger if
it can establish itself unimpeded by any division of powers or any settled
procedure for proving its claims.10

A more recent wave of interest in conspiracy theories likewise circles
round the relations between political power and politically useful
knowledge or ignorance. At the same time, a series of displacements has
become visible. Thus interest today focuses less on dictatorships than
on liberal democracies, less on the contents of conspiracy theories than
on their formal epistemology, and less on leaders than on the masses
who frequently cling to these theories in contrast to their rulers. Typical
of the more recent trend is the work of Elaine Showalter who regards
conspiracy theories not as the products of political manipulation, but
as ‘hysterical narratives’ which, like the proverbial attacks of migraine
and fainting fits of an earlier age, point to profound emotional distur-
bances in society.11 As with traditional hysteria, symptoms today are
likewise dependent on context: while hysterical Europeans constantly
imagine American secret services pulling the strings behind various
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conspiracies, Americans like to populate their own everyday theories –
more originally, no doubt – with extraterrestrials. In general, conspir-
acy theories seem to testify to the ‘boundlessness of our imaginative
power’12 as well as to our ability to use this potential only in the most
limited of ways. The small set of bogeymen that has always been targeted
by conspiracy thinkers does not show much of an evolution.

Other contemporary diagnoses regard the proliferation of conspir-
acy theories as the expression of the pathology of neo-liberal capitalism
which has converted the permanent insecurity of all conditions of life
into a kind of second nature and has thrown individuals back on their
own resources. The result is a ‘claustrophobic solipsism’13 which drives
human subjects into a paranoid search for meaning through the medium
of conspiracy thinking. As in the Middle Ages, folk devils armed with
poisoned arrows are perceived lurking behind the world of things. A
variant of this argument interprets conspiracy theories as loser theories
of average white males who have been unable to come to terms with
the political gains achieved by women and minorities in the United
States and other democracies and project themselves as victims of an
epoch-making plot.14 Conspiracy thinking here no longer serves to legit-
imize the rulers but to provide relief to the ruled and the frustrated.

The advantage of all these approaches is that they ascribe the collec-
tive thoughts and feelings that are expressed in conspiracy theories not
to individual acts of manipulation, but to sources deeply embedded in
the structure of society. At the same time, they are situated entirely
between the poles of enlightenment and deception, intellectuals and
masses. Thus, conspiracy thinking is represented as little more than
‘proto-linguistic’ stammering or sheer ‘non-knowledge’.15 And yet, the
relationship between the critical social philosophy and conspiracy
theories is not like that of causal explanation to wild speculation or
enlightenment to superstition. Unlike the writers of the classic counter-
Enlightenment, conspiracy theorists do not believe that the world
contains a great, unfathomable mystery that will defeat all attempts at
rational explanation. Conspiracy theorists are rather hyper-rationalists
who do not simply proclaim a truth, but actively ‘track’ it, as episte-
mologists say.16 They mistrust experts and ready-made media offerings.
In itself this attitude is by no means irrational. Given the conditions
characterized by globally networked society, active conspiratorial agree-
ments in economics and politics are altogether ‘probable’17 and can
sometimes also be made plausible by the presence of chains of circum-
stantial evidence.18 Referring to the Russian October Revolution, even
Neumann conceded that some hypotheses about conspiracies are at least
‘partly true’.19 After their own fashion, conspiracy theorists might be
capable of being attentive critics who try to get to the bottom of things
and who still operate in harmony with the rules of a liberal public sphere
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even though they may seem to have abjured the public use of their
reason.20 Does it go too far to define their ideas as twisted everyday
variants of critical theory that have gone off the rails – or, conversely,
to scrutinize critical theory to uncover its share in conspiracy thinking?

