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Perhaps not surprisingly, conspiracy theory has also been a funda
mental organizing principle in American film, television, and fiction 
since World War II. Numerous postwar narratives concern characters 
who are nervous about the ways large, and often vague, organizations 
might be controlling their lives, inf!uen~ing their actions, or even con
structing their desires. Film and television, from Cold War alien flicks to 
the highly popular X-Files, have so frequently depicted corporate, po
litical, and otherworldly conspiracies that Richard Donner's 1997 film 
Conspiracy Theory seems at once historically emblematic and utterly re
dundant. Writers such as Kathy Acker, Margaret Atwood, William S. 
Burroughs, Don DeLillo, Philip K. Dick, Joan Didion, Ralph Ellison, 
William Gibson, Joseph Heller, Diane Johnson, Ken Kesey, Joseph McEl
roy, Norman Mailer, Thomas Pynchon, Ishmael Reed, Leslie Marm~n 
Silko, Kurt Vonnegut, and Sol Yurick have all produced narratives m 
which large governmental, corporate, or social systems appear uncan
nily to control individual behavior, and in which characters seem para
noid, either to themselves or to other characters in the novel. As Tony 
Tanner remarked in 1971, "The possible nightmare of being totally con
trolled by unseen agencies and powers is never far away in contempo
rary American fiction. "3 

Of course, this nightmare was never absent in earlier moments and 
may be traced to colonial traditions. But the postwar years have wit
nessed a dramatic intensification of interest in this view of the world, 
and an increasing popular acceptance of its central premises. Indeed, 
concerns about social control have also been the subject of numerous 
other discourses, from social theory to self-help literature to addiction 
discourse. A large and influential body of popular sociological writing, 
for instance--from David Riesrnan's Lonely Crowd (1950) and William 
Whyte's Organization Man (1956) through the Unabomber "Manifesto" 
(1996)-has lamented both the "decline" of individual self-control and 
the increasing autonomy of large social structures, especially govern
ment and corporate bureaucracies, control technologies, and the 
media.' 

One implication of this diverse body of materials is that the seem
ingly marginal forms of paranoia and conspiracy theory must b~ ':"
derstood as symptoms of a larger and more mainstream set of anx1et1es 
about human agency. But why has the peculiar form of conspiracy the
ory become such a popular vehicle for such concerns? As others have 
noted, the idea of conspiracy offers an odd sort of corniort in an uncer-
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tain age: it makes sense of the inexplicable, accounting for complex 
events in a clear, if frightening, way. By offering a highly adaptable vi
sion of causality, conspiracy theory acts as a "master narrative," a grand 
scheme capable of explaining complex social events. Most conspiracy 
theories are virtually impossible to confirm, yet this built-in impedi
ment to certainty is precisely why they have flourished in an age sup
posedly marked by the disappearance of grand explanatory schemes 
and master narratives. They require a form of quasi-religious convic
tion, a sense that the conspiracy in question is an entity with almost su
pernatural powers. In fact, the term "conspiracy" rarely signifies a 
small, secret plot any more. Instead, it frequently refers to the workings 
of a large organization, technology, or system, a powerful and obscure en
tity so dispersed that it is the very antithesis of the traditional conspir
acy. "Conspiracy," in other words, has come to signify a broad array of 
social controls. 

The increasing appeal of conspiracy theory is directly linked to this 
newly expanded definition, which accords the conspiracy broad ex
planatory power and enormous political utility. In its new form, "con
spiracy" can be used to label political enemies who are doing nothing 
more devious or sinister than their accusers. In the midst of the Korean 
War, for instance, President Truman could declare that "[t]he Commu
nists in the Kremlin are engaged in a monstrous conspiracy to stamp 
out freedom all over the world" without also observing that, by such a 
definition, he was also involved in a "conspiracy" to promote capital
ism.5 At virtually the same moment, the Supreme Court could dramat
ically toughen its three-decade-old "clear and present danger" test on 
the grounds that a conspiracy to teach dangerous ideas must not be per
ffiltted, even though the u conspiracy" in question was an informal 
gathering of socialist educators who had neither taken nor advocated 
any action whatsoever against the state. In its ruling, the Court rejected 
"the contention that a conspiracy to advocate, as distinguished from the 
advocacy itself, cannot be constitutionally restrained, because it com
prises only the preparation. It is the existence of the conspiracy which cre
ates the danger."' In short, the panic-stricken rhetoric of conspiracy has 
often been sufficient to mobilize support for serious state action, even 
the significant abridgment of individual freedoms. 

