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Introduction

The idea that nothing happens by chance in history, that nothing is
quite what it seems to be at first sight, that everything that occurs is
the result of the secret machinations of malign groups of people
manipulating everything from behind the scenes, is as old as history
itself. But conspiracy theories seem to many to be growing more
popular and more widespread in the twenty-first century, powered by
the rise of the Internet and social media, enabled by the declining
influence of traditional gatekeepers of opinion such as newspaper edi-
tors and book publishers, and encouraged by the spread of the
uncertainty about truth and falsehood encapsulated in the perverse
concept of ‘alternative facts’.!

Many years ago, the American liberal intellectual Richard Hof-
stadter drew attention to conspiracy theories in his celebrated article
“The Paranoid Style in American Politics’, first published in Harper’s
Magazine in its November issue for 1964. Hofstadter was clear that
he was not calling conspiracy theorists clinically deranged. Rather,
he wrote: ‘I call it the paranoid style simply because no other word
adequately evokes the sense of heated exaggeration, suspiciousness,
and conspiratorial fantasy that I have in mind.” It was, of course, he
noted, nothing new: it could be traced back to writing about groups
such as the Freemasons or the Illuminati in the eighteenth century.
But it had re-emerged in the twentieth, in particular in the form of
McCarthyism after the Second World War. Senator McCarthy’s
warped vision of clandestine Communists in every corner of Ameri-
can society was a classic example of the paranoid style, envisioning a
malign, concealed enemy manipulating events in order to undermine
the social and political order. Hofstadter continued:
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Unlike the rest of us, the enemy is not caught in the toils of the vast
mechanism of history, himself a victim of his past, his desires, his limi-
tations. He wills, indeed he manufactures, the mechanism of history,
or tries to deflect the normal course of history in an evil way. He
makes crises, starts runs on banks, causes depressions, manufactures
disasters, and then enjoys and profits from the misery he has pro-
duced. The paranoid’s interpretation of history is distinctly personal:
decisive events are not taken as part of the stream of history, but as the

consequences of someone’s will.

Paranoid writing displayed, he noted, a surprisingly high level of
pedantry and pseudo-scholarship. ‘One of the impressive things
about paranoid literature,” he wrote, ‘is the contrast between its fan-
tasied conclusions and the almost touching concern with factuality it
invariably shows. It produces heroic strivings for evidence to prove
that the unbelievable is the only thing that can be believed.’

Since Hofstadter wrote, and particularly since the turn of the cen-
tury, the assumption on which his essay was based — that public
discourse in general and political rhetoric in particular rested on a
shared set of liberal values embodying rationality and rejecting the
idea that hidden forces lay behind every major political event — has
come to seem to many commentators to have been overtaken by
events. As Joseph Uscinski, a leading contemporary scholar in the
field, has observed, conspiracy theories

have become a marker of the early twenty-first century. Conspiracy
theories have dominated elite discourse in many parts of the world
and have become the rallying cry of major political movements . ..
The Internet, once touted as an instrument of democracy, has been
used to manipulate the masses — for profit or power — with fake news
consisting mainly of conspiracy theories constructed out of whole

cloth ... Our culture is awash in conspiracy theories.?

Nowhere has the spread of conspiracy theories and ‘alternative
facts’ become more obvious than in revisionist accounts of the his-
tory of the Third Reich. Long-discredited conspiracy theories have
taken on a new lease of life, given credence by claims of freshly dis-
covered evidence and novel angles of investigation. At the centre of
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this world of conspiracy theories lies the figure of Adolf Hitler. ‘Any-
one who loves a good conspiracy theory will have heard a shed load
about Hitler,” as a student journalist recently noted.® Hitler, indeed,
is rarely absent from online discussions about almost anything.
Already in 1990 the American writer Mike Godwin propounded
what has become known as ‘Godwin’s Law’, namely that the longer
an Internet discussion goes on, the more likely it is to mention Hitler,
at which point it usually though not always comes to an end. By 2012
the term had even entered into the sacred linguistic halls of the
Oxford English Dictionary. Comparisons with Hitler are every-
where, especially of course in the world of politics, where it is almost
de rigueur to compare anybody of whom one disapproves to the Nazi
dictator, from Donald Trump downwards. Why Hitler? As Alec Ryrie
has written in his history of atheism and agnosticism:

The most potent moral figure in Western culture is Adolf Hitler. It is
as monstrous to praise him as it would once have been to disparage
Jesus. He has become the fixed reference point by which we define
evil . .. Nazism, almost alone in our relativistic culture, is an absolute
standard: a point where argument ends, because whether it is good or
evil is not up for debate . . . Nazism has crossed the barrier separating

historical events from timeless truths.*

A key aspect of conspiracy theories is often said to be a strong ten-
dency to divide the world into good and evil, and who could be more
evil than Hitler?

But these considerations need a certain amount of qualification. In
practice, the beliefs described by Ryrie are not quite universal. There
are some who, in spite of everything that is known about the Nazi
leader, retain a strong admiration for him, and such people are more
than likely to support conspiracy theories, including Holocaust denial
(which involves believing that the ‘truth’ about the Holocaust — that
it did not happen — has been systematically suppressed by the world’s
academics and journalists since the 1940s, as the result of a global
conspiracy of Jewish elites). Other conspiracists, as we shall see, from
those who believe that the world has been, and continues to be, visited
by aliens from outer space, to those who believe that human history has
been governed by occult, supernatural forces, sometimes look to the
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involvement of Hitler in their theories to lend them interest for non-
believers, or to bolster their claims by associating them with this most
notorious of historical figures. The sharp opposition between good
and evil that some have posited as characteristic of conspiracy theories
often turns out to be more complex and more ambivalent than first
appears.

Conspiracy theories, as these examples begin to suggest, are not
all the same. Students of the genre have divided them into different
types. There are two principal variants. First, there is the systemic
conspiracy theory, in which a single conspiratorial entity carries out
a wide variety of activities with the aim of taking control of a coun-
try, a region, or even the whole world. Often, according to the theory,
the conspiracy is hatched over a long period of time, even centuries,
and spreads over a very wide geographical area, in some instances
virtually the entire globe, propagated and perpetuated by some kind
of universal organization like the Illuminati, the Freemasons or the
Communists, or a racial or religious group such as the Jews. Then
there is the event conspiracy theory, in which a secret organized
group stands behind a single event such as the assassination of US
President John F. Kennedy, or the faked landing of humans on the
moon. The conspiracies imagined in this case are usually short-term,
plotted over just a few weeks or months or, at the most, a couple of
years. The two types of conspiracy may, in the minds of some con-
spiracists, be linked — that is, an event conspiracy may be thought of
as one expression of a systemic conspiracy — but this is not necessar-
ily the case.” What is important is the fact that both types of
conspiracy theory imagine a hidden hand behind historical (and, in
many cases, current) events. Common to both is also the idea that
what conspiracy theorists describe as the ‘official’ or, in other words,
generally accepted version of a process, or event, or series of events,
is false. Indeed, the very use of the term ‘official’ implies that state
governments or powerful elites have coerced, or misled, historians,
academics, journalists and others into telling stories designed to con-
ceal the truth in the interests of maintaining the status quo and
keeping them in power. This in turn provides an assurance to con-
spiracy theorists that they alone are privy to the real truth.

Real conspiracies exist, of course, and not every conspiracy theory
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is wrong. The obvious example is Watergate, in which US President
Richard M. Nixon, the Republican candidate in the Presidential elec-
tions of 1972, organized the burglary of the rival Democratic Party’s
campaign headquarters at the Watergate hotel in Washington, DC,
with the aim of planting concealed wiretapping devices. There have
been numerous other genuine conspiracies over the centuries. What
they all have in common is, first, the fact that they involve a very
small number of people. Since a conspiracy has perforce to be carried
out in secret, if it is not to be discovered and stopped by those at
whom it is aimed, it follows that the more people there are involved,
the greater is the danger that the conspiracy will be betrayed and
come to naught. Second, they are all to a greater or lesser extent time-
limited. That is because they have a specific object in mind, and come
to an end when they achieve it, or (in most cases) before they get that
far, when they are uncovered. At the same time, not everything that
has been called a conspiracy theory has actually involved allegations
of a plot. A conspiracy theory is not the same as an example of ‘fake
news’, the distortion or manipulation of the truth, or the positing of
‘alternative facts’ to explain, deny, or explain away, an event of some
kind. A genuine conspiracy theory must posit a group of people plot-
ting in secret to undertake an illicit action. The group has to intend a
certain outcome to its actions, a view corresponding to the central
belief of conspiracy theorists that no major event in history happens
by chance, is the product of coincidence, or is undertaken by a lone,
maverick individual.

In Nazi Germany, the vast state-run propaganda apparatus con-
trolled by Joseph Goebbels pumped out huge quantities of ‘fake
news’ — or, in other words, lies — and Hitler consistently tried to mis-
lead people both inside and outside Germany about his real purposes,
assuring Britain, France and other European countries of his peaceful
intentions even as he rearmed and carried out acts of international
aggression. But little of this propaganda output involved conspiracy
theories; nor did Hitler’s and Goebbels’s concealment of the truth
about what they were doing amount to a conspiracy. Unlike Stalin,
who saw conspiracies all round him, and launched a long series of
purges and show trials against many of his subordinates based on
fantastic allegations of plotting against the Soviet regime, Hitler
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himself was not much of a conspiracy theorist. While Stalin had
fought his way to the top of the Soviet hierarchy against rivals who
were, initially at least, better known and better liked than he was,
and so felt in the end he had to eliminate any possibility of their turn-
ing against him, Hitler was carried to the top by his immediate
underlings almost from the very beginning and so remained loyal to
them almost to the very end. True, in the ‘Night of the Long Knives’
in 1934, he ordered the murder of the stormtrooper leadership and a
number of conservative politicians against whom he had a grudge,
but their opposition had been public, not carried on behind the
scenes. Hitler’s own actions, prepared in secret and executed without
prior warning, bore many of the hallmarks of a conspiracy, but his
allegation of an attempted putsch by Ernst Rohm and the advocates
of a ‘second revolution’ following the Nazi seizure of power the year
before was some distance away from embodying a conspiracy theory,
for everything Rohm said and did, he said and did openly.