III

In order to find an answer to this, we must try to define the precise
nature of the kind of interpretations of society offered by conspiracy
theories. In juridical terms the matter is straightforward: ‘A conspiracy
is an agreement by two or more people to commit a crime’,21 though
we should note that full-blown conspiracy theories replace ‘people’ by
entire power complexes that covertly coordinate their activities. For
present purposes, I want to distinguish four different phenomena. First,
there are real conspiracies – the usual scams and shady dealings involv-
ing the rich and powerful – that are revealed as unpleasant collections
of interconnected facts without, however, being perceived as threatening
the core values of a society. Second, some real conspiracies are subject to
a more radical symbolic interpretation that represents them as ‘polluting’
the very center of society. Facts are turned into a moral symbol which
in turn galvanizes public mobilization in support of political renewal.
‘Watergate’ is the prime example.22 Third, there are alleged and un-
proven conspiracies that only small fragments of the population consider
to be real. Since there is no consensus about the ‘facts’ at issue nor about
their possible moral significance, public mobilization fails to material-
ize. Fourth, there are alleged and unproven conspiracies that form the
basis of robust belief systems which actually result in the mobilization
of the masses against stigmatized outsiders.

The last two categories of rationally unacceptable conspiracy theories
evidently go beyond simply asserting the existence of conspiracies in the
criminal sense of the word. They can be recognized not so much by their
object as by the peculiar architecture of their basic methodological
assumptions. Critical social philosophers and conspiracy theorists appear
to share some specific convictions about how the social world actually
works. According to the latter, nothing happens by chance, nothing is
as it appears and everything is interconnected.23 Conspiracy theorists
baffle us only when they take one further step and turn the conspirators’
intentions of controlling all the variables in a situation, of deceiving all
outsiders and of cooperating with one another as closely as possible,
into the premises on which to base their own investigations into suspected
conspiracies. The separation of conspiratorial groups from the rest of
society, their boundless power and lack of scruples, as well as the no
less boundless ignorance and gullibility of ordinary people outside the
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conspiracy, are all presupposed without further explanation. As a result,
theories about real-world conspiracies are not falsifiable. They are feeding
and reinforcing both a preexisting suspicion towards any ‘official’ truth
and a solipsistic sense of self-assurance and superiority towards the non-
initiated. In contradistinction to all this, Horkheimer’s notes on ‘rackets’
seem initially to be a first step towards a rational and critical theory of
social and political conspiracies in modern capitalism. Yet what is
surprising is that Horkheimer is himself far from immune against the
kind of conspiracy thinking he had set out to analyse.

The concept of the racket is taken from colloquial American usage.
In the Dialectic of Enlightenment, Horkheimer and Adorno use it as a
synonym for cliques, gangs and other established groups that act protec-
tively towards their own members, while externally they attempt to
circumvent the market process by misappropriating economic income
and by deceiving the public.24 Rackets are not to be thought of as
remnants of premodern times, but as the ‘basic form of rule’25 in modern
societies. As literally ‘conspiratorial groups [verschworene Gruppen]’26

they symbolize the persistence of relationships based on personal connec-
tions and loyalties at the heart of the supposedly anonymous ‘systems’
of law, economy and science. Rackets are also perceived as symptoms
of historical decay. Core institutions of modern society tend to regress
to the medieval origins of European modernity when people sought
franchises and immunities from external powers by constituting new
towns or other corporate entities through collective oaths, and when
protection rents were still the main sources of profit for entrepreneurs.27

However, as they are lacking any ethos and the promise of societal
progress, today’s rackets are mere degenerate offshoots of those early
modern forms.

Overall, Horkheimer’s scattered notes fail to yield a fully coherent
picture. Rackets are introduced as collective egoists that secure economic
and political spoils for themselves on the basis of their special knowledge.
This picture gives the impression of the disintegration of society into a
disorganized profusion of conspiracies of the kind familiar to us from
classical drama. On the other hand, Horkheimer detects a trend towards
the ‘centralization of power’28 and ‘a growth in the number of rackets
and their powers of coordination’29 that goes far beyond the bounds of
the now eroded nation-state. Rackets amalgamate and reduce the rest
of society to ant-like ‘physiological individual beings’ and compliant
objects of ‘manipulation’.30 This conception, according to which doctors,
trade unionists, politicians, academics and corporate managers obey the
same rapacious logic while at the same time working closely together,
possesses features that are themselves unmistakably redolent of conspir-
acy thinking. In the society imagined by Horkheimer as little as possible
is left to chance (or the market), everything is interconnected and nothing
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is as it appears. Weber’s ‘specialists without spirit’ dominate on a global
scale and hardly anyone takes notice. Critical social theory is conceived
as the attempt to uncover the coordinates of conspiratorial networks.
Insights produced by theory, however, do not change anything since no
one wants to hear the truth. It is no wonder that Horkheimer regarded
the assassination of John F. Kennedy as the work of a ‘conspiracy’ which
had initiated a ‘new phase in world history’ and believed in all serious-
ness that Lyndon B. Johnson had played some kind of a sinister ‘role’
in it.31