But th.e state has not had a monopoly on the rhetoric of conspiracy. n: the Umted States, that rhetoric has been widely deployed by both 
d1sempowered and comparatively privileged groups to imagine the 
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massive, powerful, and malevolent. This way of thinking is rooted in 
long-standing Western conceptions of selfhood, particularly those that 
emphasize the corrupting power of social relations on human unique
ness. As Ralph Waldo Emerson warned some 150 years ago in the clas
sic American account of self versus society, "Society everywhere is in 
conspiracy against the manhood of every one of its members."9 This fa
miliar sense of individual struggle against a collectivity is essential to 
contemporary conspiracy theory. One of its problematic effects is to 
hide the specific political features of the struggle it attempts to repre
sent. Its monolithic conception of "society" (or "system," or "organiza
tion") obviates the need to conceptualize particular interests within that 
collectivity; interests that might be based on class, gender, race, or other 
factors. Hence the political malleability of conspiracy theory, and the 
apparent contradictions of figures like the Unabomber, whose pro
fessed "ambition" was not only "to kill a scientist, big businessman, 
government official or the like" but also "to kill a Communist."10 These 
facts offer a crucial lesson: by making diverse social and technological 
systems enemies of "the self," the conspiratorial views function less as 
a defense of some clear political position than as a defense of individu
alism, abstractly conceived. 

It is not surprising that extremely self-defensive postures of this 
sort are often understood as "paranoid." Clinically paranoid individu
als, after all, frequently express a general fear and distrust of their envi
ronment. Yet the highly popular conception of self I have just outlined 
cannot simply be read as a sign of pathology. Indeed, conspiracy narra
tives would not be on the rise if that self-concept were not broadly pop
ular. Only the continuing appeal of liberalism, and its vision of an au
tonomous self beleaguered by society, can explain why the controlling 
I/ agencies and powers" in postwar narratives are so often uunseen" or 
elusive, why they so rarely consist of specific conspirators, why they 
vary from text to text, and why they often look nothing like conspira
cies in the traditional sense of the word. The appeal of liberalism also 
explains why conspiracy narratives have displayed such extraordinary 
political flexibility-why they have registered concern about such a di
versity of social organizations and why they are as appealing to African 

; A•rru~ri<:ar1s who wish to explain racial discrimination as they are to 
racist groups who believe the United States is under the control 

;of"'l.:iorlist Occupied Government" (ZOG) or some other coalition of 
:for:eig;ne1rs and minorities.11 



62 TIMOTHY MELLEY 

The recent surge in conspiracy narratives, in other words, cannot be 
explained as a response to some particular political issue, social organi
zation, or historical event, such as Watergate, or the Kennedy assassi
nation, or even the Cold War. It is better understood as a response to the 
sense that, to quote one cultural critic, "our specialness-our human
ness-has been taking it on the chin a lot lately."12 It stems largely from 
a sense of diminished human agency, a feeling that individuals cannot ef
fect meaningful social action and, in extreme cases, may not be able to 
control their own behavior. "At this moment in history," wrote R. D. 
Laing in 1967, "we are all caught in the hell of frenetic passivity."13 For 
Charles Reich, "The American crisis ... seems clearly to be related to an 
inability to act."14 And for Donna Haraway, "Our machines are dis
turbingly lively, and we ourselves frighteningly inert" -a view, she ad
mits, that once would have seemed "paranoid" though "now we are not 
so sure. "15 Sentiments like these are related to a widely circulated post
war narrative, a story about how the new "postindustrial" economy has 
made Americans more generic and less autonomous than their rugged 
forebears, and how social structures-especially government and cor
porate bureaucracies, control technologies, and "the media" -have be
come autonomous agents in their own right. 