There was of course a real conspiracy to overthrow Hitler, pre-
pared in secret by a group of army officers and their associates
during the war and culminating in the failed attempt to kill him with
the bomb planted by Claus von Stauffenberg on 20 July 1944.
Through a series of chances, Hitler survived; the plotters committed
suicide, were shot, or were arrested, put on trial and executed. In his
radio address after the failure of the bomb plot, Hitler ascribed the
attempt on his life to ‘a really small clique of ambitious, conscience-
less and at the same time criminally stupid officers’. The police
investigation that followed took as its starting point this assumption
that only a very few people were involved. It was, in other words, a
classic, tightly organized conspiracy. The participants were exclu-
sively military men. Their aims were reactionary through and
through. But while the Nazis continued to adhere to this line,
repeated it endlessly in their public pronouncements on the plot, and
insisted on it in their selection of participants to stand trial, the
inquiries undertaken behind closed doors by the Gestapo revealed a
much larger number of people to have been involved to one degree or
another. They included civilians as well as military, and politicians
from the left and centre as well as from the conservative right. Rather
than viewing the plot as a classic conspiracy, it makes more sense to



INTRODUCTION

see it in terms of a set of overlapping networks, some more central
than others.

There is no doubt that Stauffenberg and the fellow-officers who
actually prepared and attempted to carry out both the assassination
attempt and the planned military putsch stood at the very centre of
these networks. But there were many more individuals who occupied
a variety of positions further away from it, for example the men whom
the plotters envisaged forming a civilian government after Hitler had
been killed. Diplomats, lawyers, industrialists, landowners, trade
unionists, Social Democrats, theologians, higher civil servants and
many others were involved in one way or another. In the end, of
course, only the military men who plotted and executed the planned
assassination were in a position to carry it out, but to see it exclusively
as a military operation would be to underestimate its breadth and
depth. What united the plotters, however, was the fact that almost all
of them were above suspicion; they could only succeed because they
were not under close surveillance by the Gestapo as real or potential
opponents of the regime — and even so, the conspiracy had become so
large by the time the bomb was planted in Hitler’s headquarters that
several of its members had already been arrested and the Gestapo was
closing the net on many others.® There were other clandestine oppos-
ition movements, for example the ‘Red Orchestra’ Soviet spy network,
but these were not really conspiracies in the classic sense, since they
were not working towards a single, definable object. The 1944 bomb
plot remained more or less unique, a very rare instance of Hitler actu-
ally accusing people of being involved in a conspiracy against him.

Still, conspiracies, real or imagined, were not entirely alien to the
world of the Nazis. Historians have identified some they think influ-
enced Hitler, some they think he masterminded, and some he actively
engaged in himself. This book is not about real conspiracies, how-
ever.” It is about how the paranoid imagination is related to Hitler
and the Nazis. It examines five different alleged conspiracies, each of
which has hitherto been treated in isolation, both by serious histor-
ians and by conspiracy theorists of one kind and another. By viewing
them all through the same lens of recent, general work on conspiracy
theory, it is possible to see them in a different light, and reveal some
perhaps surprising things they have in common. The first of them is
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the notorious antisemitic forgery The Protocols of the Elders of Zion:
where did this tract originate, why was it so widely distributed, and
was it really a ‘warrant for genocide’, providing the impulse that
drove Hitler to launch the Holocaust? Does it provide a classic
example of the dangers of conspiracy theories if they are left to pro-
liferate and spread across the world? What kind of conspiracy theory
does it embody? At first sight, the Protocols appear to fit neatly into
the category of systemic conspiracy theories and, certainly, the docu-
ment’s contents were vague and generalized in the extreme. The
Protocols are often seen as the most important conspiracist text of
antisemitism, raising the question of how far antisemitism itself is a
conspiracy theory. Beyond this, the Protocols point to a further, often
overlooked issue: to what extent, and in what way, antisemitism was,
and is, different from other kinds of racism. Viewing them in the light
of current debates on conspiracy theories can provide some unex-
pected answers to these questions.

The second chapter examines the stab-in-the-back legend, accord-
ing to which Germany’s defeat in the First World War was the
outcome of a plot to undermine the German armed forces through
preparing and carrying out a revolution on the home front. Unlike
the Protocols, this can be understood as an event conspiracy theory,
though it is still relatively vague and generalized in some crucial
respects. Three levels exist. First, there was the very general claim
that Germany lost the war because of an increasingly desperate sup-
ply situation, leading to shortages of munitions for the battlefront
and of food and domestic necessities for the home front. This caused
in turn a crisis in the will to fight, expressed in growing support for
the idea of a compromise peace. A collapse in morale at home stabbed
the armed forces in the back and made it impossible for them to con-
tinue the struggle against a better-resourced enemy. Second, there
was the more specific allegation that socialists undermined the troops’
morale by fomenting discontent at home and then in the armed forces
themselves, in order to bring about the democratic revolution which
overthrew the Kaiser on 9 November 1918 and thereby ended what
could have been a real possibility of Germany carrying on fighting.
Third, and finally, on the ultra right of the political spectrum, social-
ism and revolution were both seen as expressions of Jewish subversion,
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raising both the question of how far Hitler and the Nazi Party, on
their way to power in the aftermath of the war’s end, used the stab-
in-the-back legend as a propaganda weapon and, more broadly,
how far the legend was a factor in bringing millions of Germans to
vote for the Nazis in the final years of the Weimar Republic. Dis-
turbingly, the stab-in-the-back legend, at least in its milder forms,
has undergone something of a revival recently, and this chapter
asks whether the new claims about Germany’s defeat in November
1918 stand up to closer examination.

The third chapter revisits the burning down of the Reichstag, the
German national parliament, on 27/8 February 1933, a few weeks
after Hitler’s appointment as Reich Chancellor. The arson provided
the pretext for the Hitler government’s suspension of civil liberties,
marking the first, crucial step towards the creation of the Nazi dicta-
torship. The Nazi leader’s own claim that it was committed by the
Communists as the first stage in a planned coup d’état was easily
discredited; here was a conspiracy theory that even the Third Reich’s
own judges were unable to confirm. It was clear, however, who bene-
fited from the fire. The Communists were quick to claim on their
side that it had been deliberately planned in advance and carried out
by the Nazis themselves as a ‘false flag’ operation, a pretext for intro-
ducing the quasi-legal basis of a dictatorship, legitimating the arrest
of thousands of Communists and their imprisonment in the newly
founded concentration camps. Here, therefore, was an event that
formed the subject of two diametrically opposed conspiracy theo-
ries. Unlike the Nazis’ own theory, the Communist version has been
put forward again many times, despite detailed evidence presented
since the 1960s showing that the fire was the work of a single arson-
ist, the young Dutchman Marinus van der Lubbe. In recent years,
indeed, this event conspiracy theory has been revived yet again. How
plausible are these new arguments, and is there any convincing new
evidence to support the theory? And how well do they stand up to
critical assessment when viewed in the wider context of our under-
standing of conspiracy theories and how they work?

Debates have also swirled around the sudden, unheralded flight of
the deputy leader of the Nazi Party, Rudolf Hess, to Scotland on 10
May 19471. The large literature about this topic, much of it recent, has
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put forward a variety of theories and led to many historians regard-
ing Hess’s flight as an unsolved mystery. Was Hess the bearer of an
offer by Hitler for a separate peace, was he encouraged by a signifi-
cant group of British politicians to make it, and was there another
conspiracy by Churchill and the war party in Whitehall to reject it
and suppress the truth about the flight? Or was there a conspiracy
hatched by the British security and intelligence services to lure Hess
to Britain and, if so, what was its aim? Many years later, in 1987,
when Hess was found dead in his prison cell at Spandau, was this the
final outcome of the British conspiracy to suppress the inconvenient
truths that the former leading Nazi was about to reveal? This was
clearly another event conspiracy theory, but how convincing is the
evidence adduced to back it up?

Finally, the book asks why the persistent rumours of Hitler’s escape
from the bunker in Berlin in 1945, to live out his days in Argentina,
have become more widespread in the media over the last few years.
Where did they originate, are they in any way convincing, and why
have they refused to die in the face of repeated attempts to discredit
them? Along with many of the other fantasies discussed in the fol-
lowing chapters, the claim that Hitler was still alive in the 1950s and
even later has recently undergone a revival in the media. Of all the
event conspiracy theories examined in this book, this is undoubtedly
the wildest and most fantastical: its transformations in the age of the
Internet and social media have a great deal to tell us about how con-
spiracy theories work and, in particular, what kinds of people
propagate them and believe in them.

This is a book about fantasies and fictions, fabrications and falsifi-
cations. The conscious exploitation of myths and lies for a political
purpose is not merely the creation of the twenty-first century. Some
of those who have espoused conspiracy theories about Hitler, or the
Jews, or the Nazi Party have clearly believed what they were saying.
Others have equally clearly manipulated stories they have known to
be false. On occasion, they have cynically distorted the facts or
invented complete lies for political purposes. Sometimes they have
merely fostered sensational claims in order to line their own pockets.
In some cases, they have said that it doesn’t matter in the end whether
their actual claims are true or false; what matters is that, even if, like

I0
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the Protocols, they are clearly based on forged or falsified evidence,
they reveal an underlying truth and so are true in some broader
sense than the merely empirical. A claim such as this raises pro-
found questions about the nature of truth itself, laying down a
challenge that people who believe in the careful and impartial eluci-
dation of the evidence in order to arrive at tenable and sustainable
conclusions have often been slow to meet. This is a history book, but
it is a history book for the age of ‘post-truth’ and ‘alternative facts’, a
book for our own troubled times.

IT






I

Were the Protocols a
‘warrant for genocide’?