Horkheimer does not explain how and why rackets collaborate even
though they have no interest in each other, and why they are not
compelled to include other sectors of the population in their deals.
Moreover, it is an irony that by reducing the exercise of power to the
activities of conspiratorial gangs, Horkheimer has allowed himself to
be taken in by one of those Hollywood clichés typical of the ‘culture
industry’ that he and Adorno criticized so mercilessly elsewhere.32 More
importantly, however, Horkheimer has isolated the question of the truth
of his theory from any conceivable empirical evidence. In this connec-
tion he explicitly defends the figure of the ‘paranoiac’ who holds fast to
a particular definition of reality in the teeth of all counter-arguments:

Paranoid behaviour manifests itself as an unconditional adherence to one’s
point of view, a refusal to be dissuaded from it, a determination to treat it
as an absolute even when it cannot be ‘proved’ . . . But where is the
criterion by which he can be shown to be a paranoiac rather than a witness
to the truth? . . . Every piece of knowledge that is regarded as an absolute
has something paranoid about it; but if it makes no claim to absolute
validity it is not knowledge.33

Unlike Adorno who believed that ‘ideas that are too heavily defended
against the danger of error are of course lost in any case’,34 Horkheimer
appeared to be a staunch anti-falsificationist. The sentences just quoted
also give us some idea of the cost incurred by what was meant to be the
critical assertion that in their essence things are fundamentally different
from the way they appear, and this makes it desirable for the relation
between essence and appearance to be subjected to empirical control.35

This mode of critical theory does no longer see its own critical perspec-
tive to be acceptable by all human beings because it does not reckon
with the possibility of overcoming the effects of manipulation. Utopia
or true liberty ‘becomes a mere “fantastic scheme,” not attainable by
way of the transformative action of social agents’.36 Horkheimer has
bequeathed to us elements of a critical theory of actual conspiracies, but
by shielding it from critical objections, his theory itself assumes some-
thing of the character of conspiracy theories. He tends to depict trade
union bosses, politicians, doctors and others as actors who do not just
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exploit favorable situations for their own purposes, but who are impelled
by a deep-seated disposition to enter into collusive agreements to the detri-
ment of society as a whole. Here too we find Horkheimer succumbing to
a form of conspiratorial thinking instead of shedding light on it for us.

IV

Conspiracies are a special case of strategic cooperation and at the same
time they are the object of a particular species of everyday theories. The
present article advances no hypotheses about whether communication
about conspiracies is on the increase, or whether, if it is, that increase
corresponds to a growth in actual conspiracies. It only seems clear to
me that conspiracy theories have lost none of their appeal for the mass
public in spite of numerous advances in democratization, liberalization
and the expansion of education. Horkheimer made the attempt to incor-
porate quasi-conspiratorial alliances in his analysis of the present age –
in competition with Frankfurt School arguments about ‘state capitalism’
– without actually focusing on the problematic nature of conspiracy
thinking.

Yet there are at least two reasons why such a focus would be desir-
able. First, theories about dangerous conspiracies can themselves consti-
tute a danger if they are unprovable and if they concentrate the minds
of the public on a single imaginary Other, thereby whipping up public
anxiety. Second, conspiracy theories can be interpreted as rationaliza-
tions of the mute, inarticulate suffering of those who believe in them.
Whereas older political theory emphasized the first aspect, more recently
it is the second factor that has been stressed, namely the suffering that
is caused by the ills of society and that finds linguistic expression in
conspiracy theories. Believers of these theories are no longer regarded
as potential public enemies, but as angst-ridden scaremongers.