Despite their widespread appearance in diverse postwar narra
tives, these anxieties take a remarkably consistent form, which I will 
refer to as agency panic." f3y agency panic, I mean intense anxiety about 
an apparent loss of autonomy or self-control-the conviction that one's 
actions are being controlled by someone else, that one has been "con
structed" by powerful external age'tjThis anxiety is expressed most 
dramatically in fiction and film, though its underlying view of the 
world is central to many nonfiction texts as welL In most cases, agency 
panic has two features. The first is a nervousness or uncertainty about 
the causes of individual action. This fear sometimes manifests itself in a 
belief that the world is full of "programmed" or "brainwashed" sub
jects, addicts, automatons/ or umass-produced" persons, as is the case 
in Heller's Catch-22, Reed's Mumbo Jumbo, Kesey' s One Flew over the 
Cuckoo's Nest, virtually all of Burroughs's work, much science fiction, 
and many of the nonfiction texts I have already mentioned. Just as 
often, the anxiety consists of a character's fear that he or she has been 
personally manipulated by powerful external controls. Many postwar 
narratives depict characters who feel they are acting out parts in a script 
written by someone else, or who believe that their most individuating 
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traits have been somehow produced from without. Margaret Atwood's 
characters, for example, are forever enacting classically feminine be
haviOr, even though they know it is harmful and undesirable. Some of 
Pynchon's characters suspect that their sexual responses, among other 
things, , have been determined by a massive espionage program. 
DeLillo s Lee Harvey Oswald feels that his participation in Kennedy's 
murder has been planned by powerful forces beyond his control. And 
in the junked-~p world of Burroughs, sadistic government and corpo
rate technologies contmually regulate all kinds of human behavior. 

In addi~on to these primary anxieties about individual autonomy, · 
agency paruc usually involves a secondary sense that controlling or
gamzations are themselves agents-rational, motivated entities with 
the will and the means to carry out complex plans. These organizations 
ar~ sometimes concrete agencies, like DeLillo's CIAor Heller's corpo
ratlzed Army, but they are just as often more diffuse structures-Pyn
chon's uThem/' Burroughs's "junk virus," Atwood's umen," Reed's 
"Atonist" culture industry, cyberpunk's autonomous corporations, or 
even the general "':odd system" invoked by Jameson and much post
war political rhetonc. In moments of agency panic, individuals tend to 
attribute to these systems the qualities of motive, agency, and individu
ality they suspect have been depleted from themselves or others around 
th~m .. ~us, agency panic not only dramatizes doubt about the efficacy 
of ';"divid~al huma~ action; it also induces a postmodern transference in 
which social regulation seems to be the intentional product of a single 
consciousness or monolithic "will." 

Because the convictions I have been describing usually arise with
au: much tangible evidence, they often seem to be the product of para
nom. Yet they are difficult to dismiss as paranoid in the clinical sense of 
pathologically deluded. As Leo Bersani points out, the self-described 
"paranoids" of Thomas Pynchon's fiction are "probably justified, and 
therefore-at least in the traditional sense of the word-really not para
noid at all. "

17 
Theorists of schizophrenia working against traditional 

psychological models, from Laing and Gregory Bateson to Gilles 
Deleuze and Felix Guattari, have shown that pathologizing judgments 
~f s~ch abnormal modes of experience may be products of overidenti
fication with normalizing clinical assumptions. In fact, Laing goes so far 
as :o suggest that schizophrenia can be "a conspiracy" perpetrated 
agamst the schizophrenzc by family and health care workers, who wish to 
reduce the patient's "full existential and legal status as human agent."'s 



64 TIMOTHY MELLEY 

Nonetheless, there is now a wealth of scholarship, following 
Richard Hofstadter' s classic analysis of "the paranoid style in A:r'encan 