The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a short tract that first made its
appearance in the early twentieth century, is perhaps one of the most
notorious publications of all time. It remains ‘to this day’, according
to Michael Butter, a leading student of conspiracy theories, ‘the most
important text on the Jewish world conspiracy’ because it ‘helped
create an atmosphere in which it came in the end to the genocide of
the European Jews”.! In his classic work on the origins and influence
of the tract, Norman Cohn argued that it had provided the osten-
sible justification for the Nazi extermination of the Jews: to quote
the title of Cohn’s book, it was a ‘Warrant for Genocide’. In Cohn’s
view, the document was ‘the supreme expression and vehicle of the
myth of the Jewish world-conspiracy’. It ‘took possession of Hitler’s
mind and became the ideology of his most fanatical followers at
home and abroad — and so helped to prepare the way for the near-
extermination of European Jews’.? In similar fashion, a more recent
study of the Protocols, by Alex Grobman, is entitled License to Mur-
der’ A leading historian of antisemitism, Robert Wistrich, also
identified a direct line of causality from the Protocols to the Holo-
caust. The tract’s importance was also affirmed by the philosopher
Hannah Arendt. In her influential book The Origins of Totalitarian-
ism, published in 1951, Arendt described the Protocols as the central
text of Nazism, and said the Nazis used them as a ‘textbook’.* This
view goes back even to Hitler’s own day, when Alexander Stein, a
Menshevik of Baltic-German origin, described the Protocols as ‘the
Bible of National Socialism’ in a book entitled Adolf Hitler — Pupil of

13
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the ‘Wise Men of Zion’.’ Hitler, the German-Jewish historian Walter
Laqueur asserted, realized the enormous propagandist potential of
the basic ideas of the Protocols. He refers to them in Mein Kampf;
‘much of what he says in his magnum opus is based on this book.”
“The Protocols,” another historian has asserted, ‘... became a key
element in Hitler’s conspiratorial thinking.”” Klaus Fischer has put
this view forward in detail in his textbook Nazi Germany: A New
History. Hitler, he argues,

believed in the existence of a Jewish world conspiracy, as foretold in
The Protocols of the Elders of Zion. In his lengthy survey of the secret
machinations of the Jews over the ages, Hitler revealed that he pas-
sionately believed in a conspiratorial view of history according to
which the Jews are the real causal forces behind events . . . Thus, every
destructive event is unmasked by Hitler’s paranoid mind as being plot-
ted by a scheming Jew.®

As a consequence, Fischer adds, Hitler thought he was carrying out
a deed of world-historical importance in launching the extermination
of Europe’s Jews during the Second World War. By this time, the
Protocols had become, according to the social psychologist Jovan
Byford, ‘the cornerstone of Nazi propaganda’’ The Protocols were
widely considered a document of such significance that the writer
Umberto Eco devoted his second-last novel, The Prague Cemetery, to
a fictionalized account of their origin and composition: the penulti-
mate chapter is entitled ‘The Final Solution’, echoing the Nazi
euphemism of ‘the final solution of the Jewish problem in Europe’ to
denote the Holocaust.!” The historian Wolfgang Wippermann, in a
study of conspiracy theories published in 2007, has described the Pro-
tocols as ‘the best-known, and to the present day the most effective
conspiracy theory’, with an ‘immense influence’, whose ‘enthusiastic
readers’ included among many others the Nazi leader, Adolf Hitler."
A literary scholar, Svetlana Boym, has claimed that the Protocols
‘inspired and justified pogroms in Russia and the Ukraine and Nazi
policies of extermination’.!? Stephen Bronner has declared of the docu-
ment that Hitler ‘sought to implement its practical implications’."® It
has even been claimed that ‘Hitler used the Protocols as a manual in
his war to exterminate the Jews.'*

14
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Given this widespread view that the Protocols constituted the most
influential of all statements of the theory that Jews were engaged in a
worldwide conspiracy to overthrow society and its institutions, a the-
ory leading directly to the Holocaust, not least through its influence
on Adolf Hitler, it is not surprising that a great deal of research has
been carried out on them by historians and textual scholars. In add-
ition, we now have far more complete documentation of Hitler’s
views than was available when Cohn was writing, both directly,
through editions of Hitler’s works, and indirectly, through new pub-
lications such as the Goebbels diaries. All of this raises the question
of whether Hitler was indeed a follower of the Protocols. Are they
really the most dangerous and influential of all conspiracy theories?
To answer these questions requires us to go back to the beginning
and examine the actual contents of the Protocols themselves. Who
put them together, how, and for what purpose? The answers to these
questions turn out in many respects to be rather surprising.

I

The document known generally as The Protocols of the Elders of Zion
actually bears the heading ‘From the Reports of the “Wise Men of
Zion” on the Meetings held at the First Zionist Congress held in Basel
in 1897’ — ‘protocols’ here, essentially means ‘minutes’. The Congress
was a real event but, the document implies, it supposedly provided
the occasion for some very secret meetings held behind the scenes.
Zionism at this very early stage of its history was a tiny fledgling
movement, barely familiar even to Jewish circles. Even in the 1920s it
was still not widely known to the general public. Its aim was to
encourage Jews to resettle in Palestine, at that time a fiefdom of the
Ottoman Empire. To many readers, the ‘First Zionist Congress’ could
easily be made to appear like a general assembly of the world Jewish
community, though no such thing in fact existed.!’

The ‘minutes’ record twenty-four sessions in all, summarized in a
lengthy series of very short paragraphs. Everywhere, it begins, the
evil outnumber the good, and force and money rule the world. “We’ —
that is, the Jews — control the world’s money and so we control the

15
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world. Might is right, and rule over the blind masses can only be
exercised without moral restraint. Terror and deceit are our methods,
and in order to grasp power we will destroy the privileges of the
nobility and replace them with the rule of our own bankers and intel-
lectuals. Our control over the press will enable us to undermine the
beliefs that ensure social stability; indeed, we have already succeeded
in propagating the pernicious doctrines of Marx, Darwin and
Nietzsche. In a similar manner, our newspapers and pamphlets div-
ide society by sowing discord, undermining confidence in the
government by enrolling the masses in subversive movements such as
anarchism, communism and socialism. At the same time, by foment-
ing a damaging economic struggle of all against all in the free market,
we are leading the Gentiles’ attention away from the real masters of
the economy, namely ourselves. We will exert our influence to des-
troy industry by creating our own monopolies, by encouraging
overspending and unwise speculation, and by causing inflation. We
will create an arms race and bring about destructive wars. In the end,
the Gentiles will be impoverished and ripe for takeover.'®

Universal suffrage will bring the masses to power, the supposed
minutes continue, and we, the Jews, control the masses. ‘The Gen-
tiles are a flock of sheep, and we Jews are the wolves. We have
undermined the moral order by spreading immoral publications. We
shall rise up in revolution all over the world at the appointed hour,
and pitilessly execute all who stand in our way. Once we have attained
power, we will censor the press and publishers so strictly that no criti-
cism will be possible. The people’s awareness of the realities of the
situation will be dulled by mass sports, entertainments and the pro-
vision of brothels. We will not allow any religion except Judaism. All
non-Jewish Freemasons will be executed, and Jewish lodges will
spread across the globe. Old judges will be replaced by younger ones
who are willing to bend to the rule of the stronger. The teaching of
law, political science, all humanistic disciplines will be removed from
the universities. “We shall remove from humanity’s memories all the
facts of history that we find uncomfortable, and only leave those that
cast a particularly unfavourable light on the errors of non-Jewish
governments.” Education will concentrate on practical skills. Teach-
ers will be forced to make propaganda for us. Lawyers will no longer
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be independent but will have to serve the interests of our state. The
Pope will be replaced by a new Jewish king. Property taxes will be
increased step by step. Speculation will be made impossible.
Unemployment and alcoholism will vanish as modern, mass-
production industry is curbed and small-scale artisan craft production
reinstated.!”

Rambling, chaotic and unstructured, the document is hardly an
example of rabble-rousing antisemitic rhetoric. It is couched in
abstract language, it is extremely repetitive, and it is full of contra-
dictions, most notably perhaps in the constant reference in the
subsection headings to Freemasonry, where often there is no men-
tion of Freemasonry in the text. At some places there is talk of a
general world revolution, at others the document proceeds on the
assumption that the revolution will take place within a single state
only. Among the text’s eccentricities is a claim that the Jews will fill
with explosives the underground railways being constructed beneath
many of the world’s major cities at the time and blow them all up if
they should ever feel endangered.'® The dystopia that it is alleged the
Jews would create once they had achieved supreme power is in many
ways an oddly positive one: who, for example, could object to a
world with full employment or a world from which alcoholism had
been banished?"

It is noticeable that many of the core ideas of antisemitic ideology
are missing from the document. Among the traditional claims of reli-
gious antisemitism, the supposed Jewish conspirators do not say that
the Jews have killed Christ, desecrated the Communion Host, poi-
soned wells or ritually murdered Christian boys.?’ Nor can we find
in the document modern, racist antisemitic images; nowhere do the
‘Elders of Zion’ talk, for example, of Jewish racial characteristics
such as the antisemitic author of the tract might have imagined
them, rail against the supposed identifying marks of other races, or
exhibit a desire to subvert the social order through racial intermixing
(one of Hitler’s most potent obsessions). As Stephen Bronner has
noted, ‘the document lacked the primitive biological and pseudoscien-
tific foundations so admired by more modern bigots like Adolf
Hitler’.?' The context of the composition of the Protocols around the
turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is indicated rather by
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their obsession with the teachings of the universities, the irresponsi-
bility of the press and the manipulations of the financial world.?
Beyond this, their talk of an arms race, the reinstatement of domestic
production, the advent of mass enfranchisement and political democ-
racy, or the threat of anarchism, further point to their origin in the
decade and a half before the outbreak of the First World War. There is
also, obviously, no mention of the threat of Bolshevik subversion
and revolution, whose identification as part of an imaginary Jewish
world conspiracy became a central element in the rabid antisemitic
fantasies of the years following the European revolutions of 1917-18.
The document represented, in its strange amalgam of often bizarre
ideas, and its numerous omissions, neither traditional nor modern
antisemitism: it was very much sui generis.

A few general principles can be extracted from it, not without dif-
ficulty in some cases: (1) the idea that there was, and is, an organized
group of Jewish ‘Elders’ conspiring on a global scale to bring about
the systematic undermining of society and its replacement by a Jew-
ish dictatorship; (2) that this is being achieved by the proliferation of
divisive ideologies, namely liberalism, republicanism, socialism and
anarchism; (3) that these organized Jews control the press and the
economy and are using their power to impoverish society and under-
mine its core values; (4) that beneath the surface of everyday life,
political institutions and economic structures as we perceive them
lies a hidden, malignant power; (5) that what we think of as progres-
sive and democratic, whether it is the extension of voting rights or the
spread of liberal institutions, is in fact just another tactic by the
Jewish world conspiracy to gain power over the non-Jewish world;
(6) that wars are brought about not by the clash of aims and beliefs
between different countries but, once more, by the machinations of
the ‘Elders of Zion’; (7) and finally, implicitly, that seemingly deep-
rooted antagonisms, for example between socialists and capitalists,
are also caused by a Jewish conspiracy that seeks to undermine non-
Jewish society by dividing it against itself.?3 These principles, however,
are neither exclusive to the Protocols nor originated by them; they
already existed by the early twentieth century, and what the Proto-
cols offered was an apparent confirmation of their accuracy from
within the supposed conspiracy itself.
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On the face of it, this is a text cast in the classic mould of conspir-
acy theories, promising to the reader who accepts it a revelation of
truths hidden from the vast majority of people, including scientists,
scholars, governments and politicians: it boosts the self-esteem of
believers by sharing with them secrets that the world of ‘official know-
ledge’ and the millions deceived by it do not possess; and it provides
a key to understanding seemingly incomprehensible, complex events
and processes, from wars and revolutions to stock exchange crashes
and economic crises, by bringing them all together through one
grand, paranoid explanation: they can all be boiled down to the
activities of a single, tightly organized set of malign individuals.?* It
is misleading, however, to portray the document as ‘marking the
dividing-line between medieval-early-modern anti-judaism and mod-
ern antisemitism’, in which ‘the focus lay now less on the Jews as
religious enemies of Christians; they were seen, rather, through the
lens of racial theory as a particular race of people with their own
attributes’.?* On the contrary, although they were undoubtedly used
as ‘evidence’ of Jewish racial characteristics by antisemites after the
First World War, they were not in fact themselves influenced at all by
racial theory: evidence, perhaps, of how they were too often not read
carefully but simply cited in support of beliefs which they did not
themselves represent.