In order to formulate a provisional hypothesis that does justice to
this suffering, I propose that we should make use of Franz Neumann’s
concept of ‘political alienation’.37 For Neumann, Otto Kirchheimer and
other members of the so-called ‘outer circle’ of the early Frankfurt
School the power of organized groups in contemporary capitalist society
was of primary interest. However, unlike ‘inner circle’ protagonists
such as Adorno and Horkheimer, they did not accept the concept of
an ‘all-embracing super group’ controlling social life and the produc-
tion of truth: ‘No general cartel dominates our society.’38 The point of
Neumann’s hypothesis was rather that alienation makes people wrongly
believe in such all-powerful cartels. Alienation means: before the indi-
vidual starts believing in alien powers bent on plotting against the world,
she or he feels herself or himself to be an alien. Becoming an alien,
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psychologically speaking, implies being unable to connect to others in
a meaningful way. The social world becomes all smoke and mirrors.
However, this sense of disconnect and meaninglessness captures only
half of the experience of alienation. The other half is constituted by a
strong feeling of powerlessness vis-à-vis society.39

Neumann has given us some hints about what causes this syndrome
and how it plays out in the public sphere. Following Freud’s theory of
the human psyche, he is convinced that every society, not just modern
or capitalist ones, is based on the repression of instinctual gratification.
However, the ‘alienation of labor’, which he believes to have been on
the rise since the beginning of the industrial revolution, makes things
considerably worse. The combination of stultifying work and bourgeois
values increases feelings of anxiety and alienation among sectors of the
middle classes and makes them ‘most susceptible to Caesarism’, that is,
to authoritarian political leaders.40 In addition, market competition
increases the fear of social degradation and favors the spread of all kinds
of ‘persecutory anxiety’. Conspiracy theories made available by author-
itarian leaders strengthen these anxieties.41 Feelings of helplessness and
loss of intentionality are enhanced by the imagination of a surplus of
intentionality on the part of scary behind-the-scenes actors. These affec-
tive trends, which are generated within society, lead to the growing
inability of citizens to think independently and to take part in the public
life of their communities. Thus, anxiety feeds into ‘political alienation’
defined as ‘the conscious rejection of the whole political system which
expresses itself as apathy because the individual sees no possibility of
changing anything in the system through his efforts’.42

Neumann appeared to have in mind a vicious circle whereby lacking
options for meaningful participation led to apathy, growing apathy to
the consolidation of secretive elite governance, elitism to the spread of
conspiracy thinking, and conspiracy thinking to even more apathy.
Although he does in principle not give up on the possibility of changing
socially distorted views of reality, Neumann fails to show a way out of
the self-propelling downward spiral of passivity and misperceptions.
This is partly due to his inclination to overgeneralize the experience of
National Socialism which he believed could be defeated only from the
outside – through war and ‘psychological warfare’.43 The focus on this
particular historical context also explains other shortcomings of his
approach. Specifically, he tended to answer the question of how conspir-
acy theories serve their powerful producers, much better than the
question in what way they serve their apathetic adherents who willingly
embrace them. By looking at conspiracy theories as being handed down
to the masses from on high, rather than passing through a marketplace
of ideas where they have to be accepted, he also neglected the question
of the relationship between conspiracy thinking and democracy.
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V

Unlike the anti-Semitic conspiracy theories Neumann had in mind at his
time, the sorts of theories I mentioned at the outset are far from stirring
society to its depths. In contemporary western societies at least, those
who actively produce and cherish unwarranted conspiracy theories are
hardly more than small sect-like groups. More important than these
groups and their motives is doubtless the fact that conspiracy theories
are passively accepted, although to an uncertain extent, by a much
broader audience. In order to explain this acceptance, ultimate, inter-
mediate and proximate conditions can be distinguished.

Neumann’s idea that social and political alienation is the ultimate
condition for the spread of conspiracy thinking is still a worthwhile
hypothesis. Alienated individuals experience the social world as un-
changeable and themselves as playthings of uncontrollable powers.
Against Horkheimer, Neumann insists that the single human being is no
‘ant in an ant heap’,44 although she or he may well feel like one and be
treated as if he or she were one. Conspiracy theories make sense in
an age where comprehensive ‘secular theodicies’45 that once provided
plausible interpretations of painful crises and catastrophes have lost
their purchase on society. These theories also testify to the strength of
the ‘will to truth’ which Horkheimer denied when he compared modern-
day individuals to ants.46 In contemporary culture, the truth ‘behind the
appearances’ has assumed the character of a commodity since nothing
sells as well as the exposure of scandals and revelations about actual or
imagined secrets. Conspiracy theories manufacture secrets as well as
their solutions which are then made available in all media formats.