olitics," that continues to view "political" paranoia as an easily dtag
~osed ailment, something that can be readily dismissed by appeal to a 
universal authority.'9 What many such accounts refuse to recogmze ts 
that conspiracy theory arises out of radical doubt about how knowl
edge is produced and about the authority of those who produce 1t. Iron
ically, by uncritically labeling certain claims "paranoid" and therefore 
dangerous to society (in general), such accounts nuss the most rmpor
tant meaning of conspiracy theory: that it develops from the refusal to 
accept someone else's definition of a universal soctal good or an offi
cially sanctioned truth. This is not to say we must open our. arms to all 
manner of conspiracy theories. It is merely to assert that dtagnoses of 
political paranoia are themselves political statements reflecting particu: 
lar interests. Until we discover some magtcally unmedtated access tore 
ality, conspiracy theory cannot simply be pathologized in one sweep~g 
gesture. Indeed, while many conspiracy theones seem far-fetched, m
sane, or even dangerous, others seem to be logical responses to techno
logical and social change, to the radical insights of poststructurahsm 
and systems theory, and even to the breathless sociologies of "future 
shock," "global village," and "postindustrial society."

20 
•• 

For these reasons, my intention here is not to assess the vahdtty. ~f 
particular conspiracy theories, but rather to sketch the cultiual stgnifi
cance of such theories and the anxieties from which they stem. Above 
all those anxieties indicate a crisis in recent conceptions of personhood 
and human agen~The importance of agency panic lies in the way it at
tempts to conserve a long-standing model of personhood-a ;1ew. of 
the individual as a rational, motivated agent wtth a protected mt~nor 
core of beliefs, desires, and memor~ This concept of thehberalmd~: 
vidual, which c. B. Macpherson termed "possesstve mdtvtduahsm, 
derives from the liberal political philosophy of Hobbes and Locke, and 
has long been celebrated in American political cultur~; particularly,: 
the guise of "rugged individualism" and at~nustic ~elf-rehance. 
That these forms of individualism have masculine assoctations helps to 
explain why so many postwar texts understand social commumcatwns 
as a feminizing force and why narratives of dwindling human auton
omy are so often connected, in our culture, to masculinist outbursts of 
"regeneration through violence" (from John Brrch tactics to the work of 
the Unabomber and contemporary "patriot" groups).

22 
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{'Indeed, the culture of paranoia and conspiracy may be understood 
as a result of liberal individualism's continuing popularity despite its 
inability to account for social regulation. Agency panic dramatizes pre
cisely this paradox. It begins in a discovery of social controls that can
not be reconciled with the liberal view of individuals as wholly au
tonomous and rational entities. For one who refuses to relinquish the 
assumptions of liberal individualism, such newly revealed forms of 
regulation frequently seem so unacceptable or unbelievable that they 
can only be met with anxiety, melodrama, or pani_sj\gency panic thus 
reveals the way social communications affect individual identity and 
agency, but it also disavows this revelation. It begins with a radical in
sight, yet it is a fundamentally conservative response--" conservative" 
in the sense that it conserves a traditional model of the self in spite of 
the obvious challenges that postwar technologies of communication 
and social organization pose to that model. Its widespread appearance 
on the postwar landscape indicates a broad cultural refusal to modify a 
concept of self that is no longer wholly accurate or useful, but that still 
underpins a long-standing cultural fantasy of subjectivity. 

This concept of self stands in sharp contrast to poststructural and 
postmodern theoretical reconceptions of subjectivity, which have ex
ploded the assumptions of liberal individualism, arguing that iden
tity is constructed from without, repeatedly reshaped through per
formance, and (in extreme accounts) best understood as a schizo
phrenic and anchorless array of separate components. "Instead of 
mourning the loss of the self," Gabriele Schwab remarks, poststruc
tural theory "celebrates its end."23 In the wake of such theories, many 
cultural critics have emphasized the relation between postmodern 
narrative and these newly "fragmented" or "decentered" concepts of 
subjectivity-frequently associating modernism with paranoia and 
postmodernism with schizophrenia, respectively.24 But when under
stood as stark oppositions, such associations are misleading. Texts 
that are the very emblems of postmodernism invest heavily in para
noia, and rarely seem to celebrate the fragmentation of the self. Even 

· the fluid and uncertain subjects of William Burroughs, which have 
been used to illustrate postrnodern "schizophrenia," are products of a 
fraught attempt to conserve traditional liberal humanist assumptions 
about the sel£.25 Agency panic, then, may be understood as a nervous 
acknowledgment, and rejection, of postmodern subjectivity. Its ap
pearance in writing commonly considered postrnodern is an index of 
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