What gave the Protocols currency was above all their claim to pro-
vide authentic evidence of the Jewish world conspiracy emanating
from an organizational centre of the international Jewish community
itself. And yet, the Protocols were anything but authentic. A great
deal of scholarly time and energy has gone over the years into tracing
their origins. It is now clear that the idea of a subversive conspiracy
to undermine the social and political order began in the wake of the
French Revolution of 1789. Eight years after the Revolution, and five
years after the Terror, a French Jesuit, the Abbé Barruel, in a sprawl-
ing, five-volume work on Jacobinism, ascribed the outbreak of the
Revolution and the execution of Louis X VI to the machinations of
Enlightenment thinkers and secret societies, especially the philo-
sophes, the Bavarian I[lluminati and the Freemasons, influenced by the
older tradition of the Templars.?® Of course, the Illuminati and the
Freemasons, for all their ambitions to transform society, were far less
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influential than Barruel claimed, and the Templars had been defini-
tively destroyed in the Middle Ages and not revived since. Barruel
was driven to seek out culprits for the suppression of the Jesuit order
by Enlightenment regimes in a number of countries in the late eight-
eenth century, and for the Revolution’s secularization programme, its
confiscation of Church lands and its destruction of churches. His
work was paralleled by a similar tract by the Scottish mathematician
John Robison, Proofs of a Conspiracy against All the Religions and
Governments of Europe, Carried on in the Secret Meetings of Free-
masons, llluminati and Reading Societies (1797).>

Neither author mentioned the Jews, but on 20 August 1806 Bar-
ruel received a letter from a Piedmontese army officer called Giovanni
Battista Simonini, who told him that in reality the Jews were behind
all these plots and, granted civil equality by the Revolution in France,
and by Napoleon in every land he conquered, were planning to take
over the world. The conspiracy theory was given credence by Napo-
leon’s convocation of an assembly of Jewish rabbis and scholars in
France in 1806, with the aim of ensuring that the Jewish community
was on his side. By calling it ‘the Great Sanhedrin’, the name of the
Jewish supreme court in the ancient world, the emperor sparked in
some of his arch-conservative opponents the idea that a Jewish
pseudo-government had existed in secret down the centuries and was
exercising a malign influence over human affairs in the present. Bar-
ruel, however, was only partially won over by these arguments, and
right up to his death in 1820 remained convinced that the main blame
for the outbreak of the Revolution lay with the Freemasons. The Jews
might have exerted an influence on them, but the key to understand-
ing the Revolution in his mind was the Freemasons’ operation of an
elaborate system of lodges and a parallel secret framework of inter-
connections which he considered that the Jews did not possess.
Barruel decided, indeed, not to publish Simonini’s letter, or anything
deriving from it, since he feared it might provoke pogroms against the
Jews, and it remained unpublished until 1878. After its publication it
enjoyed a life of its own, however, and was reprinted in a variety of
early-twentieth-century antisemitic tracts.?®

Throughout the nineteenth century, a number of reactionary writ-
ers articulated antisemitic prejudices in their rejection of the proposal,

20



WERE THE PROTOCOLS A “WARRANT FOR GENOCIDE’?

which was advocated by liberal reformers across the Continent, that
the religious minority of the Jews should be granted full and equal
civil rights with the Christian population. For the proponents of a
restoration of the pre-Revolutionary order, Europe and all its con-
stituent states and nations had to be grounded on the principles of a
renewed and watchful Christianity if disorder, war and the dissol-
ution of society were to be avoided. It was all too easy for them to
progress from arguing that the emancipation of the Jews, the only
significant non-Christian community in most of Europe, would
undermine the hegemony of these principles, to declaring that the
Jews were engaged in a deliberate campaign to do so.

It was hardly surprising, therefore, that such theories emerged
again in the wake of a fresh outbreak of revolutions that swept across
the Continent in 1848-9, which a few ultra-conservative commenta-
tors, above all in Germany, ascribed yet again, though with no more
justification than had been evident in the allegations of Simonini, to
the machinations of the Freemasons. One of the principal acts of vir-
tually all the mostly short-lived revolutionary governments in 1848-9,
after all, was the emancipation of the Jews. Two decades after the
outbreak of the revolution a novel appeared under the title Biarritz,
casting these theories in the form of a conspiracy theory. The author
featuring on the title page was ‘Sir John Retcliffe’, but, contrary to
appearances, he was not an Englishman but a German, Hermann
Goedsche, writing under a pseudonym. Author of a number of highly
successful Romantic novels in the style of Sir Walter Scott, Goedsche
had also been employed by the Prussian political police, working
in the postal service forging letters incriminating German democrats,
though he had been caught out and tried in 1849 and had to abandon
this activity. Following this, he worked as a journalist for the arch-
conservative Kreuzzeitung newspaper.

About forty pages of his novel describe a scene in a Prague ceme-
tery, where once every century the representatives of the twelve tribes
of Israel gather with a representative of the diaspora to plot the take-
over of the world. Among their chosen means are driving the
aristocracy into bankruptcy, provoking revolutions, taking over the
stock exchanges, abolishing laws preventing profiteering, dominating
the press, driving countries to war with each other, encouraging
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industry and impoverishing the workers, spreading free thought and
undermining the Church, emancipating the Jews (who were still at
the time denied full civil rights in many parts of Europe), and more
besides. In a distorted and negatively interpreted form, Goedsche
presented virtually the entire programme of mid-century German
liberalism as the expression of a Jewish plot to destroy state and
society.?’

The cemetery scene, which owes a great deal to an episode in the
novel Joseph Balsamo by Alexandre Dumas pére in which the con-
spiracist Alessandro Cagliostro and his accomplices plot the
discrediting of Queen Marie Antoinette in the ‘affair of the diamond
necklace’, was a typical invention of Gothic fiction. Among other
things, it describes how the thirteen representatives, clad in flowing
white robes, approach a grave one by one and kneel down in front of
it: as the last of the thirteen kneels, a blue flame suddenly appears and
lights up the scene and a hollow voice is heard saying, ‘I greet you,
heads of the twelve tribes of Israel,’ to which they all chant in reply,
“We greet you, son of the accursed.” There is further Gothic flummery
of this sort. It is hard to imagine anyone taking it very seriously, let
alone viewing it as a true description of real events.

But the passage took on a life of its own, quite separate from the
rest of the novel. This bizarre transformation began in Russia, when
it was printed as a pamphlet in 1872 with the remark that, while it
was fiction, it was based on fact (a characteristic of many conspiracy
theories, which frequently elide the distinction between fact and fic-
tion, claiming that in the end it does not matter if the details of a
narrative are false so long as they express the fundamental truth that
lies beneath them). Other editions of the pamphlet appeared in Rus-
sia in the following years, and in 1881 the text was published in
French, the speeches now merged into a single address, supposedly
delivered in the cemetery by a chief rabbi; the source was given as a
book by an English diplomat, ‘Sir John Readclif’. The Rabbi’s Speech,
as it was known, was itself reprinted by antisemites in a number of
languages, including Russian. In Germany it was publicized by the
radical antisemitic propagandist Theodor Fritsch in his Handbook of
the Jewish Question (1907). It became a standard component in the
paranoid imagination of antisemites across Europe.3°
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Long before Fritsch produced his encyclopedia, the idea of a Jewish
world conspiracy, inspired by Satan and propagated through the
institutions of Freemasonry, had thus become a standard weapon in
the armoury of French antisemitism, among others. In the 1870s and
1880s, following France’s defeat by Prussia and the fall of Napoleon
I11, the new Third Republic had launched a determined attack on the
privileges of the Roman Catholic Church, which was still largely
monarchist in its sympathies. Freemasons, secular and republican
(though, in very few cases, Jewish), were strong supporters of the new
liberal political order, and clerical and arch-conservative writers
launched a series of publications condemning the Republic as the
creature of a conspiracy of Jews and Freemasons, just as, in their
fevered imaginations, the Revolution of 1789 had been. Some, indeed,
began to claim that there was a secret Jewish world government that
was manipulating not only the French republicans but also govern-
ments and politicians across the entire world, through its control of
international finance and the organs of the press. These claims found
an outlet in the real political world in the fervently Catholic and fer-
ociously antisemitic atmosphere of the Dreyfus affair during the
1890s, when the Jewish army officer Alfred Dreyfus was wrongly
convicted of spying for the Germans.3!

It was in Russia, however, that the ideas that went into the Proto-
cols found their final synthesis. Russia’s five million or so Jews were
subject to numerous legal restrictions, including the obligation to live
in an area on the western side of the Tsar’s domains known as the
Pale of Settlement. As a number of Jews, angered by these restric-
tions, joined the growing revolutionary movement, the supporters of
the Tsarist autocracy and the Orthodox Church unleashed a swelling
wave of extreme and violent antisemitism. It was in this atmosphere
of mounting political tension that the Protocols came into the public
domain. They were first published, though without the final section,
in the autumn of 1903 in a newspaper edited by Pavel Aleksandrovich
Krushevan, a noted antisemite who had recently organized a pogrom
in Kishinev, in his native province of Bessarabia, in which forty-five
Jews had been killed and over a thousand Jewish homes and shops
destroyed.?? In 1905 a revised version was published by Sergei Nilus,
a minor landowner and former civil servant who blamed the Jews for
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the failure of his estate. A religious rather than a racist antisemite,
obsessed with visions of the coming Apocalypse, Nilus procured a
wider distribution for the document, improved the quality of the
language and added material bringing the Protocols into a bogus
relationship with the Basel Zionist Congress. Significant portions of
the text took up features of The Rabbi’s Speech, putting them into a
new form and context.??