Here we touch upon a crucial intermediate condition for the accep-
tance of unwarranted conspiracy theories. These theories are marketed
and coveted as cultural products that promise rare states of emotional
intensity and excitement, something that is sought by individuals who
want to distinguish themselves from society instead of renewing it.47

Like other theories, conspiracy theories are sometimes seen as ‘interest-
ing’,48 because they reject widely accepted accounts of crises and offer
fantastic catch-all explanations of the world’s travails and woes instead.
A consumptive attitude towards intensity-enhancing theories may be
paired with the kind of ‘disbelief’ and ‘suspicion of phoniness’ that
Adorno noted many years ago among the readers of the astrology
columns of the Los Angeles Times.49 I think it is fair to assume that this
kind of sensation-seeking individualism can nurture an attitude of politi-
cal cynicism which is different from the apathy analyzed by Neumann.
Lack of generalized trust leads to the rejection of the rules of the demo-
cratic system, whereas cynicism often favors a strategy of ‘playing’ the
system, although with low expectations and no real respect for the rules.50
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Important proximate conditions for the spread and acceptability of
conspiracy theories is the massive growth in free expression facilitated
by online forums and weblogs combined with the erosion of trust in
social authorities as the guarantors of legitimate knowledge. Neither
governments nor universities, churches, committees of experts or the
media enjoy this privilege nowadays. Conspiracy thinking flourishes at
the intersection of two major trends: first, the restricted opportunities
for the meaningful participation of individuals in a technocratically
reduced democracy, and second, the unlimited possibilities of communi-
cation that are symbolized by, and available through, the Internet. When
sections of the population believe that there is nothing to be gained from
political engagement because ‘things don’t change’ anyway; when at the
same time more and more can be known, while less and less knowledge
seems to be reliable and indisputable, then we have a situation that is
conducive to, among other things, conspiracy thinking.

As long as the remote conditions of alienation remain unchallenged,
liberal democracy per se cannot break the cycle of distorted perceptions
of power, disaffection and cynicism or apathy. Democracy has rather a
paradoxical effect on conspiracy thinking. The same mechanisms in a
democracy that make it hard to launch lasting conspiracies among
powerful actors simultaneously stimulate collective fantasies about such
conspiracies. Successful conspiracies are thwarted above all by the diffi-
culty of preventing the emergence of disaffected members of involved
organizations and, when it comes to the crunch, of stopping them from
telling the truth and ‘blowing the whistle’. Numerous examples make it
clear that, contrary to what some writers maintain, conspiracies tend to
be uncovered not just because of luck or mere coincidence.51 An example
is the FBI agent Mark Felt who has recently revealed that he was the
mysterious source known as ‘Deep Throat’ during the Watergate Scandal
in the 1970s, and that it was he who had provided reporters Carl Bern-
stein and Bob Woodward with the detailed information about the inner
workings of the Nixon administration that culminated in the fall of the
government. Although it is undeniable that Felt broke internal FBI rules,
today he is celebrated as a hero.52 From this I conclude that in a society
where the rules for distributing social honors are so effective that they
can undermine the cohesion of small closely knit groups even in federal
police headquarters, it is unlikely that the secrecy in which every success-
ful conspiracy is shrouded can be kept for a long time. A society that
not only claims a right to know but also spreads incentives to tell the
truth and to reward acts of individual dissidence is ‘incapable of keeping
a secret anyway’.53

The flip side of this is that the successful exposure of collusive agree-
ments and the occasional confessions of an insider only help to stimu-
late collective fantasies further. As soon as something comes to light,
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people suspect to see only ‘the tip of the iceberg’ whose gigantic bulk
is inaccessible and remains swathed in obscurity. The public not only
tends to explain conspiracies in terms of group-specific dispositional
factors, but also ascribes the exposure of such arrangements to individ-
ual ‘heroes’ as opposed to the effectiveness of structural incentives.
Where the necessary receptivity of a public consisting of alienated citizens
is a given, conspiracy theories will run riot if information of every kind
is freely available and if governments are periodically compelled to open
their archives.

McGill University, Montreal, Canada
Institute for Social Research, Frankfurt, Germany

Notes

1 See the website of the discoverers of the ‘Bielefeld conspiracy’ at http://www.
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