But these did not form the main part of the text. In presenting it to
the public, Krushevan mentioned that the document was at least in
part translated from the French, and indeed sections of it were exten-
sively lifted from a tract published in 1864 by a French writer,
Maurice Joly. This was anything but an antisemitic document. It was
in fact an attack from the left on the manipulative and dictatorial
regime of the Emperor Napoleon 111, cast in the form of an imagin-
ary dialogue between Montesquieu, who speaks in favour of liberalism,
and Machiavelli, who expounds many of the cynical justifications for
dictatorship that can be found in the Protocols and which Joly attrib-
uted to the Emperor Napoleon IT1. Not surprisingly, it is Machiavelli’s
arguments that mostly feature in the antisemitic tract, transmuted
into justifications for the political aims and methods of the supposed
Jewish world conspiracy.?* It was most probably in 1902 that the
Protocols were actually put together in southern Russia (the language
used in early editions bears strong traces of Ukrainian). The unknown
compiler assembled parts of The Rabbi’s Speech and the satire by
Joly (which made its way from France to Russia in the mid-1890s and
was translated into Russian) with a concoction of the supposed deci-
sions of the Zionist Congress in Basel to form the final text of the
Protocols.’ The hybrid origins of the tract were also revealed by
their obsession with finance, especially the Gold Standard, in which
they gave a distorted version of some of the policies that the Russian
Finance Minister Sergei Yulyevich Witte was trying to introduce in
order to modernize the Russian economy, bitterly opposed by conserva-
tive elements among the Russian elites.

In their final form, therefore, the Protocols were a hastily assem-
bled mishmash of French, German and Russian sources, and their
confused and chaotic nature bears witness to the slapdash and care-
less manner in with which they were composed.3¢ Cohn’s hypothesis
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that they already existed in full, in French, in 1897 or 1898, has no
foundation in the documentary record: the pre-Nilus assembly was
definitely carried out in Russia. Unfortunately, it is still unclear pre-
cisely who produced this final version: although Pavel Krushevan
may well have played a role in putting them together, there is no hard
evidence to back up this suspicion, and the identity of the compiler
remains for the moment at least a mystery.3’

Russian antisemitism found violent expression before 1914 in the
shape of the counter-revolutionary ‘Black Hundreds’, gangs who
roamed the country in the wake of the failed 1905 Revolution mur-
dering Jews, whom they identified as the malign agents of the
upheaval. Antisemitic violence re-emerged in the wake of the Revolu-
tion of 1917, above all in the “White’ counter-revolutionary movement
against the Bolsheviks, who came to power in 1917 and imprisoned
and subsequently murdered Tsar Nicholas 11, along with his family.
As civil war spread across Russia in the autumn of 1918, two ‘White’
officers, Pyotr Nikolaevich Schabelsky-Bork and Fyodor Viktorovich
Vinberg, both fanatical antisemites, escaped to the West on a train
provided by the Germans, who were evacuating the areas they had
continued to occupy in Ukraine during the First World War until
the Armistice of 11 November. Arriving as Germany itself was in the
throes of revolution, following the enforced abdication of the Kaiser,
the two men lost no time in publicizing their view that both the Rus-
sian and the German revolutions, as well as the world war itself, were
the work of the ‘Elders of Zion’. They brought a copy of the Protocols
with them, and in the third issue of their yearbook Luch Sveta (Ray
of Light) they printed the complete text of Nilus’s final, 1911 version
of the document.3*

They also gave a copy to a man called Ludwig Miiller von Hausen,
founder of an obscure ultra-right organization established in Germany
shortly before the war called the Association against the Presumption
of the Jews. Subsidized by a group of aristocratic patrons, including
most probably members of the deposed German royal family, the
pamphlet was translated into German and published by Miiller von
Hausen in January 1920. In the violent post-revolutionary atmosphere
of the times, when the former Imperial Establishment, along with
many of its middle-class supporters and beneficiaries, was raging
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against the German revolution and the democratic Weimar Repub-
lic founded in its wake, the tract was an instant success in circles of
the far right. It was reprinted five times before the end of 1920 and
sold over 120,000 copies within a few months. By 1933 it had gone
through thirty-three editions, many of them decked out with
freshly composed appendices and specially drawn illustrations.*
‘With the publication in German of The Protocols of the Elders of
Zion,” Hitler’s most recent biographer Volker Ullrich has con-
cluded, ©. .. conspiracy theory had become a stock element of
ethnic-chauvinistic German propaganda.”’ For extreme right-wing
antisemites, Germany’s defeat in 1918, the fall of the Kaiser’s
regime and the coming of democracy in the Weimar Republic were
all proof of the accuracy of the Protocols. The Jews had triumphed,
and so they no longer needed to keep the document secret, as they
had allegedly done up to then.*

One of the first to read the book in German was General Erich
Ludendorff, who had been in effect the military leader of Germany
during the latter part of the First World War and took a leading part
in two violent but unsuccessful attempts to overthrow the Weimar
Republic, including the Kapp Putsch of 1920, when Berlin was briefly
taken over in an ultra-right military coup, and the Nazi ‘beer-hall
putsch’ in Munich in 1923. By the time he got hold of a copy, he had
already written his account of the war, but he was still able to insert
an extra footnote recommending the Protocols to his readers and
declaring that in the light of their revelations, modern and especially
contemporary history would need to be completely rewritten. Luden-
dorff went on to note that the document ‘has been strongly attacked
by the opposing side and characterized as historically inaccurate’. But
this did not really matter. The fact was that he had already formu-
lated his views, and the Protocols did not in the end have a great deal
of influence on them.*

However, the document clearly did influence a secret, conspirator-
ial collection of young far-right extremists in the early years of the
Weimar Republic known as the Organisation Consul. The group was
among other things responsible for the assassination of Walther
Rathenau, a wealthy businessman, intellectual and politician who
had been a key figure in the management of the economy during the
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war. In 1922 Rathenau was appointed German Foreign Minister. He
quickly concluded a treaty with the Soviet Union in which Germany
and Russia, the two pariahs of the international order, renounced
territorial and financial claims on each other. It was an important
step towards bringing Germany back into the diplomatic arena. But
for the extreme right, it was an act of treachery to conclude any kind
of agreement with the Bolsheviks, let alone one renouncing all claims
on Soviet territory. For the Organisation Consul in particular, it was
a product of the international Jewish conspiracy described in the Pro-
tocols. For Rathenau was a Jew, and in 1909 he had been incautious
enough to complain in a newspaper article that ‘three hundred men,
all of whom know one another, guide the economic destinies of the
Continent and seek their successors among their followers’. His pur-
pose was to advocate a broadening out of the economic elites of
Germany, France and other European countries, and he made no
mention of Jews anywhere in the article, but for the young fanatics of
the Organisation Consul, encouraged by Ludendorff, the claim could
only have one meaning: Rathenau, as Ernst Techow, one of the mem-
bers of the organization, alleged, ‘was one of the three hundred Elders
of Zion, whose purpose and aim was to bring the whole world under
Jewish influence, as the example of Bolshevist Russia already showed’.
Questioned by the judge at the assassins’ trial, Techow said that he
had got the idea of the ‘three hundred Elders’ from ‘a pamphlet’,
namely the Protocols, and in his summing-up the judge drew the
attention of the courts and the media to ‘that vulgar libel, the Prozo-
cols of the Elders of Zion’, which ‘sows in confused and immature
minds the urge to murder’.*3

The Protocols did not impact on these young murderers in an ideo-
logical vacuum. For the thinking of the ultra right in Germany
already before the war was permeated by a heady brew of ideas
derived from the French monarchist Artur de Gobineau, who in the
mid-nineteenth century invented the concept of an ‘Aryan master
race’; the Social Darwinist concept of history as a struggle between
races for the ‘survival of the fittest’; and the identification of socialism
as the product of a Jewish plot to destroy European civilization. Such
ideas were propagated in a number of publications, most notably the
Foundations of the Nineteenth Century (1899) by the antisemitic
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composer Richard Wagner’s son-in-law, the even more antisemitic
Houston Stewart Chamberlain. Similar works, such as Theodor
Fritsch’s Handbook of the Jewish Question or Adolf Wahrmund’s
The Law of the Nomad and Today’s Jewish Domination (1887), also
advanced the claim that the Jews were the hidden force behind many
events and tendencies their authors regarded as malign.** Ultra-right
nationalist newspapers, magazines, tracts and pamphlets propagated
the idea of the Jews as a hidden influence behind everything they
hated in modern life, from feminism and socialism to atonal music
and abstract art, well before the First World War.* In the wake of
Germany’s defeat in the First World War, and the febrile atmosphere
of revolution and counter-revolution that followed it, antisemitism
became a central part of far-right ideology.

In post-revolutionary Bavaria in particular, a number of tiny counter-
revolutionary political groupings fulminated against the Jews, who,
they claimed, both prompted revolutionary subversion and engaged in
war profiteering. Such propaganda of course grossly exaggerated
the role of Jews both in the Socialist and Communist parties and in
the world of banking and high finance. The obvious objection to
such claims, namely that capitalists and Communists spent much of
their time and energy fighting each other, was met with the para-
noid response that this only showed how the Jews were acting as
hidden puppet-masters, dividing society against itself from behind
the scenes. It was from this milieu, rather than directly from the
Protocols, that Adolf Hitler gained the antisemitic beliefs that were
so central to his world-view.*

Hitler first mentioned the Protocols in notes he compiled for a
meeting held on 12 August 19215 a report of a speech he delivered in
the south Bavarian town of Rosenheim on 19 August 1921 noted that
‘Hitler shows from the book The Elders of Zion, drawn up at the
Zionist Congress in Basel in 1897, that establishing their rule, by
whatever means, has always been and will always be the Semites’
goal.¥ However, Hitler’s private library, which eventually contained
more than 16,000 volumes, did not contain a copy of the Protocols.
Even if it had, that would not have proved that he had read the
document; almost all of the volumes in the collection were clearly
unread. Like many people, he learned about the Protocols indirectly.
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Leaving aside the probability that he was informed of their content,
or at least their import, through conversations with his friends, not-
ably his early mentor Dietrich Eckart, after the end of the First World
War the vehicle seems to have been a series of newspaper articles
ghost-written for the American motor manufacturer Henry Ford and
published in 1920 in a collected, bound edition under the title The
International Jew: The World’s Foremost Problem, and translated
into German in 1922. A copy was included in Hitler’s library. A large
part of the book, beginning with Chapter 10, is devoted to an expos-
ition of the Protocols, illustrated by copious quotations from the
text.*® It was from this book that Hitler’s later propaganda chief
Joseph Goebbels also learned about the Protocols in 1924, prompt-
ing him to seek out the actual document so that he could gain a
proper understanding of the ‘Jewish question’, as he put it.*’

By 1923, as hyperinflation was destroying economic life and social
stability in Germany, Hitler was referring to the Protocols in his
speeches. Among other things, he declared: ‘According to the Zionist
Protocols the intention is to make the masses submit through hunger
to a second revolution [after that of 1918] under the Star of David.”°
Not long after this, Hitler attempted to seize power in Munich in a
violent armed coup and was arrested, tried and sentenced to a brief
period of ‘fortress confinement’ by a lenient nationalist judge. He
used his enforced leisure to compose his lengthy political and auto-
biographical tract Mein Kampf (My Struggle), and here, too, he made
reference to the Protocols.

ITI

However, by this time, the Protocols had become widely known as a
blatant forgery.”! On 13 July 1921 the Istanbul correspondent of The
Times, Philip Graves, excitedly informed his editor in London, Henry
Wickham Steed: ‘A very curious discovery has been made by a Rus-
sian (Orthodox) here ... It is that the “Protocols of the Learned
Elders” is largely a plagiarism of a book published at Geneva . . . [in]
1864. The book is a series of dialogues between Montesquieu and
Machiavelli . . . A great many of the resemblances are extraordinary.’
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Graves supplied a number of examples of textual passages plagiar-
ized from this book by the author of the Protocols. “There are scores

of other resemblances: “The Protocols” in many parts is a mere para-
phrase. There seem to me to be the elements of a scoop in this,” he
told Steed.>? The day before, he went on, the Russian who had made
the discovery, Mikhail Mikhailovich Raslovlev, who was related by
marriage to the Times correspondent in St Petersburg, had contacted
him and offered to sell him the copy of Joly’s book, which had origin-
ally been published in Geneva. ‘Mr Raslovleff,” Graves reported, ‘got
the Geneva Book from a Russian ex-colonel of the Okhrana [Tsarist
secret police] who attached no importance to it.” Raslovlev was him-
self an antisemite (‘He thinks the Jewish peril lies in the materialism
of the Jew rather than in his revolutionary idealism,” Graves reported),
and belonged to a group of Russian monarchists exiled by the Bol-
shevik Revolution in 1917. He was down on his luck, and needed
money, after losing his estates and his property to the Bolsheviks.
However, money was not his only motive, otherwise, he said, he
would have offered the book to a Jewish purchaser, who would
undoubtedly have paid more for it. ‘I would not like to give a weapon
of any kind to the Jews,” he told Graves, ‘whose special friend I never
have been. I kept for a long time the secret of my discovery (for it is
a discovery!) in the hope of using it one day or other as a proof of
impartiality of the political group to which I belong. And it is only a
very urgent need of money that persuaded me now to change my
mind.” He did not want to sell the book outright, however: believing
that the ongoing civil war and famine in Russia would soon bring
the Bolshevik regime to an end, Raslovlev asked only for a loan of
£300, repayable after five years; in return, The Times would have
exclusive rights over the material until the money was repaid. A con-
tract was quickly drawn up and signed on 1 August 1921. ‘I feel this
may be a very big scoop for the Times,” Graves told his Foreign Edi-
tor in London, ‘so have taken the step mentioned above so as to have
a hold on the discoverer.” There was a danger otherwise that Raslov-

lev might try to sell the secret to someone else, or that the plagiarism
might be independently discovered. Graves agreed, however, to keep
the name of his informant anonymous, in order to protect relatives
of Raslovlev who had remained in Russia.*?
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His decision to expose the document was motivated not least by
the fact that London newspapers including the Morning Post and the
Hlustrated Sunday Herald had produced an English translation of
the Protocols the year before, eliciting interest in the political world
and winning favourable comments from none other than Winston
Churchill, among many others. There was pressure from some Con-
servative MPs for an official inquiry into the Jewish conspiracy
supposedly uncovered in the document. Under its editor, the High
Tory H. A. Gwynne, the Morning Post was at the time strongly anti-
Bolshevik and had many far-right connections, particularly with
Tsarist exiles. The exposure of the Protocols by The Times would
therefore strike a serious blow to the rival newspaper’s credibility.’*
But even before this, a German author, Otto Friedrich, had drawn
attention, in a book entitled Die Weisen von Zion: Das Buch von
Filschungen (The Wise Men of Zion: The Book of Falsifications),
published in 1920, to The Rabbi’s Speech in the Protocols.> Another
journalist, Lucien Wolf, had also exposed the Protocols as plagiar-
ized from The Rabbi’s Speech in 1920.%° In the USA, the Russian-born
Jewish activist and journalist Herman Bernstein published a similar
denunciation the following year.’” The evidence that the Protocols
were a falsification was accumulating rapidly. But Raslovlev’s expos-
ure of the extensive plagiarism of Joly’s text was entirely new, and
constituted a revelation of a much more devastating kind.

Graves quickly wrote it up into three articles for The Times. ‘I think
publication should take place as soon as possible,” he told his Foreign
Editor back home. This was not easy, however. He needed to entrust
the articles and the books to a reliable British subject travelling home
from Constantinople. ‘The trouble is,” he told his Foreign Editor on 25
July 1921, ‘that the people travelling just now are people whom [sic] I
know are slapdash sort of fellows who might quite conceivably stop
two or three times “pour faire la noce” on the way home at Venice or
Paris & increase risks of loss.” Eventually he found a ‘trusty messenger
who will leave by the Orient Express ... He will stop nowhere en
route, as he had intended, & will hand over a packet to the Foreign
Editor on the night of his arrival.’” The journey on the luxurious train
took five days. The Foreign Department of The Times duly noted on 9
August 1921 that “The secret parcel from Constantinople arrived by
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special messenger tonight.” Graves’s articles appeared on 16, 17 and 18
August 1921 and were quickly reprinted as a pamphlet, which was so
widely demanded that it was reprinted in a new edition of 5,000 copies
on 22 August. Foreign translations were rapidly negotiated with con-
tinental European newspapers and publishing houses. Only in Paris
did the agent acting for The Times meet with failure. “The subject,
somehow or other,” he reported, ‘does not seem to be of interest — the
French are a funny lot!”®

The charge of falsification appeared in detail in German in 1924
and was given widespread publicity.*® Hitler must certainly have
read about the allegations in the German press. But the expos-
ure did not deter him. The fact that ‘the Protocols of the Elders
of Zion’, he declared, were hated by the Jews, led to claims that
they were

based on a ‘forgery’; which is the surest proof that they are genuine.
What many Jews do perhaps unconsciously is here consciously
exposed. But that is what matters. It is a matter of indifference which
Jewish brain produced these revelations. What matters is that they
uncover, with really horrifying reliability, the nature and activity of
the Jewish people, and expose them in their inner logic and their final
aims. But reality provides the best commentary. Anyone who exam-
ines the historical development of the last hundred years from the
standpoint of this book will at once understand why the Jewish press

makes such an uproar.®®

This was, however, the only reference he made to the document in
the many hundreds of pages of Mein Kampf.

Similarly, Joseph Goebbels, two days after he had decided to
inform himself of the document’s contents, confided to his diary:

I believe that The Protocols of the Elders of Zion is a forgery. That is
not because the worldview of Jewish aspirations expressed therein are
too utopian or fantastic — one sees today how one point after the other
of The Protocols is being realized — but rather because I do not think
the Jews are so completely stupid as not to keep such important proto-
cols secret. I believe in the inner, but not the factual, truth of The

Protocols.°!
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Far more enthusiastic about the Protocols was the self-appointed
Nazi philosopher and ideologue Alfred Rosenberg, a Baltic German
who had fled the Revolution in Russia and was convinced it had been
the outcome of a Jewish plot. He saw the machinations of the Jews
everywhere and, once he had arrived in Germany, churned out a
seemingly unending stream of radically antisemitic tracts. Rosenberg
produced a commentary on the Protocols as early as 1923, in which
he claimed that ‘the Jew’ had triumphed in Germany with the cre-
ation of the Weimar Republic, but warned his ‘fall into the abyss’
would soon come, after which ‘there will be no place for the Jew in
Europe or America’. Ten years later, when the Nazis had come to
power, he proclaimed that this moment had finally arrived: ‘May the
new edition of this book reveal yet again to the German people in
what delusion they were imprisoned, before the great German move-
ment shattered it . . . and how deeply this understanding was rooted
amongst the leaders of National Socialism from the very beginning
of the movement.” When Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels
ordered a nationwide boycott of Jewish shops on 1 April 1933, sup-
posedly in retaliation for a boycott of German goods advocated by
Jewish groups in the USA — in itself a sign of the Nazi belief in ‘world
Jewry’ — the Nazi Party boss in Franconia and editor of the antisem-
itic Nazi paper Der Stiirmer (The Stormer), Julius Streicher, described
the boycott as a ‘defensive action against the Jewish world-criminals’
and their ‘plan of Basel’ (which was where the meeting supposedly
minuted in the Protocols had allegedly taken place). Streicher’s news-
paper made frequent mention of the Protocols and did as much as it
could to keep them in the public eye. The Nazi Party itself published
the Protocols in a cheap and widely available edition and urged ‘every
German to study the terrifying avowal of the Elders of Zion, and to
compare them with the boundless misery of our people, and then to
draw the necessary conclusions and to see to it that this book comes
into the hands of every German’.®?

In the mid-1930s however, the claims of the Protocols to authentic-
ity, such as they were, met with two further blows. In July 1934, during
a trial in Grahamstown of three South African ‘Grey Shirt’ fascist
leaders, Nahum Sokolow, President of the World Zionist Organiza-
tion, testified that the Protocols which the defendants were accused
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of distributing were a forgery that had already been exposed some
years previously. He pointed out that Henry Ford had withdrawn his
support for the claim of their authenticity.®* More importantly, in the
same year, representatives of the Jewish community in Bern, Switz-
erland, launched a prosecution of the Swiss National Front, a fascist
organization that had distributed the document at a demonstration
the previous year. The prosecution was initiated under a local statute
outlawing the distribution of immoral, obscene or brutalizing texts.
Lead expert defence witness was Ulrich Fleischhauer (‘a professional
anti-Semite and probably a Hun, [he] has made statements impugn-
ing my personal character and veracity, Graves complained). In
Germany, the Nazi press claimed Graves was Jewish, or was being
paid by the Jews, or was even a pseudonym of Lucien Wolf. Follow-
ing a lengthy series of expert witness testimonies by prominent
academics and scholars, including exiled Russians such as the Men-
shevik intellectual Boris Nicolaevsky, confirming that the Protocols
were falsified and liable to arouse hatred of Jews, the court ruled that
the Protocols were plagiarized, obscene and a forgery, and found for
the prosecution. The judge declared that the document was ‘risible
nonsense’ and regretted that the court had been obliged to spend an
entire fortnight discussing such an absurdity.®

This was not the end of the story, since the defence issued a formal
appeal against the verdict and the appeal was upheld by the Swiss
Supreme Court in November 1937. This was anything but a vindica-
tion of the Protocols, however, as the judges ruled that they were
indeed forged and falsified but concluded none the less that they did
not violate the provisions of the statute on obscene literature because
they were in the end to be classified under the heading of political
propaganda. Costs were awarded against the defendants (i.e. the sup-
porters of the Protocols’ authenticity) and the court publicly expressed
its regret that the law did not offer Jews adequate protection against
false allegations of the kind presented in the Protocols. The Swiss
fascists and antisemites of course trumpeted the final outcome as a
triumph, and condemned their Jewish accusers as behaving in exactly
the way the Protocols had predicted; but the overall effect in terms of
publicity was anything but favourable to the antisemites’ cause.®®

Graves had felt unable to appear as a witness in the trial, because
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he had relatives by marriage living in Munich who, he feared, might
be subject to reprisals by the Nazis, but he did provide a written state-
ment confirming the conclusions reached in his articles of 1921. By
now, however, he had lost the support of his newspaper. The new
editor of The Times, Geoffrey Dawson, a strong advocate of Appease-
ment, regretted his newspaper’s exposure of the Protocols, as Graves
reminded him subsequently:

Some time ago I remember that you told me that you regarded the dis-
covery by T.[he] T.[imes] of the forgery as in some respects unfortunate.
I quite see that in the present state of feeling in a great part of the Con-
tinent, The Times might wish to be dissociated from this publication
in the future, not on account of any sympathy whatever with the pre-
vailing anti-Semitism, but because the connexion of The Times with
the exposure makes it hard to persuade many important people in
Germany and elsewhere that The Times is not ‘Jewish influenced’ or

‘Jewish run’.®”

On the very eve of the war, the assistant manager of The Times
told Graves that if his pamphlet was reprinted, ‘it might be wise for
us not to give it too much, or perhaps any, publicity in the columns of
THE TIMES, in view of the possibility of reprisals against us in
Germany’.®®

The verdict of the Bern trial was one of a number of factors that
influenced officials in Goebbels’s Propaganda Ministry to decide
against making much use of the Protocols in their public pronounce-
ments. At his daily press briefings, where the Propaganda Ministry
laid down the lines German newspapers and magazines had to follow
on major, and sometimes not so major, issues of current interest, one
Nazi paper, the Deutsche Zeitung, came in for sharp criticism for
claiming that the exposure given to the Protocols at the Bern trial
would alert the German public once more to the threat posed by Jew-
ish machinations across the world. ‘The experts in the Propaganda
Ministry are in no way of the same opinion,’ it was reported. “The
German press is asked not to turn the Bern trial ... into a major
antisemitic action.” Accordingly, the newspapers played down the
trial, presenting it in the main as an internal Swiss affair. They inter-
preted the court’s verdict as based on the niceties of Swiss law, rather
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than a condemnation of the Protocols’ claims to authenticity. The
prosecution itself was evidence in the eyes of the Nazi press of the
continuing international Jewish effort to ‘spread poison about Ger-
many’. It was not only Nazi officials’ awareness of public knowledge
of the fraudulent nature of the Protocols, however, but also, most
likely, their consciousness of the limitations of the document’s con-
tents that led to the Nazis’ continuing reluctance to use them as a tool
of antisemitic propaganda. Only the most extreme of antisemites,
notably Streicher, cited them with any frequency. As far as antisem-
itic indoctrination in general was concerned, there were far more
important and widely distributed documents to hand, notably Nazi
handbooks on antisemitism of one kind and another. As the most
thorough and judicious investigation of the subject has concluded,
‘the evidence . . . suggests that the Nazi propaganda leadership knew
that The Protocols was not what it purported to be. But that seems
not to have troubled them much. Whatever The Protocols was, it
made for useful propaganda as long as one did not go into excessive
detail.” But as a central plank in the Nazi regime’s antisemitic plat-
form, the document was of limited importance.®’

Nevertheless, while it seldom made direct reference to the Proto-
cols, the Nazis’ antisemitic rhetoric was permeated all the way up to
the end of the war by direct and indirect references to ‘the Jewish
world conspiracy’. The Jew, Goebbels declared at the 1937 Nazi
Party rally, was ‘the world’s enemy, the destroyer of civilizations, the
parasite among the peoples, the son of Chaos, the incarnation of
evil, the ferment of decomposition, the demon who brings about the
degeneration of mankind’.”° On the sixth anniversary of his appoint-
ment as Reich Chancellor in 1933, Hitler declared, to the thunderous
applause of the serried ranks of Nazi officials gathered in the Reich-
stag, that ‘if the international Jewish financiers in and outside Europe
should succeed in plunging the nations once more into a world war,
then the result will not be the Bolshevising of the earth, and thus the
victory of Jewry, but the annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe!””!
By ‘world war’ he meant essentially the involvement of the United
States in a war against Germany, and it is no coincidence that when
this happened, in the summer of 1941, the full-scale extermination of
the Jews began. As Goebbels said in November 1941, ‘All Jews by
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virtue of their birth and race belong to an international conspiracy
against National Socialist Germany.””> The idea that all Jews, every-
where, were dedicated to the complete destruction of Germany and
the Germans was endlessly repeated by Goebbels’s propaganda
apparatus throughout the rest of the war, gaining in vehemence and
intensity as the military tide began to turn in the Allies’ favour. ‘Just
as the potato beetle destroys potato fields, indeed has to destroy
them,” Goebbels told an enthusiastic crowd in the Berlin Sportpalast
on 15 June 1943, ‘so the Jews destroy states and nations. For that
there is only one remedy: radical removal of the threat.””> The Propa-
ganda Ministry continued with this line even in defeat. ‘If it were
possible to checkmate the 300 secret Jewish kings who rule the
world,” the Ministry informed the press to report on 29 December
1944, in an extrapolation of the figure originally applied to Germany,
without mention of the Jews, by Rathenau many years before, ‘the
people of this earth would at last find peace.””* Nevertheless, Nazi
propaganda seldom if ever mentioned the Protocols directly when
referring to the alleged global Jewish conspiracy. It is a mistake to
think that every such reference was also a reference to the Protocols,
as some historians have done.”” The idea of a Jewish world conspiracy
was spread by other publications as well; it was a commonplace of
antisemitic ideology, and the Protocols were really only one illustra-
tion among many.”®

IV

On the face of it, the idea of a Jewish world conspiracy is unrealistic
in the extreme. To imagine that millions of individuals are all being
centrally directed by a small, secret conspiratorial group, whether it
consists of thirteen men or three hundred, is to indulge in the politics
of fantasy to an extraordinary degree. To work at all, a conspiracy
has to be tightly knit. The secret of its operation has to be jealously
guarded. It has to involve as few people as possible. Conspiracies
involving thirteen people are feasible enough, but three hundred is
already coming up against the limits of possibility. The more people
there are in a conspiracy, the greater the likelihood of its being
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betrayed. However many members there are, they also need to be in
constant communication with one another as they bring their plans
to maturity and put them into action. And yet the Protocols invari-
ably mention only the meetings at the 1897 World Zionist Congress;
there is no mention of any other meetings except in one of the docu-
ment’s precursors, where it is claimed the encounters in the Prague
cemetery took place once every hundred years. Surely over the years
one, or most likely many more, of the conspirators would have
betrayed their secrets? One would imagine, too, that the supposed
intended victims of the conspiracy would have taken up arms to
defend themselves against subversion on this scale; yet nowhere in
the Protocols is there any mention of precautions the ‘Elders’ sup-
posedly took to protect themselves from retribution.

And then there is the question of how the Elders’ instructions were
transmitted to the millions of people who formed the Jewish com-
munity across the globe. No evidence, not even forged ‘evidence’,
was ever brought to light that contained even the slightest hint that
Jews anywhere were in receipt of any instructions issued by the
alleged masters of the conspiracy. In fact, as the former Higher SS
and Police Leader in Central Russia, Erich von dem Bach-Zelewski,
a ruthless mass murderer of the region’s many Jews, admitted after
the war:

Contrary to the opinion of the National Socialists that the Jews were
a highly organized group, the appalling fact was that they had no
organization whatsoever . .. It gives the lie to the old slogan that the
Jews are conspiring to dominate the world and that they are so highly
organized . .. If they had had some sort of organization, these people
could have been saved by the millions; but instead they were taken
completely by surprise. They did not know at all what to do; they had
no directives or slogans as to how they should act . .. In reality they
had no organization of their own at all, not even an information

service.”’

As Norman Cohn commented, the myth of the Jewish world
conspiracy ‘reached its most coherent and deadly formulation at the
very time when Jews were in reality more divided than ever before —
between orthodox and reformed, practising and indifferent, believing
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and agnostic, assimilationist and zionist’, not to mention divisions of
class, politics and national allegiance. The Protocols and the myth of
a worldwide Jewish conspiracy in the end had ‘very little to do with
real people and real situations and real conflicts in the modern world’,
a fact evident, at least after the event, even to a hardened Nazi mass
murderer like Bach-Zelewski.”®

As we have seen, the kind of conspiracy theory represented by
the Protocols bore little resemblance to traditional expressions of
antisemitism. Ancient and medieval antisemitism was religious in
character: an unconverted, alien body in Christendom, blamed by
the Church for bringing about the death of Christ, the Jews, prac-
titioners of a different religion from that of the vast majority of
Europeans, were easily imagined as engaged in nefarious activities,
poisoning wells used by Christians, or killing Christian boys in
order to use their unsullied blood for sacrificial purposes. These
legends always, however, focused on specific incidents in specific
places at specific times and involved named individuals. The sys-
temic conspiracy theory exemplified by the Protocols and their
antecedents right back to the decades after the Revolution of 1789
was entirely different. It never named any of the individuals the Pro-
tocols claimed were behind the destructive conspiracies of the
Freemasons, nor did it identify any of the Jews who were supposedly
engaged in the subversion of the foundational principles of the trad-
itional Christian social order. In the vagueness of these allegations,
indeed, lay much of their power: to a degree, the Protocols were an
‘open’ text, allowing a variety of different readings.” Such conspir-
acy theories were designed, whether consciously or not, to create
fear and suspicion through the suggestion of unseen and unknown
forces at work.%® And the proof that was supplied was almost always
historical, referring to a conspiratorial meeting that had taken place
in the recent or in some cases the distant past, involving a secret
group or organization that had been working subversively behind
the scenes for decades or even centuries.®!

An early critical essay on the Protocols by the historian John
Gwyer, published in 1938, generalized from these points with unusual
clarity. Dedicating it ironically to ‘all believers in the Hidden Hand’,
Gwyer remarked that such people
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become believers, members of that unfortunate crew who can see a
plot in anything. They can no longer open their newspapers, or read a
book, or go to the cinema without observing the Hidden Hand at
work, either involving them in subtle propaganda, or attempting to
make them pawns in an elaborate scheme of sabotage ... [Yet] the
Hidden Hand had done far too much to be true. It had engineered the
French Revolution, the troubles in Ireland, and the Great War ... It
had organized the Bolshevik revolution, while remaining persistently
at the back of High Finance . . . There was, in fact, no end to its activ-
ities. But its plots (I would object) were nearly all contradictorys; it
appeared to organize with one hand what it was at pains to overthrow
with the other.??

Gwyer went on to remark that the literature of what he called ‘the
Hidden Hand’, or what we would call conspiracy theories, encom-
passed so many events and processes of world history that ‘T cannot
but feel proud of our civilization’s power to withstand attack’. The
paranoid belief in the Hidden Hand must on the face of it ‘surely be
as disquieting and uncomfortable as any other form of persecution-
mania’. But in fact, he considered, it was convenient. ‘It saves so much
thinking to think like this, to survey the world and know that all its
disorders are due to the malignity of a single group of mysterious
plotters.”®® Perhaps, he mused, such beliefs were harmless enough
provided they were not allowed to impinge on real life. But in the case
of belief in a Jewish Hidden Hand, this was regrettably not the case:
it had led to repeated acts of violence against the Jews by antisemites,
many of whom in recent years had used the Protocols as justification
for their ‘startlingly savage’ acts, including ‘murders, persecutions,
evictions, and massacres’. Hence his decision to devote a short book
to demonstrating their fraudulence.®

‘One is reluctant to think,” Gwyer wrote in the conclusion to his
short book, ‘that the average intelligence of mankind is really so low
that it cannot distinguish between plain truth and fantastic false-
hood.”®> But this seemed to be the case with the adherents of the
Protocols. The exposure of their fraudulence had not prevented thou-
sands from continuing to read them, treating them as if they were
indeed genuine. And in fact, conspiracy theories such as those
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purveyed by the Protocols do operate in a number of ways that are
outside the normal practice of rational discourse. To begin with, they
are self-sealing: that is, criticism, all the way up to their exposure as
plagiarized and falsified, generally meets with the response that the
critics are themselves part of the conspiracy, either Jewish or tools of
the Jews. No advocate of the Protocols has ever attempted to defend
them by advancing proofs that they are genuine, or providing evidence
in support of their authenticity. Instead, in a vindicatory procedure
typical of conspiracy theorists, the proponents of the Protocols focus
their attention on the motives, or the character, or the racial back-
ground, or the politics of the document’s critics. But of course the
question of who advances an argument, of why they do so, or what
their motivation might be, has nothing at all to do with the actual val-
idity or otherwise of the argument itself, which has to be tackled on
its own terms.

And then, some at least of those who have made use of the Proto-
cols have been fully aware of the fact that they are a crude fabrication.
They have frequently been employed as a kind of ‘pious falsehood’, a
low and disreputable means to what those who have exploited them
have presented as high and honourable ends. As Hitler himself said,
the proof of their intrinsic truth lay not so much in the document itself
as in the history of the past two centuries of Jewish plotting and con-
spiracy. In similar terms, Alfred Rosenberg admitted that the
document’s origins were obscure, but felt it was genuine because it
corresponded to his intuition.®® The fact that the Protocols were a for-
gery was thus more or less irrelevant, just as the French antisemites
who insisted so stubbornly that the Jewish officer Alfred Dreyfus was
guilty of spying for the Germans in the 1890s did not care that the
documents that incriminated him were forged: forged or not, for
them, the documents testified to a higher truth, namely that all Jews
were traitors, either actually or potentially, because the Jews in their
eyes had no allegiance to any one country — a belief, as this shows,
that was widespread in antisemitic circles even before the composition
of the Protocols.*”

As Jovan Byford has remarked, the exposure of the Protocols as a
falsification by Philip Graves and again by the Bern trial
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did not seem to undermine the book’s cult status among millions of
readers around the world who fell under its spell. Many of the book’s
admirers simply dismissed the evidence against it as a campaign by
Jews to undermine the ‘leaked’ document which exposes so clearly
their sinister secret. On the other hand, there were those, among them
the Nazi ideologue Alfred Rosenberg, who were aware from the outset
that the Protocols are not genuine, but for whom this simply did not

matter.*®

For these conspiracy theorists, even if the Protocols themselves were
a forgery, they nevertheless testified to a reality of which they were
already conscious. Henry Ford concluded that they ‘fit with what is
going on’, a statement strikingly similar to Hitler’s in Mein Kampf. In
the same way, the antisemitic conspiracy theorist Nesta Webster,
writing in 1924, concluded that ‘whether genuine or not’ (my italics),
‘the Protocols represent the programme of a world revolution’.®? As
Byford concludes, ‘for the antisemitic conspiracy theorist the Proto-
cols function like the Bible: they are an ahistorical document that
“invites incantation, not critical interpretation”’.”® Like many if not
most conspiracy theorists, Hitler and other Nazi antisemites lived in
a hermetically sealed ideological cocoon which could not be pene-
trated by any rational criticism.”!

Reinforcing the tendency of those who used the Protocols as a
means of ‘proving’ that the Jews were engaged in a worldwide con-
spiracy to subvert the existing order was the probability that very few
of them had actually troubled to read the document. The document
was, to be sure, printed and reprinted in the hundreds of thousands,
but few people could have made sense of its contents, and what it
needed in any case was for the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
conspiratorial fantasies it contained to be translated into terms that
were relevant to a twentieth-century readership. No edition appeared
without an explanatory foreword, and many contained copious
explanatory notes, usually linking the Protocols to issues of the day.”?
Not infrequently they printed additional documents, most of which
were also falsified or invented. Alfred Rosenberg’s edition was full of
notes and additional examples designed to show, as he put it, that
‘today’s politics correspond exactly and in detail to the intentions and
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plans that were discussed and committed to paper 35 years ago in the
Protocols’. The Foreword, indeed, was usually the most readable
part of every edition. Most of the document itself was, as one com-
mentator has noted, ‘stupendously boring’, but the marginalia that
appeared from Nilus’s edition onwards and were incorporated into
the document as subheadings for the different sections were often
dramatic and sensational. The fact that they often had little to do
with the actual contents made no difference.”® They were what made
the Protocols so widely read, insofar as they were read at all and not
merely cited as an unexamined ‘proof’: ‘Reign of Terror’; ‘Removal of
the Privileges of Gentile Nobles’; ‘Economic Wars as Basis for Jewish
Domination’y ‘Making the Gentiles Degenerate’; “The Nobility’s
Money is Taken Away’; ‘Ferment, Disputes, Antagonism throughout
the World’; “The Success of Statecraft through Keeping Its Aims
Secret’; “The Poison of Liberalism’; “The Spreading of Epidemics and
Other Strategies of the Freemasons’; ‘Gentiles are Sheep’; ‘Serfdom of
the Future’; “The Emasculation of the Universities’; “The King of the
Jews as True Pope and Patriarch of the World Church’; ‘Disturbances
and Revolts’; and so on.”* In the end, however, people did not even
need to read these: what mattered was that the Protocols existed.

A%

In his book on the Protocols, Norman Cohn sought to analyse the
myth of the Jewish world conspiracy in psychoanalytic terms. Most
of his arguments lack both plausibility and supporting evidence of
any kind, and are little more than unsubstantiated speculations that
are difficult to accept unless one is a convinced follower of Sigmund
Freud. Moreover, by the time Hitler and the Nazis came to put their
own particular version of the myth of the Jewish world conspiracy
into operation, it had evolved far beyond the future prognostica-
tions of the Protocols. Whatever else that document predicts, it is
not the extermination of the Gentile world. Nowhere in the Proto-
cols do we find any statement of genocidal intent. What is striking
about Nazi antisemitism, however, is its apocalyptic vision of a Jew-
ish world conspiracy hell-bent on the absolute and entire elimination
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of the Gentile world. In this sense, perhaps there is some merit in
Cohn’s identification of the Nazi version of the myth of a Jewish
world conspiracy as a kind of negative projection of the Nazis’ own
destructive and genocidal instincts. Just as the Protocols outlined
a future apocalypse in which the Jews would bring about a Nie-
tzschean ‘revaluation of all values’, and the end of Christian
civilization as it had grown and developed over the previous two
millennia, so the Nazis portrayed the twentieth century as the
apocalyptic culmination of thousands of years of race war, in which
‘the eternal Jew, that fomenter of destruction, will celebrate his
second triumphal Purim among the ruins of a devastated Europe’.”’
All of this, however, was a world away from the future projected by
the Protocols, in which the Gentiles would give up their freedom in
exchange for a paternalistic and in some ways benevolent world
order run by the Jews.

For Hitler, and for the Nazis more generally, the will to conspire
and subvert social, political, cultural and economic institutions in
Germany in particular, and the civilized world in general, was
innate in the Jewish character. It was stamped on it by heredity, just
as the supposed virtues of the ‘Aryan’ race were handed down from
generation to generation in the blood. Hence Hitler’s revealing
statement in Mein Kampf that the Protocols exposed ‘consciously’
‘what many Jews do perhaps unconsciously’. In other words, the
Jews, in Hitler’s mind, were not acting in a conscious kind of con-
spiracy, they were acting by racially determined instinct. The
conspiracy allegedly uncovered in the Protocols was just an example
of a far wider behavioural tendency. The Jews were not consciously
subverting ‘Aryan’ values and institutions, they probably did not
even know that they were doing so. There was no active, clandestine
group of ‘Elders of Zion’ behind all the crises that were besetting
the world, in other words. In this resp